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For Lee and for Hannah


CHAPTER ONE

“Look out!”

The warning shout was cut off abruptly by the scream of a terrified horse and the harsh sound of splintering wood. In any case it came too late for Reuben. His cart came to a sudden halt, almost catapulting him onto the manure-strewn cobblestones of Durham market place and jolting his thoughts back to reality.

Those thoughts had been back home in Leetsvale, grappling with the thorny problem of Mary Ann, but now he stared in stunned disbelief at the trap with which he had collided. It lay at a precarious angle, the wooden spokes of its offside wheel shattered. He watched, dumbfounded, as a plump grey-haired woman clung in desperation to one side of the trap while her young companion struggled to keep her balance. As the young lass began to dismount onto the road her opinion of Reuben’s driving ability resounded across the market place.

“Who let you loose with a horse and cart?” She waved a furious hand at the ruined wheel. “Just look what you’ve done! Look at it—” She paused for a moment as her skirts caught on the shattered spokes, then with an impatient wrench she pulled them free. There was a loud tearing sound and she slid gracefully over the side of the trap to land with a thump in a flurry of torn petticoats. Reuben caught a tantalising glimpse of leg, a full length of shapely calf and milk-white thigh, before the girl’s clothing was wrenched back into respectability.

He couldn’t help it. A slow smile spread across his face and as his eyes met hers it became a grin. But as the chuckle burst from his lips the girl leapt to her feet and seized the nearest object, a parasol, now much the worse for wear, and brought it down hard across Reuben’s shins.

“Hannah, no, not my parasol! Stop it, lass, you’ll ruin it! Help me down, for goodness sakes before I fall.” The older woman indeed looked as though she might topple out at any moment and the girl, hurling the remains of the parasol aside, went to her aid. Reuben saw the look of concern on her face as she took the older woman’s arm.

“Hold on Mam, lean on me and bring your feet round, like that. That’s the way. All right?” She turned and glared at Reuben who had leapt down from his cart to help, her furious expression halting him in his tracks. She turned back to her mother.

“Come over here and sit down while I see to Duchess,” she muttered, casting an anxious glance at the bay mare trembling between the shafts of the damaged trap, before guiding her mother over to a nearby bench.

Reuben seized his chance. His own horse, Captain, was a placid beast who stood calmly awaiting further orders. By the time Hannah had turned around Reuben was deftly unhar­nessing the mare, soothing her with quiet words and running his hands gently over the beast’s legs to check for injuries. He glanced up to see Hannah’s face incandescent with fury.

“Get away from her! I’ll see to her! Leave her alone, you … you …”

“What?” Reuben was enjoying himself immensely. Why, he had no idea. He should have felt angry, guilty; anything but amused and invigorated. For that was what he felt. Gone was the lassitude and discontent of the past months, the loss of motivation and interest. And him with a wedding coming up and, if his bride-to-be was telling the truth, a child on the way. He should have been looking forward to life, full of plans and anticipation. It might have been the weather, the long, cold and miserable winter they were just emerging from. Or the fact that Mary Ann had pushed him into anticipating their vows and now he was trapped … no, that was no way to look at it. Marriage was a serious business, it was for life, and a child should be wanted, loved.

“… you overbearing half-wit!” Hannah concluded furiously.

“Now calm down, lass,” said Reuben. “Hold your horse while I go and find someone to help your mam.” He pushed his way through the group of onlookers who had gathered to watch and made his way into a nearby inn. A few moments later he emerged, accompanied by an apple-cheeked, aproned woman, and held out his hand to Hannah’s mother seated on the bench.

“This is Mrs Johnson, ma’am. She’ll take you inside and give you some refreshments.” He smiled down at her. “Reuben Armstrong. I’m sorry for what’s happened. It was my fault and I’ll see to the damage.”

“Emma Rigby, young man. T’were a shock, I won’t deny. But it’s good to know that some folk take responsibility for their actions. Mind, Hannah was giving Duchess a bit ower much rein if I’m honest. Bit headstrong at times, she is.” She stood and nodded at the landlady. “A cup of tea would be just the thing.”

Reuben watched them walk through the inn doorway before moving over to where Hannah waited. He put his hand on Duchess’s bridle and looked down at her.

“The landlady’ll give you both a cup of tea and something to eat,” he told her. “There’s a quiet room at the back you can use. Go and wait with her while I see to getting your wheel fixed. I’ll see to your horse too. Shouldn’t take long. I’ll be back shortly.”

She stared at him wordlessly. Reuben had time to become aware of a pair of large brown eyes fringed with dark lashes and framed by a pair of fine eyebrows before she answered.

“Thank you. Whoever you are.”

“Reuben,” he told her. “Reuben Armstrong. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Hannah Rigby.”

“How do you know my name?”

“Your mam told me. She’s waiting for you, my lass. Off you go.”

“I’m not your lass!” Hannah glared at him. “And if anything happens to my horse I’ll do more than give you a tap with a parasol.” She flounced off and disappeared into the inn, clutching her torn skirts firmly about her and Reuben laughed softly. He hadn’t had so much fun for ages.

He called a lad over and tasked him with guarding the two vehicles.

“Tuppence if you hold my horse and keep an eye on the cart and the trap,” he offered. “Where will I find a wheelwright, young man?”

The lad pointed towards one of the streets that led out of the marketplace.

“Up there and round the first corner, mister. Can’t miss it.”

Reuben led Duchess out of the market place and up the street the lad had indicated. The wheelwright found a stall for the mare and walked back with Reuben to assess the damage.

“Got a spare wheel that will fit, most likely,” he told Reuben. “Should only take an hour at the most.” That dealt with, Reuben returned to the inn and left the wheelwright’s address for the Rigbys, collected the patiently waiting Captain and his own cart from the now restless lad, gave him tuppence and went on his way.

Once clear of the city’s market place he found the street he was looking for, and the narrow-fronted shop he had visited with his father a month ago. Nothing in the window had changed, only the absence of the mahogany chiffonier which had held pride of place there in the centre. As it should, thought Reuben. Four pounds for a sideboard. No, not a sideboard, Godfrey Sharpe had informed them earnestly, but a chiffonier. Which when all was said and done was only fancy French for the same thing, Reuben’s father Sam had stated with typical Northumbrian bluntness. Only the fact that Reuben’s mother Rosie had always wanted a mahogany sideboard—chiffonier—had persuaded him to part with four hard-earned pounds. Four pounds was a small fortune but to Rosie’s family, nothing was too much. Nothing, however, would stop the insidious creeping death that stalked her, the consumption that wasted her and stole the very breath from her. A matter of months, the doctor said. She wouldn’t make it through the next winter. So Reuben knew well that his dad would stop at nothing to make her last days happy even though Rosie protested weakly that he would ruin them all.

Reuben recalled his dad’s reply. “No chance of that, my love. Not with these three lumping great lads you’ve given me. Bringing it in hand over fist, they are, and Lilly working up at the Hall and set to wed the head stableman’s son. Ben and Robby won’t wed for years yet—”

At the cry of protest this observation drew from Reuben’s younger brothers Sam amended his words.

“Well, not for some time, anyhow. Anything you want, my love, you just ask for and you’ll have it.”

But Rosie asked for very little. Just to see her family happy; in work and happy, that was all. She knew well enough her days were coming to an end but they had been days full of love and happiness and she felt blessed. There had never been anyone for her but Sam and the love that bound them was rare and precious. Only the grief that she knew her family would feel troubled her. She had made time for each of them, one by one, to tell them how much she loved them, and that they were not to grieve. Tears, yes, but make them short. And get on with life. Make the most of it.

Her words to Reuben had held a warning and a plea.

“Reuben, lad, you’re my eldest but it’s always troubled me the way you drift through life. You’ll not get on without putting your heart into living. Don’t let life push you round. Take it by the horns and fight for what you want. Don’t just take what’s dished up to you, or others will live your life for you.”

Wise words, but as Reuben stood unseeingly in front of the shop window he reflected that in spite of his mam’s advice he was well on the way to making a real muck of his life. Letting his mam down. Not that she knew. Her eldest was careful to hide any doubts he felt, but this business with Mary Ann had him worried. He was fond of her, yes, but no more. She had dogged his steps for months, always there whenever he least expected. In the kitchen talking to his mam, calling in with a message from his sister Lilly up at the Hall …

When had they begun walking out together? He had no recollection of ever asking her to do such a thing. And one thing had led to another, until last New Year’s Eve when they’d both had a bit too much to drink. He knew straight away he wasn’t the first. But when she came to him a couple of months later and told him she was in trouble there was no way out of it. Everyone knew they’d been seeing each other for nearly a year. What could he say? And it would probably be all right. She wasn’t a bad lass. A good cook, clean and tidy, softly spoken. Only he didn’t love her. There was no passion there, no fire, only a kind of tolerant affection. Shaking his head, he drew a deep breath and climbed the stone steps into the shop.

Godfrey Sharpe came through from the back in response to the bell and his face lit up.

“Reuben! Good to see you, young man. How’s your father these days?”

“Very well, sir,” replied Reuben. “Sends his greetings but he couldn’t get away this time. Mam’s not too good.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Godfrey quietly. “Very sorry indeed. I do hope she feels better before too long.”

Reuben nodded. “I’m sure she will. Thank you. I’ve got the cart outside. Came prepared this time.” They both laughed.

It was the work of moments to load the chiffonier into the cart and secure it, and Reuben was about leave when Godfrey spoke.

“I’ve a rather nice chair inside that you might be interested in. Quite old, but well-cared for. Your mother, I think, would like it.”

Reuben followed Godfrey back into the shop and knew at once that he would have to have it. It was oak, the timber polished and worn to a rich deep patina, the colour of honey from the wildflowers of late summer. The seat and back were upholstered in a glowing tapestry, here and there carefully repaired. It was a perfect partner for his dad’s chair. But the thing that won him over was the clever mechanism that allowed the back to be lowered to various degrees, by a wooden peg on each side of the frame.

His mam would love it.

“Can you put it to one side for me? Like the sideboard? Sorry, chiffonier.” He grinned suddenly and Godfrey gave a faint amused smile. “I haven’t got the money on me but I’m coming back in a fortnight—”

Now why had he said that? He’d had no intention of coming back in a fortnight or any other time. Today was the last day of his week’s annual holiday and he doubted Godfrey Sharpe would be happy for him to pick the chair up on a Sunday.

Godfrey, however, was more than happy.

“Of course. Consider it yours. Sunday fortnight will be quite all right. I’ll leave the door unlocked. I live above the shop. It’ll be waiting for you when you return.”

That evening as he helped his father unload the chiffonier into the shed he told him about the chair.

“Two pounds ten he wants for it, Dad. He’ll hold it for a fortnight. Think we can do it?”

Sam looked thoughtful for a moment.

“Aye, I reckon,” he said. “Mind, it’ll clean us out. Still, there’s nothing coming up and we’ve enough to get by on. Oak, you say?”

“It is. It’ll make a good match for your chair.” Reuben nodded towards the comfortably upholstered armchair ensconced by the fireside. “How is Mam, anyhow?”

“She’s had a good day. Looking forward to tomorrow. Weather looks promising.”

They were taking her down to the river for a picnic. The chiffonier would be waiting for her when they got back, for Ben and Robby would nip back and set it up while the others were at the river. The two men closed the shed door and made their way inside.

His mother was lying on the couch by the window, propped up with a small mountain of pillows, and her thin, flushed face lit up at the sight of her son as he walked in.

“You’re home, Reuben. Just in time. Tea’s ready. Come and tell us about your day.”

As they ate Reuben described his encounter with the Rigbys, reducing them to fits of laughter as he described Hannah’s antics with the parasol. As far as his mam was concerned Reuben had gone into Durham looking for furniture for himself and Mary Ann and she asked him now how he’d fared.

“All too pricey, Mam,” he said. “I’m in no hurry, there’ll be cheaper stuff about. I’ll wait.”

He fell silent then, and his thoughts turned again to the woman he’d collided with that morning. Hannah Rigby. He smiled to himself as he recalled her fury, and the glimpse of leg he’d been treated to. More than a glimpse, really, for she hadn’t been wearing drawers. Poor lass, she must have been mortified, no wonder she’d laid about him with her mam’s umbrella. No, parasol. That’s what she’d called it. He should have replaced that, he thought. And paid for the ruined dress. Oh well, too late now, he wasn’t likely to bump into her again, and he was surprised at the pang of disappointment he felt.

“A penny for them, lad.” His father was speaking, and Reuben looked up and coloured slightly.

“Just thinking, Dad … I should have replaced Mrs Rigby’s umbrella for her. A right mess it was after the lass finished belting me with it. Mad as King George, she was.”

His father laughed. “Not your fault, son. Lucky she didn’t give you a black eye, you could have come off a lot worse.”

Not much worse, he thought. He was almost penniless until payday at the end of next week. So much for buying furniture. Mary Ann would be in a sulk.

His father cleared his throat and went on. “Renison had a word with me this morning. Told me there’d be an empty cottage come April ’cos Ted Norwich won’t be signing on again.”

Reuben didn’t answer for a moment. Renison was Mary Ann’s uncle and Mr Maitland’s steward. Mr James Maitland owned Stackley mine; owned most of the land roundabout and the cottages his employees lived in, and to get a cottage a man sometimes had to wait years. But his dad had always had some kind of understanding with Mr Maitland. He never spoke of it but the family was aware of it. Nevertheless it was all moving a bit fast for his liking. April was only a week away. His dad watched him carefully and Reuben shifted in his seat. Neither his mam nor his dad knew Mary Ann was pregnant but his dad was no fool.

“Doesn’t mean you’ve got to get married straight off,” his dad went on. “Mr Maitland will let you have it as a single man if there’s an understanding you’ll marry before too long. Mind, you can’t muck him about. If you take the place you’d better see about the banns afore too much longer.”

“Aye.” Reuben threw down his fork and stood up suddenly. “Excuse me Mam, Dad. I’ll be back later.”

He had to get out. Outside in the backyard he leaned his back against the wall of the house and stared up at the stars, and knew he had a problem.

There was only one person he could think of that he could talk to. He slipped back into the scullery and took his coat from the hook by the door, and went out into the night.

* * *

Hannah watched Reuben lead Duchess off down the street and her face was rigid with anger. Nobody handled her horse. Hannah had raised the Cleveland Bay from a foal, when Jared Martin the blacksmith would have put her down because the mare had died giving birth.

“Can’t hand-raise a foal,” he’d said. “Never works out. They turn out sickly and die more often than not. Kindest to put it out of its misery.” He had lifted the great forge hammer over the foal’s head but Hannah had thrown herself at him.

“No! Give her to me! I’ll take her. It’ll make no difference to you, will it, if I do? It’ll save you getting rid of the carcase, anyhow.”

So she had carried the frail damp creature home and it had lived and thrived, and as far as Duchess was concerned Hannah was her mother. No one handled Duchess, not even her dad. She was Hannah’s. But now the faithless creature was walking placidly by Reuben’s side, even rubbing her head against his arm to relieve an itch. Then her common sense reminded her that her mam was waiting for her, worried and no doubt shaken up. They had enough to think about. This was no time for personal animosity.

She pushed her way through the thinning crowd and made her way to the small room at the back of the inn where her mother waited, seated at a small table.

“There you are lass. Everything all right? Young Reuben told me he’d see to the trap. Come and have a cup of tea and tell me what’s happening.”

Hannah sat down and poured the tea. There was a plate of scones and small dishes of jam and cream, and she busied herself with these before speaking.

“He’s taken Duchess and gone to see about getting the wheel fixed. I hope it doesn’t take too long, we still have to find somewhere to stay tonight. At least the wheel won’t cost us anything, he’s paying for it. And so he should.” She fell silent and began to eat.

“He was good about it though,” Mrs Rigby said a little later, carefully wiping the crumbs from her lap. “He could have been nasty. And he’s seen to all this.” She waved her hand at the empty plates and cups. “By, that was a nice cup of tea and those scones were lovely. He was nicely spoken too, not gentry but polite all the same.”

“Mam!” Hannah looked at her mother in exasperation. “He laughed at me!” Not only did he not turn his head away when I fell and tore my skirts, she thought, he took a good look and actually laughed! And it would have to be the one time she had come out without drawers. They were still in the wash-tub when they left Alderby but with two petticoats under her dress she’d not been too concerned. How much had he seen? She blushed hotly at the recollection of his smile. Stop it, she told herself. Anyone would think he’d taken liberties; he’d only looked. She blushed even harder and pinched herself sharply to stop her train of thought. Her mother gave a sympathetic smile.

“Never mind love, he probably won’t even remember this time next week. You know what men are like.”

No, she didn’t know what men were like, not in that sense. And the thought leapt into her mind that she would like to know. Not just any man, but the man with laughing blue eyes who had looked upon her bare legs, walked off with her perfidious Duchess, and turned her world on its head. Ridiculous, she told herself. You’ll never see him again. Forget him. We’ve got enough on our plate.

She stood and brushed the crumbs from her skirts and pulled the torn edges together as best she could, securing them with her hatpins.

“We’d best get going,” she said. “We have to find some­where to stay tonight and we really should find out where the church is. St Oswald’s, the letter said.”

The letter had come as a shock, three days ago. Even the letter itself was a surprise for the Rigbys seldom received such things. But when her mam opened it and read it through, Hannah knew that it held no good news.

“It’s your Granddad,” she said, grave-faced. “He’s had a seizure. He’s … he’s gone.”

Hannah stepped over and took the letter quietly from her mother’s limp hands and read it slowly. Amos Rigby, Hannah’s grandfather, had indeed passed away and the funeral would be held on Friday in St Oswald’s church, Durham city. Mrs Rigby sat down heavily.

“Your dad can’t go,” she said. “He’d never make the trip. You and I will have to go.”

George Rigby was confined to bed after a bout of heart trouble and he did not take the news well. His father’s funeral and here he was, stuck in bed being nursed like a baby. But there was no help for it and Hannah and her mother had set off for the two-day journey to Durham at first light the next morning, leaving George to the tender mercies of old Mrs Morton and the week’s washing only half done.

Amos Rigby owned the small farm where Hannah and her parents lived, near the tiny village of Alderby in Holderness, East Yorkshire. He had been born there and had worked it for most of his life. But when his wife had died he took it into his head to remove to the city of Durham from where his wife’s family had come. George and Emma could run the farm, he told them, and keep half the profits. The rest would be enough for Amos to live off and in the course of time the farm would pass to George. And this arrangement had worked well for many years. George loved the farm and it was a credit to him. His only regret, if it could be considered a regret, was that he had no son to pass the farm on to. But there, Hannah was just as able as any man when it came to farming; better than many, in fact. He’d taught her everything he knew and she practically ran the place, now that his health had let him down.

And Hannah knew she would continue to do that. As soon as the funeral was over and the will had been read she and her mam would return to Alderby and their lives would get back to normal. Only now she would make sure her dad took things a lot slower. With a determined look on her face she walked arm-in-arm with her mother down the narrow, crowded street to the wheelwright to collect Duchess and the trap. The afternoon was getting on and they still had to find not only somewhere to stay but also somewhere to stable the horse.

The trap was ready when they got there and the young apprentice was struggling in vain to bridle Duchess, but with ears pinned back and eyes rolling she evaded his every move. The youngster was scarlet with embarrassment. Hannah took the bridle from him and the look on the lad’s face was priceless as Duchess meekly lowered her head and practically bridled herself. Hannah gave him sixpence to put a smile back on his face.

“She’s a right canny mare, miss, even if she don’t want aught do with me. Never seen the like round here for breeding. She yours?”

“She is. Can you tell us where we can find somewhere to stay tonight? And stable the horse?” she said.

“Oh aye. Best place I reckon for two ladies would be the Swan. Gan back down through the marketplace and head towards the river. Cross the bridge and turn left into South Street. Follow it for fifty yards or so and you can’t miss it. Small place but they’ll stable the horse and trap and the rooms are clean. Tell ’em Danny Cooper sent you.” He gave Hannah a shy smile. “And any trouble with the trap, you just bring it right back here, miss.”

It wasn’t the trap that Hannah had trouble with though. It was the face of Reuben Armstrong that danced before her eyes until she fell into an uneasy sleep in the early hours.

* * *


CHAPTER TWO

Reuben tightened his muffler and thrust his hands deeper into his pockets as a light freezing rain began to fall. He pushed on up the steep incline with long rapid strides; ten minutes of brisk walking brought him to the top of the road where it branched off from the road to Newcastle. Here he left the road and followed a rough grassy track, past the dark outline of the abandoned fulling mill and into the open woods beyond. At this point his progress slowed. It was dark under the trees. One false step and a man could fall headlong. He paused, and putting his hands to his mouth he imitated the soft call of a night bird. After a moment he repeated the sound and as he stood there listening the snuffling grunt of a badger reached his ears. Again, the bird call; and again, the badger. Then a figure materialised beside him.

“Stefan?”

“Hello young Reuben. How are you?”

“Well enough. And you?”

“The same. What brings you here, my lad?”

“The need to talk. And to know how it goes with you all. How is Eleanor?”

Eleanor was Stefan’s wife, the daughter of Lord Goodwin. A year ago she had defied her father and brothers and fled the family home to marry the gypsy Stefan Lee. Time had not lessened the Goodwin’s thirst for vengeance, reflected Reuben, and the gypsies gave Whitby, where the Goodwins lived, a wide berth.

Stefan answered Reuben with a smile.

“She’s well. Six months now. The babe will arrive towards the end of June. Walk with me back to the fire and I’ll tell you how things have been.”

The cluster of rough tents and wooden caravans was hidden from view by the towering sides of the narrow valley through which ran a trickling burn. As Stefan and Reuben approached, speaking in low voices, there was a low growl from one of the dogs that roamed about, but a soft word from Stefan silenced it.

“Come and warm yourself.” Stefan pointed to the small fire over which hung a blackened cauldron that steamed in the chill air. “Have you eaten?”

“I have, thanks all the same,” Reuben answered, but a bowl of hot soup and a piece of bread was pushed into his hands by Stefan’s mother, a silver-haired but bright-eyed woman of some sixty years or so. He thanked her with a smile.

“Smells good, Eleni,” he grinned. “Thank you.”

“Eleanor made it. Not bad for a gorgio, eh?” Eleni pushed back her thick curls and laughed. “She does well. Her child is moving strongly.”

A tall fair woman moved into the firelight, her gown failing to conceal the swell of her stomach. She hesitated for a moment, then smiled at Reuben in recognition and came forward.

“Good evening Reuben.” Her voice was low and clear. “It’s good to see you. Is there any talk … have you heard aught of my brothers …?” She broke off, biting her lip uncertainly, and Reuben hastened to reassure her.

“I’ve heard nothing. Still, that may mean little.” He held back the rumour he had heard today in Durham, of a reward of ten guineas for news of Eleanor’s whereabouts. “They won’t rest till they’ve found you and taken you home, that they’ve sworn.”

“I know.” She moved to Stefan’s side and took his hand. “We leave tomorrow,” she told Reuben. “But we’ll be back in a month, give or take a week.”

Stefan nodded. “Best we keep on the move. Now tell me what troubles you, Reuben.”

Reuben handed the empty bowl back to Eleni with a word of thanks and squatted by the fire with Stefan and several other men as the women moved away to attend to other tasks. Presently the fragrance of tobacco from their clay pipes filled the air.

“Mary Ann tells me she’s expecting a bairn,” said Reuben. “It may well be mine but I have my doubts.”

Stefan looked quizzical.

“How so?”

Reuben shrugged.

“There’ve been others, I’m certain. Before me. But it makes me wonder. And when all’s said and done, I never wanted to marry the lass. But now I must.”

“It would be a mistake.” Stefan’s grizzled head gleamed in the light of the flames. “What does your father say?”

“I haven’t told him.”

“Ah.”

“He’d be disappointed. And he’d say I should marry the lass anyway.”

“I doubt he’d be disappointed with you, Reuben, but I agree he might feel you should wed. Someone must wed her. If not you, then someone else.”

Stefan stood up and stirred the fire, and added a couple of small branches. A light breeze sprang up and scattered the sparks that flew star-wards, and somewhere not too far off a fox barked harshly.

After a moment one of the other men, a youngster, spoke up.

“Is she the woman with red hair and green eyes? In a brown dress with a white bonnet?”

“That’s her,” Reuben said. “You’ve seen her?”

“I’ve seen her. She is sometimes with a man, a young man, at the farm behind Robson’s farm. There are some good rabbits over there.” He chuckled. “They could take a few lessons from your girl and her friend, I can tell you.”

Reuben rose to his feet and stared at the lad.

“What are you saying, Marko?”

“I’m saying you are right to doubt her. She’s playing you for a fool, Reuben. You’re a good catch. A steady worker and a fine looking fellow.” There was a burst of smothered giggles from nearby. Marko grinned. “Nowhere near as handsome as me, of course, but many a woman would be more than pleased to call herself your wife.”

It was true then. And it all made sense. Reuben had a steady job and moreover stood to inherit Rowan Cottage, the family home, when his parents died, though please God that was many years away. He clenched his fists in angry confusion.

“Easy, my friend,” said Stefan. “At least you know. Now you have to prove it.”

“Aye.” Reuben’s voice was full of anger. “I’ll prove it all right. When I get my hands on the little trollop …”

“Think before you act,” Stefan warned. “Don’t confront her without proof. And have another pair of eyes to stand witness for you, someone not involved. I’ve not lived nigh on fifty years and learned naught.”

He was right, thought Reuben. This would have to be thought through. He gave a curt nod.

“You’re right, as always, Stefan. Thank you. You leave tomorrow, you say?”

“Yes. And let’s hope the weather warms up a bit. As Eleanor said, we’ll not be back for a month or so. If the Goodwins find us …” He did not need to say more. Eleanor’s family would not hesitate to tear her from the arms of her gypsy husband and make sure she never had chance to return to him, even if it meant locking her up. Stefan would never see her or their child again.

Reuben made his way homeward deep in thought. Just how he was going to put Stefan’s suggestion into practice he wasn’t sure. For a moment the temptation to close his eyes to what was now obvious flared again. To take the easy way out; to accept Mary Ann’s child as his own and settle down. Then his mother’s words came back to him.

Don’t just take what’s dished up to you, or others will live your life for you.

He gritted his teeth and walked on. As he reached home the wind picked up and a sudden gust tore the back door from his hands, slamming it against the wall with a crash. He swore under his breath.

“Reuben? Is that you, lad?”

“Aye, Mam. What’s up?”

“Mary Ann’s here to see you.”

Reuben groaned to himself. Not now. The last thing he felt like was facing Mary Ann and explaining why there was no furniture.

He scraped the worst of the mud off his boots and dragged his feet free, shoving the boots in out of the rain and closing the door behind him. The stone flags of the floor struck cold under his feet. He dried himself as best he could with a square of clean sacking and braced himself for what was to come.

Mary Ann was seated at the kitchen table with a cup and saucer in front of her. The lamplight caught the gleam in her green eyes and lent an uncharacteristic warmth to the porcelain plumpness of her face. As Reuben entered the room she looked up at him expectantly and picked up the teapot.

“Here, have a cup of tea. Did you manage to get a table?” she asked. “Dad’s giving us a couple of chairs but we’ll need a table, straight off.”

“No I didn’t,” Reuben told her. “Something came up. I had a bit of an accident … ran into a horse and trap and it cost me a pretty penny to put things right. I’m sorry, lass,” he went on. “I know how keen you are to get everything together but there was no way out of it.”

Mary Ann’s bottom lip quivered.

“You promised …”

“Now hold on, lass, I never promised. I said I’d see what was going. In any case, it wouldn’t have made any difference, there was nothing there I would have brought back.”

“What about a bed?”

Aye, what about a bed, thought Reuben. Suddenly it hit home what he was in for. Marriage, sharing a bed with Mary Ann for the rest of his days, and his stomach churned. He sat down and picked up the cup of tea Mary Ann had put in front of him; a few steady sips and he was back in control. Then he put down the cup and stood up, shoving his chair back.

“Come for a walk, lass.”

“In this? It’s coming down in buckets. Are you mad?”

No, not mad. Saner than he’d been for a long time. He pulled her to her feet and drew her into the scullery and handed her a sack.

“Put this over you, it’ll keep the worst off.”

“I’m not going out there,” Mary Ann snapped. “I’ll get soaked; it’s not good for someone in my condition.”

Reuben shoved the door to the kitchen shut with one foot.

“Ah yes. Your condition.” His voice was soft but there was something in it that made Mary Ann step back and look at him.

“How far along are you?” he asked.

“You should know,” she replied sulkily. “I fell New Year’s Eve, didn’t I, when we … when …”

“So you’re coming up to three months then.”

“Aye.”

He stepped back and looked at her in the dim light. She’d filled out, her bodice fuller than he remembered seeing it and there was a distinct swell under her waistband. Marko was right. If she was only three months gone then pigs would fly. But he said nothing. Stefan’s warning rang in his ears and he held his tongue.

As if aware of his scrutiny she took a step towards him and slid her arms around his neck, pressing close to him and it was all he could do not to push her from him.

“Kiss me,” she whispered. 

He couldn’t. Couldn’t stand it another minute. Images of Mary Ann entwined with some lad or other, the flash of bare limbs, filled his head and he pushed her arms away and stepped back.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m tired. You’d better go. Come round tomorrow.”

“Well!”

Mary Ann flounced off into the kitchen, petulance in every line of her body as she snatched up her cloak and stormed out, heedless now of the teeming downpour. The kitchen was empty. Noises from upstairs told Reuben his father was helping his mother to bed; everyone else had already gone up. He shut the door and stood there for a moment with his back to it, his mind empty. And unbidden, there arose the face of the girl from Durham. The brown eyes full of fire, the indignantly heaving bosom—very eye catching it was too—but most of all that tantalising glimpse of what lay beneath her skirts.

Reuben began to laugh softly. A low chuckle at first, then full-throated laughter that brought his father downstairs to see what on earth was going on down there in the kitchen.

* * *

Hannah awoke early and for a moment confusion filled her. The room was as black as pitch but she sensed its unfamiliarity and lay there with her heart pounding, trying to get her bearings.

After a moment it came to her. She was in Durham, in the Swan Inn, and today was her granddad’s funeral. She relaxed a little and lay there, recalling the events of yesterday and wondering if there was any chance of a hot drink. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness she could just make out the faint greyness of the window where the curtains didn’t quite meet. Not far off morning, she reckoned, and sat up cautiously, swinging her legs out of bed. The boards were ice-cold and she shivered as she fumbled for the lamp and lit it, turning it down low so she wouldn’t wake her mam.

There was a spare blanket on the chest at the foot of the bed and she wrapped herself in it and went to sit by the window. Through the gap in the curtains she could just make out the dark brooding silhouette of the castle and behind it, the towers of the cathedral. She shivered again. It was cold, yes, but she was also filled with anxiety about the coming day. Normally a down-to-earth girl full of common sense, she could not understand why she felt as she did. True, she had never been away from home before. Never in her whole life had she left Alderby except to take produce to the nearby market town once a week. But her mam was with her and they would be going home, surely, tomorrow at the latest. There was nothing to worry about.

The light was growing now, and she moved quietly over to the lamp and extinguished the small flame. Immediately the room seemed darker but after a moment she found her clothing and began to dress. Last night she’d managed to borrow a needle and thread from the inn-keeper’s wife and repair her skirts although they’d need doing properly when she got home. A quick wash, a moment or two to put her hair up and fasten her cap over it, and she was ready to go in search of something to eat and drink.

By the time Mrs Rigby was awake there was a tray of porridge and buttered toast and a big pot of tea.

“By, lass, you are a wonder,” her mother said. “I’m fair starved. Where did you get this then?”

“The kitchen, Mam. They were more than happy to let me save their legs and bring it up.”

As mother and daughter ate they went over their plans for the day.

“Funeral’s at ten,” said Mrs Rigby. “We’d best be there early, say half past nine. I wouldn’t mind the chance to speak t’ parson or someone beforehand, to find out what’s happening afterwards, like. I expect there’ll be papers or some such to sign. If we’re lucky we might be able to get away this afternoon and be home by Sunday. I do hope your dad’s all right,” she said with an anxious look on her face. “I’m worried about him. He’s not well. I should be there. He’ll be fretting, I know.”

“Now Mam,” said Hannah. “You just stop your worrying. Mrs Morton will be looking after Dad just fine, you wait and see. He won’t even miss us.”

She, too, hoped they would be home before too much longer although she wasn’t relishing the weary, bone-jarring journey.

They found St Oswald’s church in plenty of time, and an elderly, perspiring man carrying a spade who told them he was the verger assured them that they were in the right place. There was no sign of anyone else, only a tall, weedy fellow leaning carelessly against a tombstone, picking his nose and ignoring them completely. She looked around at the tombstones in the small churchyard, some neat and upright, some leaning tiredly and others, having given up the struggle with time and gravity, lying flat in the long grass. At the far side of the churchyard, over by the back wall, a mound of freshly dug earth stood in stark black contrast to the weathered grey stones of the wall, and Hannah realised with a shock that that was likely where her granddad would be buried. She remembered him faintly, a kindly old man who had given her a boiled sweet and patted her absently on the head. It would have been nearly sixteen years ago. She was no more than four at the time, she could recall that much.

Presently the parson arrived and greeted them sombrely.

“Whittle’s the name, Reverend Whittle. I am sorry to hear that Mr Rigby is indisposed. Are you sure you wish to attend the interment? It won’t distress you?”

It may not have been the accepted thing for women to be present at the graveside but Hannah knew nothing would prevent her from standing in for her dad, and she knew her mother felt the same.

“Nay, George wants us there,” replied Mrs Rigby. “He feels badly about not being here. Someone has to represent the family.”

There was only a handful of people. Hannah and her mother, the parson and his verger, now spruce and shining damply, an elderly man who proved to be Amos Rigby’s neighbour, and the man who had been loitering in the churchyard. Owen Simpson, Amos Rigby’s solicitor, made seven.

It was a brief service. The subdued words made Hannah sad and for some reason she didn’t understand, for she barely knew her granddad, the tears ran slowly down her cheeks. Her mam, too, was crying, and the two of them stood there discreetly wiping their noses, standing close for comfort. And then it was over. The simple, plain coffin was lifted and carried to the graveside by four of the men present, and lowered into the grave. Hannah and her mother listened to the parson’s last sad words of farewell then walked slowly back to the church.

Owen Simpson drew Mrs Rigby to one side and gave her the details of the reading of the will.

“In my chambers, Mrs Rigby. May I offer you a seat in my carriage? My wife will provide some small refreshments before we proceed with the reading. I must inform you that Mr Rigby’s step-son will be present also.”

“Step-son?” Mrs Rigby’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

Owen Simpson nodded.

“Your grandfather remarried a few years ago. His wife was much younger and quite a disappointment to him, I believe. She died of cholera two years ago.”

“He never told us,” said Mrs Rigby. “We had no idea. But then, we seldom heard from him. Not one for letters, was Amos.”

A cup of tea would be lovely, thought Hannah, although she wasn’t hungry. Fred and Mary Hawes, Amos Rigby’s neighbours, ate a couple of sandwiches but little else. Hannah couldn’t help noticing that the tall fellow from the churchyard who was apparently the step-son made steady progress, picking his way through the sandwiches and leaving the plates empty behind him. He had remained aloof and not introduced himself.

Finally Owen Simpson cleared his throat and addressed the small group.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for being present today to farewell our friend and relative, Mr Amos Rigby. We are gathered here to hear his last will and testament which I will now read to you.”

It was a simple will. A small gift of money to Fred and Mary, a collection of wood-working tools to his step-son Matthew Kelly, and the balance of his estate, including the small farm at Alderby and all its goods and chattels, livestock and crops, to his son George Rigby. There were no surprises, and Fred and Mary were smiling broadly. Matthew Kelly had vanished, taking with him the last slice of fruit cake.

Hannah breathed a sigh of relief. It was just on midday. If they left within the hour they’d get a head start on the journey home. They accepted another cup of tea, then Owen Simpson offered to drive them back to the Swan.

“Do you wish to take the deeds with you?” he asked Mrs Rigby. “Or would you prefer them to remain with the bank for safe-keeping?”

“We’ll leave them with the bank, Mr Simpson. Safest place, I reckon. And thank you for everything, you’ve been most kind.”

“Not at all. My pleasure. The least I could do,” said Owen Simpson.

All Hannah wanted to do when they reached the Swan was to throw herself into a chair and put her feet up. It had been a truly exhausting week and it was still not over. But one look at her mother’s pale face drove all thoughts of self-pity out of her head.

“You sit down Mam, and rest while I pack everything up. Here, put your feet up. No, better still, slip your shoes off and lie down. Don’t worry about creasing your skirts, you’ll be straight into the trap and nobody will notice once you’re sitting down. Now do as I say. You need to save your strength.”

“Aye, you’re right there, my lass,” muttered Mrs Rigby. “I’m not looking forward to that trip home.”

When Hannah came back up the stairs her mother was asleep, the lines of fatigue in her face softened, and Hannah quietly carried everything down to the trap before waking her. By that evening they were in Darlington. They spent the following night in York and were home, as Hannah had hoped, by Sunday afternoon. Duchess had never faltered, her hooves beating a steady rhythm hour after hour each day, standing sweat-soaked and exhausted in the farmyard as Hannah and her mother climbed down from the trap. Emma Rigby squared her shoulders and marched inside with their luggage. Hannah took Duchess by the reins and led her towards the barn. It was almost an hour before she came inside, swaying slightly with tiredness.

“Why, lass, where have you been?” Mrs Morton asked.

“Seeing to the horse, Mrs Morton. She’s as worn out as we are. Had to dry her off and feed her. How’s Dad?”

“He’s been well, but worrying about things. That’s to be expected. But your mam’s upstairs with him and he’s looking a lot more cheerful after talking to her, my word he is. Must be good news then, lass?”

“Aye. Not losing Granddad, that was a shock. But at least the farm’s safe and Mam and Dad don’t have to worry anymore.”

“I’ll be off then. Glad you both got back safe. I’m happy to help out any time, you know that.”

“I do, and thank you, Mrs Morton, but pray God we don’t have to call on you again.” She waved farewell to her and went upstairs to see her dad.

* * *


CHAPTER THREE

Hannah and her mother had been back from Durham over a week and it was still raining. The promise of an early spring had come to nothing. Monday morning dawned cold and wet over Holderness and the Rigby farm. Hannah pulled the blankets tighter around her shoulders and snuggled deeper into the mattress, ignoring the fact that it was washing-day. If only she could stay here for a bit longer.

This wouldn’t do, she told herself. Get up, now, and get on with things; there was work to catch up on. Standing, she moved over to the small window that looked out over the farmyard and her heart sank. Pouring rain and a pile of washing to do on top of seeing to the animals.

Well, it wouldn’t get done standing here.

By midday her back was aching and her hair hung over her face in damp, curling disorder, but she’d finished the lot. Boiled, scrubbed and wrung out, ready to hang over the wooden drying racks suspended from the kitchen ceiling, but that could wait. She pulled the heavy iron kettle into the middle of the range and took down the tea caddy from the top shelf of the dresser that occupied the whole of the wall opposite the range.

Mrs Rigby came downstairs with an armful of brushes and dusters and her eyes lit up.

“Oh good, I’m dying for a cup and so is your dad. He’s a lot better this morning. I’ll take it up to him. You’re a good lass; I don’t know how we’d manage without you.”

“I’ll be here as long as you need me, Mam,” Hannah replied. “Don’t you worry about that. It’ll take a team of cart horses to drag me off this place.”

Mrs Rigby regarded her daughter thoughtfully.

“Don’t you ever think about getting wed, lass?”

“Now who would I marry, Mam? I ask you, who around here would you like for a son-in-law? Ted Bates, all beef and no brain? Or Charlie Heskett with his snotty nose and sour face? Or one of Morton’s men? No, I’ll stay single thank you.”

“We’d like to see you wed before we die, Hannah. Wed happily, that is. Is there no one …?”

“No one, Mam. And if there was you’d be the first to know. Now who can that be in all this rain?” A flurry of thunderous knocks filled the room and she put down the teapot and answered the door.
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