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Chapter 1

1835

They were prettied and ready by mid-morning. Their cottage kitchen was clean and tidy and a cut-up fowl was simmering slowly with barley over the fire. Quinta finished slicing carrot and onion at the kitchen table and stood up to tip them into the blackened pot. Her best gown was covered by a large apron. She was worried about the bottom edge of the skirt getting dirty if she had to help Farmer Bilton with Darby but her mother had insisted she wore it.

‘Come to the front window, Quinta,’ Laura called. ‘I can see him. He’s got a new horse. A beauty he is, too. Just look at that beast.’ She coughed, and then added, ‘Spring’s on its way now. A bit late this year but the trees are greening up nicely.’

Quinta frowned and handed her mother a horn beaker of warm water with a calming honey mixture in it. It was time she threw off that cough. But even when she was poorly Laura Haig managed to look beautiful. Her skin was lined but still smooth and flawless. Unconsciously, Quinta passed her fingers over her own cheeks.

‘Did you put your salve on this morning?’ her mother asked.

‘Not yet.’

‘Go upstairs and do it now, dear.’

Quinta sat down in front of her mother’s looking glass and took the cork out of a squat stone jar. Mother made the precious salve herself, using wool fat and rose-petal water and used it every day without fail. Quinta spread it quickly over her face and neck, rubbing it in vigorously until the greasiness had gone. She stared at her image in the spotted glass. Folk said she looked like her mother, although she couldn’t see it. She had the same hazel eyes, but Quinta’s hair under her cotton cap was darker, a rich burnished brown, thick and glossy, which she plaited and wound around her head. She wondered if, now she was fifteen, she might coil it differently and curl the front.

‘Hurry, dear. He’s here,’ her mother called.

A large black hunter carrying its smartly dressed rider ambled into their grassy yard. They stood outside the cottage door as he dismounted, tethered the animal at their lean-to woodshed and removed his saddlebag. Quinta watched seriously as he slid his shotgun out of its long holster. He wore a thick buttoned coat, breeches and leather gaiters, and nodded formally as he approached them. ‘Good morning, Mrs Haig, Miss Quinta. Where is he?’

‘Down by the stream,’ Quinta replied. Darby had not moved all night and Quinta was relieved his pain would soon be over.

‘Best get on with it then.’

‘We are pleased to welcome you here, sir. Will you stay for your dinner?’ Laura asked politely.

He sniffed the air, looked from one to the other, nodded slightly and answered, ‘Don’t mind if I do.’

Quinta noticed her mother brighten and smile. Even if she didn’t like Farmer Bilton, she knew that, as their landlord, his good opinion of them could be their salvation. Mother had been right to make an effort for his visit.

‘I’ll take the lass with me, Mrs Haig,’ he said, adding, ‘I might need an extra pair of hands.’

‘Very well. Take care with your gown, my dear.’

Quinta ran ahead towards the stream. As soon as she saw Darby, quite still beneath his canvas blanket, she forgot about her skirts and knelt beside him. She fondled his ears as she held back her tears. She had ridden on his back as a child, sometimes sitting precariously on top of bulging sacks going to market before Father had made the cart. Farmer Bilton loaded his gun. At least Darby’s end would be painless and quick. Quinta pressed her lips together as he approached.

‘Move away from him, Miss Quinta. There’s bound to be mess.’

She got up and stood on the muddy bank, unable to watch. Five-acre Wood across the water was still and quiet apart from - from . . . She narrowed her eyes, detecting a movement in the shadowy trees. It was too big for a fox. A deer, perhaps, but she thought not.

‘Oh!’ The shotgun went off, making her jump. The trees came alive with flapping squawking birds. It was over. She turned round in time to see the splintered bone and flesh oozing with Darby’s blood, and her face grimaced in grief. Farmer Bilton drew the canvas cover over his mutilated head. She told herself that Darby was only a donkey, but she had loved him nonetheless. She took a few deep breaths to calm her distress. ‘Thank you, Mr Bilton. Will the Hall take him away?’

‘Aye. The kennel-man will send a cart over.’ He rested the butt of his shotgun on the ground and surveyed the scrubby pasture and remains of a copse, and their small stone cottage roofed with red tiles. ‘I’ll take a look at the cowshed while I’m out here.’

It had been built in a similar fashion to the cottage by her father and fitted with wooden stalls inside. Father had learned carpentry as a labourer on the Swinborough estate before he became a smallholder. Holding the Top Field tenancy had been a step up for him; he had been lucky to gain it and had worked hard to make it profitable. But he had passed on two years ago  and it was a struggle for Quinta and her mother to work the land without him. Farmer Bilton said little as he inspected. His expression told Quinta all she needed to know. He did not approve of what he saw.

‘Will you come inside now, sir?’ Quinta suggested eventually.

‘Aye. That dinner smells good.’

He looked around with interest as they stepped into the kitchen. Quinta drew out their largest chair, the one Father had used, and said, ‘Please sit down, sir.’

He did and Quinta brought over plates of stewed fowl and vegetables from the fire. Mother placed warm oatcakes on the table and said grace. The food tasted as good as it smelled and Quinta ate hungrily for a few minutes.

Farmer Bilton broke the silence. ‘I can see daylight through that cowshed roof.’

Her mother looked anxious and explained: ‘I lost some tiles in the winter storms. My late husband would have mended it by now if he were still with us.’

‘Aye. It’s hard for a woman living on her own.’

‘She’s not on her own. She’s got me,’ Quinta said firmly.

‘And a bright little lass you are, too,’ he responded.

‘If it were the cottage roof, you would send your man to fix it,’ Laura added.

‘I might. But Joseph Haig put up the cowshed himself so it was his job to mend it.’

Quinta and her mother did not argue. Farmer Bilton drained his metal tankard of ale and Quinta poured more from the jug.

‘Will you want payment for killing our donkey, sir?’ Laura asked.

‘This dinner is payment enough. I’ve sold him for the dogs at the Hall. He’s not worth much, but I’ll credit your rent for what they give me.’

‘Thank you, sir. I’m sorry there is no bread. We have no flour left and it is too dear to buy until the harvest is in.’

He picked up a corner of oat biscuit and bit into it. ‘This  suits me well enough. I’m a plain-living man—’ He stopped and added, ‘That is, I mean - gentleman.’

So he was rising to his new wealth, Quinta thought. He had been working his farm for as long as Quinta could remember and was now reaping the benefits of his efforts. Mother had told her that gentleman farmers had always owned this part of the hillside. But Farmer Bilton was a distant cousin on the female side. It had taken the lawyers two years to find him when the old farmer died and he’d had to change his name to Bilton to inherit. It was said that before then he was only a farm labourer in the next county.

He sat back in his chair and looked around. ‘You have a pretty little place here; a pretty kitchen for a pretty lady.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ Laura replied.

Quinta thought that the ale was having a good effect on him. He didn’t usually say anything to them that approached social conversation. She got up quietly to refill the jug from the barrel in the scullery.

‘It is small compared with your farmhouse, sir,’ her mother added.

‘Aye. I’m thinking of building on to this cottage.’

Quinta heard this and her eyes widened. Was that the real reason he was here? He could have sent his farmhand to see to Darby for them. ‘But you’d put up the rent,’ she protested as she returned to top up his tankard.

‘Aye.’

Laura said, ‘Well, an extra room is a kind thought, but I am a widow, sir, and hard pressed to pay the rent as it is.’

‘I know that.’

‘We can find it, Mother!’ Quinta responded. ‘I can do more. Perhaps Mr Bilton could let us have a nanny or two in exchange for our donkey?’

‘Shush, dear,’ Laura said as he shifted his eyes from mother to daughter.

He shook his head slowly.‘You were a respectable little family,  madam, when your husband was alive. But you neglect your duty on the farm, and on the Sabbath.’

‘Mother has been ill!’ Quinta protested. Her winter cough had persisted this year and the climb back from church was too much for her. Laura glared crossly at her interruption.

‘You are wasting good land,’ Farmer Bilton went on. ‘You need a man here.’

Quinta began to feel uneasy. This was not at all what either of them had expected and she didn’t like Farmer Bilton’s disapproving tone or the way he called her mother ‘madam’.

Laura looked down at her plate in silence.

‘I want a man here, too,’ he went on. ‘And a fitting rent for my property.’

The silence lengthened until Laura lifted her head and said quietly, ‘I can’t afford any more, sir.’

‘I know folk who can, though. They can work the land and turn it back into profit.The town is spreading with newcomers, with labouring men and their families who need feeding.’ He speared a chunk of fowl on his plate and chewed on it slowly. ‘I’ll not have you wasting another year.’

‘You want us out.’ It was a statement rather than a question from Laura.

‘That’s about it, madam.’

‘But where would we go?’ Quinta exclaimed.

Farmer Bilton looked sideways at her and, although he did not smile, she thought his features softened a little. He said, ‘I’m not a harsh landlord. I’ve let you stay for two years, watching you struggle.’ He shook his head and pursed his lips. ‘No man to mow and turn grass for hay, or clear the stream. It goes to rack and ruin, you see.’

‘We have done our best,’ Laura explained. ‘We till a large garden and sell eggs and - and make cheese, too, when we can get the milk.’

‘But only one donkey on all that pasture. And now he’s gone, you think only of a goat—’

‘Or two,’ Quinta interrupted.

‘Be quiet, dear. It is all we can manage, sir.’

‘Aye.’

He resumed his eating and appeared to be enjoying his dinner. After another gulp of ale he asked, ‘Will you have my rent at Midsummer?’

‘I shall have half of it, sir.’

‘But will you get the rest?’

Without a donkey to take their produce to market Quinta knew it would be difficult. She heeded her mother’s wishes and stayed silent.

Laura had hardly touched her stewed fowl but she remained composed and replied, ‘I can work for you, sir, to make up the difference. I am clean and frugal in my ways. Look around you, sir. You can see that I am a good housekeeper.’ She hesitated, took a deep breath and continued: ‘You have good standing as a farmer in the Riding, if I may say so, sir. I wonder, does the vicar ever pay you the compliment of calling on you, with his sister?’

Quinta saw Farmer Bilton frown and begin to look uncomfortable and she knew they did not. He was a bachelor and his farmhouse was ill furnished and unkempt. The vicar’s sister had caused a stir in the village when she had come to live there, for although she was a spinster lady of maturing years, she trimmed her bonnets lavishly and it was said she was seeking a husband.

Laura went on, ‘How welcome they would feel if you had a parlour maid to offer them a glass of sherry wine in your drawing room. I was a servant at the Hall before I wed, sir. I know how to do things properly for you.’

Quinta looked closely at him as his face set in a grimace. He was about the same age as her father had been when he died two years ago. His face was weather-beaten and lined, to be sure, but his wrists looked sinewy and strong and his hands were straight. Not like the knobbly, gnarled fingers of his bent old farmhand.

‘And would you leave here?’ he asked.

‘I should not wish to unless my daughter comes with me. I have taught her all I learned from my time at the Hall. She would not be a burden.’

Quinta watched his face as he considered Mother’s offer. He pulled his mouth to one side and nodded slightly.Then he said, ‘Can she graft?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Quinta answered swiftly. ‘I can till a garden, milk a cow, churn butter and make cheese.’

He glanced at her. ‘Aye. I believe you.’

‘However, I should like to stay in my home, sir. The old Squire promised my husband—’

‘He made promises to me, too. Nigh on sixteen year ago, when I first came here. Did your husband tell you that?’

Mother did not talk of the past much and the old Squire was dead and gone, but Quinta knew her father had done him a great service and in return he had persuaded young Farmer Bilton to grant him a tenancy for Top Field. Bilton Farm had been neglected before its new owner arrived and three years advanced rent from the old Squire was a welcome sum to get the farm going again.

Her mother became flustered. ‘You were glad of the Squire’s help at the time. As indeed were we. Quinta, would you pour me a little ale, dear?’ When she had taken a drink, she added, ‘I am a respectable widow, sir, and I should serve you well as housekeeper.’

Farmer Bilton seemed to recover from his former uneasiness and looked from mother to daughter and back to her mother. ‘Aye, you might at that.’

‘You - you will consider me, sir?’

Quinta gave him more ale. He drank again and leaned forward. ‘Do you know how old I am, Mrs Haig?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Past five and forty, madam. The years have run away from me. Now I am reaping the fruits of my labour. I visit my  neighbours and the shopkeepers in the town, and I see how they all have ladies wearing pretty bonnets to walk out with them.’

‘As I say, sir, I can keep as good a house as any from round here.’

‘I want more than a housekeeper, Mrs Haig.’

‘My daughter and I can tend your garden and orchard, as well as your dairy, sir,’ she added.

‘I am looking for more than a servant.’

Quinta stopped eating her dinner, a forkful of fowl halfway to her mouth. What more did he want? Surely - surely he could not mean a - a wife? This was not what Mother had expected at all and her normally serene features had frozen into a surprised query. ‘Please speak plainly, sir.’

‘Come now, Mrs Haig.You womenfolk know of these things before we menfolk have even thought of them. I am looking for a wife, madam. A wife.’

‘And you have come to me?’

‘I have.’

Quinta watched the look of disbelief on her mother’s face, closely followed by a nervous smile. Neither she nor her mother had expected this and wariness came into her mother’s eyes, but she remained calm. ‘You honour and flatter me, sir. But I had not thought of you in such terms. If you will allow me time to consider—’

‘Time? Forgive me, madam. That is something I have little of. I have learned that ladies do not discuss their ages. But I must. You are, I fear, older in years than I?’

Her mother’s face stilled. ‘I have a grown daughter, sir, a gift from God, born in my later years.’

‘But can you bear more children?’

Quinta was astounded by his forwardness and watched an angry flush creep up her mother’s neck, around her chin and over her face, making it blotchy and unattractive.

‘Please do not speak so when my daughter is present,’ Laura  said tightly. She looked away and then down at her hands. Finally, she returned her attention to him as he calmly soaked up the last of his gravy with an oat biscuit and said quietly, ‘You are disrespectful, sir. Quinta, would you fetch me some water from the barrel?’

Quinta rose to her feet.

‘Sit down, Miss Quinta. This concerns you as well as your mother.’

Laura Haig turned her serious face towards their visitor. ‘I do not deny my age. I am sure I would suit you well as a housekeeper. But that is all.’

‘You mistake my meaning, madam. Yes, I shall take you as my housekeeper and be pleased to do so. But my greater need is for a wife.

Quinta noticed that her mother seemed to relax at this remark. She did too. He must be thinking of marrying into gentry and his lady wife would expect a woman to run the household for her.They had both misunderstood his needs and mother rallied in her response. ‘I shall of course be happy to housekeep for whomsoever you choose for your wife, sir.’

Quinta watched him nod his head slowly. ‘Do you think I have the makings of a good husband, Mrs Haig?’

‘I do not know, sir,’ her mother replied shortly.

‘I am accumulating wealth and I have no kin to benefit from my fortune. Toiling in my fields has given me little time for courting and my years seem to advance more quickly nowadays.’

‘Please do not prolong this interview, sir. Either you wish me to work for you or you do not. If you have finished your dinner, I believe our business is at an end.’

He ignored her plea, apparently intent on finishing his speech. ‘I need more than a wife. I must have offspring, madam. Fruit of my own loins.’

‘Sir!’ Laura Haig was affronted by this airing of his thoughts. ‘Do not continue this conversation when my child is present.’

‘Child? She is no child. She is rising sixteen, is she not?’ 

‘You will be kind enough to guard your tongue. She is a maid, sir.’ Quinta recognised a firmness in her mother’s tone that told her she was angry.

‘Quite so.Your daughter will suit me as a wife down to the ground.’ He turned to Quinta and raised his eyebrows. ‘What do you say, Miss Quinta?’




Chapter 2

He expected Quinta to respond. But how? She glanced across at her mother for help and caught the look of sheer horror spread across her features. ‘I - I - Mother?’ What should she say? What could she say? The silent rage that lingered in her mother’s eyes alarmed her even further. Her breathing was laboured and she began to cough.

Quinta answered hastily, ‘I do not understand what you want of me, sir.’ She rose to fetch her mother’s cough mixture from the dresser, spooning it directly into her mouth. Her wheezing subsided and an awkward silence settled around the table.

Farmer Bilton turned his conversation towards Quinta and explained as though he needed her to be clear: ‘Your mother can’t give me children, lass. You can.’

Embarrassed, Quinta looked down at her plate and the silence stretched between the three of them.When she raised her eyes, she was shocked by her mother’s expression of revulsion.

‘Mother?’

But Laura Haig was frozen to her chair with distaste etched into her normally serene face. Her voice came out hoarse and  barely audible. ‘You wish for my Quinta to be your wife.’

‘Aye. That’s about the size of it. But I’ll not leave you here on your own, Mrs Haig. I’ll take you on as housekeeper as you wish. With this cottage empty, I can have the masons in by Midsummer and a new tenant before Michaelmas. It is an arrangement that suits us all, is it not?’

Quinta could hardly believe her ears. He wanted them both to leave the only home she had ever known, and - she swallowed - for her to marry him. He had just told them he was thirty years her senior. He was an old man! Surely her mother was a much better choice as a wife for him?

‘You are too hasty, sir,’ Laura whispered.

‘I have no more years to waste if I am to have children before my half-century. I must have a bride soon, so you will give me your answer within the week.’

‘I can give you my answer now, sir.’

‘And your face tells me what that will be. Do not say no to me, madam.You will not be able to pay your rent at Midsummer. You’ll be homeless. I can keep the pair of you out of the workhouse, so think on my offer carefully.’ He stood up to leave. ‘I’ll send Seth to collect your donkey for the dogs as I promised. While you make up your mind, you can have all the skim to make cheese that your lass can carry.’

‘My mind is already set, sir. Quinta will not marry you.’

‘Of course she will! The old Squire said as much when the tenancy was drawn up. He said she would do for me when she was grown.’

‘What!’ Quinta had never seen her mother so angry. ‘He had no right!’

‘He was your late husband’s patron, was he not?’

‘My Joseph did not agree to that, I am sure.’

‘He signed for the tenancy and that was good enough for me. I had done the old Squire a service by leasing Top Field as he asked, and he owed me.’

‘You got your rent money in advance, didn’t you?’

Quinta knew very little about the old Squire’s patronage that had set her father up as a small farmer. It had all happened years ago. She listened intently.

‘She was just a babe in arms at the time,’ Laura added.

‘Aye. That’s why what he said then never crossed my mind again until just lately. She’s a fine-looking lass, though. She’ll do for me, all right.’

‘She will not!’

His face darkened at her mother’s firm rejection of his offer and he clambered to his feet. ‘She will, madam, and I shall have my property by Midsummer. Or all my rent, of course,’ he added cruelly. ‘It’s for you to choose.’

‘You know that is not a choice, sir,’ her mother said quietly.

‘I should talk it over with your daughter first. She seems a sensible lass to me. Knows which side her bread’s buttered.Who will sympathise with you when you are homeless if they know I offered marriage?’

Laura stared at him stonily and Quinta returned her eyes to her plate. She could not get used to the idea that this red-faced old man really wanted her to wed him. She had seen older gentlemen celebrate marriage in the village church, but they generally married widows, perhaps not as old as they were but certainly not as young as she. She looked up as Farmer Bilton spoke again.

‘Thank you kindly for my dinner, Mrs Haig. When you have calmed yourself you will see the sense of my offer and I should welcome you in my house. Good day to you both.’ He drained his mug of ale and stood up to leave, casting a large shadow over their table.

Her mother did not move. She seemed unable to stir from her chair. Quinta jumped to her feet to hold open the door for him. He was a thick-set burly man and he stood too close to her, towering over her on their threshold. ‘Fine-looking lass,’ he murmured half to himself with a twisted expression on his face. Then he bent down and spoke quietly by her ear. ‘You’d  like to wear a pretty bonnet for church, wouldn’t you? And go to town to shop in the market instead of to sell?’

His nearness made her nervous and she nodded wordlessly. It seemed best to agree with him as he was their landlord. She curtseyed falteringly. He gave her a sort of smile, like the one the vicar used after her father’s burial in the churchyard, and walked out to mount his fine horse. He may not be proper gentry, she thought, but he was a well-off farmer now, with increasing influence in the Riding. He could make life very difficult for her and her mother.

‘Did Father really promise me to Farmer Bilton?’ Quinta asked as soon as he had left.

‘He did not promise you to anyone,’ her mother protested angrily. ‘It was the old Squire’s suggestion and he could be a meddling old tyrant when it suited him. He thought he could rule the whole valley as his father had done before him. But things were different after the war with France. Just because he made his son wed the girl he’d picked for him—’

‘He chose a wife for his son?’

‘Of course he did. Would such a handsome fellow as Sir William have married her otherwise? She’s not at all pretty and a very thin little thing.’

‘Well, I expect there were other things about her that he liked.’

‘Yes, my dear. There was a large dowry from her father’s glassworks. The Hall and estate needed her father’s money to keep it going.’

‘Wasn’t the old Squire very rich then?’

‘Oh yes. But in the days after the old Regent, all the gentry wanted to live as the Royals did, with their gluttony and - and, well, with their wicked ways.’

Quinta’s eyes widened. ‘What wicked ways?’

‘Never you mind.’ Laura looked pensive. ‘There was a time when we all thought his son would turn out the same. He was a wild one in his youth, too wild, and - and, well, his father  sent him away to the University. He calmed down after that, thank God.’

‘Well, Sir William is very handsome. I remember the celebrations in the village when he wed. The ladies in their pretty gowns and bonnets, flowers in the church and decorating the horse and carriage that took them away afterwards. And there was a barn dance for the villagers, just like the harvest supper.’ Quinta would like such a wedding for herself but knew it was unlikely and sighed, ‘What do I have as a dowry?’ She didn’t really expect an answer.

‘You have a beautiful countenance, my love, and that is your good fortune. And you are as pure as the day you were born. You will have a sweetheart who will fall so helplessly in love with you that he will not seek for any other dowry to become your husband.’

Quinta wondered where she would find this sweetheart.‘Like Farmer Bilton?’ she responded tartly.

‘He does not love you. He wants a skivvy; that is all.’

No, he wants children, Quinta thought, and that seemed a reasonable wish to her, but not to her mother, so she said, ‘And more rent for Top Field.’

‘When he inherited Bilton Farm he wasn’t accepted by the gentry at first and he was too anxious to please his betters. He was hard-working, though. He laboured all hours to get that farm to rights and we all wondered if he would choose a local girl for his wife.’ Laura took a sip of ale. ‘But he was too mean-spirited to court a woman and who would want a miser for a husband?’

‘Is he that bad? He has offered to help us.’

‘He wants to help himself. It suits him to have us out of here.’

‘But we would have a proper home at Bilton Farm,’ Quinta argued.

‘He does not have to wed you to give us that. It would be perfectly respectable for the two of us to live there as his servants. He asks too much.’

‘But we don’t want to end up in the workhouse!’ She thought for a moment. ‘We could ask for parish relief to pay our rent.’

‘Dear heaven, no! Think of the shame of it.’ Her mother gazed out of the window and muttered, ‘Something will turn up.’

Quinta thought that they had been waiting two years for ‘something to turn up’ and it never did. When Father had been alive they had relied on him. He had been strong and resourceful and always got them through, whether it was bad harvests, illness or sick cows. He had known what to do.

‘What will turn up, Mother?’ she asked anxiously.

‘I don’t know.’

Neither did Quinta. But she had to do something. Mother might want her to have a sweetheart, just as she had had when she was young, but where would she find one in the workhouse? Someone had to be sensible about Farmer Bilton’s offer. Quinta did not want to wed him any more than her mother wished it. But neither did she want to be destitute.

She said, ‘You must accept Farmer Bilton’s offer for me, Mother. You do not have to be anxious on my account for I should not mind becoming his wife.’

Laura stared at her. ‘My darling child, you do not know what it means to be a wife. I shall not let you do it!’

‘Why not? He is not young and handsome but he has wealth enough for both of us.’

Her mother stretched out a hand. ‘Come and sit by me and I shall tell you why not.’When she was settled, Laura continued: ‘He is not as old as I am, my dear, but it is not about his age, for if you truly loved him his years would make no difference. Tell me, before he called today, did you think of him at all?’

‘Sometimes. He is our landlord.’

‘When you did think of him did your heart beat faster in your breast?’

Quinta let out a small guffaw. ‘No.’

‘Did you yearn for him to take you in his arms and kiss you?’

Quinta grimaced. ‘Never.’

‘That is because you do not love him as you should love a husband. You cannot marry him.’

‘But why do I have to love him, Mother, if he gives us a home?’

Quinta saw a spark of irritation in her mother’s eyes and realised she had annoyed her.

‘There are things in marriage that need love,’ she answered shortly.

‘What things?’

‘Married things. If you do not love him, how are you to share his bed? How are you to lie with him and have his children? You do not want to be doing married things with a man you do not love.’

‘But we would be living in his farmhouse instead of the workhouse!’ Quinta persisted.

‘Did you hear what I said?’ Laura’s cough erupted noisily but she struggled on. ‘Marriage is for ever and I shall not let you tie yourself to him for the rest of your life.’ She breathed in hoarsely. ‘I have said no. Now that is enough!’

Quinta knew when Mother was angry and that was now. She didn’t like them to quarrel because it made her mother’s chestiness worse. ‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ she said. ‘I’ll mix some honey and warm water for you.’ When she brought the drink she added, ‘If he had offered marriage to you instead of me, would you have wanted that?’

‘No! But if he had asked me I would have wed him instead of you. I would have put up with him.’

Quinta frowned. ‘Would it be so awful?’

‘Yes, it would, more especially for you because, to you, he  is an old man. You - you are a lovely girl and you will grow into a beautiful woman and have a handsome young gentleman to court and wed you.’

Quinta wasn’t so sure. Where would she find a ‘handsome young gentleman’? There were two ladies in the village whose  sweethearts had taken the King’s shilling and not come back, and those ladies were still spinsters. Their lads had been killed in Spain or on the battlefield at Waterloo, or taken their bounty and a dark-haired maiden to settle in foreign parts. Most of the men who stayed behind had gone down to the navigation in the valley to mine coal or make iron or glass. There were plenty of young girls in the town for them to wed.

The only handsome gentleman she knew was Sir William, and he was no longer young. His father had lost two boys before him to the war and would not let his third son fight, insisting he managed the estate and made a good match. And he did.With his wife’s dowry he built furnaces for iron-smelting, using coal he found beneath his feet. She had seen him in church sitting beside his pallid wife dressed in her silken gowns and bows, and had wondered what it felt like to wear such finery. Sir William’s older sister had worn French bonnets, before she had married her Scottish laird and left the village.

‘But Farmer Bilton will look after us and buy me a new bonnet.’

‘And you will have to share his bed to pay for it!’ Laura snapped.

‘Well, how else are we to pay for our keep?’ she answered petulantly.

It was then that her mother struck her. With the flat of her hand across her face. Sharply, and it stung. Her mother had never hit her before in her life. Not ever. Quinta was so surprised she stood there, speechless, rubbing her hand on her reddening cheek.

‘Do you know what that will make you? You must never think like that again. Never! Do you hear me?’

Bewildered, Quinta simply nodded. But she didn’t understand. She went to church and read the Bible. She knew right from wrong and it’s not as though she wouldn’t be married to Farmer Bilton. Annoyed, she asked, ‘Then why would it be right for you to marry him?’

‘Because it would! Because I am older and I have had a husband before.You - you are young and pretty and untouched and he’s not having you. He’s not! Tell me, would you have  ever looked on him as a husband if he had not suggested it?’

Quinta had to admit to herself that she would not. When the hunt came through Five-acre Wood she thought that some of the Squire’s friends were dashing and handsome as they chased the hounds and she had had a fancy that, one day, she might be a lady to one of them. But a fancy was all it was. Or ever could be. She shook her head.

‘He does not love you, my child. Nor demand that you love him. All he wants is the use of your young body to bear his children.’

‘Yes, I see that now,’ Quinta answered. Now she understood why Mother had hit her. ‘But what’ll we do? We’ll never get the rent we owe him and he’ll turn us out.Where shall we go?’

‘I don’t know.’

Quinta did. The workhouse. She had walked past it once, in the town, when the gates were open, and glimpsed the wretched folk inside. That’s where they sent you if you had no work and nowhere to live. There was a family living in a makeshift hut on the moor beyond Five-acre Wood that was better off than the desperate souls in the workhouse. Is that where she and mother would end up? Living rough and scavenging off the land? Quinta couldn’t let that happen. Mother would never survive the cold nights, not with her cough.

‘But if he makes us homeless, why should we not live in his house?’

‘I cannot live under his roof knowing you had to share his bed to pay for it.’

‘But I want to look after you properly and have that cough seen to. I could try and love him, Mother.’

‘You don’t know what you are saying, child.’

‘Stop calling me child,’ Quinta said irritably. Farmer Bilton did not think of her as a child. ‘I am of an age to be wed.’

‘Yes, and I won’t see you as a wife to an old man,’ her mother retaliated sharply. Then her face softened a little and she added, ‘Oh Quinta, my darling, you are beautiful and I want better for you. A handsome young man who will adore you and court you as your father did me.’ She started to wheeze again.

‘It’s time that chestiness went, you know.You have had it for months now. Go upstairs and rest. You don’t cough as much when you lie down.’

‘Who will see to the pots and the tea?’

‘I shall, and the hens and the garden. And I’ll do a bit of gleaning in the fields before the daylight goes.’

‘The wheat’s nowhere near ready for harvesting yet.’

‘Oats might be ready and they are better than nothing.’

‘You’re a good girl, my little Quinta. I’m sorry I slapped you.’

‘Yes, I am, too.’

‘But you mustn’t ever think like that again. Noah Bilton is a wicked man for even suggesting it and I am very angry with him.’

Quinta heaved a sigh. It was all very well her mother having dreams and fancies for her, but they could not survive at Top Field without Father. They would be homeless and destitute by Midsummer.




Chapter 3

‘Farmer Bilton’s here again, Mother.’

‘Come away from the window.’

‘I wish he wouldn’t ride along the brow every day like this, reminding us he’s there,’ Quinta commented. ‘He never used to.’

‘He never wanted us out before,’ Laura answered. ‘He’ll go when he knows we’ve seen him.’

‘In that case I shall show myself now.’ Quinta took a tin bowl from the table and went out of the front door before her mother could stop her.

‘Good morning, sir,’ she called. She was too far away to see his response and she did not wait for it. She straightened her spine and whisked around the side of their cottage and out of his sight.

The sun was up but the air was fresh. Top Field was the highest point hereabouts and it caught the breeze winter and summer alike. She was not used to the pasture without Darby yet, and habit caused her to look for him as she walked across to the wooden henhouse. He had taken them backwards and forwards to market as long as she could remember. But he  couldn’t pull the donkey cart to market anyway as one of the shafts had broken and she didn’t know how to mend it.

Beyond the pasture was Five-acre Wood which belonged to the Hall. A fast-flowing stream marked the boundary. It was a crisp morning for late May and, where the sun’s rays lit up the flowing water, a gentle mist rose from the scrubby ground. May was always a lean month, when their winter vegetables were over and new crops were too young to pull. Still, they had the hens to keep them going. As she shooed them out of their coop, she was glad of her woollen shawl knotted firmly across her chest. She found three small eggs and knew there would be more as the days grew longer.

Her attention was diverted, quite suddenly, by a sharp crack splitting the quiet air. Birds cawed raucously and scattered upwards from their roosts. Who was out shooting? It was a similar noise to the shot that had made old Darby start and slip in the mud a few days ago. Once down he had been unable to get up again; she remembered his pain.

She thought it was too early for hunting unless a rogue fox had got into the breeding pheasants and the gamekeeper was seeing him off. She scanned the woodland for signs of a gun but thought the shot must have come from the moorland beyond the woods. She hoped it wasn’t poachers or travellers. They were all to be feared. At Easter she had heard tales of vagrants about and her anxiety mounted. She took the eggs indoors, relieved to note that Farmer Bilton had ridden out of view.

Laura Haig was dressed and downstairs, stirring porridge in a blackened iron pot suspended over the kitchen fire. She wore a clean apron over her neat gown and a pretty lace cap on her head. Even in their straitened circumstances, Quinta thought, she did not let her standards slip.

‘Only three today,’ Quinta said.

‘Enough for a Yorkshire pudding,’ her mother replied.

‘If we had any flour.’ When Father was alive he had made sure the pantry was always well stocked and since he’d passed  on Quinta had taken over many of his tasks. ‘I could ask the miller for credit until we have vegetables to sell.’

‘Your father never had to do that. Not even in our early years up here.’

If her mother had not sounded so wistful, Quinta would have been irritated by this response. She missed her father as much as her mother did but they needed to look to their future now. It was a bleak prospect but she said brightly, ‘I’ll make some more oatcakes when the fire’s hot enough.’

After breakfast Quinta went outside for more wood. They had a few trees on the edge of their land and one of them, not far from the house, had obligingly died and fallen in a winter storm. She hacked away at the smaller branches with her father’s small axe and wondered if she would ever be strong enough to tackle the trunk.

Her cheeks were glowing when she stacked the wood in her arms. She jumped as another shot disturbed the woodland peace again and nearly dropped her logs. She’d rather there were several volleys as that would indicate a shooting party, not a lone hunter. They were a long way from the village and even further from the Hall.

‘What was that shooting?’ her mother asked as soon as Quinta stepped inside the kitchen. It was the only room they had downstairs, but it was large and well furnished with a strongly made table and dresser, a couch and a matching fireside chair showing signs of wear. They had striped curtains at the back and front windows, too. Laura had sewed them herself. But that was years ago and the colours were fading now.

Quinta moved to the fireplace and tipped the logs on to the hearth to dry out. ‘I don’t know. It came from the moor, I think.’

‘We’d best stay indoors today. What about the hens?’

‘I’ll keep an eye on them. If it was a fox, it might have got away.’

‘Well, the second shot probably got him even if the first  didn’t.’ Laura Haig chewed on her lip. ‘I hope it’s not poachers. They must be desperate to be out in daylight, but it has been a long cold winter for everybody this year.’ She pushed a stoneware mug in Quinta’s hand. ‘I’ve warmed some ale for you.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’ll make tea this afternoon.’

‘That’ll be nice.’ Her mother liked to make tea to drink in the afternoon. She had a proper caddy with a lock and key, just as her ladyship at the Hall did, that she was proud of, and she laid out her best china cups and saucers as she had done in her days in service there. ‘We have honey for the oatcakes too,’ Quinta added cheerily. ‘Are you feeling better now?’

This last winter had gone on for too long. Storms had lifted the tiles off the cowshed and their food stores were right down. The ground was too frozen to sow beans early on and spring had been late coming so their hens had only just started to lay.

‘We could ask the Hall for a nanny for milking,’ Quinta suggested.

Laura stared out of the window dreamily. ‘When I was working at the Hall, the old Squire used to give his tenants a young goat at Christmastide. It was tradition; a goat one year and a pair of trousers the next.’

‘It’s different now. The old Squire passed on years ago and his son’s in charge.’ Quinta liked the young Squire. Well, he wasn’t young. But he was forward thinking, energetic and interested in new ideas about everything.

‘He’s not our landlord, anyway,’ her mother responded wistfully. ‘I wish he was. Farmer Bilton isn’t real gentry.’ Mentioning his name seemed to annoy her. ‘He doesn’t know what’s right.’

‘They say he’s a good farmer.’

‘Yes, I’ll give him that. His stock has breeding even if he doesn’t.’

‘Well, times change, Mother.’

‘That’s true enough. Menfolk don’t want to work on the  land any more when they can get better wages in the mines and forges by the navigation. I don’t know what the Riding is coming to with all the smoke and smells down there. I shan’t mind if we never go to market again.’

Quinta minded. She looked forward to travelling into town for the market. It was an up-and-down road and a tiring walk but she enjoyed the hustle and bustle when she arrived. ‘We have to,’ she responded briskly. ‘Otherwise we’ll have no money for rent or food.’

‘We need flour and candles, too.’

‘It’ll soon be summer, Mother, when the days are longer. We can do without candles until the end of the harvest.’

‘Oh, I must have one by my looking glass. The ladies at the Hall always had two, one at each side.’

We’re not at the Hall, Quinta thought, but said, ‘We’ll go to market when our carrots and beet are big enough to sell. They won’t be long now.’ But even as she said it, she wondered how she would get her garden produce there without a cart or a donkey.‘Will you walk down to the village for church tomorrow, Mother?’

‘It’s the climb back that tires me, dear.’

‘You can take your time. The sun is quite warm now.’

‘Perhaps I shall try. It will be good for both of us to get out for a while. We shall both look our very best. Stoke the fire to heat water, dear, and I’ll get the curling tongs and flat iron from the cupboard. I was a parlour maid before I married your father, and when they had house parties I helped out the ladies’ maids. Good, I was, they all said so. I shall show the village what a beautiful child I have raised.’

Quinta watched her mother’s eyes sparkle at this thought. She lifted the tin bath from its hook in the scullery and placed it on the stone flags in front of the fire. She needed more wood to keep it burning. And water from the stream. It was teatime before the bath was ready.

They sat facing each other by the firelight in the soft warm  water, their knees drawn high. Mother unfolded a small brown paper package of soft soap for their hair.

‘I was saving it for Midsummer.’ She scooped a little of the slimy jelly in her fingers. ‘Here. Rub it in well.’

Quinta washed her long brown hair and watched her mother do the same. She leaned over the side of the bath to reach for a pitcher of clean lavender-scented water to rinse away the soap, noticing the grey that streaked her mother’s waves. They splashed around in the precious warmth until it began to cool, then stood up to wipe each other down and apply salve to their hands and feet.

Quinta pulled the bath aside and put the rug back, then drew chairs near the fire to comb and dry their hair. ‘That was nice, Mother.’

‘Yes. It makes me feel like a lady again.’

‘You’ll look like one tomorrow in your Sunday gown.’

‘You too, love. You’ve grown well lately and have a good shape on you.’

‘I take after you.’

Laura gave a gentle laugh. ‘I’m saggy now. I have been for a few years, so I’ll need you to pull the laces tight in my corset.’ She reached for the hot tongs from the kettle hob. ‘Can you curl the front for me? I’ll have my lace cap over the rest.’

‘Shall I cut the front of mine like yours?’

‘No, dear. Just draw yours up and wind it in a knot at the back of your head.That shows off your features better.You have a lovelier face than mine.’

Mother had never said that to her before and Quinta was startled into silence.

‘There is a sweetheart out there for you somewhere, my dear,’ Laura said dreamily.‘He might not be a wealthy gentleman, although that would be very nice if you loved him.’ She stared at the fire. ‘A tradesman would suit, with a regular wage, who can read and write like your father.’

Quinta liked the idea of a sweetheart, especially if he was as  clever as her father had been, but she wondered yet again where she would find him in Swinborough village. However, she enjoyed trimming her Sunday gown with freshly laundered ribbon and adding the same touch to her bonnet. Her mother, too, became quite excited at the prospect of dressing for church. She slept badly though, coughing for most of the night, and nothing seemed to ease it. The next morning she was too exhausted to get up for breakfast and their walk to church was out of the question.

Quinta worried that her mother was not getting enough nourishment. They had oat biscuits and pease pudding made with eggs from the hens, but if she had some milk she could curdle it for cheese. Farmer Bilton had offered them his leftover from the dairy and he would only feed it to his pigs if she didn’t have it.

When she collected Laura’s breakfast tray she said, ‘I think I’ll walk over for some skim today.’

‘Not from Farmer Bilton, you won’t.’ Clearly, her mother was still angry with him.

‘Home Farm might have some to spare.’ It was down the valley, near to the Hall it served, and further to carry, but worth the climb back, for them to have fresh milk.

‘It’s Sunday. They’ll be in church.’

‘There’ll be a maid in the dairy. Cows are milked every day.’

‘Very well, dear. Take one of my embroidered handkerchiefs for the dairymaid.’

Quinta set off down the track with her yoked pails. She had no intention of going all the way to Home Farm and carrying two buckets of milk back up Bilton Hill. Farmer Bilton was only halfway down. He had said she could have all the skim she could carry and Mother needed the nourishment. She dawdled down the track until she was sure he would be in church. He always sat alone, in the pew behind the Swinboroughs, as his distant cousins had done before him, and bowed his head to his betters when they swept past him.

When she arrived, Seth, his farmhand, was nowhere to be seen. Farmer Bilton trusted him enough to cook and clean in the farmhouse as well. It was said in the village that you never knew whether the smell from the kitchen was their dinner or the pig swill he was boiling up. But Quinta could not detect any cooking and he was the only other person who went into the house. She dreaded to think what it was like inside.

‘Seth!’ she called. He didn’t appear and she guessed he was in church with his master. Well, she would just have to help herself. Farmer Bilton had said she could, hadn’t he?

There was no skim in the dairy. The morning’s milking was still cooling in the pans. She helped herself to a ladleful from a small churn. Oh, it was so rich and creamy and still warm from the cow! A pailful of that was worth three of skim for her mother. She hesitated, wondering whether she dare take it without permission, and while she dithered, heard horse’s hooves outside. It must be later than she realised. Best show myself and leave quickly, she thought. She hurried through the open door.

‘Well, if it’s not the maid from Top Field skulking in my dairy!’ Farmer Bilton was standing outside holding the reins of his horse. His tweed jacket and moleskin breeches looked new, as did his polished leather gaiters. They creaked when he moved.

She was not in her Sunday gown with its new ribbons. She pushed a few straying strands of hair back under her soft calico bonnet. ‘I - I - you said I could have the skim, sir.’

His large black horse was restless, but he was a big strong man and he held the bridle firmly as walked slowly towards her. ‘Has your mother decided to accept my offer for you, then?’

‘No, sir. She doesn’t know I’m here.’ Quinta felt quite ill at the thought that she had deceived her about coming here, especially when Farmer Bilton stood so close to her that his height and breadth overwhelmed her.

‘You’ve deceived your own ma?’ he said.

She felt small beside him and moved backwards towards the open dairy door. ‘I - I wanted to make cheese for her.’

‘And you were you hoping to be gone before I got back, eh?’ He didn’t take his eyes off her as he tied the reins to a nearby cart.

She nodded and looked down at her muddied boots.

‘Then you’re not the honest little lass your ma would have me think?’

Exposed as having betrayed her mother, she felt even worse about her deception. Anxious to get away, she glanced over her shoulder. ‘I’ll just get my pails and be on my way, sir.’

‘No you won’t. ’Tis God’s will the vicar gave a short sermon today, and that my black stallion needed a gallop home.’ He stepped forward so that she was obliged to move backwards into the dairy. ‘He has sent you to me.’

Faced with denying the Lord’s work, Quinta could only mutter, ‘If you say so, sir.’ Once inside the dairy he kicked the wooden door behind him shutting out the light, and in spite of the cool stone interior she felt hot and flustered. ‘B-but we ought not to be alone, sir. What if Seth found us?’ Seth drank at the alehouse in the village and she knew Farmer Bilton was mindful of his reputation with the local gentry.

He hesitated, then muttered, ‘He has to walk up the hill,’ and advanced towards her, adding, ‘Besides, we are to be wed. Your ma will have to come round to my way of thinking. She’ll not see you in the workhouse.’

Quinta noticed beads of sweat erupting on his brow and realised it had been a mistake to come here. Her mind raced for a way out. He was a God-fearing man and wanted to impress his betters in this respect. Perhaps she could appeal to his religious ways? She crossed her hands over her chest, closed her eyes and bowed her head piously. ‘But, sir, it is the Sabbath.’

It seemed to work. At least something happened for she heard him make a groaning, gurgling sound in his throat.When  she opened her eyes he had half turned away from her and was leaning on the wall. And - oh dear - one of his hands was over his breeches where - where his private parts were! Mortified, she stood stock still and said, ‘I - I think I hear Seth coming back.’

His voice was thick. ‘You - you get your ma to take my offer, do you hear me?’

Quinta knew there was no chance of that and replied quietly, ‘May I go now, sir?’

He waved his arm at the milk pans. ‘Take what you need.’ He pushed himself away from the wall and lumbered outside. She heard him lead his horse away.

Shaken, she considered leaving the milk. Mother would not change her mind about Farmer Bilton and it felt like stealing. But she had said she was fetching it from Home Farm so she could not return empty-handed. Miserably, she tipped the creamy, cooling froth into her pails and hoisted the wooden yoke across her shoulders.

She had racked her brain to find a way out of their situation. If she sold all their hens and vegetables at the market, Mother could pay the rent. But how could she take them to market without a cart or a donkey? And what would they eat next winter? Assuming, of course, that they had a roof over their heads after Michaelmas, for the Lord only knew where that quarter’s rent would come from. If he turned them out as he threatened they would have to go to the workhouse. Or starve and die on the moor.

 



Laura felt better later on and enjoyed her egg custard when it was ready.

‘Will you get up today?’ Quinta asked.

‘It’s no good, love. I haven’t the strength any more. We can’t stay here. It’s been such a struggle since your father passed on.’

‘We could ask Farmer Bilton to lower the rent for us.’

‘He won’t do that. I’ve never known any landlord do that.  Besides, we have decent land here. He can get what he asks from a younger family or one with a strong lad about the place.’

‘I’m strong, Mother.’

‘Yes, you are. And if I were like you we might manage. But I can’t work the hours in the garden as I used to.’

‘Then what’ll we do?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I could go into service at the Hall, as you did at my age.’

‘If you want a proper position you have to go to that girls’ school first and it costs money.’

‘You could teach me, Mother.’

‘I’ve already taught you what I know. Anyway, the young Squire’s wife only wants girls from the school for her maids.’

‘Her cook might take me on in the kitchen. She told me she would; last summer when I took over our lettuce glut.’

‘Without any learning you’d have to do all the pot-washing and scrubbing.’

‘I can scrub.’

‘Not all day and every day, you can’t. I’ll not let you. Besides, your father wanted better for you, and so do I.’

Quinta tried to smile. She didn’t mind doing the scrubbing at the Hall. She would have liked a chance to work there, where there were lots of people coming and going all the time. Nobody ever came to this corner of Top Field because it wasn’t on the way to anywhere and you had to climb a steep hill to get here. She supposed that’s why it was leased out. Even Seth used a horse and cart to check the boundary walls.

Bilton Farm had tradesmen calling from time to time. But strangers wouldn’t scale the hill track without good reason. Well, it was their loss, she thought, gazing out of the window, for Top Field had one of the most beautiful views hereabouts. Nonetheless, Quinta missed the company of other folk when they didn’t go down to the village.

If she worked in the Hall kitchens she would have money to help Mother. Laura was ailing and wanted more than cheese  and eggs to regain her energy and bloom. She needed the apothecary and he cost money. Unless . . . unless you could get to the Dispensary in town. The Dispensary treated men from the mines and manufactories, and anyone could go there. Well-off folk paid for it. They weren’t all like Farmer Bilton, she thought. But if she toiled at the Hall from dawn until dusk, how could she care for her mother?

There did not seem to be an answer.




Chapter 4

Later that afternoon, Quinta added some honey to a mug of heated milk and steadied it carefully as she carried it on a tray up the narrow stairs. She jumped as she heard a gun go off outside and spilled the milk over her fingers. ‘Bother!’ she exclaimed under her breath. She was more concerned about losing the precious milk than scalding her hand.

‘What was that?’ her mother called from the bedchamber.

‘It sounded like that gun again.’ Again, and on a Sunday, when everyone was home with their families? ‘I hope it’s not poachers.’

‘Do you think it might be?’ her mother said anxiously.

Quinta plumped the pillows to help Laura sit up and look out of the window. ‘Those folk on the moor, I expect.’

‘They wouldn’t have a gun, not unless they stole it.’

Quinta agreed and changed the subject. ‘You’re getting really thin, Mother,’ she said. ‘You need more dinners inside you. Shall I kill another of the hens?’

‘No, love. They’ve plenty of grass to eat now and they’re laying well. Wait until the winter when they go off lay.’ Mother paused and looked sad. ‘If I last that long.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Quinta said quickly.‘You’re much better now.’ She gave her the milk and honey. ‘Will you take some of your cough mixture?’

‘There isn’t much left. I’ll save it for night-time.’

‘The sun gets warmer every day.Why don’t you put on your best lace cap and sit outside for a while?’

‘I will. I do feel a little stronger now.’

Quinta was pleased to hear this. She glanced out of the window and thought she saw a movement in the trees beyond the stream. ‘I think there’s a young deer in the woods. I hope it doesn’t come into our garden and eat all my young shoots. The hunt won’t be coming through for weeks yet.’ She hurried down the stairs with thoughts of scaring away any creature who dared to invade her precious crops and darted out of the back door.

She froze. There was a man limping across the pasture. He was a large man, with grey shaggy hair and bushy beard, leaning heavily on a crutch and carrying a . . . a shotgun? Well, she thought it was a shotgun because it was long-barrelled, but it was narrow, not like the scatterguns she recognised.

Guns cost money and this man looked like a vagrant. Was he a footpad? Had he stolen it and was about to rob them in their home? Terrified, she turned hastily and rushed back indoors, locking and bolting the door behind her. No sound came from her mother. She hoped she had not seen the man. Quinta crouched at the bottom of the stairs and held her breath, hoping he would pass by.

‘Is anyone at home?’The voice was accompanied by a rapping on the door. Quinta stayed as quiet as a mouse, but she heard the bed creak above her head.

A minute later the kitchen darkened as a bulky shape blocked the light from the front window. He saw her and tapped on the glass with his fingers. It wasn’t the same man. This one was younger, with a shorter beard and not grey at all. There were two of them.

‘I mean you no harm, miss,’ he called. ‘I have rabbit.’ He held up a brace to show her. ‘You can have them in exchange for a bed for the night in your cattle stalls.’

He had seen inside the cowshed! Well, the door was no longer secure and the roof leaked so badly that they couldn’t even use it to store food. Their winter supplies of oats and beans were kept in the tiny upstairs chamber where Quinta used to sleep. She shared the big bed with her mother now.

But he had rabbit. Mother liked a rabbit stew and she was much in need of meat to help her get well. ‘Who are you?’ she answered.

‘My name is Patrick Ross, miss.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘We’re passing through.’

‘We?’

‘My father is with me. I am looking for work, if you have any to offer, miss.’

Slowly, Quinta stood up and went to the window. He stepped back so that she could see the rabbits properly. They were a decent size and just killed because she could see fresh blood on the fur. But he was not the cripple with the shotgun. He was young, not much older than she was, and tall with straight limbs. She peered round him, looking for the other man.

‘Where is he?’ she demanded. ‘Where’s the one with the gun?’

‘He’s in your cowshed. His leg is bad and he needs to rest up.’ Patrick Ross stepped forward and his wide shoulders filled the window space. He pushed his offering against the casement, leaving a smear of blood on the glass. ‘Do you want these or not?’

He had a handsome face, this fellow, she thought, with strong cheekbones tanned by the weather. A battered hat pulled down as far as his black eyebrows hid most of his long black hair. His eyes were deep set, light, she thought, and thickly fringed with lashes. Perhaps he was one of the itinerant labourers from  Bilton Farm: he had on the same kind of thick country clothes and heavy boots that they wore.

The rabbits were too tempting to ignore but she hesitated and asked, ‘Why does he need a gun?’

He shook them in her face and answered shortly: ‘For these.’

So it was a hunting weapon of sorts, Quinta thought. The rabbits were a good size though, and fresh. Stewed with dried beans, they were enough for her and her mother to feast on for a week.

‘Open the window and look,’ he went on. He sounded impatient.

She was torn between her caution where strangers were concerned and wanting his kill.The window was small, perhaps too small for him to climb inside for he was a large man. She fiddled with the rusty catch until the hinges creaked open. He slung the rabbits across the ledge. ‘There’s more where they came from.’

‘Where’s that then?’

‘Out on the moor. The woods give us shelter, but the nights are cold up here and my father needs more comfort.’

The nights were even colder out on the moor where the biting winds whipped across your face summer and winter alike. She took the rabbits from him before he changed his mind, automatically testing the weight in her hand.

‘Well? Can we stay?’

She dreaded to think what Mother would say but if she kept the door locked and barred all night they would be safe.‘Where are you heading?’ she hedged.
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