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      About the Book

      The Wheatsheaf Inn, with its black-beamed frontage, peg-tiled roof and riot of hollyhocks, had stood bathed in the golden
         sunlight of Kent for four centuries. And the Ovendens had owned it for over a hundred years. To divide the Wheatsheaf from
         the Ovendens was unthinkable – though it wasn’t easy keeping a small inn going in the village of Shepham miles from anywhere.
      

      Down at Faversham Station, waiting for the Hop-pickers’ Special, laughing in the August sunshine with her friend Pippin, was
         Beth Ovenden, the landlord’s daughter. The black-haired, dark-eyed, fiery belle of the village was just eighteen years old,
         with her life before her, carefree and heartfree. Until the steam engine arrived – bringing with it Richard Lyle, a handsome,
         daredevil student barrister – and changed Beth’s life for ever.
      

      Until that moment, Beth’s only passion had been the Wheatsheaf. But now Richard, with his dancing eyes and sophisticated London
         ways, seduced the naïve young girl, only to betray her, leaving her the bittersweet memory of his lovemaking – and the legacy of his child. As Beth struggled to come to terms with his desertion, she found herself in a desperate battle to save her pub
         from the grasp of the local brewery owner, who would stop at nothing to wrest it from her control . . .
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      Prologue

      ‘There used to be hollyhocks . . .’

      The woman spoke quietly, wonderingly to herself, though to the casual observer it might seem she merely passed a comment to
         her driver who stood slightly behind her, still holding the door of the old Alvis. But she was oblivious to the world of today,
         her dark eyes fixed on the old inn in front of her, devouring the length of its white and black-beamed frontage, its uneven
         peg-tiled roofs, its chimneys confidently seeking the sky as they had for four hundred years past.
      

      Bathed in the golden sunlight of Kent’s September, it was a restful, tranquil sight. Yet the woman’s eyes seemed to search
         for something more. A slight sigh passed her lips, and the incurious driver caught the whisper: ‘It’s still there, Beth my
         girl. Still there. Still the same.’
      

      Then with almost visible effort she brought herself back to the present, the reality of the post-war forties when Kent was
         picking herself up, healing the wounds inflicted on her people and her landscape, and proudly reasserting her independence,
         her survival once again against the threat of an invading enemy.
      

      ‘Well, Barratt, what about a drink?’ She spoke briskly, and led the way without waiting for an answer through the low wooden
         doorway into the saloon bar. It was early, only just after six and the bar was deserted, save for a cat that stretched lazily
         and came towards them as if to offer its welcome in the place of the absent Mine Host. Now that she was inside, the woman
         felt an odd reluctance to look around, to face the memories she knew would come flooding back.
      

      Barratt looked curiously round the old pub. Didn’t think much of it, if the truth be told. Not a patch on the Elephant. No
         life. But there, the old lady took these fancies sometimes, and she paid a good wage so who was he to complain? Made a bit
         of change after all.
      

      The woman seated herself, as if by habit, in a window seat, carved out of oak, threadbare chintz covering the wooden seat,
         and smoothed the kid gloves from off her hands.
      

      ‘Evening, sir. Evening, ma’am.’ Mine Host, young, eager to please because eager for custom in these days of post-war austerity.
         ‘Nice evening.’
      

Not a man of Kent, the woman noted instantly to herself. Come down from London. After being demobbed, probably. One of the
         lucky ones.
      

      ‘What can I get you?’ he asked. Barratt was on his feet, but a firm hand stopped him.

      ‘No, Barratt.’ She rose, tall, strong, despite her seventy-two years.

      She leaned almost lovingly on the oak bar, one hand spread possessively on the old wood. ‘Two pints of your best mild and
         bitter, if you please. Teynham’s.’ Her voice was firm, loud.
      

      The landlord cast her a disappointed look, for he had glimpsed the expensive rings on her fingers. Beer? And ordering for
         herself? He opened his mouth as if to question the order, but something in those dark eyes made him hesitate. Beer it was.
         But: ‘No Teynham’s now, madam. All Sittingbourne Ales now. Tied house, you see.’
      

      If he had not been concentrating on pulling the beer, he would have noticed the muscle twitching in the woman’s cheek, the
         clenched hand gradually unfolding. Then she laughed. A deep belly laugh that made the landlord pause in astonishment and stare
         at her. The lines in her face crinkled as she threw back her head and her dark eyes glowed deep. Just for a moment, beneath
         the expensive fur hat, and the carefully groomed grey hair, the landlord saw the girl she must have been, and a light that
         would have made him wonder, had he been a fanciful man, what man had received the glory in those eyes, lain in those arms,
         and loved and laughed the nights away.
      

      ‘No Teynham’s Ale,’ she repeated. ‘I’m sorry, landlord, you must forgive me. But –’ her voice trembled slightly, then recovered
         – ‘I knew the Wheatsheaf years ago, and George Hamlin of Teynham’s Breweries, all those battles, all that struggle –’ there
         was a catch in her breath. ‘Oh the pity of it.’
      

      He smiled politely but uncomprehendingly, took the money and watched her carry with never a tremor the two full jugs back
         to the window seat. There was something in the confidence with which she had handled them that kept his attention. She’d done
         that a few times before, he decided. You could never mistake it. Barmaid, most likely, for all she looked more like a toff
         now.
      

      The woman took her beer outside, as if something in the interior stifled her, and stood by the doorway, looking out across
         the small triangular green by the side of which the pub stood. Nothing had changed, not fundamentally, since before the old
         Queen died. Someone had built a garage at Parsley Cottage where old Mrs Tripp had kept her beloved goats, the small post office
         cum grocery on the corner had lost its Sharp’s Toffee sign, roses grew where Bill the hedger had kept his vegetables. Where
         had they all gone – the Tripps, old Bill, Daniel Harbutt, the butcher?
      

      Now sixty years later, over the green towards the pub there strolled a soldier in uniform and his girl, arm in arm, earnest, young and in love. Something caught in her throat as she watched them,
         something that might have been a tear blurred her eyes as she gazed into the mellowness of the setting sun; the figures were
         surrounded with a misty halo, the sound of the girl’s laughter far away . . .
      

      It was all there again, before her. She too had been that girl, laughing in the sun. She, Beth Ovenden, the black-haired,
         dark-eyed belle of the village, eighteen years old with her life before her, carefree and heartfree.
      

      And then Richard had come.






      Part One

      The Landlord’s Daughter

      




      
      
      Chapter One

      
      The sun was in her eyes. She couldn’t see.

      
      ‘It’s coming, it’s coming.’

      
      Pippin’s excited shout by her side made her turn quickly. Hitching up her skirts with one hand, she clambered on to the station
         fence, the morning sun warm on her back, to see the better along the track where, far away in the hazy blueness of the downs,
         a spiral of smoke in the air grew ever larger. The faint rumble increased to a hiss and a thunder, beating a rhythm to which
         her pounding heart seemed to be beating in unison.
      

      
      Beth caught her breath in excitement. Every August it was the same. This moment she and Pippin waited for, pleaded with their
         respective parents for permission to attend, she winning it more easily than Pippin, the Squire’s daughter. The arrival of
         the hop-pickers.
      

      
      Outside Faversham station, the waggons from the local farms, decorated with garlands and ribbons, waited to greet the opening
         of the hop-picking season. Not that the hop-pickers were welcomed for themselves, but as a symbol of the harvest to come.
         Much as the youngsters of the village might enjoy the intrusion of this motley crowd into their midst for six weeks or more
         each year, their elders, with valuable crops to protect, viewed the event as a mixed blessing.
      

      
      The steam engine thundered towards them, swirling black smoke belching forth from its innards. The waggoners leapt from their
         seats, ready to stand bastion against the tide of incoming humanity, the grooms to guard Miss Pippin. It was generally reckoned
         that Beth Ovenden could look after herself. No one would dare take liberties with that stalwart figure with the flashing eyes,
         as customers who ventured to try found to their cost at the Wheatsheaf. Eighteen she might be, but she had the independence
         of a woman twice her age.
      

      
      With a final triumphant belch, the monster drew alongside the platform, and safe behind their barricade the two girls watched
         in awe as the flotsam of London’s East End poured out onto the platform.
      

      
      First appeared the luggage, bags, boxes, tin trunks, string-tied bundles, thrown from doors, passed out of windows by eager
         hands; then children tumbled out, ill clad, mostly unshod, some eager, adventurous, sharply appraising their new home, some
         shyer, holding back for the security of the known. After them clambered anxious mothers, shouting fathers, rotund grandmothers and ancient grandfathers, robust uncles,
         giggling girls, flashy youths, and a few solitary individuals with eyes already on the look out for the best ways of turning
         things to their own advantage in this new environment. For where the East End went, the criminal fraternity were not far behind.
         The railways had opened new vistas for them.
      

      
      A Hop-pickers’ Special had arrived, endless hours after it had left London Bridge the night before. The coaches were ancient,
         the journey was slow, but the fares were cheap. And after all, the hoppers reasoned, they were lucky. Their grandfathers had
         walked all the way from Whitechapel to get to this golden land. Yet cheap though the fares were, they were still too expensive
         for some, and it was not unknown for children to be secreted in trunks or sacks to emerge sleepy-eyed jack-in-the-boxes once
         safely on the station platform. There’d been little sleep for any on that long journey, packed like their beloved bloaters
         one against another in hot, steamy carriages. But the hoppers’ spirits were undampened. It was late August, the sun was shining,
         and the adventure had begun. The air was full of noise, of movement, bags were hoisted, children gathered and the tide prepared
         to flow towards the exit and to look forward to their next battle – the fight for space on the waggons. Old hands were to
         the fore; those first timers who paused but briefly to get their bearings were lost in the flood.
      

      
      Beth’s eyes were everywhere, drinking in the excitement of the scene. In London it must be like this all the time. The bustle,
         the noise, the friendliness. Not like her quiet village. She would never want to leave Shepham of course, and never leave the Wheatsheaf, but all the same . . . She strained her eyes against the sun again the better to see the swarm as it
         swept along the platform, Pippin’s hand clasped in her own.
      

      
      She closed her eyes momentarily against the glare and, as she opened them again, in the dazzle a face appeared, just one,
         from the jostling throng in front; a pair of eyes, as blue as hers were dark, looked and laughed into hers. So strong was
         the gaze held that she looked away, then back hastily as the huddle came nearer, families clinging together determined not
         to be parted from boxes, trunks and children in that order. Caught up in their midst was a young man – no, two young men –
         their immaculate blazers and white trousers as out of place in the ragged, cheap-clothed mob surrounding them as two peas
         in a potato field.
      

      
      The tall, dark-haired young man stared at Beth and Pippin appraisingly, impudently, as they clung to the fence, and in studied,
         if belated, politeness swept off his straw boater, then turned to his companion, overshadowed both physically and mentally
         by his friend’s ebullience, saying: ‘We’re in luck, Rupert. Fair Kentish maids to greet us . . .’
      

      
      ‘No, we ben’t, you chuckhead,’ retorted Beth fiercely, determined as usual, to assert her dominant position, despite a moment’s hesitation at the stranger’s accent. No East Ender, this.
      

      
      ‘Not maids? Better and better.’

      
      A scandalised ‘Oh’ from Pippin as she took in the implication of his words made Beth turn on him more fiercely than she would
         have done herself. But for once her ready wit deserted her before those blue eyes:
      

      
      ‘Not Kentish maids,’ she said lamely. ‘Maids of Kent we are – east of the Medway. That’s what Father says.’

      
      ‘Ah, you’ll have to pardon an ignorant hopper.’

      
      His companion, a quiet looking young man of about the same age, perhaps twenty-three, not older, had a worried eye on the
         still blushing Pippin. He began to utter words of apology, but was cut short by a hoot from Beth.
      

      
      ‘A hopper? You’re hoppers?’ She threw back her head and laughed, her confidence restored now. ‘Why, you swells won’t last
         a day in the gardens.’ They were the oddest hoppers she’d ever seen. But she’d heard of this sort, all right. Smart Londoners
         who’d come down for the hopping, talking loudly of life in the open air and honest toil. They’d last a day and then go back,
         not talking so loudly this time, their hands smothered in green Sam-Buk ointment where the bines had rubbed them sore.
      

      
      ‘What makes you so sure?’ asked the tall one mockingly. ‘I think we’ll do all right, don’t you, Rupert?’

      
      Beth grinned, conscious of her inevitable victory now. ‘Where be your luggage?’ she asked scornfully.

      
      ‘In the guard’s van. Or was. The guard’s getting it out for us,’ said the one called Rupert, his face pink with embarrassment.
         He self-consciously pushed a strand of his straight fair hair back under his boater.
      

      
      ‘Well, Mr Hoppers, you’ll have to learn a bit about your trade. And that starts now. If you don’t want to be carrying your
         trunks all the way to Shepham, you’d better look lively.’ And with an air of triumph she casually pointed to where the waggoners,
         the exhausting task of sorting out each farm’s ration of hoppers complete, were already pulling away. The waggons were packed
         to the gunnels with trunks and grandmothers, children perched on top of cases, string bags and sacks bulging ominously over
         the sides. The men were walking along beside. The two young men began to rush down the platform.
      

      
      Beth jumped down off the gate, dusting off her hands. ‘That’s showed ’em, Pippin,’ she remarked with satisfaction.

      
      ‘Oh but, Beth, you were very hard on them – and they seemed quite nice.’

      
      ‘Quite nice?’ She eyed Pippin pityingly. ‘You heard what they said to us. Come down from London, thinking we’re like apples
         on trees, theirs for the taking. They’ll learn different. You’ll see.’
      

      
      
      Outside in the yard the last waggons were already moving round the corner towards the Dover Road, the bells on the horses’
         harnesses jangling prettily amidst the raucous laughter and shouts and snatches of ‘Two Lovely Black Eyes’.
      

      
      Suddenly Beth caught hold of Pippin’s arm. ‘Why, Pippin, look –’

      
      A vigorous argument was taking place between the two grooms by the Manor dogcart and the two young men, and a tussle over
         some luggage.
      

      
      ‘It’s a very large cart for just one person. And you are going to Medlars Home Farm. There’s plenty of room for three. And the luggage,’ she heard the dark-haired one expostulating.
      

      
      ‘Squire’s daughter don’t travel with no hoppers.’

      
      ‘I’m sure she wouldn’t mind. Noblesse oblige, and so forth.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll have to ask Miss Pippin about that,’ said the groom, spotting the girls coming with evident relief.

      
      The young men spun round, and a slow smile crossed the lips of the dark one as Beth in the vanguard strode forward to do battle.
         ‘Well if it isn’t our – Maids of Kent. The Maids of Kent in all their grace – that’s what the poet said. Now would you by
         your grace, Miss Pippin –’ addressing his remarks to Beth, ‘– let us walk five miles or more when there’s room in your conveyance?’
      

      
      ‘You can walk ten for all I care,’ said Beth sniffing.

      
      ‘Beth,’ said Pippin, plucking her sleeve, ‘don’t you think –?’

      
      He glanced sharply from one to the other. ‘Ah,’ he said, instantly assessing the situation. ‘You’re Miss Pippin.’ Without giving another glance at Beth he made as if to appeal to the quiet fair-haired girl at her side. But
         Rupert was there first. ‘We would be much obliged, Miss Pippin,’ he said quietly. ‘Little though we’ve deserved –’
      

      
      Pippin glanced appealingly at Beth, then determinedly, as Beth was studiedly ignoring them all, nodded.

      
      ‘It’s all right, Harker,’ she said to the groom, who with a clearly disapproving glare proceeded – without their help – to
         pack the offending trunks at the rear of the cart.
      

      
      ‘Allow me, ma’am.’ The tall young man was at the step of the cart, to hand Pippin up. Beth did not receive the same mannerly
         treatment. No sooner had she placed her foot on the step than a hefty heave under her bottom sent her stumbling into the cart
         with more haste than grace.
      

      
      ‘Keep your hands to yourself, you –’ she shrieked, whirling round to see a pair of blue eyes innocently gazing up at her –
         ‘lazy London layabouts,’ she muttered, disconcerted at then finding herself wedged in next to this annoying stranger. Why
         she could even feel the warmth of his thigh through her thin print dress and petticoat!
      

      
      ‘Perhaps we should walk, Richard,’ said Rupert uneasily. ‘If the ladies would take the luggage . . .’

      
      
      ‘Nonsense, I’m quite comfortable here,’ said Richard, easing himself back in the seat. ‘Except that – Miss Beth –’

      
      She turned towards him unthinkingly, only to find his arm promptly encircling her waist.

      
      ‘Ah that’s much better. My arm was wedged, you see. Now I can lodge it much more restfully.’

      
      Angrily she tried to wriggle away but to no avail. There was, he claimed, no room for his arm elsewhere.

      
      ‘Look, Mr Hopper or whatever your name is –’

      
      ‘Lyle. Richard Lyle, at your service, ma’am.’

      
      And thus, so close she could feel his warm breath upon her cheek, they had come that first time to Shepham.

      
      As they turned the bend in the road, and the cluster of red tiled roofs, with the church steeple their centrepoint, came into
         sight, she was filled as ever with a fierce possessive pride in her heritage, and stole a glance at her irritating neighbour
         to ensure he was sufficiently impressed. He was whistling something she could not identify and gazing at the village in front
         of them, but was aware enough of her glance to wink at her.
      

      
      ‘That’s Shepham,’ she said ignoring this, but unable to restrain herself from the temptation of boasting of her village. Being
         in the lee of the highest fold of the downs it was not exposed to the bleak winds that swept the heights of the downs in winter
         and so had some woods and copses dotted around it. But hops dominated the village. Some farmers hedged their bets with supplementary
         fruit farming, but on the whole the flea, the fly and the mould, and the blight they could wreak on the hop farmers’ fortunes
         were worse devils than the rains that could make or break the cherry and apple farmers.
      

      
      The quiet village of Shepham had changed its livelihood over the years as often as the Vicar of Bray his religion. From sheep-farming
         and charcoal burning, to fruit farming; then, in the early sixteenth century always looking to the future, the already prosperous
         community put its money into the creation of the new hop gardens. Now Shepham was proud of its origins. Was not the very first
         English hop garden created nearby? There’d been problems to overcome. In the fifteenth century, some towns had tried to forbid
         hops, prejudiced against this foreign import from the Low Countries. But the hops had won. Now Shepham was a higgledy-piggledy
         mixture of houses: small cottages dating from medieval times; the larger Tudor houses; and, as the hop market expanded, many
         more recent houses hastily erected to accommodate the growing numbers of workers needed for the increasing hop gardens. Unusually
         for a village on the downs, although some of the village was strung out along the Faversham road, Shepham had a small triangular
         green, round which clustered a few shops and the Norman church. Facing it, almost at the apex of the triangle, was the Wheatsheaf.
      

      
      The cart stopped. Beth gave Pippin a quick hug, carefully avoiding Richard Lyle’s amused eyes, and jumped off the cart. She
         felt his gaze upon her, but determined not to give him the satisfaction of a backward glance, and ran up the path by the side
         of the green leading to the inn. It was a colourful sight, her hollyhocks giving a splash of colour to the white and black
         framed front, picking up the dull red in the peg-tiled roof. The frontage was the oldest part of the building, for the back
         was Tudor red brick.
      

      
      As usual she felt a tug at the heart as she came up to it, solid and comforting. Her family had had this inn for over a hundred
         years; they proudly carried on the tradition they had inherited and always would. None but an Ovenden would own the Wheatsheaf
         now. She tried not to worry about what would happen when her father died. Her only brother had died at ten years old, a victim
         of diphtheria. She would think of something. The Wheatsheaf was her. She was the Wheatsheaf. To divide them was unthinkable.
         Her father had been licensee since his father died in 1866, twenty-eight years ago, and her grandfather for thirty-odd years
         before that and his father before that . . . though she knew little of her great-grandfather beyond the epitaph on his gravestone
         in Shepham churchyard, the meaning of which she had vainly pondered over as a child:
      

      
      
         Stout of heart, his stout brought cheer,

         
         But porter carried him to this bitter bier.

         
         RIP William Ovenden, 1834.

         
      

      
      Out Folkestone way, her father had told her, there were other Ovendens in the trade. Andrew had only sisters, who’d married
         and gone their separate ways with their husbands, but Beth’s grandfather had had a brother, Andrew’s uncle, who had set up
         on his own. They’d lost touch. ‘I never had much call to leave Shepham,’ her father had said when she’d questioned him. ‘The
         best village in all Kent or Christendom – no need to go arunning off to other parts.’ But somehow it was comforting to know
         there were Ovendens elsewhere, besides at the Wheatsheaf. It made her feel, in some way, more secure in her heritage. The
         Wheatsheaf was a strange name for an inn in the middle of the best hop country in east Kent, but then the Wheatsheaf had been
         an inn before hops were firmly established in Kent; even when hops were still prohibited in the fifteenth century, thought
         of as a magic potion to delude the people. Down through the centuries the inn proudly carried its golden symbol on its signboard,
         the last painted by a gypsy who called one summer, and passed on his way, never to reappear. Every year when the casual pickers
         arrived, she wondered if he would return again, as so many rovers did to earn some easy money, but he never came.
      

      
      It wasn’t easy keeping a small inn going in a smallish village miles from anywhere dependent on the land for its livelihood,
         especially with the Temperance Movement so strong now. There’d been a spirit of live and let live at the beginning – then
         Joseph Higgins had come. An inoffensive man at first glance – until one saw the fanaticism behind the prominent pale blue
         eyes. He’d come out from Faversham where he worked as a solicitor’s clerk for country air, he said. But it was no such thing.
         A lay preacher, he saw Shepham as a village of sin ripe for conversion. He’d been a year in Shepham now, and the village was
         beginning to divide, to be forced against its will to choose between the zealot and tradition. Or the life of evil, as Higgins
         put it. That life was symbolised for him by the Wheatsheaf. At first a joke to Andrew, Higgins was a joke no longer. Beer
         sales were down and the Wheatsheaf depended on its beer. There was little call for accommodation in a village off the main
         Dover Road. Folks that passed by were making for Ashford, maybe for Canterbury, where they’d find a meal and a bed more cheaply
         than the Ovendens could offer. For those that passed were not businessfolk, but itinerant charcoal burners, tree fellers,
         basket makers, pedlars or horse dealers. It was a hard struggle, but the Ovendens managed. They always had and they always
         would. Money was often short, but rarely lacking.
      

      
      Andrew Ovenden’s frown deepened when he saw his daughter.

      
      ‘Late, aren’t you? They’ll be here soon. Expect me to manage them hoppers on me own, do you?’

      
      His tone was not harsh. He was a slow, strong man, devoted to his daughter after the death of his wife ten years ago, the
         wife whom Beth so strongly resembled, and who had fallen victim to the same diphtheria outbreak that carried off his son.
         He’d sometimes thought of marrying again, but something had always kept him from it. There’d been one or two that would have
         been willing, but somehow it had never happened. Perhaps his wayward determined daughter had deterred them. ‘A handful, that
         Beth Ovenden,’ was the village’s verdict on the little eight-year-old. Someone had even had the temerity to say it to his
         face. Perhaps it had been that which had decided him. I’ll look after her in my own way, he’d thought, fired with a sudden
         possessive anger. And if his own way had resulted in her having a freedom disapproved of by the village, a freedom that developed
         into a sturdy-minded independence, it seemed a small price to pay for the loving, wholehearted staunchness of his Beth, who
         flung herself into the running of the Wheatsheaf and into his welfare with such passionate caring. He was respected by the
         village, and it was as well, for that kept the customers faithful, even though they had reservations about some of his clientele.
         The Kentish villagers were clannish and would defend their own, even the eccentrics, against the world. They were a rough, good-humoured lot, mostly, that came to the pub;
         mainly farm labourers squeezing the pence for a beer out of the meagre wages that fluctuated with the seasonal work. The tradesmen
         and the postmaster came more rarely, the rector never. But even those who didn’t patronise the Wheatsheaf, even before Higgins’s
         advent, the Temperance lot, mostly had a good word for Andrew Ovenden. After all, the Ovendens had been Shepham folk for over
         a hundred years and the Wheatsheaf was part of Shepham.
      

      
      ‘Get adoing now. Into the bar with you.’

      
      Beth was puzzled. It wasn’t like Andrew to be annoyed. Something must be awry.

      
      ‘He’s here again.’ Andrew jerked his head towards one of the small private bars. Beth did not need to ask whom he meant. Unwillingly
         she went through the low lintel, taking care to keep the bar between herself and the portly man with the bowler hat who was
         leaning over it puffing contentedly at a small cigar.
      

      
      ‘Evening, Beth.’

      
      ‘Good evening, Mr Hamlin,’ she replied shortly, ‘and it’s no use your expecting aught beyond your beer, for we’re not selling.’
      

      
      ‘Beer’s what I’m here for, this time. Just to keep an eye on the place. Ensure you’re not running it down that is.’
      

      
      ‘No business of yours if we are. But we’re not.’

      
      ‘Small free house can’t stand out in these days of competition. You’ve a bright head on your shoulders,’ though it wasn’t
         her shoulders he was staring at, she noticed. ‘Teynham Breweries are the future.’
      

      
      ‘We’re staying a free house,’ she said shortly.

      
      ‘Till next Lady Day maybe,’ he said, chuckling.

      
      ‘What’s Lady Day got to do with it? she asked suspiciously.

      
      ‘Didn’t your father tell you? Well now, perhaps you don’t know quite so much as you think, eh?’ He reached out his hand to
         pinch her cheek, but she brushed him off as she would a bluebottle.
      

      
      His face darkened. ‘Don’t try me too far, Miss Beth,’ he said softly. ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You might be needing
         me one day.’ Without finishing his beer, or bothering to lift his hat, he heaved his large frame from the support of the bar
         and walked out.
      

      
      ‘Can’t we tell him not to come here, Father?’ she asked angrily.

      
      ‘Can’t do that, my lass. Free house. All’s welcome. You know the Wheatsheaf’s motto: a free house and a friendly one.’ But
         he avoided her eye.
      

      
      ‘He must know we won’t sell. What’s he want here and –’ suddenly remembering ‘– what’s he mean about next Lady Day?’

      
      Andrew blenched. Then he forced a laugh. ‘Just an idle threat.’

      
      
      ‘No, there’s more, isn’t there, Father?’ She was suddenly quite certain of that, and when Andrew did not answer: ‘Tell me,’
         she said fiercely.
      

      
      ‘He just hopes I won’t pay his bills, that’s all,’ said Andrew polishing a glass vigorously.

      
      ‘He meant more than that,’ said Beth slowly, remembering the look on Hamlin’s face. ‘He looked as pleased with himself as
         a dog at Fogge’s feast.’
      

      
      ‘He allus looks like that,’ said Andrew uneasily.

      
      ‘Tell me, pa,’ said Beth quietly.

      
      He threw down the cloth and leant on the long oak bar hopelessly. ‘You’ll have to know, I suppose, sooner or later. Things
         are bad, Beth. We owe him money. He’s given me till Lady Day to pay up the arrears.’
      

      
      ‘Arrears? Arrears of what?’ She stared at him aghast. ‘The beer reckoning, you mean?’

      
      ‘That – and worse,’ muttered Andrew. He stared unseeingly at the silver tankard on the wooden dresser that he’d won in the
         village goal-running match years ago. ‘Interest,’ he went on with an effort. ‘On the –’ the word stuck in his throat, ‘– mortgage.’
      

      
      There was a silence. Then as she said nothing, he burst out: ‘I had to. No other way. We’d have gone for sure two years back
         when the harvest failed. It’s hard times, Beth. All them foreign hops being imported. Folks leaving the land . . .’ His voice
         trailed off hopelessly.
      

      
      ‘How much?’ said Beth heavily.

      
      ‘Nearly a hundred,’ he answered quietly. ‘At five per cent. It’s the usual rate,’ he said eagerly, as if hoping to persuade
         her there was good in Hamlin still. Then his voice failed again. ‘I can find the interest, Beth, but he’s calling in the loan.
         That’s what he says. If we can’t repay by Lady Day we’ll be out. The Wheatsheaf will be tied to Teynham Breweries, and since
         Hamlin owns Teynham’s lock, stock and every grubby barrel of it, that will be that. Lucky if I can stay on as landlord, I
         reckon.’ He stared at her in misery.
      

      
      She steadied herself. Stay on under Hamlin’s orders? Leave the Wheatsheaf? This could not happen. Not while she, Beth Ovenden,
         had a brain in her head.
      

      
      ‘The Wheatsheaf belongs only to us Ovendens. It allus has. Allus will. Folks won’t let Hamlin move in. You’ll see. They’ll
         help us –’
      

      
      ‘Village folk don’t have the money they did. That’s what counts in the end,’ he replied quietly.

      
      ‘Money. So that’s why you still let them come –’ she jerked her head towards the other private bar. Them.
      

      
      Sometimes they came by midday, sometimes by evening, sometimes by night. Not every day, perhaps twice in a week. There was
         an uneasy feeling in the Wheatsheaf then; the villagers did not avoid the inn, for there was no other in the village and no one wanted a three mile walk to the Plough at Westling, but they were hushed as though
         they, and not the others, were the outsiders. And those others – Beth always sensed their presence, even if she did not see
         them. She knew they were there. The travelling men.
      

      
      When others spoke of travelling men they meant gypsies. The clannish, swarthy-skinned folk with the dark eyes who arrived
         silently in the woods and parked their gaudy caravans. They came at hop-picking time, and at other times too. But these were
         not her travelling men.
      

      
      The name came out of her childhood, when old Bill the hedger would tell her stories when she was supposed to be asleep. He
         would talk, with a faraway look in his eye, of the days of old, way back in the thirties and forties when he was young. She
         couldn’t ever imagine Bill being young, not with his old craggy face, gnarled hands, and bent limbs; she could never picture
         grown-ups as young as she. Bill would tell her tales of the smugglers of old, of exciting voyages across the sea from France
         in fishing boats, by night, laden with brandy, laces and rich perfumes. She was never sure whether they were heroes or villains,
         these mysterious travelling men, as he called them.
      

      
      Then, as she’d grown older, she got it into her head that these travelling men were those that gathered in the old inn, stealthily
         and under cover of darkness. But now they were not covered with the aura of romance and adventure. For they were here. In her home. Alien, and somehow, evil intruders. Her father would laugh and say Old Bill had been filling her head with
         a lot of tales; yes, they were travelling men in the private bar, but they travelled the road for a living, Tom the higgler,
         who dealt in horses, Len the gypsy, two charcoal burners, Joe and Sam Rawlinson, who moved from forest to forest, George the
         pedlar. Yes, they were all travelling men. Tom the higgler seemed their leader, a rapscallion of a man with shifty eyes who
         could plead, persuade, bully or threaten according to his customer. Just business meetings they held, declared Andrew, exchanging
         information, meeting dealers from outside the county.
      

      
      But his words failed to reassure Beth, and she always refused to serve in the private bar. Once she had, braving her fear,
         but they looked her up and down as though she were some prize mare herself, and muttered jokes and the coarse laughter she
         couldn’t then understand. They wouldn’t touch her, she knew that. Not because they were scared of her, or of the swift tongue
         she used as a weapon on the village lads, but because of Andrew’s watchful eye.
      

      
      ‘Is that why you have them here, the travelling men?’ she demanded now again. ‘We don’t need them. Tell them they can’t come here any more. We’ll manage.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t do that, Beth.’ He still avoided her look. ‘We need the money.’

      
      ‘But –’

      
      Suddenly he lost his temper. ‘It’s seven months only to Lady Day. Now will you shut your mouth, girl, and get serving? The
         hoppers’ll be here any moment. You’ve been out all afternoon with your fine friends. Think more about your home here, girl. Not Medlars.’
      

      
      He was always wittery when he knew she had been out with Pippin. Why she did not know. It wasn’t that he disliked Pippin.
         He’d been kind to the little fair-haired girl who had peeped shyly round the door one evening ten years ago hand in hand with
         her new friend, Beth. Until that is he’d seen who followed her. The Squire. Martin Scoones. His lips had set then, and his
         vigorous hands wiped the jug harder, paying careful attention to its rim, and ignoring the man who strode purposefully across
         the bar.
      

      
      To eight-year-old Beth, looking on in wonder, it had been a strange scene that she remembered clearly.

      
      ‘Your girl here, Ovenden,’ the Squire had said gruffly. ‘Beth.’ A muscle twitched in Andrew’s face, but he said nothing. ‘Saved
         my daughter’s life. Fell in the river. Your youngster jumped in and pulled her out. Brave little thing. Shouldn’t have been
         there, of course. Trespassing as usual –’ he glanced at Beth, who stared straight back at him, not a whit afraid of this alarming
         stranger. ‘But there it is. Saved my Pippin’s life. Anything I can do for her, you just tell me.’
      

      
      Then Andrew spoke, full of an inexplicable anger Beth had never seen before. ‘Nothing,’ he said vehemently. ‘There’s nothing
         you can do for my Beth, Squire.’
      

      
      Andrew had said little after that. He praised Beth for her courage, but explained she wasn’t to see Miss Pippin again. They
         weren’t her class. Miss Pippin had her own friends. Beth was surprised, but acquiesced. Beth had her own friends with whom
         she played in the fields, and hayricks, not like the gentle walks and croquet lawn of Medlars, Pippin’s home.
      

      
      But Pippin had shown herself a sterner stuff than her gentle exterior and shy manner suggested. She had a way of closing her
         mouth, pursing her lips and sticking out her small chin almost pugnaciously when crossed. She had persisted in treating Beth
         as her friend, turning up at the inn with no coachman in attendance, and staying with Beth like a faithful spaniel so Beth
         found herself forced to take her with her as an inseparable lieutenant on all her expeditions. Their fathers’ prohibitions
         made no difference. Nothing would divide Pippin from Beth.
      

      
      So gradually Andrew relented, though for some reason he never took to Pippin. ‘Sly little thing,’ he’d grunt, but when Beth
         protested did not argue with her. So Beth was invited to Medlars, shared Pippin’s lessons, shared her nursery meals, and in
         return showed Pippin her world, the world of the badgers’ sett, of tickling for trout, of blackberrying, hopping and riding
         the hay waggons. At first Pippin was an encumbrance, then Beth grew fond of her, and was her staunch friend and by the time
         they grew to womanhood their love was equal. And neither Andrew nor the Squire protested.
      

      
      ‘Beth, where are you, girl?’

      
      Andrew, clearly now regretting his confession of weakness, yelled irritably, startling Beth from her dreams. She had gone
         to the garden to gather some lovage for tomorrow’s stew, but instead stood gazing at the back of the Wheatsheaf, trying to
         comprehend the full horror of what he had told her. She loved the Wheatsheaf best of all in the late afternoon light, covered
         with a pale wistaria at one end. The garden was aglow with flowers, and thriving vegetables and herbs. In the orchard next
         to it filberts grew between the apple trees, carefully cultivated by Andrew who did a fine trade with the Kentish cobs at
         Christmas time. But the garden was Beth’s domain, the mulberry tree in the middle standing sentinel with its gnarled branches,
         and preparing now to yield its rich harvest.
      

      
      ‘I’ll never leave you, never,’ she whispered softly to her kingdom. ‘There has to be some way to raise the money.’ She shut
         her eyes and prayed in case God might be listening despite her slack attendance at His temple. ‘Please God, let me think of
         something. Help me, please.’
      

      
      The sound of her father’s renewed shout made her open her eyes quickly. The hoppers must be here from the urgency in his voice.
         She ran quickly over the brick courtyard, her nostrils full of the heavy scents of the long evenings that would float up to
         her as she lay in her bed on a summer night, making her long for she knew not what. In through the back door past the huge
         old kitchen to the large room which William the barman and her father had already stripped of billiard tables to accommodate
         more profitable custom. The door to the cellar was open and from its depths she could hear William cussing as he pulled casks
         on to the barrow. A large sturdy young man of twenty-four, William Parslow had always been part of Beth’s life. He reminded
         her of her father in many ways, hovering over her, slow moving yet, miraculously, always there to pick her up if she fell
         over as a child; a big brother; her staunch ally. He was the son of the village postmaster, and to his father’s annoyance
         chose to work at the Wheatsheaf rather than with him. Beth did not bother to question why, for to her William was just there.
         He was easy-going, yet shrewd and perceptive. Every so often he was obstinate. And one thing he was obstinate about was hoppers.
         He disliked them, one and all.
      

      
      Andrew’s attitude towards the hoppers was mixed. He welcomed their trade but their physical presence was often a different
         matter. It was disrupting, threatening to their peaceful existence in Shepham. Trusting none of them, he insisted on a deposit
         for each glass which would then be retained for the evening.
      

      
      The pickers were a mixed group – there were the East Enders who were down for a good time, as well as the money, and brawling and fighting were far from rare occurrences at the Wheatsheaf. Andrew
         would throw them out, lock his doors and let them fight it out in the street. Then there were the gypsies, an itinerant population
         during hop-picking time. Clannish, they kept themselves to themselves, no trouble to anyone, save when two rival tribes met.
         Then there were the solitary ones, nature’s outcasts like Big Stan, six foot five and a deaf mute, but the quickest fingers
         in the field; old Michael with his scarred face – an ex-sailor they said, who lost a leg Shanghai way; and Auntie Nell, who
         appeared as regular as clockwork on the first day of the season with her sacking clothes and her round face and happy smile.
         Where did they hide the rest of the year, Beth wondered? She could not believe they really existed outside Shepham, and she
         never felt hop-picking had truly begun till their familiar faces appeared.
      

      
      The room was already full, and Sylvie the barmaid cast her a reproachful glare. Sylvie was a plump twenty and had been working
         at the Wheatsheaf for two and a half years, six months less than William. Indeed, Beth often thought that’s why she had come
         – to be with William. But if so, William showed scant signs of appreciating it. Conscience-stricken as Sylvie struggled with
         a tray of beer, Beth rushed to her rescue.
      

      
      The hoppers were in a happy mood now that the all important question of accommodation had been hammered out. Even though the
         council had stepped in some years ago with regulations over housing things were slow to change and, apart from the lucky ones
         who could boast a partitioned corner of a barn or outhouse, most slept under canvas in the fields. Little wonder they filled
         up with beer, and often after the inn had closed at ten would prefer to sit outside carousing into the small hours, despite
         the fact that at dawn they would be in the fields.
      

      
      ‘Wotcher, duck. Over here.’ A raucous shout directed her tray of stout.

      
      ‘What’s the hurry, love?’ An arm about her waist checked her.

      
      Smiling, she disengaged herself. There was no harm in them – yet. Not this early in the season.

      
      ‘Well, if it ain’t Black Bess herself.’ The slow whining drawl compelled her unwillingly to look towards him. She didn’t know
         his name. Only his face. A weasly-faced man in his mid-twenties, always solitary, always a watchful eye and wandering hands.
         He hadn’t liked it last year when she’d pushed him away from her, after he’d grabbed her outside the inn. Not that she cared.
         With relief she saw the familiar face of Big Stan, his painful grunts of pleasure at seeing her, a smile on his anxious face.
      

      
      After two hours of pushing through the mêlée of hot steamy bodies, the smell of bloaters which they had cooked for their supper
         still pervading the air, she felt her stomach heave. She put down her tray and ran quickly into the garden, gulping down the
         sweet night air.
      

      
      
      She recognised him immediately although his back was to her, leaning nonchalantly against the wall by a window. The window
         of the private room, where they were. The travelling men.
      

      
      ‘Be doing a spot of eavesdropping, are de den, Mus Lyle?’ she enquired sarcastically. He spun round at her voice.

      
      ‘Ah. The landlord’s daughter.’ He came forward without a sign of embarrassment, and propelled her forward with him into the
         garden. ‘Don’t put on that village talk with me, Beth.’
      

      
      ‘And who asked you to call me Beth, Mr Lyle?’ she flashed.

      
      He stopped by the mulberry tree and gave the question some consideration. Then grinned at her. The air was still warm around
         them, a hundred scents filling the dusk, trapped by the red brick walls.
      

      
      ‘I’ve known you a long time, Beth.’

      
      ‘I never met you till this afternoon,’ she said indignantly.

      
      ‘Long ago, before that. When Adam delved and Eve span, that’s when we met. Don’t you believe that?’

      
      ‘No,’ she said prosaically.

      
      ‘Is there no romance in your soul, my Beth? Do you not wonder, ponder, on the glories of the East, want to ride like Sheba
         in all her magnificence, discover the Nile, fight with Zulus, ride a camel by the light of an Eastern moon? Does not the air
         around us make you feel that in such a night as this stood Dido with a willow in her hand and wafted her love to come again
         to Carthage?’
      

      
      ‘That’s Shakespeare, and no it doesn’t,’ she said obstinately, though it cost her something to say it, with his dancing eyes
         so near. ‘It makes me think that these roses smell better than those bloaters back there, but it’s bloaters I’ll be cooking
         for the rest of my days.’
      

      
      He walked over to the rose bush and snapped one off for her. ‘Here, Beth, here’s to your dark eyes. You don’t want to spend
         your life with bloaters, do you? Don’t you wish I would sweep you off on my white charger, off to the stars?’
      

      
      ‘Then who’s to look after the bar?’ she said, provokingly, determined to puncture this heady talk. ‘And Mr Lyle, it’s precious
         little way you’ll get if the travelling men catch you spying at the window again.’
      

      
      ‘Who? Oh them. Spying? I was merely on my way back from the privy.’

      
      ‘You had your ears pricked up like an old sow in beans,’ she said firmly.

      
      He laughed. ‘Perhaps I paused just for a moment. But I reject the sow. Um – those travelling men – where do they travel? The
         path of Marco Polo? Do they follow with their caravans the road to Mandalay?’
      

      
      ‘They’re not gypsies,’ she said, misunderstanding. ‘Just business folk.’

      
      ‘What sort of business,’ he asked, frowning.

      
      ‘They’re horse dealers and the like,’ she said. ‘Father says.’ And if they weren’t, she thought to herself, it was Shepham
         business. None of his.
      

      
      ‘Then why do they scare you?’ he said lightly.

      
      
      ‘Scare me?’ she said, firing up immediately. How dare he see into her private thoughts. ‘Nothing don’t scare me, Mr Lyle.
         It’s just that –’ Something in his face suddenly encouraged her to go on – tell him what she’d never even told Pippin. ‘It’s
         the Seven Whistlers, see. The fishermen say when you hear the Seven Whistlers calling –’ and seeing him look mystified – ‘birds
         that is, curlews, there’s bad times on the way. And it seems to me I hear them most when they’re here. I heard them tonight
         – only when they’ve been here, the travelling men.’
      

      
      ‘And what kind of bad times could they bring you, Beth?’ he asked gravely, passing an arm round her shoulder. So wrapped up
         was she that she did not even notice. ‘They don’t threaten you, do they? Hurt you? Molest you? You’re a lovely girl, Beth.’
         He looked at her there in the dusk against the rising moon, her black hair tumbling to her shoulders, her bosom rising and
         falling quickly with her agitation, and thought that lovely was an understatement. She was beautiful.
      

      
      ‘No, not me,’ she said impatiently. ‘Bad for the Wheatsheaf. I can look after myself.’

      
      ‘Can you, Beth, can you?’

      
      In the dusk he reached out for her quickly, suddenly, but Beth was the quicker, mood instantly changing, laughing and twisting
         out of his arms like a kitten, and running down the garden through the back gate into the orchard to slip round and back to
         the Wheatsheaf. But, guessing her intention, he was through the side gate to meet her as she ran round the corner tumbling
         smack into his arms and, keeping her pinned close to him, he planted a full bodied kiss on her lips as they parted in surprise.
         Just for an instant she relaxed against the warmth of his mouth, giving herself up to a sensation that was new to her. Then,
         recollecting, she speedily opened her eyes, shot an indignant glance at him and pulled herself away, facing him warily, coquettishly,
         waiting for his next move.
      

      
      ‘Can you, Beth, can you?’ he repeated, pulling her to him again and smiling at her in a way that she thought her heart would
         turn over within her. But that he should not know.
      

      
      ‘If you be looking for a milkmaid,’ she said sweetly, ‘Mr Fine Gentleman down from the town, amongst us poor peasants, you’ll
         not be lucky. I be an innkeeper’s daughter, and you’ll have to pick a lot of hops to catch me.’ And pushing him away with
         all her might she broke free and ran back to the inn, not heeding his husky, whispered . . . ‘Beth, wait . . .’
      

      
      His words she might forget, but the memory of the touch of his lips on hers remained with her as she went to bed that night
         in the attic room with its sloping roof by the dormer window, and lingered as she drifted into sleep.
      

      




      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘I don’t dare, Miss Beth.’

      
      ‘Oh, William, don’t be such a chuckhead. No one will know.’

      
      It had been hard to persuade him, but then Beth was very persuasive. She could talk William into almost anything.

      
      ‘You be up to summit, ben’t you?’ he asked suspiciously.

      
      ‘Of course not,’ she replied indignantly, looking as innocent as she could manage.

      
      ‘What be you awanting Shurland’s for, then? Never gone there on your own before, have you?’

      
      ‘I have to start sometime,’ she said offhandedly. ‘Now, William, all I want is for you to take me in the dog cart. Not so
         difficult, is it?’
      

      
      ‘Suppose not,’ he said grudgingly. Little did she know how she made him feel when she looked at him like that. All shivery,
         confused and hot at the same time. It hadn’t always been so. She’d been like one of Mrs Tripp’s pet kid goats to be looked
         after, cosseted, protected from harm. Then one day she’d come into the post office – not quite a woman, not quite a girl.
         She’d looked at him and smiled. And he’d told his father he was going to work at the Wheatsheaf now. No two ways about it.
         At a village dance he’d once put his arm hesitantly round her waist, but it made no difference to his devotion when, without
         even thinking about it, she firmly removed it. He merely, as it were, stepped two paces back. All the same he was going to
         protect her, keep her out of trouble. And he had a feeling she was up to no good this morning.
      

      
      ‘You tell me why you’re going, Miss Beth, and I’ll take you. Fair, ain’t it?’

      
      Beth bit her lip impatiently. But she knew William in these moods. ‘If I promised you it was for the Wheatsheaf,’ she said
         slowly, ‘that it was really important – is that enough? Will you believe me?’
      

      
      He looked at her carefully and surrendered. ‘Reckon I will,’ he said.

      
      She was silent all the way to Canterbury, worrying about what she was going to say when she got there. She rehearsed it all
         again in her mind for the tenth time.
      

      
      ‘A half hour I reckon, William.’ She smoothed her gloves nervously as they arrived outside the Canterbury premises of Shurland’s.
         She’d have to keep ’em on for her hands were rough, from the garden and the washing, for this important meeting. She arranged the skirts
         of her best purple Sunday dress carefully, smoothing back the fullness over her hips. She looked like a lady, with her best
         hat squashed firmly on top of her black curls, modestly arranged for the occasion. She felt ready for anything and anybody,
         even the awe-inspiring Mr Shurland.
      

      
      ‘Sure you don’t want me with you?’ asked William, staring straight ahead.

      
      ‘No, William,’ she said kindly. ‘I – I – it’s, best this way. You do see?’ Why did William always make her feel this way?
         With his transparent devotion, he was like a large sheep dog waiting to be patted.
      

      
      He shrugged and looked away, and Beth hurried, conscience-stricken, into the red-brick house that served as offices for the
         Shurland’s brewery. It needed all her powers of persuasion to gain an interview with the great man, and when she was actually
         in the dark ornate office, with its smell of leather armchairs and leather-topped desk, all her nervousness rushed back. She
         stared hard at the picture above Mr Shurland’s desk, a print of ‘The Pickwick Club’ by Seymour. She gulped and stared at the
         waistcoat buttons of the foremost fat man, then forced herself to say: ‘I – We need your help, Mr Shurland. A loan.’ It was
         best to come straight out with it. It was her way.
      

      
      Mr Shurland ceased to look like a benevolent Mr Pickwick himself and glanced at her severely over the top of his glasses.

      
      ‘You told my clerk that you’d brought a message from your father, Miss Ovenden.’

      
      ‘I didn’t think you’d see me otherwise,’ she said honestly.

      
      ‘Your father does know you’re here, however?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘My dear young lady’ – he half rose to his feet.

      
      ‘I may be a lady, Mr Shurland,’ she said firmly, more firmly than she in fact felt, ‘and I may be young, but I don’t think
         you ought to call me dear. I’ve come to talk very important business, and I think you should just listen and I’ll explain.’
      

      
      Perhaps it was the intensity of her eyes, perhaps curiosity, perhaps shock, but Mr Shurland subsided speechless into his leather-covered
         armchair.
      

      
      ‘You have five minutes, Miss Ovenden. Just five minutes.’

      
      She breathed a sigh of relief. From now on, it would be easy. She could just tell the truth. And for Mr Shurland it would
         make sense. He had always been a reasonable man, not like Hamlin. She’d known him since she was small. True it was somewhat
         different being chucked under the chin as a seven-year-old from sitting here intending to discuss money, but it was the same man facing her, she must remember.
      

      
      Quietly, firmly, she told him all about the mortgage, and therefore the need for the loan.

      
      ‘I’ll need it for nine months, Mr Shurland.’

      
      ‘A loan, my dear –’ he coughed hastily, ‘Miss Ovenden? Is there any reason why Shurland Ales should be interested in saving
         a little house like the Wheatsheaf? A mere minnow,’ he boomed.
      

      
      ‘Yes, there is a reason. You can’t afford to let us freehouses go, in case Teynham Breweries gets hold of us –’

      
      He shot a quick glance at her, and paused for a moment to think. He was a little shaken.

      
      He’d been going to try to bluff me, thought Beth instantly.

      
      He eyed her keenly, saying slowly, ‘My dear young lady, if we needed you we’d buy you out.’

      
      ‘You can’t,’ she said triumphantly. ‘Not while Hamlin holds the mortgage.’

      
      ‘Ah,’ he sat back and drummed his fingers on his leather-topped desk. ‘What terms do you offer?’ he asked at last.

      
      ‘Two and half per cent for nine months,’ she said. ‘Six per cent if we can’t then repay for a further year.’

      
      Now he did laugh. ‘Two and a half per cent,’ he exploded. ‘We’re a brewery, Miss Ovenden. Not a lending institution.’

      
      ‘I know, Mr Shurland.’ Hold on, Beth, she told herself, here we go. ‘But we want to go on stocking your beer – what with the
         hoppers here now – but it seems to me we might have to cut down again to meet Mr Hamlin’s demands. We get better terms, see.’
         She looked modestly down at her lap, her fingers intertwined closely, tensely. She could feel him staring at her, calculatingly.
      

      
      ‘Very well, Beth. I like your spirit,’ he said suddenly. ‘Keep the big businessmen out eh? Very well. I’ll do it.’ He slammed
         his hand, hard on the table. ‘Two conditions.’
      

      
      She looked up hopefully.

      
      ‘Three per cent.’

      
      She breathed a sigh of relief. This is what she had calculated on. It was all going to plan – she would worry about how to
         tell her father later.
      

      
      ‘And double your order with us.’

      
      She gasped. Four barrels a month? Fine while the hoppers were here but how about the winter? They’d have to cut out Teynham’s
         – suddenly a scheme leapt into her mind, complete, bold, just possible. She jumped to her feet and forgot all about being
         a business woman and behaved like an excited young eighteen year-old. ‘Mr Shurland. You’re an angel. A real Kentish saint.’
      

      
      
      ‘And I will need your father’s approval,’ he added sternly, emerging from her hug a trifle flustered.

      
      ‘Father, we can do it. Really we can.’ Beth was almost in tears. Did he not see it? It was all so clear in her own mind. Yet
         Andrew was angrier than she had ever seen him.
      

      
      ‘It’s a risk, Father,’ she said pleadingly. ‘But anything is better than Teynham’s.’

      
      ‘Shurland?’ he shouted. ‘Even if we repay Teynham’s mortgage, how the devil do we know Shurland won’t do the same to us in
         nine months’ time? All tarred with the same brush, these brewers.’
      

      
      ‘He won’t because we’ll repay him.’

      
      Andrew laughed. ‘Taken leave of your senses, girl? How can we?’

      
      ‘We’ll have the hopkin here for one thing.’

      
      ‘The hopkin?’ Andrew’s eyes bulged.

      
      Beth swept on in her excitement. ‘You see, there’s the tithe barn outside. We’ll have it there. The villagers don’t like them
         using the village hall anyway. We’ll have their favourite foods for them – buy it in. Their bloaters, and Chelsea buns, and
         everything they like, and we’ll cook it for them as well as the flead cakes and all the usual things. It’ll be good for the
         Wheatsheaf. We’ll get Sam Jelks in with his accordion. And we’ll get Eddie up the oasthouse to cook the potatoes in the ashes
         all day long, and –’
      

      
      He cut across her excited outburst. ‘Fine words, Beth. But do you think we can make enough in one evening to pay off Hamlin?
         You’re out of your mind – all passion and no sense. Just like your mother.’ He was quiet suddenly, thinking of the fiery girl
         that Beth so closely resembled.
      

      
      Beth swept on. ‘And we’ll cook for them every night maybe. Make them pay for the food. Then they’ll come here, specially if it’s raining, rather than cooking in the fields.’
      

      
      ‘And who’s to do the work, eh?’ In spite of himself Andrew was listening.

      
      ‘Me – and well, there’s William and Sylvie –’

      
      Sylvia despite her buxomness was as nimble with feet and hands as any barmaid they’d ever had.

      
      ‘Sylvie’s behind the bar with me.’

      
      ‘Then William and I’ll manage.’

      
      He heaved a sigh, and looked at the books in front of him, ‘It’s worth a try, I suppose.’

      
      ‘There’s something else too, Father. We’ll have to cut Teynham Breweries’ order altogether. We’ll brew our own, for those
         who don’t like Shurland’s. Like Grandfather did.’
      

      
      ‘Brew our own?’ He gaped at her again.

      
      
      ‘We’ve still got the equipment. Needs a bit of cleaning maybe, it’s been here a long time. Remember how you used to do it
         when I was small? Got a way with malt has Andrew Ovenden – they still say that in the village.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t brewed up since your mother was alive,’ said Andrew, thinking back to those early days of his ownership of the
         Wheatsheaf with Elizabeth, laughing, high-spirited like her daughter – Elizabeth with her laughing eyes and lovely ways .
         . .
      

      
      And Beth was just like her with her dancing mind, and quick wits. He’d resented it sometimes when Elizabeth seemed to be running
         things, suggesting he did this and that to drum up trade. It was his job. She could never leave anything be. And now Beth
         was doing the same. He sighed. Well, perhaps she was right. Perhaps he was set in his ways. Perhaps the old inn needed a shake
         up. But there again Beth was young; she didn’t always see the pitfalls.
      

      
      ‘We’ll never do it,’ he said, despondent again, full of a sadness from the past.

      
      ‘We’ll have nine months, Father. Anything can happen in that time! Don’t you want to save the Wheatsheaf?’
      

      
      ‘Want? You out of your mind lass?’ he roared. She had said the right thing. ‘By God we’ll have a go.’ And by God he would
         – even if he had his own methods that he would never discuss with Beth.
      

      
      Even ten years of acquaintance with it had not robbed Beth of that lift of the heart which the first sight of Medlars brought.
         As she walked round the curve in the drive that brought her within sight of the gracious old Queen Anne building, she felt
         the same rush of feeling, the same rush of awe as the awkward eight-year-old who had hung back as Pippin seized her hand and
         tugged her towards the house for the very first time. Cloistered as it was in the seclusion of its grounds, she had never
         seen Medlars before and it was to leave an indelible impression on her mind, a far-off vision of another world, a world from
         which she was far removed, yet welcome to enter. And enter it she had, on every occasion possible, and had come to love its
         mellow warmth as a friend, its beautiful furniture, paintings, books, with a kind of wonder, rather than envy, that these
         things existed.
      

      
      Medlars was part of Shepham, part of village life, in a way that Chartboys, the part Tudor, part Stuart mansion at Westling
         Forstal was not, although it was almost as close to the village. Chartboys sat on the highest part of the downs, faced away
         from the village, down towards Doddington and Lenham, as if to proudly reassert its independence of Shepham. Built of stone,
         it lacked the warmth of Medlars for all its imposing castellated facade. Lady Charing, widow of the ninth baronet, was almost
         a recluse. Her only child had been killed at Rorke’s Drift, and it was said she waited only for the day that she might join
         her soldier son and husband. Once a year she was seen at Shepham Church, at Christmas, black veiled and silent in the Charing private pew. How
         different to Chartboys was Medlars, with its warmth and life.
      

      
      As Beth walked through onto the paved terrace at the rear of the house, she heard a laugh – Pippin’s laugh. Pippin did not
         often laugh outright and Beth was intrigued. Whom could she have with her? She ran down the long path of the rose garden,
         pulling her pink cotton dress impatiently from the bushes that caught at it, towards the walled vegetable garden at its side,
         from where the sound had come.
      

      
      She stopped short as she opened the gate. Pippin was indeed not alone. She was with Richard Lyle and his friend – what was
         his name? Rupert something? It was a strange tableau: Pippin with her hands over her face as though embarrassed at her hearty
         laugh; Rupert standing protectively by her side and Richard a way apart, with them but not of them. The sudden stillness was
         broken as Pippin ran up to her, throwing her arms round her neck.
      

      
      ‘Beth, darling, I’m so glad you’ve come.’

      
      Beth frowned as she looked over Pippin’s shoulder and met Richard’s eyes. She did not altogether trust the innocence she saw
         there.
      

      
      ‘Good day, Miss Ovenden.’ Richard bowed towards her.

      
      Not bothering to acknowledge the courtesy, she said abruptly, ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      His eyebrows rose, but Pippin answered for him.

      
      ‘I met Mr Lyle and Mr Bonner in the village,’ she said shyly, glancing at Rupert, ‘and as they were so interested to see Medlars
         I brought them to meet Father. They have been making me laugh so much, telling me about the hoppers: poor Mrs Glubb who got
         thrown in the bin and Big Stan – they kept emptying his basket when his back was turned –’ She went into a peal of laughter,
         in which the two men joined, though Rupert cast an apologetic look at Beth’s shocked face. How could they laugh at poor old
         Big Stan? Couldn’t they see he wasn’t quite like other people? And Pippin joining in, too!
      

      
      ‘You see, Beth,’ Pippin continued, ‘Mr Lyle and Mr Bonner aren’t really hoppers –’

      
      ‘They’re frogs in disguise,’ cut in Beth rudely.

      
      ‘Beth!’ Pippin was herself shocked now. ‘They’re training to be lawyers. They are here for their holidays.’

      
      ‘Just amusing themselves in the country with us poor peasants.’

      
      ‘No indeed, Miss Ovenden,’ said Rupert earnestly. ‘We need the money for our next term. Indeed you misjudge us.’

      
      Beth cast them a look which implied she much doubted this, at least as far as Richard Lyle was concerned. But she was also
         aware of Richard’s eyes upon her and that she made a striking picture in her pink cotton dress and matching sunbonnet.
      

      
      
      She opened her mouth to make a scathing comment. Then she remembered. The Wheatsheaf. Maybe he could help her in her plans.
         Her true feelings could wait a little. So she changed her mind, and managed to smile instead. ‘Lawyers. Fancy,’ she murmured,
         retying the bow of her sunbonnet.
      

      
      Richard had clearly been expecting something of a different sort from her lips, but when he looked at her suspiciously all
         he saw was an expression of admiration remarkably like Pippin’s. ‘Let me show you the famous medlar trees, Mr Lyle. You really
         ought to see how the manor house gets its name.’
      

      
      Beth took his arm firmly, an act which he regarded with some surprise, but accepted with alacrity. The trees, which generations
         of Scoones had carefully tended, were at the far end of the walled garden, their fruit now coming to its lush harvest.
      

      
      ‘I’ve never tasted a medlar – one must indulge in all life’s experiences, Miss Ovenden, don’t you think?’ And he plucked one
         from the tree, biting into it.
      

      
      ‘Yes indeed, Mr Lyle,’ she laughed as he spat it out in disgust.

      
      ‘Most amusing, Miss Ovenden,’ he said grimly.

      
      ‘All life’s experiences,’ she mocked. ‘Don’t you know you never eat a medlar till it’s fallen, and rotten? Most folks don’t
         like ’em at all. You taste ’em at the end of the season when they’re on the ground and it’ll be a different story.’
      

      
      ‘If I last till the end of the season,’ he said ruefully. ‘It’s hard work, hop-picking. Now if I lived in a place like this
         –’ He glanced up at the mellow red brick building and the mature gardens in front of it ‘– I wouldn’t need to.’
      

      
      ‘Shall you be at the Wheatsheaf tonight – er, Richard,’ she asked innocently.

      
      ‘If you look at me like that, obviously.’

      
      ‘And the other hoppers?’

      
      ‘What about them?’

      
      ‘Won’t they come? It’ll be more comfortable than the fields. After all, it looks like rain tonight. We could cook for them
         – anything they like, every night if they like. And then we could have the hopkin there –’ she rushed on eagerly.
      

      
      ‘The what?’

      
      ‘The party on the last night of the hop-picking. Plenty of food. A dance. We’ve got a tithe barn, you see. Perfect. Go on,
         suggest it. They’ll listen to you. You’re to be a lawyer, talk ’em into it.’
      

      
      He stopped, disengaged his arm and looked at her narrowly. ‘And why, my beautiful Beth, do you want –’ He broke off. ‘Ah.
         Need the custom, do you? It’s not for my blue eyes, you want me tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Course not,’ she said angrily.

      
      ‘You must need money badly to be courting the hoppers every night.’

      
      ‘Will you do it?’ she asked obstinately.

      
      
      ‘I might,’ he said casually. ‘I might at that. But there’s a price.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Well –’ He looked at her consideringly, seemed about to say something, then changed his mind and said lightly, ‘I want one
         of those figs behind you. They look delicious. The green bursting figs that hang upon the red-brick wall.’
      

      
      ‘Mr Wilde, is it not?’ said Pippin coming up close behind with Rupert.

      
      ‘Yes, indeed, Miss Pippin,’ Richard said.

      
      ‘Not, I trust, a favourite poet of yours, Miss Scoones,’ said Rupert, clearly a little shocked for some reason.

      
      Beth looked on the trio scornfully. Poetry! Who had time to waste on poetry when there were important things to be done. It
         was all right in its proper place, when you could laze about lying in the meadows with a book in your hand. Real life wasn’t
         like that, however. It was about survival and fighting for your own. And what use was poetry for that? They might be students,
         might ‘need the money’ but she could tell that they came from families that would never let them starve. Just the same as
         Pippin. Though Pippin was different. Pippin was Pippin and who could feel resentment against her for being born to a life
         where money was never a worry? They none of them understood what life was about. People and places were important. The Wheatsheaf
         was important, because it was a home. And homes meant folks. Her folks.
      

      
      It seemed the summer would never end. When she looked back, it seemed as if it had all been a golden glow of sunshine, the
         occasional September storm clearing again to blue skies and warmth. By now the last of the huge hay waggons had deposited
         their loads, the apples were ready for picking, smelling sweet and fresh in the orchards. The cherry crop had been disappointing
         this year, for all their spring glory of blossom, but round about Shepham apples were the main fruit crop and hundreds of
         boxes were already on their way to the London markets. Everywhere the smell of harvest was in the air. The hop season had
         been good, and Shepham was content.
      

      
      As if finally to concede that Michaelmas was here, the last day of hop-picking produced a continuous fine drizzle. Beth was
         in despair. What of the food, the outside fires and the cooking she had planned for the hopkin? No one would come. There’d
         be no money – the money she so badly needed.
      

      
      It hadn’t been so easy as she’d hoped, getting the hoppers to come to the Wheatsheaf regularly and to eat. Richard had helped
         in the beginning but then his enthusiasm had seemed to wane. She had been so busy, and she saw him less and less; on the last
         occcasion, he had had his arm round that Hetty Didcot, the Jezebel. Taking this as a direct slur upon herself, she had resolved to do without his help. As the numbers of hoppers appearing at the Wheatsheaf fell, she sallied forth to the
         gardens herself to cajole them into coming. She was no stranger to the hop gardens. In a village like Shepham every child
         was involved in the hop-growing cycle. There were jobs children could do, twisting the skeins of string into balls, helping
         with the dressing of the hops, the endless hoeing. Everyone had to play their part.
      

      
      ‘We need them hops, Beth,’ Andrew explained gently when she had protested as a youngster over sore hands and tired legs. ‘Everybody
         must help. It’s village business.’ When she was nine she had started to pick hops, squatting on an old box, bines across her
         lap, endlessly picking off the hops, dropping them into any receptacle at hand, then emptying them at intervals into the big
         five-bushel baskets at the last moment when the measurer came along, so the hops would weigh lighter and fill the basket quicker.
         Then there were the endless discussions with the tallyman. Mrs Tripp, with whom she picked her hops, was a redoubtable woman.
         Any tallyman daring to argue with her risked a sweep of her large black brolly. Now the Butcher system of stringing was accepted
         all over East Kent work was easier for them, for at least they could sit, unlike the folks in the Weald who had to stand over
         huge canvas bins all day while the poles were unhooked and laid across the bins. But it was a long day. They started at 7.30
         and went on till 5.30 with only half an hour for lunch. Woe betide any that ignored the horn calling them back to work. And
         how she used to long for the shout that heralded the end of picking for the day: ‘Pull no more bines . . .’
      

      
      The only part of hop-picking she’d liked had been riding on the waggons with the pokes of hops to the oast house; to see their
         funny cone hats turning with the wind. They had seemed to her like little castles when she was young, the dryer within, the
         castle’s keeper. She loved the smell of the brimstone that the dryer put on the fire to give the hops that extra special tang,
         the flickering of the sulphur flames on the fire, and the taste of the potatoes they let the villagers cook in the ashes.
         The dryers lived in the oast twenty-four hours a day during the season, the most important men in the whole of the hop-picking.
         A good dryer could make or break a farmer, irrespective of the quality of the hops. They knew their importance, but rarely
         traded on it.
      

      
      She still liked the oast houses, but the hop gardens with their mud and their noise were a different matter. Babies were born,
         there was love-making in secluded spots and cooking, sleeping, suckling – the whole of life was conducted there, for all to
         see. Yet on these people depended the future of the Wheatsheaf. And so she went there, encouraging them to come to the Wheatsheaf,
         with a laugh, a joke, a toss of the head, a promise of cooking their favourite foods. Gradually, but surely, she wooed them.
      

      
      
      The battle won, today she had a different mission at the hop garden – to make last minute arrangements for that all-important
         event, the hopkin.
      

      
      Despondently she picked her way once more through the mud to the fields. Her hair clung limply round her face, her cape was
         insufficient protection against the insidious rain. Her boots squelched through the mud. Bill Saddler and his family, regular
         pickers for fifty years, organised the hopkin so far as the hoppers themselves were concerned. And they would be in the field
         getting the last of the bines stripped. There was a relaxation tolerated today in the fields, the garden manager turning a
         blind eye to the frolicking. At 6am that morning the horn had blown and picking had commenced as hard as ever, with everyone
         anxious to gain as many notches as possible on the tally sticks before the great pay out on the morrow. Shouts of good-humoured
         laughter rang out despite the rain which was still falling at midday. Cries for lost children were interspersed with snatches
         of ‘Champagne Charlie’, and ‘The Man Who Broke The Bank at Monte Carlo’.
      

      
      Beth had to search hard for Bill avoiding the hands put out lackadaisically to grab her, not too persistently, for they were
         aware she might wreak revenge this evening. Over the weeks the Wheatsheaf had established itself as the community eating place
         and Beth was the acknowledged queen of the proceedings. She encouraged this for it might mean more money for the Wheatsheaf.
         She seemed to have grown up in the last weeks, Andrew had thought admiringly, acquired a sense of controlled responsibility
         now that she had a purpose, and lost the headstrong, will-o’-the-wisp passion of her adolescence. All-her energies were directed
         now to the making of money to save the Wheatsheaf. Only one thing could distract her. Richard Lyle. She found herself watching
         to see if he were present, rejoicing if she saw his tall dark figure perched on a table in the corner regaling the crowd with
         stories. Sometimes he and Rupert would dodge the picking, and they’d all go on a picnic taking Pippin; sometimes Rupert alone
         would come, Richard’s absence ignored, unexplained. His elusiveness and air of mystery both infuriated and intrigued her.
         The sooner he went back to London the better! He’d never kissed her again like that first night, only light pecks on the cheek
         that infuriated her. But he’d only to laugh, and smile at her, and turn away as she might she would find herself longing for
         his arms about her still. After the hopkin tonight she would never see him again. And good riddance, she told her burning
         heart.
      

      
      In some places the villagers waited till the hoppers had gone before holding the hopkin. In Shepham they played fair. Or reasonably
         fair. They had two hopkins, one for the outsiders, one for the home pickers after the foreigners had gone. Even Pippin went
         to the second one, once Squire himself had appeared. Only the hardiest of the villagers would attend tonight’s hopkin. Not
         that that worried the East Enders. The gypsies would have one corner of the barn, the casuals one corner, and the East Enders another. Gradually as the evening wore on there
         would be modest fraternising, as the music got into its stride.
      

      
      ‘You got the potatoes organised, Bill?’ Beth asked wearily, pushing a lock of wet black hair from her face.

      
      He nodded, not even taking the time off from stripping his bine. Of course he had the potatoes organised.

      
      ‘Gladys’ll make up a party to fetch ’em,’ he assured her.

      
      ‘The lollyman’s called at the Wheatsheaf already. Now what about herrings, Bill?’

      
      He jerked his head. ‘Over there, girl.’

      
      At the side of the field a small crowd was surrounding the fishman in from Whitstable. News of a hopkin travelled fast and
         the fishermen would venture even to strange inland territories for wider custom. But Beth was not fated to reach him. Her
         way was barred by a crowd of roistering hoppers.
      

      
      ‘Footshoe, footshoe.’

      
      ‘Get off, you clutter’ucks,’ she shrieked, as hands grabbed at her feet. Woe betide any visitors who refused to allow their
         feet to be wiped or to donate money to the hopkin. Beth cried in vain – today nobody was sacrosanct. Any excuse and a non-hopper
         entering the field was a good chance to bring the old custom into play.
      

      
      ‘I be organising the hopkin,’ she shouted irritably. ‘I’m not giving you money. You’re paying us.’

      
      ‘’Ear that? She’s not giving the likes of us any money. We know what to do with the likes of’er, then eh?’ In a trice she
         was lifted off her feet by two youths and borne off.
      

      
      ‘Into the basket.’ Half the garden took up the cry.

      
      ‘In with her.’

      
      She was unceremoniously upended and tipped into one of the five bushel baskets where she lay higgledy-piggledy in the strong-smelling
         hops, skirts tumbling round her waist, her feet over the side, exposing her drawers for all the world to see, and unable to
         move from her ignoble position. Tears of vexation came to her eyes as she struggled to gain a hold and scramble out. Then
         from her ignominious position she saw someone elbowing his way to the front of the laughing crowd, remove her chief tormentor,
         and peer down at her. Richard Lyle shook his head sadly.
      

      
      ‘Oh Beth, Beth, must you always be so undignified?’

      
      ‘Get me out!’ she hissed, too angry even to be embarrassed.

      
      He bent over and, with a strength surprising in his slim frame, lifted her up in his arms and out of the basket. The crowd,
         having had their amusement, melted away in search of a new victim.
      

      
      ‘I suppose you want me to thank you?’ she stormed, tidying her skirts.

      
      
      ‘Tonight will do,’ he said, eyeing her with laconic amusement. ‘You can dance with me. Be my hopper’s mate.’

      
      ‘Why me all of a sudden?’ she cried. ‘Hetty Didcot not coming?’

      
      It still rankled. Not that she cared a fig for Richard Lyle, but to see him with that draggletail had been a shock. She’d
         gone up to the gardens one day on her usual mission, and seen him by accident. Not in the gardens. She’d gone by an unfrequented
         footpath and seen him kissing that besom just the same as he had her, Beth. She’d had to come closer in order to pass and
         seen him push her down into the long grass. Then he’d seen her, whispered to Hetty and they’d laughed. Laughed – at her, Beth Ovenden.
      

      
      ‘Still jealous, then?’ he enquired now as she recalled this humiliating episode.

      
      ‘Jealous of you?’ she retorted scornfully. ‘Why, I wouldn’t be jealous of any man that Hetty Didcot looked at.’

      
      ‘You can’t think I’d notice Hetty Didcot when you’re around, my Beth? Your generous heart won’t let me be alone tonight?’

      
      ‘I’ll be working,’ she said defiantly, though the thought of spending the evening with him made her heart race.

      
      ‘Then you’d best go back where you came from,’ and, before she could protest, he had picked her up and was holding her threateningly
         over the basket.
      

      
      ‘Dance with me?’ he hissed in her ear.

      
      ‘I’m coming, Beth,’ Pippin’s voice was determined.

      
      ‘But it’s not fitting you be there. Your father wouldn’t like it.’

      
      ‘Pooh. I’m coming.’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t it be better if you come to the villagers’ hopkin? It’s going to be rough tonight, you know what they’re like.’

      
      ‘You’ll be there,’ Pippin pointed out.

      
      ‘I’m different, I can look after myself.’

      
      ‘So can I, you know,’ said Pippin quietly. ‘And, after all, Rupert and Richard will be there.’

      
      Beth glanced at her, and wondered. Perhaps she could look after herself. She was a self-willed little thing. Perhaps that
         was why she liked her so much. All the same she couldn’t get out of her mind that she had to protect her.
      

      
      ‘Now that’s settled,’ said Pippin, ‘what shall I wear? This?’ She held up a white satin dress.

      
      Beth shook her head firmly. ‘No, too gentrified for a hopkin.’

      
      Just for an instant she imagined herself clad in white satin held close in Richard Lyle’s arms, saw his admiring glance as
         she mentally pushed the neckline lower – then she laughed at herself. What had she to do with silks and satins? She was a working girl and always would be. No, let Pippin have her silks and satins, she was
         born to them.
      

      
      ‘Let’s see now,’ she said enthusiastically, attacking Pippin’s wardrobe. Pippin looked at her consideringly. Sometimes she
         thought she’d be quite lost without Beth. Life had been a puzzle, a nightmare to her after her mother had died, and then it
         seemed as if Beth had come to take her place. Beth would tell her what to do, make things easy for her. Only now ten years
         later was she beginning to feel the stirrings of confidence, of wondering what life would hold for her, whom she’d marry –
         for marry she would. Her father would arrange something, though she would insist on a say in it. Suddenly she was quite sure
         about that. Sure about the sort of man she wanted.
      

      
      ‘This,’ said Beth, holding out a pale blue full-skirted cotton dress.

      
      Pippin made a moué of disgust. ‘No.’

      
      ‘Then this. Oh, this.’ Beth pulled out in excitement a peach-coloured dress trimmed with lace at the bodice and the hem, with
         artificial roses sewn down the straight front of the skirt.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Pippin slowly, fingering it. ‘Yes,’ but her mind seemed to be on something else. ‘Beth,’ she went on slowly, ‘Richard
         likes you, doesn’t he?’
      

      
      Beth sniffed. ‘And plenty of others too.’ Even Pippin should not know the effect that Richard Lyle had on her.

      
      ‘But you specially,’ Pippin persisted.

      
      ‘Maybe.’ Her voice was careless, but a glow came to Beth’s face. ‘Yes, perhaps he does.’ She hummed, twirling around holding
         the peach-coloured dress against her. ‘No,’ she said regretfully, ‘it’s your colour, not mine. Anyway,’ she said quickly,
         changing the subject, ‘how about you and Rupert? Rupert follows you around like – like a sunflower the sun. Do you like him?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ said Pippin. She blushed and would not meet Beth’s eye.

      
      Beth glanced at her. So she was right. Pippin was attracted to Rupert. And who better? Well-educated, his father a sir so
         Pippin would be a lady. As gentle as Pippin herself. But not a weak man, she guessed, for all he as often overshadowed by
         Richard.
      

      
      ‘Pippin,’ she answered warmly. ‘Yes. Who could not? And he likes you,’ she added teasingly. ‘Can’t tear him away from your
         side. Has he kissed you yet?’
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