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  The kitchen at Long Beck Farm trembled into the nervous activity the arrival of Sarah Macauley always produced. Cook, who had been about to sit down in her favourite rocking

  chair, the one in which no posterior but her own was ever allowed to settle, hastily put away the mug of hot, sweet, strong tea she was sipping appreciatively and with a skilful and fluid movement

  which belied her years and the ‘bad back’ she purported to have, dipped a spoon into the enormous ‘kail pot’ which simmered on the fire, stirring vigorously before lifting

  it to her lips.




  “A smidgin more thyme I think, Dolly, and mind it’s no more than a smidgin. Too much can spoil a decent soup.”




  “Yes, Cook.”




  “And when you’ve done that get out the flour and sugar, some butter and eggs. I’ve a mind to make Master Reed a few biscuits. Lemon, I think, so you can squeeze me a couple

  while you’re at it, and don’t throw away the peel. He likes my lemon biscuits, does Master Reed. Oh! there you are, Madam . . .” starting visibly as the grey-clad figure of her

  mistress appeared at her elbow. “I didn’t see you there. I was just about to . . .”




  “Yes, Mrs Lewis, I can see exactly what you were doing so don’t let me stop you.” Mrs Macauley moved towards the fire on which the pan was kept simmering at all times, summer

  and winter, for there were men, her husband’s shepherds and yardmen, who might be in need of a bit of something inside them, especially in the winter. Since this was her kitchen and her soup

  she took a spoonful and, like Cook, lifted it to her lips. She tasted it thoughtfully and the whole kitchen held its breath. If it was not to her liking she would say so, offending Cook, who was

  good at her job. If Cook was offended, indeed put out in any way, it would be they who would be made to feel her displeasure.




  She was a tyrant, was Mrs Macauley who, until her husband had prospered on his farm, had been a true farmwife, working in her own kitchen with a young maid to fetch and carry and a woman to

  scrub. She herself had done all the cooking and baking, the making of bread, the pickling and preserving and salting, only allowing – and that thoroughly supervised – the maid to

  perform the task of making the soap and the candles and any task which, in Sarah Macauley’s opinion, any fool could do. Her life had been busy, hard and busy, but she had found it satisfying

  since she knew nothing else. The day on which her husband told her he was to entertain a wool merchant from Yorkshire had been a shattering one for Sarah since it was the last one in which she was

  a true farmwife.




  “I don’t want you fiddling about in the kitchen, my lass. Your place is at the head of the dining table. You’re mistress of this house and as such you must help me to entertain

  this fellow-me-lad and you can’t do it chained to the kitchen range. Get yourself a cook and another maid. One that can wait on at table.”




  “A cook! What do I want with such a thing? I can do my own cooking and I’ll have you know there’s not a better one in the whole of Bassenthwaite parish.” She was

  scandalised and not only that, affronted, but her husband was adamant. He was moving up in the world and his hill farm, which stretched as far as the eye could see from his farm gate, was growing

  and thriving. This bit of business with the chap from Yorkshire could lead to even greater things and it would not do to have one’s wife mucking about in the kitchen, running backwards and

  forwards, flushed and perspiring, from there to the table and back again.




  It was only a step from employing a cook to having not one kitchenmaid to help her but two, then three. A scullery maid, a dairy maid and the woman whose sole task it was to scrub the kitchen

  floor, the pantry floor, the dairy, the buttery, the back step, the front step and the long, stone-flagged ‘hallan’ which led from the front of the house to the back. It had been hard,

  harder than anyone realised, since she was a woman sparing of words, for Sarah to ‘sit about on her behind’, a phrase she used only to herself, and it had altered her subtly from a

  woman who, though sharp-tongued and exacting was always fair, to one who was shrewish, grim, testy, fault finding and not well liked by her servants.




  They all waited, Mrs Lewis the cook, her expression one of guarded effrontery, Josie the parlourmaid, Dolly the kitchenmaid and Prudence whose job it was to be everyone’s slave. Even the

  tangle-haired woman on her knees at the bucket by the door leading to the hallan rested back on her heels. There was a child beside her, a young girl with her own bucket and brush. She was no more

  than ten or eleven years old, scrawny and thin-faced, and she watched, open-mouthed and with keen interest, the very evident contest of wills which was taking place between Mrs Macauley and Cook.

  Mrs Macauley would have the last word, the girl knew that, for didn’t she always, and Cook would be furious, no doubt holding back the leftovers of food, perhaps a mutton chop or a knuckle of

  bacon, a spoonful of jelly or a broken biscuit which were nothing to her and which, in an off-handed kindly way she would often pass on to herself and her mother. It was a shame for they had lived

  on nothing but turnip bread for the last week. The juice from the turnip was pressed out, flour and salt added to the mixture and the result baked on the ‘bakstone’ over the fire.

  Tasteless and unsatisfying, but it filled an empty stomach and the hard work she and her mother did gave them a sharp appetite. And those tit-bits were a blessing on a tongue which needed something

  to taste now and again. She’d miss them tonight if Mrs Macauley got the better of Cook, which she was bound to do for this was her kitchen.




  It was a big room with tables of yellow-white sycamore which stood up to years of pounding, chopping and scrubbing and from its ceiling hung hams and bunches of herbs, crates of bread, kept

  there since Sarah Macauley had come as a bride to Long Beck for there had been rats and mice then. Besides the iron pots and pans there was a vast array of highly polished copper utensils. The

  walls were whitewashed every six months for the climate in the room was always intensely busy, blasted by fires and ovens and rendered moist and murky by steam and smoke. Cook and the kitchenmaids

  worked flat out from breakfast to supper time. It was a proud boast of Sarah’s that everything her family ate was produced in her kitchen and dairy, and even now a leg of pork was being

  spit-roasted over the open kitchen fire. The farmhouse was old and many of the things in the kitchen had been used by Sarah Macauley’s mother-in-law and hers before that, dating way

  back into the last century, but beside the huge open fire which was set in the wall behind strong, horizontal metal bars was an equally huge enclosed range, blackleaded, glowing and dark and

  cleaned each morning by Prudence.




  Set neatly on shelves attached to the spotless walls were trivets and skillets, toasters and grills, tongue presses and beef-warmers. There were jelly moulds of earthenware, copper and glass,

  for Sarah Macauley prided herself on her good table; copper pans, earthenware bowls and wooden ladles, all playing an essential role in the endless round of preserving, boiling, baking, roasting

  and toasting, culinary activities which had been carried on for the past thirty-odd years by Sarah herself. The two kitchen dressers of oak were crowded with a blue-and-white china tea set, dozens

  of cups and saucers, plates, cream jugs and sugar bowls in a delicate willow pattern, and beside them was blue and white dinnerware in the same design. Enormous meat platters, vegetable dishes,

  soup tureens, dinner plates and ladles. They had been in the Macauley family for fifty years, come from the Staffordshire potters Josiah Spode and Thomas Minton, and it was woe betide any luckless

  kitchenmaid who touched any part of them unless supervised by her mistress. About the room were several beautifully carved and well-proportioned Windsor chairs, again old, cherished, well polished,

  but not meant for sitting on, for Sarah Macauley’s servants were here to work not loll about, except for the brief period in which they ate their meals.




  “Hand me that skimmer, if you please, Dolly,” Mrs Macauley said, and the child on her knees held her breath for, on the action of the woman who, if only temporarily, was her mistress

  since Annie and Lizzie Abbott were ‘casuals’, depended the left-overs she and her mother would take home with them that night.




  The skimmer was slid delicately into the soup. Carefully Mrs Macauley lifted it out again, scrutinising it minutely as though she fully expected a cockroach to raise its ugly head. Cook watched

  her, her face devoid of all expression, but in her eyes was a gleam which said if looks could kill her mistress would be lying dead at her feet. Cook was a woman in her late fifties, too old to be

  taken on now in any of the grand houses in which she had once worked and where she had received her training. She was an experienced and imaginative cook and though she was not awfully sure

  why Mrs Macauley seemed to have it in for her, since it was Mrs Macauley who had employed her in the first place, she was well aware that her mistress did her best to find fault.




  The skimmer came out clean and fatless. There were tiny, plump onions, shreds of cabbage, slivers of beef, slices of mushroom and carrot in the skimming spoon but nothing else.




  Mrs Macauley was clearly annoyed. She would have liked nothing better than to have given Cook the length of her tongue for in that way it would have bolstered her own waning belief in herself

  and her talents in her kitchen where, since her husband had gone up in the world, it had melted slowly with her self-esteem.




  “It’ll do,” she said ungraciously and was vastly put out when Cook smiled complacently. “Now then, let’s see to those biscuits for Master Reed.”




  “Nay, Mrs Macauley, I’ll make them,” Cook said ill-advisedly. “You go and sit yourself down and put your feet up.”




  Sarah was incensed. Put her feet up indeed, and to be told to do it in her own kitchen by a woman who had no right to be there in the first place, in her view.




  “That’ll be enough from you, Mrs Lewis, and what are these girls doing standing about with their mouths open? Have they no work to do? Really, I’ve never seen such an

  idle-handed lot in my life and likely to continue to be so, it seems to me, if I’m not here at their backs. They are in your charge, you know, and I expect you to oversee their work in a more

  appropriate manner.”




  She turned away from the thunderous face of Mrs Lewis and right behind her Lizzie Abbott’s bucket seemed to leap up and catch her in the shins. She stumbled, the water slopped on the hem

  of her gown and it was as if a knife had struck her in her side, a knife with a serrated edge which not only sliced into her but turned its blade a time or two for good measure. It was the worst

  pain Sarah had ever experienced since the first one had struck her over six months ago, and it almost brought her to her knees.




  “Get out of my way, woman,” she screeched and in her senseless agony she lifted her hand, striking the woman – who was she? – so hard she fell sideways, her arm going up

  to the elbow in her own bucket. The child who knelt beside her – who was she? – went with her and the pair of them sprawled on the wet floor they themselves had just scrubbed.

  The woman began to cry weakly, the sort of tears Sarah often felt like crying herself, despairing tears, hopeless tears, but the child leaped to her feet and for a minute Sarah thought she was

  about to strike her, then, after carefully lifting the weeping woman to her feet, where she stood, humble head bowed, the girl ran past Cook and the astonished maids and out through the kitchen

  door into the yard.




  The bright sunlight of the early spring day was in Annie Abbott’s eyes as she scrambled over Mrs Macauley’s threshwood, and across the cobbles where hens pecked and a rooster

  strutted. There were a couple of young Border Collie dogs fastened by a chain to the wall, sheepdogs who were not yet fully trained to herding and they stood up, wagging hopeful tails. This was a

  working farm and up on the fell Alistair Macauley and his shepherds were ‘raking in’ the heavily pregnant ewes for it would soon be lambing time. But not Alistair Macauley’s son.

  Not his fine, twenty-three-year-old son, Reed Macauley. The young, black mare he rode, dashing, wild and as handsome as himself, skittered madly out of control as Annie came through the kitchen

  door and, in her haste to get away from her own black rage at what Mrs Macauley had done to her mother, almost went under the horse’s hooves. The mare was tall, blotting out the sunlight,

  crashing her hooves in alarm on the cobbles and rolling her eyes in fury as the child and the hens scattered about her.




  Reed Macauley scarcely seemed to notice Annie Abbott. She might have been no more than a wisp of straw which had blown from his father’s stable. She was there in his vision but of such

  little consequence he did not see her. His vivid blue eyes looked directly into hers but his gaze moved on impassively as he guided his restless animal towards the open stable door.




  “Albert,” he shouted, “rub Victoria down, will you, and give her a handful of oats,” then he was gone.




  It was their first meeting.




  It was October, six months later, when she saw him again, and as at the last time he rode by her with as much interest as he would show a kitten which frolicked in the grass. The track at the

  back of Browhead led up to Long Beck and he and his mare moved easily along it, his gaze passing over her and her father as if they did not exist. Annie watched him go then bent down, doing her

  best to lift the swill basket which was filled to its brim with newly picked potatoes, the ones she herself had lifted that morning, and though she heaved and strained until the sweat broke out on

  her childish brow and ran down her cheeks, she could not move it. She straightened up, rubbed her hands together as she had seen her father do, spat on them then bent down again, gripping the

  basket at its rim where holes had been left to fit each hand. The basket, crafted by her own mother for this very purpose, was not heavy in itself, being made from split hazel rods woven with white

  willow, but its contents weighed over twenty pounds and were too much for a child,




  “Will tha’ never learn sense, girl? Can tha’ not see tha’ load’s too big? Tek some out an’ put ’em in a pile then shift what’s left down to

  t’ barn. Then come back for t’others. Think girl, think! I don’t know why the Good Lord made women so half-witted. Tryin’ to lift a bloody basket it’d tek me

  half me time to get off t’ ground. Lighten it, girl, an’ look lively.”




  “Yes, Faither.”




  “An’ tell thi’ mother I’m waitin’ on me dinner whilst tha’s down there. I’ve never known a woman so feckless as she is. Bugger it, it’s gone noon

  an’ I’m parched. An’ I don’t want no cold tea, neither. A jug of ale’d go down nicely.”




  “Yes, Faither.” Annie had obediently emptied half the potatoes, piling them neatly on the ground.




  “Off tha’ go then an’ don’t tha’ drop that swill or I’ll ’ave summat ter say ter thi’. Them potatoes is money an’ we’ve none o’

  that ter be chuckin’ about an’ don’t come back empty-handed. Fetch me some o’ that manure in tha’ empty swill.”




  “Yes, Faither.”




  The neat rows of healthily blooming plants stretched out at the backs of the man and child in the walled field behind the farmhouse, each row exactly twenty-seven inches from its neighbour, each

  set, or plant, twelve inches from the next. They were erect, tall, branching, their tops crowded in a spreading confusion. The stems had a pink tinge and the flowers were a lovely red-purple but

  Joshua Abbott was not concerned with their appearance, except in so much as it was a healthy one, only with the smooth, oval-shaped harvest which grew at their root. He and the girl had planted

  them in late March. They had been well fertilised with the manure from his farmyard, the child’s job again since it was within her capabilities and now they were to be lifted and those not

  needed for the family’s winter requirements would go to market.




  She was back within five minutes and behind her, carrying a basket which was so heavy it caused her to shuffle lop-sidedly, was Lizzie Abbott. She was obviously pregnant. Though both she and the

  child who staggered beneath the weight of the swill basket and its stinking, steaming contents were making heavy weather of their loads Joshua Abbott made no effort to help them. He was digging.

  Glancing round as they approached he threw down his spade, took off his battered and stained felt hat, wiped his sweating face with his forearm, replaced his hat and sat down, his back to the

  drystone wall which surrounded the field.




  “An’ about time too,” was all he said, his tone peevish.




  “I’m sorry, Joshua. I got took badly.” Lizzie Abbott put her hand to her distended belly. Her thin, worn face was vastly apologetic just as though she had been caught junketing

  about the yard with Natty Varty who sometimes gave Joshua a hand at harvest or lambing. “I can’t seem ter get over this sickness . . .”




  “Aye, well, set basket down, woman.” Joshua was not in the least concerned with his wife’s pregnancy, nor with the details of its progress, only with its outcome. Married

  eighteen years and nothing to show for it but this one girl, though by God, he’d done his best. A bairn every year he’d given her and a few times she’d gone full term but

  always it seemed, again as though the blame was hers, contrary madam that she was, bringing forth some sickly infant, three of them boys, who had not lasted a month. One girl! A fine girl, strong

  and biddable, cheerful too, and if only she’d been a boy which was all he asked for, one boy, Joshua would have been content. It wasn’t too much to expect, was it, out of eighteen

  pregnancies? But no, soon as it was in her belly where surely it was not too difficult to hang on to, she’d let it go, time after time, except for the girl. Other men had sons. Look at

  Jem Mounsey from Upfell Farm. Two daughters certainly but a fine lad going on twelve years now and so big and strapping, like Jem, he could do the work of a grown man. Upfell was small, like his

  own farm, not in the class of Alistair Macauley’s place up at Long Beck, but between them Jem and Davy Mounsey managed it nicely with no need of paid help like Natty Varty, or at least only

  in the most dire of emergencies. Of course at ploughing or harvesting, lambing or clipping time, every farmer and his family helped every other. A ‘boon’ clip, or ‘boon’

  ploughing, when a day would be set aside and neighbours would come with a plough or a horse or their shears when there were sheep to be sheared and at the end of it there would be a tatie-pot

  supper, with dancing in the barn, the fiddle played by Dobby Hawkins who was odd-job man at Long Beck. A ‘merry-neet’ right enough but what had Joshua Abbott to be merry about with no

  son to take over when he himself was six feet under? If only the girl had . . . well, brightening a little as he studied his wife’s thickening figure . . . ’appen it wasn’t too

  late. He was only thirty-nine himself and had many good years in him to pass on to a lad all that he himself had learned from his father.




  Browhead farmhouse and its surrounding acres had been in his family for generations, he was not awfully sure how many. Unlike many small farmers who had been forced off the common land with the

  Enclosure movement, his grandfather, or was it his great-grandfather, had managed by dint of great hardship to himself and his family to buy the land which had been freely held by the Abbotts, or

  so they had imagined, from time immemorial. Not a great deal by the standards of the wealthy landowners such as the Macauleys but still theirs, and though they had never managed to do more than

  ‘hang on’ from harvest to harvest and from lambing to lambing, it was still theirs. Still Abbott land. Joshua Abbott’s land and if he could just get himself a son to pass it on to

  he’d die a happy man.




  The girl sat down beside him and Joshua’s sheepdog crept up to her, leaning fondly on her shoulder, eyeing the oatcake she had taken from the basket.




  “An’ don’t let me see tha’ feedin’ that dog.”




  “No, Faither.”




  “Ruined he is an’ all because of tha’ mollycoddlin’ ways. See, woman, tek ’im down wi’ thi’ an’ fasten ’im to t’ chain in t’

  yard. I don’t know what comes over the two o’ you, pettin’ ’im like he was some lap dog. A workin’ dog he is an’ when he’s not workin’ he stays in

  t’ yard. Is that clear?”




  “Yes, Faither.”




  “Yes, Joshua.”




  “Did tha’ fetch me ale, woman?”




  “Yes, Joshua, ’tis in t’ basket.”




  “Well, then, there’s no need for thi’ to hang about here, is there. There’s bound ter be summat for thi’ ter do in tha’ kitchen.”




  “Yes, Joshua,” and, obedient as a trained animal, his wife moved off in the direction of the farmhouse which stood slightly lower down the sloping field so that its roof was on a

  level with where the man and the child laboured.




  “Don’t forget bloody dog, woman.”




  His wife turned in a flurry, her face anguished at her own foolishness. What was she thinking of? Daydreaming, he’d say, though her dreams were not dreams at all but galloping worries on

  how she was to manage the next four months with the burden she carried . . . oh, please God, don’t let me lose this one . . . I must not give way to despair . . . but a boy, a healthy boy so

  that he will leave me alone. So that he will cast off the bitterness and harshness he shows to the girl, smile a little . . . all that work the child does and her not twelve yet . . . all

  that I do . . .




  It was hard to believe that she had once been pretty Lizzie Bowman from Cockermouth since those who had known her then could not remember it and her own child had never seen her other than

  timid, hard-working, patient, dumb, thin and anxious of face, her skin and hair a uniform greyish-brown. She was thirty-four years old. Her life and that of her daughter was one of unremitting

  labour from early dawn until they fell into their beds at dark. A hard life which was restricted not just to herself and Annie but was the lot of farm women everywhere in Cumberland. There was the

  clapbread to be baked, the ale to be brewed, pickling and bottling, baking, cooking and cleaning, rush making, cheese and butter making, the pickling of beef and mutton, the drying of the meat in

  the smoke of the chimney. There was washday when water must be brought from the spring ready for boiling. There was the vegetable garden, the herb garden and when all that was done there was the

  spinning of the yarn from the fleece of Joshua Abbott’s Herdwick sheep and the weaving of it into the hodden-grey wool from which most of their serviceable clothing was made. She and her

  daughter milked cows and collected eggs, killed the pig, salted the meat and wrung the necks of chickens. They fed the cattle wintering in the cow shed. In the light of the rush lamps they

  themselves had made they all three knitted hosiery, fashioned birch-twig besoms and swill baskets to be sold at the next market. They both worked like men at lambing time, cut peat and stacked it

  for drying, helped at the ‘boon clip’ and at backend, as winter approached, helped to bring down the flock from the high fells and the moors to the lower ‘inlands’ which

  were fenced by dry-stone walls.




  Between the three of them, with the occasional help of Natty Varty who hired himself out as casual labour, they ran the farm of Browhead and now, with the growing child within her, already she

  was beginning to tire before the day was half-way through. She needed to rest, put her feet up now and again with a nice hot cup of tea to steady her but how was she to manage that with the hundred

  and one jobs that were to be done every day on the farm? You’d think with him being so desperate to have a living son he’d find some way to get her a bit of help but no, she must work

  just the same, just as hard and just as long and if anything happened to the unborn child it would be her fault.




  The dog, she musn’t forget the dog, but in her effort to appease her husband, to keep him from venting his spleen on the child, from becoming more irritable than he already was, she lunged

  awkwardly, tripping on the long skirt of her grey woollen dress. She righted herself but in doing so she knew she was going to step heavily on Joshua’s sturdy potato plants and though it

  would do them no harm since the potatoes ready for lifting were still deep in the soil, she had a horror of arousing his uncertain temper. The child in her womb fluttered feebly and, unbalanced,

  with her hand on her belly, she fell heavily. She was up again at once, as light as a feather rises, smiling to let him see there was no harm done, though the awful, familiar sinking in her womb

  told her it was too late.




  “Tha’s a clumsy beggar,” he said, the ale he was slurping down his long, muscular throat making him good humoured.




  “I know, Joshua, that’s me. Well, I’ll get meself home then,” turning, desperate to get to her kitchen, to sit down, to lie down in an effort to hold on to what she

  carried.




  “Tha’s goin’ wi’out dog now, woman. Bloody hell, it beats me how tha’ manages ter get through t’day. Tha’s in a maze half the time.”




  “Tha’s right, Joshua.” She had the dog now, leading him by the scruff of his neck until she reached the gate which led into the yard, flapping at the anxious animal with her

  apron until he was through. She chained him to the wall, even managing to tell him to ‘be a good boy, then’ whilst all the while the liquid flowed down her leg and into her wooden-soled

  clogs as the child she carried drained away from her on a tide of blood.




  “I’m sorry, lass,” she said later to her daughter who, being a child brought up on a farm, though she was only eleven years old, knew exactly what had happened to her mother

  five months ago when she had conceived in the bedroom next to hers, and understood the miscarriage she had just suffered in the very same bed.




  “It’s all right, Mother. Me an’ Faither’ll manage,” Annie answered stoically.




  “But how’s tha’ to do that, child, wi’ me stuck up here in me bed? Tha’ can’t do milkin’ an’ butter an’ cheese an’ tha’

  faither’ll want them ter go ter market at week’s end.”




  “Mrs Mounsey’ll help me.”




  “Aye,” sighing weakly. “An’ ’appen I’ll be up afore long.”




  And so she was, for Joshua was not a man to sit with his knife and fork in his hands waiting for his supper and the girl was too busy in the fields and the dairy to be of much use in the

  kitchen. He said nothing, not even in recrimination, when it became apparent he was not to have his son, at least this time, and when in the next eighteen months his wife, despite his nightly

  assault on her, failed to conceive he began to realise, and to accept that Annie was to be all that he would have. His bitterness was intense and he eyed Jem Mounsey’s lad with a jealous

  loathing he found hard to contain.




  It was the day before Annie Abbott’s twelfth birthday that he dropped his bombshell, though he gave no reason for his decision since that was not his way. He knew why he was taking this

  course of action and that was enough.




  Annie and her mother, their fingers busy with the rushlights they were making in readiness for the long winter nights ahead, froze in their seats when he spoke, their mouths falling open in

  astoundment.




  “Tha’s ter go ter school, girl. Next week. Mornings. Jem Mounsey’s lasses go so you might as well an’ all.”




  Annabelle Abbott, Joshua and Lizzie Abbott’s fifth child, stood up and the rushes she was coating with mutton fat fell to the floor as Joshua, slinging his hat to his head, set off for The

  Bull in Gillthrop without another word.




  She found her voice at last. “Does he mean it, Mother?”




  “Tha’ faither never ses owt he don’t mean, Annie.”




  “But . . . why?”




  Lizzie looked at her daughter, marvelling for the hundredth time on how she and Joshua, despite her own subdued prettiness as a girl, could have between them made a child quite as bright and

  lovely as Annie. What ancestor had bequeathed to her that look of a thoroughbred, of pedigree that neither the Bowmans of Cockermouth nor the Abbotts of Gillthrop had in their line? Tall she was,

  already half a head above other girls of her age and though she was far from plump the flesh on her was firm and without blemish apart from the endearing scatter of pale golden freckles across her

  nose. Lizzie cut her hair regularly since her father said it was unsightly to have it ‘all over the bloody place’ – his words – but it was thick and springing, a mass of

  corkscrew curls which stood in a cheerful tangle about her well-shaped head. A bright copper, depending on the light, sometimes russet but, when the sun caught it, so vivid it hurt the eye to

  behold. It fell about her white neck and ears and over her eyes no matter how often Lizzie hacked it off and she knew it would not be long before Joshua ordered her to bind it up in a length of

  cloth. There was just so much of it, and then there were her eyes. Deep and enormous, bright with intelligence in her pointed face, almost the same colour as her hair sometimes and at others a pale

  golden brown which could have been yellow. They were set between lashes which were long and thick, brown at their roots and tipped with gold. Her eyebrows were fine and delicate and her skin was

  the colour of the buttermilk Lizzie produced in her dairy. She was cheerful, good-humoured and willing, as yet unspoiled by her father’s oppression. All flame and brilliance and would it be

  quenched one day when she was wed to some stolid labouring chap which she knew Joshua hoped to get for her in the absence of a son? Mind, she had a stubborn streak in her which Joshua did his best

  to curb, succeeding so far, for the child was young, but it could become wilful and when it did what would happen to Lizzie Abbott who would be caught in the middle of it? How would she

  survive?




  The girl had begun to twirl, her skirts clinging to her slender legs, her bare feet stamping on the flagged floor of the kitchen. She was going to school, she exulted, she was going to school.

  For some reason known only to her father she was to be sent to school. She would learn. She would be able to read and write and be somebody for was not an education the key which opened the door to

  all the dreams she had ever dreamed? She would be a scholar, as good as them up there at Long Beck where her status in life had given Mrs Macauley the right to hit Annie Abbott’s mother as

  though she was nothing but a dog.




  Though she could not have said why, nor even tried for she was not quite twelve years old, the picture of the tall and haughty figure of Reed Macauley on his fine black mare moved stealthily

  across her enchanted, simmering mind.




  
 





  2




  Annie Abbott was not quite fifteen years old when she fell ecstatically in love with the handsome young actor in the travelling company which played at the splendid theatre

  recently built in Keswick. The year was 1843 and the play was The Outlaw of Sicily in which the handsome young actor had the leading role.




  On that day Sally and Mim Mounsey were picking blackberries in the lane which led from Browhead to Upfell where their father farmed.




  “A nice blackberry ’n’ apple tart, that’s what tha’ lad needs ter pick up ’is appetite,” their worried mother had said at breakfast time.

  “Tha’ knows ’ow our Davy do like a blackberry ’n’ apple tart an’ wi’ a dab o’ cream from that lot I’ve just put in t’ crock it’ll

  slide down a treat.”




  Davy Mounsey’s strange lack of appetite this last day or two had been a source of mystery to his mother and an irritation to his father who could not abide a ‘finicky lad’ and

  especially one who said he ‘hurt all over’ and could not get out of his bed. A bit flushed he was and not his usual self but it was the Tup Fair at the weekend and how was Jem to get

  his lambs to Keswick and the tup he meant to hire, back again without the help of his son, he beseeched his wife to tell him?




  “ ’E’ll be right as rain by then, you’ll see,” she answered stoutly, more to reassure herself than Jem. “I’m mekkin’ ’im up an infusion of

  angelica. Sally gathered me some from t’ woods, didn’t tha’ lass, an’ wi’ a cupful o’ that inside ’im ’e’ll soon pick up. A rare good tonic is

  angelica an’ it settles the stomach. ’E’ll soon ’ave ’is appetite back. ’E needs a bit o’ summat tasty inside ’im . . .”




  Aggie Mounsey’s cure for all ills was a ‘bit o’ summat tasty’ and a good swig of one of her herbal remedies. “That blackberry ’n’ apple tart’ll do

  the trick, you just wait an’ see if it don’t,” she added hopefully.




  Sally and Mim, quarrelling half-heartedly as they always did, more from habit than ill-feeling, had reached the gate to Browhead having picked indolently for the whole of the October morning at

  a speed which would have incensed Joshua Abbott. Both big girls, Sally the same age as Annie, Mim a year younger, but in his opinion allowed to do as they liked by the indulgent Jem. As long as

  they helped their mother when she needed it in the dairy or the kitchen, or in any task she set them such as the blackberry picking, their father didn’t concern himself overmuch with how they

  did it or how long it took providing it suited his Aggie. Good-natured, the lot of them, feckless Joshua would have said, but Upfell farm thrived where Browhead did not so how to explain it? He

  could not, unless it was his own lack of a son. He did not consider the almost inhuman amount of work his own daughter did each day worth mentioning.




  She was trudging up the lane from Hause drawing the sledge which Joshua had made behind her, the harness about her shoulders, the leather straps cutting into her flesh and thrusting forward the

  young swell of her breasts. She leaned into it, her clogged feet feeling the track for purchase since the load on the sledge was heavy. Her face was dewed with sweat and it soaked the armpits of

  her shabby grey bodice. Her hair was tied up in a length of cloth, allowed to grow now that it was covered, drawn back severely from her pinched face and braided about her head which the cloth

  covered. On the sledge were two enormous sacks of milled grain which she had just collected from the miller in Hause.




  She stopped when she saw Mim and Sally, her breath scraping from her lungs in great heaving gasps, and drawing off the harness she threw herself down on the grass verge, wiping her face with the

  sleeve of her bodice.




  “Watch out fer me faither, Sal, will tha’? I’ll ’ave to ’ave a breather. Them straps are cuttin’ inter me summat cruel. Look . . .” She pushed down the

  neck of her bodice and on her white flesh were two bright red weals from her shoulders to under her armpits and both sisters drew back in horror.




  “Eeh Annie, them’s nasty. Can tha’ faither not fetch grain ’imself. That there load’s too ’eavy fer a lass.”




  “Try tellin’ ’im that, Sally. ‘Tha’s a big girl now, our Annie,’ ’e ses ter me, besides, ’e’s up rakin’ fells for t’ sheep

  an’ ’asn’t time. Me mother offered ter come wi’ me but yer know ’ow it is wi’ ’er.”




  Oh, aye, they all knew how it was with Lizzie Abbott, poor soul. Sad, oppressed Lizzie Abbott who, with her daughter, led the most miserable of lives. A life on the level of an animal, their

  mother said indignantly though there was nothing she could do about it. And like an animal Lizzie bred every year, or had done until three years ago when her overworked body had given up the

  struggle and simply refused to conceive again. She had strained at every task her husband put her to, overburdened and doing her best to protect her child, taking jobs from her which were beyond

  the child’s strength but now it was the other way around as Annie grew tall, taller than Lizzie and though slender to the point of leanness, strong.




  They chatted for a while, the three girls, sitting on the sun-warmed grass verge, idly eating the blackberries Sally and Mim had picked. The sweat dried on Annie’s face but it was very

  noticeable that she was not relaxed, that her head constantly swivelled from side to side, her eyes on the look-out for her father who could, though he never hit her, reduce her to trembling,

  rebellious fear, calling her a lazy young varmint, his words cold, his jibing voice filled with his contempt, his hard nature venting his spite on her for his lack of a son. She who was a mere

  girl. She knew he was up on the fell but the habit of a lifetime was so strong in her she could not throw it off but must have eyes in the back of her head on guard for his silent approach.




  “We’re goin’ ter Keswick, me an’ Mim, ter see the players. I don’t suppose there’s any chance tha’ can come wi’ us?” Sally put a

  good-hearted hand on Annie’s bare brown arm just where it disappeared into her sleeve. The difference, as the sleeve rose a little at Sally’s touch, in the skin which had been exposed

  to the sun and that which had been covered, was startling. A deep honey colour suddenly becoming a pure, alabaster white. Her face was the same, and her throat, but where the open neck of her

  bodice began it became an almost translucent white. She worked in the open fields or on the fells for much of the day, every day, when she wasn’t at school and the constant exposure to sun

  and wind, to the wild elements which more often than not prevailed in the Lakeland district was, as she remarked mournfully to her mother – for who wanted to look like an old man when you

  were going on fifteen – making her as weatherbeaten as her father.




  Annie laughed shortly. “Don’t be daft, Sal. How can I get away from t’ farm? Faither knows where I am every minute o’ t’ day an’ night. Besides, even if I

  could get away, which I can’t, where would I get money fer such a thing?”




  “It’s only threepence ter stand at back, Annie.”




  “Maybe, but it might as well be three guineas ’cos I ’aven’t got it.”




  “What about tha’ mother? ’Asn’t she got a bit put by?” as her mother had, for the egg and butter money was traditionally the perquisite of the farmwife since

  she did the work.




  “Don’t be daft, Sal,” Annie said again, but less caustically, with less certainty. There was nothing in the world she would love more than to go to the playhouse with Sally and

  Mim. To be as carefree, as free as they were allowed to be, even if it was only for a few hours. She went nowhere that was not connected with the farm except for the year in which she had

  been allowed to go to school in the village. She had been twelve then and had known nothing, but in those twelve months she had absorbed more than Sally and Mim had learned in three years. She

  could read and write and add up and do ‘take-aways’. She had learned a smattering of history and geography, for the teacher, finding Annie wanted to learn and was not just passing the

  time as Sally and Mim and most of her other pupils were doing, had shown an interest in her and had even lent her her own precious books. Sense and Sensibility by Miss Jane Austen and Mr

  Charles Dickens’ Pickwick Papers. These had given Annie a taste, not, alas, fulfilled, to read more, to see more, to know more and how was she to do that, labouring round her

  father’s farm until she was married when, she presumed, she would do the same round her husband’s. William Shakespeare was a great writer of plays, so her teacher at the Dame school had

  told her and perhaps it might be one of his that was to be shown in Keswick.




  “What’s on?” she asked abruptly.




  “On where?” Mim answered, popping another blackberry in her mouth.




  “What play is it?”




  “’Tis called The Outlaw of Sicily.”




  “Did a chap by the name of William Shakespeare write it?”




  “Nay, don’t ask me. Who is ’e, anyway?” Mim was clearly unimpressed, and anyway, did it matter?




  “He’s a great play writer.”




  “Well, I don’t know if ’e wrote this ’un, but it says on the playbill that there’s to be dancin’ betwixt each part.”




  “Dancin’ . . .” Oh, how she loved to dance. Not that she’d done much but at the last ‘boon clip’ she had twirled in the ‘Cumberland Square Eight’

  with Davy Mounsey, to the music of Dobby Hawkins’ fiddle and to her astonishment her father had allowed it. The speculative gleam in his eye had gone unnoticed by her as she stamped her foot

  and threw back her growing hair, again, amazingly, allowed to hang free, though Lizzie Abbott saw it and so did Aggie Mounsey, both aware of its significance.




  “What time you goin’?”




  “Mid mornin’. Faither’ll give us a lift to Keswick but we’ve to walk back.”




  “Threepence, you say?”




  “Aye.” Sally clasped Annie’s hand, gazing earnestly into her face, seeing for perhaps the first time what no one had perceived before. Annie had always been scrawny, with her

  collar-bones looking as though they were about to break out from beneath her delicate white skin. She had thin, square shoulders, an extreme boyish slenderness, brittle and fine-textured, all

  hollows and angles with a pointed face in which her eyebrows flew rejoicingly up or ruefully down depending on the mood of her father. She had the rich, woodland colouring of a fox, her eyes just

  as golden and hunted but now, with her expression one of growing excitement, she seemed to light up, come alive, to crackle with anticipation and she was quite incredibly lovely.




  “Will tha’ come then?” Sally felt her own excitement begin to snap.




  “If me mother’ll give me threepence. That’s if she ’as it, an’ that’s if Faither’s up on t’ fell again an’ if ’e’s to be there

  all day, an’ if . . .”




  It seemed Lizzie did have threepence to give her daughter and more besides which of course no one knew about, saved painfully over the years, a farthing here, a farthing there, stolen, Lizzie

  supposed it was, whenever she could do so undetected, from the egg money, the butter money, money that passed through her hands in the transactions over besoms and swills, most handed over

  faithfully to Joshua except for what was hidden behind a certain loose stone in the cow shed.




  She had been aghast and yet, looking into her daughter’s pleading face, a face suddenly lovely and bright with hope, she could not find it in her heart to refuse since the child had

  nothing in her life but hard work from cock-crow to nightsong. Giving in to the only impulse she had ever known since the one she had succumbed to when she had accepted and married Joshua, she

  pressed the threepence into her daughter’s hand, kissed her cheek and told her to be back before her father returned from Middle Fell. Her face worked painfully as she watched the light,

  dancing feet of her child, almost fifteen, run down the track towards the farm gate where Jem Mounsey and his girls waited for her. She had on the dress Lizzie herself had been married in,

  carefully stored in lavender in the press in the bedroom, a light shade of tawny brown which, on Annie, as it had not done on Lizzie, looked exactly right. It was too short and a mite too tight

  across the breasts, causing a pang of misgiving in Lizzie for, with her glorious hair brushed until it stood out from her head and down her back in a brilliant copper cloud, Annie was enough to

  catch the eye of any man which worried Lizzie even more. But how could she resist that pleading face, those vivid eyes which, after all, were asking for very little? So innocent. A ride into

  Keswick with a perfectly respectable family to see the players which evidently Jem and Aggie Mounsey thought fitting for their girls to see.




  As Annie turned to wave rapturously, Lizzie’s eyes looked up towards Middle Fell and she prayed lustily that Joshua would remain there until nightfall.




  They stood at the back of the playhouse, Annie and Sally and Mim, their young minds enchanted, their young eyes bright with the joy of it, for they were no more than children and did not see the

  tawdry costumes, the artificial deportment and speech of the actors, the triviality of the story. They were transported into fairyland, the land of myth and legend and imagination, and with the

  rest of the unsophisticated audience they cheered and howled, wept and laughed, loving every minute of it. In the first interval between parts, when Annie felt a tap on her arm, she did not at

  first recognise the young man beneath the appalling stage make-up as the leading male player she had just seen on the stage. He was quite alarming close to with his drawn-on black moustache, his

  gypsy ear-rings, his boots and his cutlass and for a moment all three girls shrank back.




  “Ladies, forgive me. I had not meant to frighten you,” he said, smiling his wicked ‘outlaw’s’ smile. His voice was soft, deep and completely irresistible and his

  chocolate-brown eyes gazed into Annie’s. He took her hand and raised it to his lips and the girls, all three, stared at him, hypnotised by his beauty and his charm, like three little rabbits

  which have suddenly come across an extremely handsome fox.




  “I saw you from the stage,” he went on, “and could not resist coming down to greet you. I could tell you were enjoying my poor performance and . . . well . . .”, his

  smile deepening to reveal two engaging clefts – in a woman they would have been dimples – at each side of his mouth. “I could never withstand a pretty woman and when there are

  three of them it seems the challenge is tripled.”




  The word ‘pretty’ would have been enough but to be called a ‘woman’ when one is only fourteen was heady stuff and Sally and Mim began to preen. In sharp contrast

  Annie’s face appeared to pale. She became still and hushed as though in the presence of some being who is truly from another world, a world in which gods lived, for surely this could only be

  one of those. Her hand had remained in his and her eyes, enormous, clear and incredibly lovely as she fell headlong into the pit of love for the first time, did not even blink. He kissed her

  fingers again and she could feel his lips burn her flesh and beneath the bodice of her mother’s wedding-gown something quivered. It was the most delightful feeling but at the same time it

  hurt her. She felt a great need to put up her hand and draw this man to . . . . to . . . She was not sure what it was she wanted, or what to do about it since, apart from her father, when she was a

  child, she had been touched by no man.




  “The music has begun. Will you not dance?” he asked her softly. Her heart knocked frantically and her mouth was so dry she could not have spoken if her life depended on it but her

  limbs worked independently of her mind as he led her down towards the stage. Her cheeks burned with a bright flame as, with the practised ease of the accomplished seducer he put his hands gently

  about her waist and whisked her away in the lively, noisy reel ‘The Circassian Circle’. She had seen it performed and had tapped her foot longing to join in on many occasions and she

  found that her body did the dancing for her while her benumbed mind dwelled in the rapture Anthony Graham had introduced her to.




  “Won’t you tell me your name?” he whispered in her ear before he returned to the stage for the second part of the play.




  “Annie . . .” The first word she had spoken since he had burst into her life like a shooting star across an empty, navy-blue sky.




  “Wait for me at the end of the performance, Annie,” he pleaded, kissing her fingers again, holding her hand for a moment before he sped away to his role as the Outlaw of Sicily.




  “I see you have another little chicken all ready to be plucked,” his ageing leading lady said acidly.




  “And why not since there’s nothing here to excite one’s interest.”




  “They get younger in every town,” she replied sneeringly.




  “Which is more than can be said of some I could mention.”




  Sally and Mim were persuaded by Anthony to walk ahead of himself and Annie as the four of them sauntered up Market Place.




  “We can’t ’ang about, Annie,” Sally managed to mutter into the unheeding ear of her friend who was drifting along in the direction of Greta Bridge and the road to Hause

  on the solicitous arm of The Outlaw of Sicily. He had not stopped to remove his make-up nor change his costume in his eagerness to catch Annie when the performance ended.




  “I . . . don’t mind if you go on, Sal.”




  “No, you go on . . . er . . . Sally, is it? I’ll see Annie to her door.”




  Sally eyed him doubtfully. Did he know how far it was from Keswick to Hause? Did he even know that Annie lived up that way or even where it was and how long it would take him? His queer get-up

  looked even queerer in the broad light of day. Though she had initially fallen under his fascinating spell, as Annie and Mim had done, she was not quite so bewitched as Annie appeared to be and her

  reason told her that no man, particularly one as handsome and silver-tongued as Anthony Graham, would walk a girl like Annie a distance of ten miles just for courtesy’s sake. He had another

  performance that evening, he said, and Sally knew he would certainly not be back in Keswick by then, and anyway, Annie was her friend and she couldn’t just walk off and leave her with a

  perfect stranger, could she?




  “’Tis five miles or more ter Hause,” she said resolutely.




  “Five miles!” Anthony came to an abrupt stop, seemingly unaware of the comically disbelieving faces the townsfolk turned in his direction. “I thought you lived in Keswick,

  Annie.” For a moment his face was thunderstruck, then he gently pulled her round to face him, a winsome smile softening what had almost become petulance.




  “But you’ll come again tomorrow, won’t you? There’s no afternoon performance so you and I could spend some time together. You could take dinner with me at my lodgings at

  The Packhorse before I go on in the evening. Please say yes, Annie. I would be devastated if I thought I was never to see you again.”




  So would she.




  “Please, Annie.” He whispered her name, softly, lovingly, and in a tone no one, not even her own mother, had ever used. He gazed longingly into her eyes and she thought she would

  swoon with the sheer joy of it. He held her hands to his chest and she felt the strength, the warmth, the absolute masculinity of him as his heart beat against her hand. Nothing had prepared her

  for this, this thrill of quivering excitement, this trembling his touch set in motion and which ran deliciously through the whole of her body, right down to her knees. They felt as though they were

  made of jelly and her face was on fire with it. Her skin prickled and yet at the same time glowed and she could refuse him nothing, her eyes told him.




  “Tomorrow at noon,” he said encouragingly.




  “Yes.” Her eyes held stars but it meant nothing to his well-hidden and self-seeking heart.




  Sally and Mim hurried, but Annie Abbott floated, light as thistledown along the five miles of lake road from Keswick to Hause, past the darkening mass of Dodd Wood on the right, the quiet beauty

  of Bassenthwaite Lake on the left. The sun had almost gone from the sky and the shape of Broom Fell across the water was dark and featureless but the glory of it had leaked into the lake itself,

  turning the flat surface of the water to a burnished golden-orange. The fells on the far side were reflected in it, a perfect mirror-image and a dark trail of cloud, golden-edged, poured across the

  water and the sky, one silhouette duplicating the other. From over the meadows which lay between the road and the lake, a tiny light burned in the windows of St Bridget’s Church, and from

  those of the farms and scattered houses, looking like golden stars in the deepening darkness.




  Annie could not have hurried had she tried. She had just lived through the most exciting experience of her young and drab existence and she still dreamed in it and in the dazzling remembrance of

  the man who had captured her innocent heart. She would see him tomorrow. She was to ‘take dinner’ with him at The Packhorse. She hadn’t the faintest idea how she was to manage it

  since her father knew her every movement, or at least he did until today, but she would do it somehow, she told herself airily as she skipped along the last bit of track which led to the farmgate

  of Browhead.




  “Wheer’s t’girl?” her father had asked her mother. The men of Lakeland were thrifty, not only with their emotions – of any kind – and with their cash which

  was more often than not in short supply, but with their words.




  “She’ll not be far away, Joshua,” her mother had faltered placatingly and when Joshua Abbott had demanded to know exactly where that might be, Lizzie Abbott could not tell him

  for after twenty years of marriage to him, twenty years of servitude and uncommunicative constraint to his dour and unbending will, indeed ever since she had come to Browhead as a trembling bride

  of sixteen, her mental processes had become severely hampered by her fear of him.




  Her mind had gone dead as Joshua waited for an answer. Her tongue had stuck to the roof of her mouth and though he had never struck her or their daughter, she had cowered away from him as though

  expecting a blow.




  He was waiting for Annie where the farm track ran down to the road. He hit her for the first time that evening.




  “Where’ve tha’ bin, girl?” he wanted to know, and who with? which were the words he most wanted to speak for since the night of the ‘boon clip’ when she had

  danced in such a lively fashion with Davy Mounsey, his dejected and faltering hope of a son had risen like air. Not a son, of course, but the next best thing. His farm and Jem Mounsey’s

  allied in marriage and a man who has land, even if it comes with a bride attached to it, will look after it. He’d tie it up, naturally, so that it would still be Abbott’s farm,

  Abbott’s land, with his grandchildren working on it, but now, in the space of a day, since he had left this morning feeling more optimistic than he had for years, she had threatened the

  tentative dream he had allowed himself and set it to shaking and crumbling like a weakened drystone wall. All dressed up in some flibbertigibbet’s gown – not even recognising the dress

  in which his own wife had married him and in which she had looked as pretty as a hedge rose – she had been off somewhere on her own and returned so flushed and brilliant he could only suspect

  the worst.




  She refused absolutely to tell him since she did not want to involve her mother who was grovelling by the fireside like a whipped dog and when Joshua opened the door and pointed silently out

  into the yard she had gone, her head high and defiant, her cheek swollen, the flesh about her eye already beginning to change colour.




  “Tha’ll sleep in t’ barn tonight, girl,” he said to her, “wheer’t th’animals sleep an’ in t’ mornin’ thee an’ me’ll

  ’ave summat to say to one another. Think on it an’ remember this. No one defies me in me own ’ouse. Now get out theer an’ get some sleep fer there’s a field ter be

  ploughed tomorrow.”




  The walk back to Keswick was long and dark and her clogs blistered her bare feet. She did not weep nor did she do much thinking except to repeat the words which had sung in her head ever since

  Anthony had winked audaciously at her over the footlights and stolen her innocently beating heart.




  ‘I love him, I love him, I love him,’ the song went and the rhythm of it moved her tired body along the deserted road. The night was inky black. She could see nothing, only her

  country senses keeping her on the track where she might have blundered into the dangerous and densely packed tree trunks of Dodd Wood on her left or down to the rippling, deep and equally dangerous

  waters of the lake on her right. Stones chinked beneath her feet and an owl hooted close by, the suddenness of it making her heart leap in alarm. A farm dog, sensing her passing, or perhaps

  scenting the fox which was raiding the hen-coop, barked hysterically, then stopped in mid-voice as though a heavy hand had persuaded him to do so.




  She reached The Packhorse at midnight, just as Anthony and the troupe of strolling players who were drinking with him were becoming deep in their cups. They were singing some bawdy song,

  crashing their ale pots on the table and the landlord, whose wife did not care for such ‘goings-on’, being accustomed to a less vigorous class of customer, shepherds and farmers and the

  like, was about to remonstrate.




  The whole of the bar-parlour fell silent as Annie hesitated in the doorway. She had the look of a weary child about her, pale, delicate with great smudges beneath her wide, frightened eyes. The

  bruise her father had given her made her appear even more vulnerable and when Anthony Graham saw her hovering there his masculine body surged towards her in ferocious and uncaring need. He stood up

  triumphantly, then moved across the room to take her hands, bringing them to his lips in the gallant gesture for which her girlish heart had craved on the long walk from Hause. He turned for a

  moment to wink at his friends who whistled and clapped their hands and stamped their feet in perfect understanding, but Annie was too tired, too love-struck to know what it meant.




  “Come,” he whispered smilingly, leading her away from the noisy group and up the stairs until they reached the door of the room he shared with three others. Guiding her through he

  locked it behind him and within five minutes, less, Annie’s trembling and virginal body was revealed to his lecherous gaze in all its naked innocence. He did not speak nor even kiss her. What

  was there to say? She was already his with no need of pretty speeches or persuasion.




  It was all over within minutes. She was laid on the bed with scant interest in her half-hearted protests since she wanted to tell him how much she loved him; to hear how much he loved her and

  desired nothing more than to spend the rest of his life with her. That was why she had left Browhead, because of their love but he didn’t seem to want to know. He pulled painfully at her

  breasts and bit her belly, leaving teeth marks which would turn black by morning. He forced her legs open and thrust himself inside her with such force and rapidity she scarcely knew what was

  happening until the pain knifed her between her thighs and the blood flowed.




  He fell asleep on top of her. Her breasts hurt and her belly was on fire, as was that part of her body that had no name. The softness and gentleness he had shown her . . . where had it gone? . .

  . and where was the man she had loved so devotedly for the past twelve hours? Was this it? Was this love? Is this what happened when two people loved one another? Was it? Mother . . . oh, Mother .

  . . where are you? and Lizzie’s frightened face slipped behind her closed eyelids. Is this what she suffers every night of her life . . . Oh, Mother . . .




  Anthony snored beside her where she had heaved him and outside the door men shouted to be let in but gradually the noise died away and, being a tired and healthy child, she slept.
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  The girl on the bed gave one last heave and the child slid out from her as easily as a dab of butter, the woman in attendance was to tell Hesper later that afternoon. It lay

  peaceably between its mother’s thighs with none of the new-born infant’s lusty rage at being propelled head first into a world it was not sure it would care for. It was as though it was

  born with the knowledge of the precarious state of its mother’s position in life and the uncertainty of their future together.




  “A girl, me duck,” Polly Pearsall said cheerfully, “thank the Good Lord, fer there’s enough o’ the other damned sort in the world already.” She expertly cut

  the cord, tucking everything away neatly, then lifting the baby on to a length of clean linen, bound it up tightly and placed it in the hesitant arms of its mother. “A little beauty an’

  all. Look at them red curls, just like her Ma’s an’ wi’ nowt of . . .” She stopped speaking, cutting off the words with a sharp, irritated click of her tongue for the less

  said about him, the child’s father, the better. Scoundrel that he was. ‘Handsome is as handsome does’ was one of the maxims which fell regularly from Polly Pearsall’s lips

  and though he’d been full of charm and a fine-looking chap, what he’d done to this poor child was far from fine. If Polly had had her way he’d have been brought back and put

  before the magistrate. Made to pay something towards the upkeep of the child just born but he’d be in the next county by now, no doubt of it, and that troupe of strolling players he travelled

  about with.




  She watched as Annie looked into the face of her daughter, waiting for that glow of maternal pride, that bond which is formed between mother and child in the first moment of their meeting. For

  that soft-eyed look of wonder and the awed need to touch the baby’s cheek, to put a tentative finger in the curled shell of the child’s hand which would instinctively grasp it. But it

  did not happen. Annie Abbott held her new-born baby in the awkward crook of her arm, her eyes wary, her expression somewhat alarmed. “What am I supposed to do next?” it seemed to say.

  She glanced up apprehensively at Polly looking exactly like a caller who has had some other woman’s child put unexpectedly into her arms and, politely, is holding it for the shortest possible

  time before returning it thankfully to its rightful owner. Of course the babe had not been cleaned up yet. Perhaps that was it though usually, in Polly’s experience, a mother will give even

  the muckiest of new-borns a cuddle.




  “’Ere, give ’er ter me an’ I’ll bath ’er then you can put ’er to t’ breast.”




  That ought to do it, she told herself. She could remember when her first had folded its pursed lips about her nipple and even now, twenty years later, the unique joy she had experienced then was

  something she would always remember.




  “See, give yerself a wipe round,” slapping a bowl of soapy water and a cloth on to the table by the bed, “an’ I’ll send Hesper up ter change bed an’ fetch you

  a cup of tea. An’ there’s some soup I made fer the noon trade. That’ll put the heart back in yer, then I’ll ’ave ter be gettin’ back downstairs. Seth’s bin

  shoutin’ for me, the great lummox, so I’d best get off. Yer’ll be right as rain now, me duck. Yer’ve done well an’ as far as I can see everything’s fine down

  there,” pointing in the general direction of Annie’s belly. “Yer’ll be up an’ about in a day or two. Yer young an’ strong. An’ when yer up to it, later,

  I’ll fetch them little duds our Maggie wore. Well, they all did, all my childer and Maggie was last.”




  All the while she talked Polly was sloshing the quiet baby about in another bowl of warm water which she had poured from the big earthenware jug on the dresser. She doused it vigorously, careful

  of the top of its head and the neatly tied up cord on its belly. Again she wrapped it firmly in the length of cloth, then put it once more in its mother’s arms.




  “Give it suck now, child,” she said kindly to the equally quiet girl on the bed. “She’ll need feedin’, yer know, an’ there’s only you can do

  it.”




  Annie held the tiny, fiercely wrapped bundle in her arms. Hesper had been changing the soiled sheets on the bed, holding the baby, clucking and fond, exclaiming on her lovely red curls whilst

  Annie wriggled into an immaculate nightgown, one which belonged to Polly and which Annie herself had washed and ironed only yesterday. She had drunk the tea and obediently spooned the thick

  vegetable soup into her surprisingly ravenous mouth before being handed the child again. Hesper, a bundle of soiled linen under one arm and the bucket of water in the other, had gone and Annie was

  left in the hushed company of the baby who was hers, hers and Anthony Graham’s.




  It was a week since he had left, he and the company. She had been with him for just fourteen months and in those months she had learned many things, acquiring an education in a life she had not

  known existed. She had gained a knowledge of the world which was to stand her in good stead in the years to come. The life of the strolling company had been one of casual drifting from one town to

  the next, of bookings which had been cancelled, days of excitement and others of boredom and uncertainty, thrilling at first to the young girl to whom, in her old life, the arrival at the door of a

  pedlar had been one of dazzling intoxication. She had taken small parts in the production, those that did not involve speaking and when Anthony, on a whim, had taught her to speak as the rest did,

  she had become understudy to the leading lady. She had passed out handbills in every town they played. She had, because she could sew a little, taken care of the company’s wardrobe. She had

  learned how to slip out of town without paying bills, how to make love to her lover’s satisfaction; how to avoid being made love to by amorous actors and playgoers alike. How to live well

  when the takings were good and how to starve when they were not. She had been a part of them, doing what they did until her increasing girth made it impossible, and last week, as she was doing her

  best to earn a few pennies, hanging out Polly Pearsall’s washing at the far end of the long back garden of the inn, they had all slipped away without her, one by quiet one, leaving their

  bills unpaid and the landlord, Seth Pearsall, in such a state of menacing rage, Annie had feared for her own safety.




  Polly, his cheerful, uncomplaining and phlegmatic wife, had stepped deftly between Annie and her husband’s rage, her own hefty proportions complementing his.




  “’Tis no good threatening the lass, Seth. She’s no money else why should she be workin’ fer me, tell me that? This last week while them lot were jabbering their piece

  on’t stage in that there barn, aye, despite size of ’er, she’s worked like a good’un from momin’ ’til night so she owes us nowt. Yes, I know she were with

  them but that don’t make ’er responsible fer their debts, do it, me duck? So ’tis no good you threatening ter fetch constable. Now, she can go on earnin’ ’er keep

  alongside Hesper in t’ kitchen until babby comes an’ then . . . well, we’ll see. We could do wi’ another body ter give a hand, me an’ Hesper, so just you calm down

  an’ get back inter t’ bar fer there’s men wi’ their tongues hangin’ out fer a pint.”




  For a week, until she was brought to bed, Annie had filled a pail each morning, scrubbing the floor of the kitchen and the flagged passage which led to the dining room and bar-parlour of the

  inn. There was mud and grease mixed with straw and even manure stamped into it and though her head swam and the baby inside her kicked and squirmed she did not falter. She washed and ironed and

  heaved this and that and though Hesper and even Polly Pearsall, who were both good souls, did their best to save her from these heavy tasks, Annie would not hear of it.




  “Yer’ll ’arm that child, Annie,” Polly protested but Annie did not care. The child was not real to her who was merely a child of fifteen herself. What would she do with

  it when it came? Perhaps it would be born dead which would be a blessing but, of course, it hadn’t, and here it was.




  She studied the small, round face of her daughter, the fluff on her head which was not red but a pure, golden copper, the shape and colour of her eyes which were open and seemed to be studying

  her. Her skin was like satin, clear, pale, flawless, her mouth pink and pouting and her hands, one of which had escaped Polly’s binding and flexed helplessly in the air, were like

  daisies, perfect in every detail. Carefully Annie unwrapped the binding and the tiny body lay trustingly beneath her gaze. The child’s legs jerked and bent and the small, hidden fold of her

  female gender was revealed. A girl. A female child who would, one day, be subjected to the hurt and fear and humiliation she herself, and her own mother, had suffered. Poor little girl. Poor baby.

  So quiet, so patient, it seemed to Annie, and she wondered if her own submission to Anthony Graham’s mastery of her – since what else had there been for her? – had transmitted

  itself to the child who was inside her.




  Slowly, not at all sure what the correct procedure was but hoping the baby would know, as newly born lambs did, she opened Polly’s nightgown and turned the child in the general direction

  of her breast. At once, but with the utmost delicacy, the small rosebud mouth fastened on Annie’s nipple and began to suck. It did not hurt, Annie discovered. In fact it was quite pleasant.

  Quite companionable really, as though she and the baby were friends and, like friends, one was doing the other a favour. The child’s hand rested on her breast and Annie smiled, putting her

  finger inside the tiny fist. Immediately the child gripped it and it was then that it happened. A great wave of loving tenderness, a great drowning in which she and the child went down together,

  deep, deep, then floated in perfect harmony to the surface where they lay, fastened together by an invisible, indivisible thread which, she knew, would never be broken.




  They were both asleep, she and the child, when, the rush over, Polly put her head round the door several hours later. She smiled. The child was held protectively in the curve of the

  mother’s arm, trusting, well fed, loved, Polly could see that and her smile deepened in satisfaction. That was it then. What had not happened at once had happened now.




  “She’s all right now,” she said to Seth as they tumbled into the great feather bed they shared.




  “Why shouldn’t she be?” he grumbled, reaching for her comfortable, still enticing breast and giving it a hopeful squeeze.




  “She didn’t take ter t’ little ’un right away, not like I did wi’ mine.”




  “Oh, aye.” His hand explored his wife’s ample body with greater urgency and Polly let him since, though he was a great daft lummox, she was fond of him and knew exactly how to

  get what she wanted from him.




  “Aye, a grand lass an’ a good worker, like I said. We’ll keep ’er on, I reckon. Babby’ll be no trouble,” hitching herself into a position more accommodating

  for her husband’s questing masculinity.




  “Righto, Poll. Now then, here’s a little mouse lookin’ fer a hole.”




  “’An here’s a little ’ole fer ’im to ’ide in,” neither of them seeing anything ridiculous in the obviously well-used words.




  She was there for six months, sleeping with the child in the furthermost attic of the inn where, Polly hoped, she would not disturb Hesper, the guests, nor herself and Seth who both needed their

  sleep but the baby, thriving and as pretty as a picture, even Seth agreed, was not the slightest trouble to anyone, least of all her doting mother whose hitherto untapped source of love sprang into

  full bloom and was lavished unstintingly on her child.




  “What you callin’ it?” Hesper asked interestedly when Annie was back at the kitchen sink. They worked steadily side by side in the hot kitchen, a good team, Hesper was inclined

  to think and she said so to Mrs Pearsall, adding that she didn’t know how she’d managed before Annie came, her being such a devil for work.




  Annie’s hands which were busy peeling potatoes with their customary vigour, became still and her eyes turned to the basket where her child’s fingers could be seen clutching the air

  above the rim of the wickerwork. Her feet kicked and her voice murmured some bubbling sound to the smoked hams and dried herbs which hung above her head.




  “I hadn’t thought,” Annie answered slowly.




  “She’ll ’ave to ’ave a name, duck.”




  “Yes, I suppose so.”




  “There’s no suppose about it, Annie. Everyone ’as to ’ave a name. What were yer Ma called?”




  “Lizzie,” and for a brief moment, hurriedly put away, her mother’s haggard face flowed sorrowfully across Annie’s vision. No, not Lizzie, nor Elizabeth which, Annie

  presumed, was her mother’s true name, though she was not sure of it. She did not want her beautiful daughter to bear the name of the woman who would always, in Annie’s mind, be

  connected with degradation and shame, with grief and pain and hopelessness. She could hear her father’s voice, when he did not call her ‘woman’, shouting for ‘Lizzie’,

  and that made it even worse.




  “No, she ain’t a Lizzie,” Hesper said equably. “What were yer Granny called?”




  Granny? She didn’t remember ever having one of those but she did recall her mother telling her that her mother, who had come from Scotland, had been named Catriona.




  “Catriona.”




  “Eeh, that’s lovely. Catriona. Catriona Abbott. That’s nice, that be.”




  “We need a ’and in bar, Poll,” Seth roared one night when, two coaches having come in at the same time, every passenger on board wanting a hot meal or a hot toddy, or both and

  at once, the place was in uproar. It was February by then, cold and damp and with no hint of spring about it which surely should be just round the corner in this Midland county.




  “Well, Hesper can’t manage it. She’s busy with them pies an’ I’m up to me eyes with the goose. It’ll ’ave ter be Annie.”




  She was an instant success. Her lovely face became flushed and lively arid she found her brief training as an actress, and as a ‘hander out’ of handbills, and the repartee which was

  part of the job, had bestowed on her a saucy tongue to which the customers responded, demanding more drinks than they would normally have, just to be served by the pretty barmaid. She was quick and

  light on her feet, watching for Seth’s signals on where she was needed and the tips she received which she was ready to hand over to him, were hers to keep, he told her, his huge grin telling

  her how well she had done.




  She brought in custom. She learned to be bold without being vulgar. How to smile and tease without being coarse. How to give the impression that each man was her especial favourite while at the

  same time allowing no liberties to be taken with her person. Which was fine and perfectly acceptable to Polly until she discovered it was her Seth who was the worst culprit, doing his best to urge

  the red-faced and vehemently protesting Annie into the larder, his hand already up her skirt.




  Polly said nothing then, being a wise woman, merely making an unnecessary clatter to warn them of her approach. She and Seth had a thriving business and she wanted no bad blood between them. He

  was an old fool, but that was all. A man, like the rest of them, who could not resist a pretty face but she was not about to jeopardise her marriage, her livelihood, her future, over a temporary

  flush of youthful lust which had come over her Seth.




  Catriona Abbott was six months old when Polly Pearsall told Annie, regretfully, that she would have to go. It was June, the day fine and bright, the honeysuckle which climbed up the wall at the

  side of the inn melting into pink and cream, its sweet fragrance as heady as wine. Yellow irises bloomed in the little stream which warbled through the inn’s back garden, threaded with the

  yellow and orange flowers of mimulus. Linnets were nesting under the eaves and above the sound of the stream their twittering could clearly be heard. The washing Annie was pegging out snapped in

  the breeze and Annie sniffed at its good clean smell, then sighed in content.




  She turned in amazement when Polly spoke at her back.




  “Leave? But why? What have I done?”




  “Nothin’, me duck. You’ve bin a good, ’ard-workin’ lass an’ it’s not your fault you’ve been blessed wi’ that bonny face of yours, nor the

  shape of yer. I say ‘blessed’, but perhaps ‘cursed’ would be a better word. There’s Hesper who’s as plain as a plank an ’as no trouble gettin’ or

  keepin’ a job when she’s not ’alf the worker you are. Willin’, aye, but she’s not got your . . . your way o’ doin’ things. All of a muddle she be

  wi’out me ter tell ’er what ter do, but you . . .”




  “Then why, Mrs Pearsall, why?” Annie’s voice was rich with passion at the injustice of it but deep down where her female instincts matched those of Polly Pearsall, there was a

  growing understanding.




  “I think yer know why, duck.” Polly’s voice was sad and beneath her steady gaze Annie’s face became flooded with colour. She hung her head and tears brimmed to her

  eyes.




  “It wasn’t me, Mrs Pearsall. It wasn’t my fault. D’you think I want an old man like . . .” like that fat pig who is your husband, the unfinished sentence said, but

  Polly finished it for her.




  “Like my Seth, is that what you were goin’ ter say? Well, ’e’s not much ter look at, I’ll give yer that, but ’e’s a good man really an’ . . .

  ’e’s mine, Annie. I’m fond of ’im, see, an’ ’e is of me . . .”




  “Then why doesn’t he leave me alone?” Annie’s head lifted defiantly and her eyes flashed in golden brilliance. Damnation, but this lass has got troubles ahead of her,

  Polly had time to think. Wherever she goes it will be the same. Men after her like dogs chasing a bitch on heat and though she doesn’t ask for it, not in so many words, the very way she

  walks, swinging her hips and twitching that little bum of hers, lifting them fine breasts, turning her head to smile, it drives them on until all they can think of is getting their hands on it all.

  Since the child her figure had ripened. Motherhood – and the good food she ate – had put flesh on her, a rich, creamy flesh and all in the right places, curving her breast and hip but

  the hard work she did kept her waist small and neat. Her hair grew and flourished, burnished with good health to the deepest copper, unconfined in its glory even when she plaited it where it fell

  in a swinging rope to her buttocks. She was happy, poor little bugger, and it showed in the vivid and startling loveliness of her eager smile and they were all mesmerised by it. Like my Seth, the

  old sod.




  For a moment her female pride and jealousy for someone younger and prettier than herself took a hold of her and she wanted to smack the silly little cow in the face and tell her to ‘hop

  it’ and ply her wares elsewhere but her own sense of fairness returned.




  “’E’s only a man, Annie, like them all. ’E’s right fond o’ me an’ we rub along right well. So you see, duck, you’ll ’ave ter go. An’

  I’d be obliged if yer’d pack yer things an’ leave right now. I don’t want yer sayin’ owt ter Seth or Hesper. They’re both busy so it’d be best. I’ll

  tell ’em you just upped an’ took off. Try over Gretton way. There’s a lot of inns on that road. ’Tis a busy one an’ ’appen you’ll get summat. Eeh, Annie,

  I’m right sorry this ’appened, me duck. I’ve got proper attached to that babby . . . an’ ter you.”




  She had gone within the hour, speaking to no one, stunned and speechless, her few belongings – Lizzie Abbott’s wedding-dress which she kept scrupulously mended and cleaned, and the

  baby’s change of clothing – in a wicker basket Polly gave her. There was food, enough for a couple of days and the few shillings she had earned. It would keep her going until she

  reached Gretton. Catriona was carried on her hip, held with a length of clean grey cloth tied over Annie’s shoulder. She clung there like a small animal, her thumb in her mouth, her enormous

  golden brown eyes gazing solemnly at Polly who was as close to tears as she had been in years.




  It was the same wherever she went and she was never, in all her travels, to find a place so good nor a woman so kind as Polly Pearsall.




  “That babby just won’t do, me duck. It’ll be a nuisance what with the stink of it . . .”




  The stink of it, her sweet smelling, dewy fresh little daughter who was bathed every day and changed the very moment she soiled her napkin.




  “. . . an’ then there’s the noise. I can’t ’ave it near my guests . . .”




  The noise! That soft gurgling of laughter she and Catriona shared, the nuzzling contented sounds as she settled at Annie’s breast.




  “. . . an’ there’s, no doubt you’d be neglecting yer work runnin’ up an’ downstairs to it every five minutes, wouldn’t yer?”




  “No, ma’am, I wouldn’t. She’s a very good baby, really she is. A quieter baby never breathed. She sleeps a lot and I could feed her when I’m eating my meals. I

  would never neglect my duties . . .”




  “Where did yer learn ter speak like that, me duck? Yer not from these parts, are yer?”




  “No, Cumberland.”




  “Well I never. I’d no idea they spoke so posh up there.”




  “Would you have a job for me then? Anything . . . scrubbing, bar work . . .?”




  “Well . . .”




  “I would work for very little.”




  “Well. . .”




  For the next two years it was the same, working wherever and whenever she could, mostly in the bar-parlours of country inns where folk were kinder than those in the bigger towns. She brought

  trade with her lovely face and lively tongue but she also brought trouble since there was not a man who drank the pint of ale she put in his hand who did not want her as well, and not a few were

  willing to fight over it, with each other or with her when she would not allow what they often considered to be part of her duties. Time and again she was asked to move on, she and her child who

  had learned to be good and quiet in the attic rooms which were allotted them and where Annie was forced to leave her for hours on end. Catriona was to learn that she must wait patiently for her

  mother’s return. That she must not stamp about or shout as other children were allowed to do but must play with the rag dolly Annie had made for her out of scraps of material, sitting quite

  still in the middle of the straw pallet. She dozed and crawled, then crept on her little faltering legs into a walk and when Annie came up, there she would be, the light from Annie’s candle

  falling on her lovely, blinking eyes, her eager, expectant face, the riot of her soft, bright curls, so like her mother’s.




  “See what mother’s brought for her good girl tonight,” Annie would say, popping broken custard tart into her child’s mouth, morsels of the daintiest food scraps she could

  find left over from the dining room and all the while praying that the landlady of the inn at Brigstock or Desborough, at Clipston, Naseby, Rothwell, wherever it was she had tramped to in the hope

  of finding work, would not blame her for the black eye Jim Sorrell had given to Harry Appleton in the yard as they fought one another ferociously over who had more right to Annie Abbott’s

  favours.




  She was in Market Harborough when she saw the newspaper. She had worked for the past week in the kitchen of The Plough in the Market Square, scrubbing, peeling potatoes by the bushel, cleaning

  vegetables, washing and drying the mountain of dirty crockery and glasses which came from the dining room and bar-parlour by the hour. She wore a bodice and skirt she had bought from a market

  stall, grey, much mended, too big in order to hide her shapely figure, and round her head she had bound a length of colourless cotton. An enormous apron made of sacking enveloped her from neck to

  ankle and up in the roof in a space too tiny even to be called an attic, her daughter lay apathetically on a grubby palliasse. She was almost three years old and the life she and Annie had been

  forced into was slowly reducing her from a placid but bright and contented infant who could, because she slept for a good deal of the day, accept her restricted life, into a dull, spiritless little

  ghost who scarcely turned her head when Annie crept into the room, the cupboard in which they slept. Annie despaired over her, rocking her in passionately tender arms, whispering into the dazed

  little face until the child responded, telling her tales about her own childhood which now, in contrast to her daughter’s, seemed rosy indeed.




  But it could not go on for ever. The little girl was growing, a baby no longer. She needed companionship, the outside world, people, animals, beauty, stimulation. When she had an hour Annie

  would take her into the market place, telling her what the objects were on the stalls, ordinary, everyday things which were a wonder to the child who stared for hours on end at four blank walls.

  Annie carried her out of the town and into the countryside which surrounded it, letting her wander in the woodland, watching her absorption with a simple cowslip, a scurrying beetle, the cows in

  the fields and for a brief moment her child would come alive. They would run, hand in hand, and Annie would shout out loud but Catriona would put her hand to her mouth, her eyes enormous in her

  pinched face as she looked about her as though, even here, she must make no noise.




  The newspaper was the Lancaster Herald and was dated several weeks ago, evidently left there by some traveller from the North. It lay discarded beneath a table in the snug bar, the floor

  of which Annie was about to scrub. It was thick and would make a good pad on which to kneel, she decided and then later, if she could pinch a good candle stub, she would read it in the privacy of

  her room. Who knew what great events might be taking place in the world of which she was completely ignorant.




  Catriona was asleep, her face pale in the flickering light from the candle, her hair in a lifeless tangle on the stained pillow. She had eaten half a pork pie, some cold potato and a spoonful of

  cabbage, obedient as always, but vague and ready, worryingly so, to go back to the heavy sleep Annie had wakened her from.




  Annie watched over her for half an hour, anguished by the little girl’s docility, then, sighing, she picked up the newspaper.




  She turned the pages lethargically. What did she care if there was to be a revolution in Paris as seemed likely? Or even if it was happening in the county of Leicestershire from where, no matter

  how she tried, there was no escaping the drudgery and hopelessness of her life? She was about to throw the newspaper down and climb into the bed with Catriona when her own name sprang out at her

  from the words which were printed there. The shock of it sluiced over her like a deluge of icy water and she gasped, her breath catching painfully in her throat. Her brain became numb and her hands

  shook and for several moments she could not focus her eyes nor even keep the newspaper still.




  ‘Annabelle Abbott,’ it said, ‘late of Browhead Farm, near Hause in the county of Cumberland . . .’




  Dear God . . . she couldn’t read it . . . the candle-flame flickered so . . . and her hands would not stop their trembling . . . Annabelle Abbott . . . that was her . . . her name and

  there could be no more than one Annabelle Abbott surely? And if there were, this one lived at Browhead . . . it was her. It was her!




  At last she reached the end of the words, the words printed in the four-week-old copy of the Lancaster Herald, the words which appealed to Annabelle Abbott or anyone who knew of her

  whereabouts to contact the firm of solicitors, Hancock, Jones and Hancock, in King Street, Lancaster.
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  King Street was a pleasant thoroughfare in the centre of Lancaster. It led away from the Town Hall which was large, pillared and handsome and, at this time of the day, its wide

  shallow steps were busy with the feet of the respectable and hard-working citizens who had business there.




  She and Cat had walked from Warrington where her money for railway fare had run out. They had moved in an almost straight line going northwards through Wigan and Preston and Garstang, but

  happily on more than one occasion they had been given a lift on the back of a cart, the farmer taking pity on the weary woman and child and inviting them to ‘hop up’ and sit among the

  crates of indignant hens and geese, the sacks of corn and potatoes he was taking to market. Annie had been grateful, smiling her glowing smile, lifting Cat up where the child would instantly fall

  asleep for as long as she was allowed, as she did herself at times. Weeks they had been on the road and if they did not get to Lancaster soon, what small reserve of pennies she had kept for food

  would be finished and she would either have to stop somewhere for a few days to earn a bob or two, or resort to begging.




  It was November when they reached the town, a harsh November day which struck through the increasingly threadbare fabric of their clothing and Cat shivered as she and her mother moved along that

  last mile, the ancient castle which dominated the town and which had been the landmark towards which they had been inching for days, looming high in the November mist. It was a shire house and

  county gaol, Annie was told by a tinker who had taken it upon himself to travel with them the last few miles from Scotforth, a sprightly Irishman who carried a pack on his back and had a merry

  twinkle in his eye and who offered to carry Cat as well. Annie could not refuse for Cat was nearing exhaustion and though she was afraid the man might expect some reward, and not of the monetary

  sort, she allowed it.




  On the top of the castle stood a large tower called ‘John of Gaunt’s Chair’ from where, the tinker told them, having been this way before, there was a fine view over the whole

  of Cumberland and even, on a clear day, across the sea to the Isle of Man. Lancaster was a small but splendid port on the River Lune over which a brand new bridge spanned, with five elegant arches.

  Market days were Wednesday and Saturday, their informative friend told them cheerfully, handing the dazed child back to her mother, smiling indulgently since he had children of his own, he added,

  letting her know that though his eyes admired her he had no designs on her person.




  It was Wednesday and the streets were busy but, the tinker having given her directions she found her way to King Street easily enough. It was a tree-lined jumble of old houses, one of which had

  been made over into a doctor’s consulting rooms, an architect’s office and, on the second floor, the rather grand quarters of Hancock, Jones and Hancock.




  The clerk at his high desk in the small front office eyed her and her daughter with the appalled air of a man come face to face with persons of the lower order, those whom, had he been at his

  own home, he would have ordered to the back door. Annie smiled wryly. Having been on the road for eight weeks she could not blame him since she and Cat were not looking their best. Nevertheless she

  kept her head high and her expression lofty as she passed him the dog-eared, practically unreadable scrap of newsprint which she had torn from the old edition of the Lancaster Herald. He

  took it between his thumb and forefinger as he might a piece of mouldy and evil-smelling cheese.




  “I’m Annabelle Abbott,” she said, “and this is my daughter Catriona. I am here to see either Mr Hancock or Mr Jones, whoever is available.”




  “Indeed! and on what business?” ready to show her the door for her impertinence.




  “My own. The newspaper cutting asked for me and I am here.”




  “But this is months out of date. I’m not sure . . .”




  “I was in Leicestershire.”




  “Oh . . .” not at all sure why that was significant.




  “I walked a good deal of the way so if you will tell Mr Hancock I am here I would be obliged.”




  “He is very busy.”




  “We will wait,” and tipping her head regally she guided Cat towards a chair which was placed against the wall.




  It was the same with Mr Hancock, whose expression of amazement matched that of his clerk. He seemed to remember something about a farm, he said, when he had recovered his composure, and the name

  of Abbott rang a bell though he could not quite recall . . .




  “Why have I been summoned here?” She cut through his ramblings, his vague fumbling with this paper and that, his shouted orders to his clerk to fetch the . . . what was the name

  again? . . . turning to Annie . . . the box marked Abbott . . . yes, yes . . . and when her bald question finally penetrated his tangled mind which, it seemed, had been thrown into some confusion

  by her appearance, his expression was startled.




  “Why?” he repeated.




  “Yes. What does this mean?” indicating the newspaper cutting which the clerk had returned to her as though afraid he might be contaminated by its continued presence between his

  fingers.




  Mr Hancock had the correct papers before him now which he studied through the thick-lensed spectacles on the end of his nose.




  “Aah, yes, of course, it’s about the farm,” eyeing her abundant hair which, though she had done her best with it, was cascading in a rippling mass over the weary, straining

  cloth of her elderly bodice.




  “The . . . the farm? Browhead?”




  “Indeed. What else?”




  “But . . .”




  “Now that your mother and father are dead . . .”




  The rest of his words faded away as she entered the dizzy, echoing tunnel which was long and black and shocking and when she came out of it at the other end Mr Hancock was talking of legal

  matters which, he said, were apparently in order and all that was needed was for her to . . .




  “My . . . my parents are both dead?”




  “Indeed, that is what I said.”




  “When?”




  “Oh, it must be twelve months since . . .”




  She scarcely remembered leaving his office, nor the few shillings which Mr Hancock – kindly now – pressed into her hand for her railway fare to Penrith, nor much of the journey

  either, and it was not until the man spoke to her that she came out of her shocked state.




  She was arranging the child’s clothing when he first noticed her, twitching its little bonnet more closely about its face, stuffing tendrils of bright copper hair beneath the brim,

  re-tying the scarf which already fitted snugly about its neck, but doing it so fiercely the child was pulled this way and that like a puppet on strings. She – he had decided the child was

  female – didn’t seem to mind, accustomed to rough handling, he supposed, perhaps knowing no other. She stood patiently, submitting to being turned about for the woman’s critical

  inspection; to a general smoothing down of the drab, ankle-length skirt; to a forceful tug at the equally drab shawl which was crossed over her narrow chest and tied at her back, the last

  ministration nearly taking her from her small feet. Then, bringing a glowing smile to the child’s face, the woman knelt down and planted a hearty kiss on her upturned cheek. The gesture was

  so spontaneous, so full of irrepressible and loving warmth the man felt his own lips twitch in a smile.




  It was a scene with which he was very familiar though not one he had experienced for twenty years. His own mother had treated him thus before he set off on his short-legged fell pony across his

  father’s land which lay up beyond the splendour of Dash Falls. From there he had dropped down the packhorse route which skirted Lonscale Fell to Latrigg and on to Keswick where he had

  attended the grammar school.




  “Now then, Reed Macauley,” she would say in her broad-vowelled but rhythmic Cumberland dialect. She always called him by his full name when she wanted to impress upon him the

  importance of what she was about to utter. “Now then, Reed Macauley, mind tha’ keeps tha’ scarf tight round tha’ neck. There’s a fair bottom wind blowing’ down

  t’valley an’ I’ll not have thi’ tek cold for the want of a bit o’ sense.”




  As if he would, her expression said. Her son! He’d never had a cold in his life, no, nor any of the childish ailments which afflicted other weaker boys, but she had to have her say

  nevertheless, for it was only in this way that she could demonstrate her deep and abiding love for him. He was the apple of her eye, the darling of her heart, the centre of her universe but if her

  life had depended on it she could not have told him so. Instead she would fuss about him, her work-worn hands at his neck fixing his scarf to her own satisfaction beneath his chin. His cap would be

  jammed down on his head until it met his scarf. His durable hodden-grey jacket, the wool from which it was made spun and woven by her from the fleece of his father’s own sheep, smoothed down

  briskly, his buttons checked to make sure they were all done up as she liked them to be.




  Her pride in her only son, her only remaining child, was enormous but it was kept well hidden beneath her own snow-white, cruelly starched apron bib where her heart lay. Any physical or

  emotional manifestation of how she felt about him was beyond her. Die for him she would and right gladly, to save him a moment’s hurt, but to kiss him, as the woman had just kissed the small

  girl, to put her arms about him would have seemed a foolish and wasteful embarrassment to a woman of her practical nature.




  So she made sure he was warm, well fed, that his clothes were of matchless quality, laundered and immaculately pressed; mended when he tore them in the endless scuffles lads of his age engaged

  in. That his boots, the best his father’s money could buy, were well polished. In short, that Reed Macauley, her son, wanted for nothing.




  The engine of the Lancaster-to-Carlisle train standing at the platform of Penrith station and from which he had just alighted gave a mighty shriek and several horses in the station yard tossed

  their heads nervously. The noise and the sudden confusion which it caused brought him sharply back from the past and he straightened himself to his full height. He was a tall man, lean of waist and

  belly and hip but with strong muscled shoulders which filled the roomy, sleeved cloak of navy cashmere he wore. His hair was thick and a rich, dark brown, ready to curl vigorously from beneath the

  brim of his tall beaver hat. He was amber-skinned and clean-shaven and his eyebrows frowned above eyes which were compelling in their narrowed watchfulness. A vivid blue they were, in which the

  clear northern light had put the brilliance of a sapphire. They were framed by long black lashes. He could not be considered handsome, though many women thought so, since he was too fierce, his

  chin too arrogant but there was about him an observant, mocking humour which allowed him to view those of his acquaintance with something less than the serious application they often thought their

  due. There was in the casual stance of his long, lounging body and the insolent lift of his dark head, a sure belief in his own infallibility and the sense that here was a man who was diverse,

  complex, a man with many shades and nuances to his nature which no one had ever been allowed to penetrate.




  His obvious and complete masculinity did not prevent him from dressing in a way which in another man, particularly one from these parts, might have been considered dandified. The men of the

  lakelands of Cumberland, his own father among them, wore what their fathers and grandfathers had always worn. Homespun of hodden-grey made from the mixed wool of their own sturdy Herdwick sheep.

  Serviceable, durable and warm, jackets, breeches, gaiters and sturdy boots, for the climate of the lakes was damp and chill for a good part of the year. Not for them the immaculately tailored

  dove-grey trousers Reed Macauley had taken to wearing after the death of his father, nor the fine worsted, plum-coloured coat, and as for the cloak which was lined with fur of some sort, well, what

  kind of man went in for such fripperies and more to the point, what would become of him? Certainly not the taciturn, blunt-spoken, independent men who were Reed Macauley’s neighbours and

  business associates.




  He removed one of his buff-coloured kid gloves and took out his pocket watch, a magnificent gold hunter, flicking open the case to check the time before returning it to his waistcoat pocket. A

  thick chain hung across his chest and on the smallest finger of his hand a diamond sparkled. He took out a cigar case, selected a cigar, lit it and breathed in the smoke with a lingering pleasure

  which was almost sensual.




  He had been lounging against the station yard wall waiting for the lad from the inn to bring his horse which had been stabled there, when the woman and the child had caught his attention. The

  clattering of the animal’s hooves on the cobbles, the barking of several dogs which were bristling and snarling up to one another by the yard gate, the tuneless whistle of a coachman who

  waited beside his mistress’s carriage, the nervous whinnying of the greys which pulled it, all these sounds penetrated Reed Macauley’s state of unfocused abstraction and he shivered

  slightly as though the ghost of his mother had touched him as she moved back into the past.




  The groom led the tall black mare towards him somewhat gingerly for she was of a highbred disposition and had been known to bite at the hand which held the bridle. A beautiful animal with a coat

  like satin, rippling as she stepped daintily across the yard, her head tossing, her eyes rolling, eager to be away and at the gallop for she had been stabled at The Fiddler’s Arms for three

  days whilst her master attended to some business in Lancaster. It took all the groom’s strength to hold her.




  “Theer she be, Mr Macauley, sir, an’ a right bugger she were an’ all. She’s not ’ad much exercise seein’ as ’ow theer’s none cares to get on

  ’er back an’ theer’s none she cares to ’ave on ’er back, neither. Jake led ’er up t’road a piece an’ into t’ field at back o t’ church

  but a right to-do-ment it were.”




  Reed Macauley smiled. He threw the butt of the cigar to the ground, stepped on it then took the reins from the lad’s very willing hand. He patted the animal’s arched and quivering

  neck, gripping her mane, then smoothed his gloved hand down her nose, blowing into her distended nostrils, his lips close as he murmured something to her deep in his throat.




  At once she quietened, standing passively beneath her master’s touch, her luminous eyes looking into his, her head beginning to nuzzle affectionately against his shoulder.




  Reed’s smile deepened, revealing the perfect white teeth his mother had bequeathed to him with her pints of fresh milk, the blue milk cheese known as ‘wangy’ cheese sliced

  between thick wedges of home-baked bread which he took to school with him; the fresh vegetables which she had grown in her garden and the fresh herbs she had cooked in her herb pudding. A dish

  consisting of alpine bisort, nettles, chives, blackcurrant leaves, barley, butter and beaten eggs, made in the spring by most housewives but served once a week on Sarah Macauley’s table.




  “You have to treat a horse as you would a woman, Sam,” he told the groom, who looked startled, since no woman he had approached had tempted him to blow up her nose. “They like

  to be soothed and petted and have little bits of nonsense whispered in their ear. It’s quite amazing what a man may be allowed with the female sex if he treats her kindly and it is the same

  with a horse I have found.” He winked engagingly at Sam who began to grin. “They are strange but delightful creatures and cannot resist flattery, can you, my beauty?” running his

  hand along the mare’s flank, “so you must tell them how splendid they are at least a dozen times a day at the same time stroking them as I am stroking Victoria here. Isn’t that

  so, Victoria?”




  The mare actually nodded her head, the groom told Jake later when he was recounting Mr Macauley’s amazing words, what he could remember of them since many had been too high-flown for his

  understanding and just plain bloody daft anyway. Mind you, Mr Macauley’s reputation with the ladies was legendary, his exploits in that direction – and the results of them, most with

  eyes the colour of deepest blue – discussed wherever men gathered as far afield as Borrowdale and Rosthwaite at the southernmost tip of Derwent Water, to the east to Penrith and west to

  Whitehaven. So perhaps what he advised with the mare, and women, was not as barmy as it sounded. Maybe Sam’d try it next time he coaxed Maggie Blamire out from behind the bar counter of the

  inn and into the pitchy darkness of the long garden at the back of the privy.




  “Try it, Sam,” Mr Macauley said as though he had read Sam’s mind. “Now then, Victoria, let’s be off home. It’s a fair ride to Long Beck and I don’t

  fancy the fells after dark.”




  Placing his foot in the stirrup he leaped lightly into the saddle with the fluid grace of one who has been on horseback from the day he could toddle. He put his heels to the mare’s side,

  guiding her from the yard and out into the busy street of Penrith’s centre towards the monument which divided it, noting that the clock on the tower stood at one thirty.




  “Hup Victoria,” Sam heard him say as the animal broke into a canter.




  Victoria! Imagine calling a horse Victoria. It was said in the dales that Reed Macauley had named the foal, given to him by his father in the year their young Queen had come to the throne, after

  her, which had seemed somewhat disrespectful, even insolent to the intensely public-spirited community of middle-class yeomanry and manufacturers of Bassenthwaite parish, though it had brought a

  wry smile to the dour men of the fells who, calling no man master, spoke as they pleased and allowed others to do the same.




  She was about a mile out of Penrith on the road to Keldhead when he caught up with her, striding gracefully along beside the grass verge, her skirts swinging, her head high, her long back

  straight and supple, the child almost running beside her. It was just gone two o’clock by then, November, and already the short winter’s day was beginning to lose its light. It would be

  dark within the hour and the road was not lit as those in Penrith were. So where were this young woman and her child headed? He was amazed that they had got as far as they had since last he had

  seen them in the station yard, particularly the child who could not have been more than three or four years old.




  She did not look round as his mare approached at her back. The road was completely deserted since the folk in these parts had more sense than to tramp about, unless it was absolutely necessary,

  especially on a raw winter’s afternoon as nightfall approached. The high banks on either side of the road topped by dry stone walls were dank and squelchy with dormant winter vegetation and

  the remains of last year’s leaves. The trees arching darkly across the road were grim and bare against the pale, rain-washed sky and the low sun was no more than a veiled yellow ball setting

  directly ahead of them. Clouds were moving over the fells from the west and the skies would soon be ‘kessened out’ as his mother used to say and if he was not mistaken, and as a

  countryman he seldom was, though it was unusual at this time of the year, it could herald snow. And here was this young woman stepping out with her child as though she, and it, were off on a summer

  Sunday afternoon stroll, the large wicker basket she carried – her only baggage – holding a picnic perhaps, which they would eat at the end of it! It was none of his business, of

  course, but could he call himself . . . well, a public-spirited gentleman, which he considered himself to be, if he did not enquire of her intent and destination? She might be a stranger with no

  knowledge of the district, which was bleak and inhospitable to say the least, or of her own danger in it. The weather could change from minute to minute and though it was clear and fine now within

  the half-hour she could be striding into the teeth of a howling blizzard. And not only that, there were pedlars and vagrants about, out-of-work colliers and weavers, desperate men who would throw

  her over the wall and have not only her purse, but her, before she could lift her voice in a shout for help which would, in any case, go unheard and unheeded.




  “I beg your pardon,” he said pleasantly, raising his hat as his mare drew abreast of her, for lady or serving wench he was invariably charming to the female sex, which perhaps

  accounted for his popularity with them.




  He was considerably taken aback by his own reaction to her as she turned to stare haughtily up at him. He might have been some common fellow who had insulted her, he had time to think, before

  his breath caught in his throat and he felt the need to swallow convulsively. She was, without doubt, one of the most extraordinarily lovely women he had ever seen. This was the first time he had

  actually seen her face, hidden as it had been by the deep brim of her bonnet. Some women are beautiful, as a jewel is beautiful so that a man feels the need to look and look again, to touch, to

  possess. Others are pretty, as children are pretty, innocent and empty of face since they have experienced nothing, but this woman was lovely, soft and eternally female and yet with an honesty, a

  humour, a warmth, a strength, a young vitality about her which was, contrarily, mature as though she had known and survived hardships not suffered by many. A woman, and yet still a girl for despite

  her self-sufficiency, her air of being complete, her hauteur, she could have been no more than eighteen or nineteen.




  “Yes?” That was all, asking him to state his business and be off since what was he to do with them though he noticed she drew the child protectively closer to her skirts.




  “I apologise if I startled you,” he began, still somewhat taken aback. He frowned, amazed at his own callow need to stare for he had known many lovely women in his thirty years. None

  like this though, his male senses were whispering and it was true. She had turned away, continuing to stride on, the child trotting beside her as neat and fleet of foot as she, treating him as

  though he was a beggar who had asked her for a farthing which she was not prepared to give.




  He felt the first stirring of anger and his frown deepened. Damn the woman! Let her go her own way. Let her fall by the wayside, be buried in snowdrifts, blunder about in the rolling mists which

  could come down at a frightening pace; be attacked by tinkers, her skirt thrown over her head to muffle her cries. What was it to him? He had meant to do no more than guide her to the nearest

  hamlet, perhaps, or advise her to make haste before the storm which was surely coming, devoured her and her child but if she was to take this high-handed tone with him and she no more than a farm

  girl or maidservant by the look of her, then she could go to the devil and take the child with her.




  It was perhaps the child who restrained him and kept at bay the hot flow of temper which was very likely to take him over since from an early age he had felt no need to bridle it.




  “Madam, I do not wish to impede you in any way but being familiar with these parts and accustomed to the menace of the changes in the weather, I cannot just ride on and leave you. The

  nearest village is over two miles away and the landscape is wild . . .”




  “Thank you, but we’ll be all right.” She did not turn her head when she spoke to him and he felt the most foolish urge to make her do so. While there was still light enough in

  the sky he wanted to look at her again, to study her face, her mouth, the sweetly curving short upper lip, the full lower lip, the square little jaw, and were her eyes brown or hazel? And her hair

  which was completely covered by the rather ugly bonnet, was it the same bright copper as the child’s? God’s teeth, what was wrong with him?




  He could feel his temper begin to flare even more and a slight wash of colour flowed beneath his smoothly shaved skin. He was not used to being spoken to as though he was some impertinent

  hobbledehoy she had come across and whom she was summarily dismissing for his audacity in addressing her. He was one of the wealthiest sheep farmers in the district with interests in coal and

  copper mining; in the newly expanding railways; in the manufacture of woollen goods and other lucrative business concerns in which he had become involved since his father had died. He had a fine,

  old, recently extended, recently modernised farmhouse set at the foot of Little Calva up and beyond Dash Falls, with gardens about it to display to those who were impressed by such things that he

  could afford to waste some of his land on frivolities like flower beds and lawns and even a rose arbour. His family had lived at Long Beck since the days before the reign of James I, and the union

  of England and Scotland. His forefathers had gained privileges, mostly of land, when they had answered the call to arms to defend the borders between the two countries and when the need no longer

  existed they had clung to their heritage and were allowed to retain their rights. ‘Estatesmen’ or ‘Statemen’, they were called, yeoman farmers who emerged as the most

  powerful social group in Cumberland, and he would not be spoken to by this country girl, for she was no more than that in her clogs and shawl, without proper respect.




  “Madam,” he remarked coolly, “I wish to do no more than show disquiet for your safety and that of the child but I can see I should not have concerned myself. I will bid you

  good afternoon.”




  Raising his hat once more he prepared to move on but suddenly she turned and smiled at him. Not a smile of politeness as one would show a stranger but one of genuine amusement.




  “And what danger could I be in along this deserted road, Reed Macauley, tell me that? I’ve walked on roads such as this a hundred times, aye, and later in the day and come to no

  harm. Anyway you want to watch that animal of yours. She looks dangerous to me.”




  She grinned, showing excellent teeth and he had time to notice in the fading afternoon light that her eyes were the colour and had the glowing depths of the topaz his mother had worn on a silver

  chain about her neck. Transparent and luminous with a strange, almost yellow light in them. They were surrounded by thick brown lashes nearly an inch long which were tipped for half their length

  with gold.
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