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For Terry, with love



Garnet fair, Ruby rich,

One an angel, one a witch,

Hair of black, eyes of green,

One a pauper, one a queen.





Part I

July 1587 – July 1588


Chapter One


The Isle of Wight was having the hottest summer she could remember. The fairground was drenched in relentless sunshine. Yet, inside her tiny, sweltering tent at the edge of the site, Mardi Appleby was at that moment oblivious to the heat and the gloom.

Sitting cross-legged on the grass, she faced her second customer of the morning. The girl was taller than she but their bent heads nearly touched as they surveyed the cards spread out between them.

‘What does it say?’ The speaker’s voice was breathless and as she waited she twisted the rough cloth of her skirt between anxious fingers.

Mardi glanced up at her. In most ways she looked ordinary enough but a quirk of nature made her remarkable. Like the Queen, she had red hair. Like the Queen, she had a small pointed face and with a smirk Mardi guessed that, like the Queen, she too was probably a virgin.

Mardi continued to regard the cards with her shrewd black eyes. She felt a malevolent disdain for the other girl’s beauty. Her own skin was honey brown from having lived in the open and her dusty black hair stuck to her cheeks. She brushed it away in irritation. It curled in thick, knotted clumps.

With deliberate slowness she picked up a card and turned it over. It was the queen of hearts and she knew that it was for her. It signified intuitiveness as well as love.

With a nod of her head she indicated to her companion to take a card. The girl handed one over, her green eyes wide with expectation.

What Mardi saw caused her to catch her breath, not in a dramatic way but to suspend all movement as she rapidly thought of the implications. It was a queen of clubs reversed.

‘Take another.’

The girl turned another card, revealing the ace of spades, also reversed.

On seeing it, Mardi began to shake her head.

‘What is it?’ Alarm now showed in her customer’s eyes.

Gathering her wits, she said: ‘It’s nothing.’

Mardi reached out and turned the next card herself. As she had known it would, the nine of clubs followed. There was so much confusion here and, although she knew it was impossible, her own destiny seemed entwined with that of the red-haired girl before her. Bereavement and heartbreak stared back at her from the cards – for one of them at least, but who?

Casting her eyes over them again, she sighed. Whatever the future held, she knew that this girl was not going to enjoy her life to the full. Unbidden came the thought: Serves her right for being beautiful.

Sweeping the pack aside, Mardi looked her in the face and said intuitively: ‘You bear the Queen’s name.’

‘How do you know?’

The girl was gratifyingly impressed and, pleased with her success, Mardi added: ‘You’ll marry a man whose name begins with S.’

It was Lizzie’s turn to shake her head. ‘You’re wrong there. I’m spoken for and his name’s Will.’ She began to blush. ‘I expect he’s here somewhere this afternoon. When he’s finished his time, we’ll be wed.’

Mardi shrugged, having little patience with the romantic foolery of village girls, but she asked: ‘What does he do?’ She needed time to calm her unease.

‘He’s a stonemason. He’s serving under a maser at Carisbrooke Castle.’ The girl hesitated. ‘No one knows about our … arrangement.’ She used the last word hesitantly, looking to Mardi for sympathy. Not getting any, she reiterated: ‘But we’ll be wed when his time’s up.’

Having caught the fortune-teller out over the identity of her lover, Lizzie visibly relaxed and handed over her groat. As she was halfway through the opening of the tent, she turned and said:

‘This is the first time I’ve ever been to the fair. If I’m allowed, I’ll come again next year. By then I’ll be betrothed proper, you’ll see.’

The dark girl turned her lips down in the semblance of a grin and scratched her armpit.

As soon as she was alone she gazed gravely at the cards. The brightly painted images stared impassively back at her and she sighed. Much as she would have liked it to be otherwise, she knew that what she saw was as certain as the coming-up of the sun.

Outside the tent the fairground teemed with activity. Pedlars, performers and livestock competed for the attention of revellers threading their way between the stalls. Mardi blinked and shaded her eyes, taking a moment’s respite before looking for another customer.

Nearby a group of hirelings were shouting and laughing in the overloud manner of those who have consumed too much ale. As she watched, one of them caught her eye. Nudging his companion, he made some comment which set all four sniggering. She stuck her tongue out and turned back into the little tent to avoid them. A moment later the flap was pushed aside and the man who had first spotted her blundered inside, his eyes unfocused, his body swaying.

‘You tell fortunes, then?’ he asked.

‘For a price.’ She eyed him speculatively, wondering how much money he might still have.

‘Yeah? How much?’ He was fishing in the belt about his waist but his fingers seemed incapable of holding whatever it was he was trying to get out. Finally he extricated a halfpenny and flung it down on the grass at Mardi’s feet.

‘I’ll tell your fortune,’ he said. ‘And if I’m wrong you can have that.’ He poked the coin with an unsteady toe and sniggered to himself. The flap of the tent was lifted again and the man’s three companions crowded in behind him.

‘Here we are, lads,’ their mate called. ‘I’m going to tell the little tyke’s fortune. She’s about to get pleasured at least once. The rest is up to you.’ Lunging forwards, he grabbed Mardi by the shoulders and his weight sent her toppling to the ground.

Letting out a squeal, she tried to reach the flap of the tent to attract the attention of her father, who normally worked the pitch nearby. She remembered fleetingly that he had been nowhere in sight a moment ago and fear gripped her. The drunk was trying to pull up her kirtle while lying heavily over her. She screamed again as loud as she could but it seemed drowned by the hubbub of the crowd outside. At that moment real panic set in, for one of the men pushed his hand over her mouth while a third pinioned her arms to the ground.

‘Get a move on,’ one of them called. ‘I’m bursting here.’

In her terror Mardi struggled like a demon, biting the hand that held her mouth and kicking her bare feet into any flesh that was within reach. By now, however, her ankles had been grasped in a vicelike hold and the breath was being crushed out of her by her burly assailant.

‘Ain’t much pleasure to be had here. She’s like a skinned lamb,’ he gasped, pressing her body hard into the unyielding ground.

‘Dear God, no!’ She twisted this way and that to avoid his drunken attempts to penetrate her. With a desperate effort she bit again into the hand that covered her mouth and screamed as if her lungs would burst.

Suddenly there was a glare of light as the flap of the tent was lifted, letting the sunlight fall directly onto her. A man was silhouetted in the entrance. The next moment he was grabbing her assailants one by one and thundering into them with his fists before throwing them aside. They put up little resistance, somehow managing to scrabble their way out of the tent and into the crowd.

Mardi, bruised and disadvantaged by the fact that her skirt was above her waist, struggled into a sitting position. Her rescuer crouched down and put an arm about her shoulder.

‘Are you hurt, mistress?’ The tone of his voice and the deference with which he addressed her threw her into confusion.

‘No.’ She was covering herself and wiping her face in her sleeve in an effort to rid herself of the taste of the drunk.

‘There’s blood on your face.’ Concern showed in the young man’s eyes and he gently wiped her chin.

She grinned then and said: ‘It’s not my blood. It belongs to the Devil’s piss who –’ Remembering herself, she blushed.

‘Did he …?’ It was his turn to blush.

She shook her head. ‘That’s one thing I can thank Pa for. He’s taught me how to look after myself.’ She now looked directly at him and added: ‘Pa prizes my maidenhead. He thinks it may come in handy one day, like a spare kerchief or a cure for warts.’

The young man sat back on his heels, looking disconcerted.

‘Well, if you’re not hurt …’ Standing up, he brushed the dust from his russet trousers. From her sitting position Mardi was aware of his muscular legs.

‘What’s your name?’ She scrambled up, standing a foot shorter than he. The smell of his sweat did strange things to her and she was suddenly conscious of her dirty face and skinny, childlike body.

‘Will.’ He was looking down at her with candid hazel eyes. The light from outside formed a halo around his thick brown hair and when he smiled his face had a quizzical, lopsided look.

He took a step towards the flap and Mardi knew that she did not want him to go.

‘What do you do?’ She ran her hands over the waist of her dress, pulling the material tight so that her barely existent breasts jutted to best advantage. The young man seemed to find her action amusing.

‘I’m a stonemason,’ he replied, then added: ‘You’d best be careful. Any man in his right mind would lose his head over a pretty woman like you.’

Mardi blushed, then, sensing that he was teasing, drew her brows angrily together. Her mouth became a fierce, defiant line. This made him grin more broadly.

With a sudden flash of realisation she said: ‘You’re a stonemason at the castle.’

His eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘How the devil do you know that?’

She was back in control now. Pausing for effect, she added with great significance: ‘Today you’ve met a woman who will change your life.’

Will was still grinning but there was puzzlement in his eyes.

‘I know lots of things,’ she continued. ‘Don’t you make fun of me or you may be sorry.’

His face relaxed and he said: ‘Quite the little wasp, aren’t you?’

She looked away and as an after thought reached up and unfastened the string tied around her neck. Hanging from it was a jagged stone formed in the rough shape of a heart. The hole in the middle had been worn by the elements and gave it a power of its own.

Holding it out she said: ‘Here, I’ve got nothing else but this is by way of saying thank you.’ When he hesitated, she continued: ‘It doesn’t look that special but it will protect you from harm.’

Still grinning, he took it from her and after a moment’s hesitation tied it about his neck. She watched as it came to rest against the crinkly golden hairs of his chest visible beneath his open shirt.

‘Well …’ He looked awkward now, unsure of himself. Mardi concentrated hard, her black eyes on his face.

As if making up his mind, he touched her elbow and led the way out into the fairground. ‘Come on,’ he said.

Mardi smiled to herself with satisfaction and fell into step at his side.

For a while they wandered past the food stalls and jugglers, past the Moorish dancers and musicians. Mardi saw her father then and hastily turned in another direction. Will followed her. They stopped in front of a stall with every sort of frippery imaginable and for a heady moment she thought that he was going to buy her a brooch or some ribbon. She looked at the woman who was serving and smiled in triumph, but instead he moved on to the next stall and purchased a large mutton pie.

Holding half of it out, he said: ‘Here, wrap yourself around that. You don’t half need fattening up.’

She pouted at him in disappointment but her hungry stomach made her grab the pasty and gnaw her way through it.

More slowly he ate as well, glancing at her every now and then with amused eyes.

‘Where do you live?’ he asked.

‘Anywhere. Everywhere. We travel the fairs. Pa was a ploughman once but the farm went over to sheep. Since then we’ve been on the roads.’

He was nodding distractedly and started to look restless as if he wanted to get away. The knowledge filled her with panic for she still did not want him to go.

Taking the plunge, she started: ‘We’re leaving by barge at sunup, but tonight –’ Before she could finish, her arm was grabbed and she was swung round to face her father.

‘What in the Devil’s name are you doing?’ Taking in his daughter’s bright eyes and dishevelled appearance, he looked malevolently at Will. ‘What you been up to?’ he demanded, thrusting his shaggy black head forwards. The light glinted on the gold ring in his earlobe and brandy fumes wafted around him. He was dressed like the poorest sort of vagabond.

‘Hold on, brother.’ Will straightened up and they were much of a height. ‘Your little maid was in distress and I came to her aid.’

The older man grunted. Turning back to his daughter, he said: ‘Well, just stop wasting time and get back to work.’

Mardi lowered her eyes. ‘I’ve been working,’ she defended herself. She looked hopefully at Will but he gave a little shrug and began to back away. She knew that the spell was broken. He was glancing about him now as if he had just remembered something or someone. But before going he turned to her father one more time.

‘You’ve got a remarkable girl,’ he said. Resting his steady gaze on her anxious face, he added: ‘You could say I’ve just had my fortune told.’


Chapter Two


In the brief respite between making butter and collecting grasses for the floor, Lizzie Galpine sat outside her parents’ cottage by the sheepwash. Eyes closed, she turned her head to soak up the mellow autumn sunshine and as she stretched her shoulders she found new areas of warmth against the crumbling cob of the cottage wall.

‘Come on, our Lizzie, you call ’em out.’ Her friend May’s voice intruded, wheedling, persistent.

‘Not now.’ Lizzie clung to the daydream that absorbed her. In her mind the monarch, her own maidenhead and the Virgin Mary were mystically entwined and it made her feel essentially good. Her toes moved dreamily in the dusty soil.

‘Please,’ May begged.

Lizzie half opened her eyes. Her friend’s moon face glistened in the heat, her stubby fingers plucking at the brittle grass.

‘Oh, all right.’ Reluctantly she started to recite the alphabet. She was one of the few village girls who had been sent to the Reverend Cotton at six of the clock each morning to learn her letters. As she called them out, May, face raised and eyes closed, scrabbled on the ground for a pebble.

‘Got one!’

Lizzie stopped reciting. ‘M. Letter M,’ she announced.

May opened her eyes. ‘Who does that mean?’

Lizzie shrugged. ‘Martin? Michael?’

‘I don’t know none o’ them.’

‘Well, perhaps you’ll marry a stranger.’ Her face brightened. ‘Perhaps you’ll be carried off by Spaniards if they do invade.’

‘Course they won’t. Anyhow, they’d carry off you for sure.’ May’s voice was flat, acknowledging that she would never be beautiful. ‘What do you think they’d do?’ she finally asked, enjoying the fantasy.

‘They’d kill everyone except the young girls and lie with them over and over till they died of love.’ Lizzie spoke with an authority she felt was expected of her.

‘They wouldn’t! That ’ud be a sin.’ May’s eyes shone with excitement.

‘So’s killing.’

They were both silent at the thought of being ravished by marauding Spaniards.

‘We’d best go.’ Lizzie started to get up but her friend pulled her back.

‘Not yet, you do it first.’

‘No. It’s silly.’

‘’T ain’t. Beth Kingswell picked a G twice and now she’s spoken for by George Urry.’

‘Well, it’s daft.’

‘Come on, it’s only fun. Please.’

‘Oh, come on, then.’ Reluctantly closing her eyes, Lizzie let her brown fingers stray onto the grass and gabbled the alphabet until her hand closed over a stone.

‘W. ’Tis Will for sure!’ Wonderment showed in May’s simple, wide-eyed expression.

‘Don’t be daft.’ Lizzie flushed and her denial lacked conviction. She felt a certain relief, for the Gipsy girl’s prediction still hung heavy on her mind.

She threw the pebble hard and it plopped into the stream rippling its way in front of the cottages. The geese honked and ran a few feet before resuming their nibbling at the dusty grass.

‘Will’s so handsome,’ May sighed. ‘Why don’t you like him, Lizzie?’

The girl shrugged. ‘He’s wild.’

‘He says you look like the Queen.’

‘He’s never seen the Queen.’ Lizzie tossed her head and a strand of copper hair escaped from her cap and tumbled down, sticking to her neck. It thrilled her that he should think of her in this way but she maintained an expression of scorn.

‘He’s seen the Queen’s likeness at the castle. Sir George has her picture on the wall. Will says it’s almost real.’ May defended him stoutly.

Lizzie closed her eyes, faking lack of interest, but she was thinking about William Gosden. He had been working at Carisbrooke Castle now for over a year, helping to get the defences ready in case the Spaniards came.

Last harvest-time he had had special permission to come home for two days to help. The weather had been clear and hot and everyone was in the field from first dawn to dusk. Lizzie had been down with the rest, cutting and stacking, her legs scratched by the sharp stubble, her hands sore from the harsh, resistant straw.

‘Cart’s here,’ someone had called out and she had turned to watch.

Two gentle brown oxen had waved their heads in rhythmic harmony to avoid the flies and a tall young man had stepped from behind the cart. He was stripped to the waist and his chest was brown as the earth with crinkly hairs glistening like a golden crucifix.

Lizzie had caught her breath and the strangest feeling had engulfed her. Already he was heaving loads onto the cart, the silhouette of his body bending and stretching in the sunshine.

‘Come on, gal.’ Her brother Jed had broken the spell, pushing her playfully, unaware of his strength.

‘Ow! Don’t!’ she had snapped at him, overwhelmed by the feeling.

‘’Tis Will come back,’ Jed said, unconsciously tuning into her thoughts. She shrugged and, suddenly aware that the little ones were leaping in and out of the balk, she had turned to scold them.

At nammet-time they had sat under the great beech trees, hungrily eating their barley bread, sheep’s cheese and huge apple pasties made with the first of the autumn crop. Stone jugs of ale were fetched from the bourne, where the water had kept them cool under the shelter of the reeds.

Will sat a little way away, joking with the men. When he had finished eating, he stretched and scrambled up the bank to where Lizzie and the children sat.

‘Didn’t hardly know you, Lizzie,’ he said, sinking down beside her. ‘You’re grown-up. Are you eleven or twelve?’

‘I’m near fifteen!’ Her cheeks suffused with colour as she realised, too late, that he had been teasing her.

‘You ain’t wed yet, then?’

‘Course not.’

‘Good job, ’cause I’m coming to fetch you one of these days.’

Lizzie could not look into his face. Her heart deafened her and his hazel eyes seemed to see into her soul.

‘Lost your tongue?’ he teased, then, suddenly serious, added: ‘Don’t you forget ’cause I mean it, mind.’ His hand was on her arm, a gentle pressure manacling her heart to him.

Looking down at the strong brown hand, she shook him off. He grinned before striding away to resume work. She had not seen him since.

She shied away from remembering the disappointment when he had not been at the Summer Fair. It had been her first ever visit and she had been so sure that he would be there. The Gipsy girl’s prediction returned like a cold shadow and resolutely she blocked it out.

With a sigh she scrambled up and set off with May to gather the grasses for the floors. Her mother insisted upon a good store of things, slim reeds with wormwood and fleabane, fresh and pungent to keep the pests at bay.

In summer the cottage door was always open and the sour smells of winter were driven out with sweet-scented herbs. Along one wall in their downstairs room a chest holding their winter clothes and blankets was perfumed with lavender and wild roses, tightly shut against the pervading wood smoke. Its smooth, darkened lid acted as both a seat and a bed. Mam likes things nice, Lizzie mused.

She glanced at May and felt a moment of compassion, for there were eleven people living in her friend’s tiny cottage. She was ashamed to admit that she did not like to go there. It had a stale-smelling earth floor, the tiniest window and one platform reached by a rickety ladder where all the girls slept. The older boys slept out in the lean-to on a plank jutting from the wall above the sheep. I’m that lucky, she thought, tugging at a silver-leaved mugwort. I’m glad there’s only five of us, including Mam and Pa.

She suddenly realised that May was speaking and looked round at her.

‘You wouldn’t want to live nowhere else, would you?’ her friend was asking.

Lizzie considered the question. ‘I wouldn’t mind going to London to be a court lady,’ she offered.

May did not answer. Her back turned, she struggled with a stubborn sprig of wormwood.

‘Pa’s sending me away,’ she finally blurted out.

Lizzie gazed at her. ‘Where to?’

‘I’m to go and be hired at the fair.’

‘Oh, May!’ Lizzie reached out and touched her friend’s shoulder to show her concern.

‘Pa says I’m costing him dear when I could be earning. You can get fifteen shillings a year.’ Her eyes blinked to dissipate the threatening tears.

‘Well, perhaps it’ll be an adventure,’ Lizzie said with an optimism she did not feel. ‘Perhaps it’s Fate. You’ll meet that Martin or Michael and get wed.’

‘No, I won’t. No one’ll wed me.’ She started to cry.

‘Course they will. Truly, May. I’ll wager that you’ll end up at the castle as a lady’s maid.’

May shook her head, wiping her cheeks on the backs of her hands. Already a gleam of hope was calming her. Sensing her success, Lizzie added: ‘I think a lord will make you his bride and you’ll be Lady May and I’ll have to curtsy to you.’

‘Course you wouldn’t.’ May gave a watery smile and said: ‘I wouldn’t know how to behave.’

‘You’d soon learn.’

May brightened as they invented more and more unlikely adventures. Sufficiently restored, she suddenly asked: ‘What about you? What will you do?’

‘Me? Why, nothing.’ Lizzie had given no serious thought to her future. All her hopes rested in a hazy dream of life with Will and until he formally came to claim her she felt herself to be in a kind of limbo.

‘Will you wait till Will comes?’ May asked hopefully.

‘Course not.’ She tossed her head and turned away to hide her guilty cheeks. ‘I’ll just wait and see what is to be.’

Leah Galpine was watching through the dairy window for her daughter Lizzie. The recently installed glass still filled her with wonder and the metal latch which opened and shut gave her the illusion of accomplishing a difficult task. For a moment the pleasure of such modern additions to her home drove out the fears that oppressed her.

In whichever direction her mind wandered, it brought her face to face with some anxiety. She tried not to think at all but it seemed impossible to have an empty head.

Pushing back a stray lock of peppered hair, she paid cursory attention to the cheeses dripping whey from the suspended straw baskets, but the thoughts were already back.

Harry, her second son, had been with the fleet now for over a year and she longed for news of him. Two village lads had been called to God in the past months, one with sickness and the other crushed beneath a mast. She avoided their mothers because she knew no words of comfort. She dreaded that before long other women would be avoiding her. It was a sin to admit it, but Harry was her favourite child. For that reason alone God might see fit to take him from her. She offered up a silent entreaty.

Rumours of war filled her with dread. To shut them out she concentrated on her first-born, Jed. She knew that behind her back folk said he was two apples short of a bushel and she felt for him with a mother’s fiercely protective love. He would be happy enough if people didn’t tease and fluster him. He needed time and patience and sometimes there was little enough of either.

At the same time she had to admit that when she and George were too old to work the farm, Jed would never be able to manage on his own. They held the land in lease for a period of three lives and Jed’s would be the second. She could only hope that Lizzie would look after him and thoughts of her daughter too made her heart heavy.

Only last night she had been sewing by the fading light when George had raised the question of Lizzie’s future. Since then she had gone over and over the conversation, looking for anything she might have said to change things.

‘You know Silas Dore?’ he had suddenly asked.

‘Him at the fulling mill?’

‘That’s him. Anyhow, he’s been made constable.’

‘He’ll beat them all to Jericho then,’ she had replied, knowing only too well that Silas Dore was a harsh employer and a lecher into the bargain.

‘Mebbe so, but I’ve been yarning to him and he’s taken a shine to our Lizzie.’

Leah had put down her sewing and looked her husband in the face.

‘What are you saying, George?’

‘Nothing. Only that Silas is a comfortable-off chap and now he’s constable he’ll be pretty powerful hereabouts.’

‘He’s a cruel fellow to man and beast,’ she had retorted. ‘I wouldn’t want none of mine trucked up with him.’

George was taking his boots off so that she could see only the top of his shaggy grey head. He dropped them on the stone floor and there had been a dull thud as the wooden studs made contact.

‘He works all the land down beyond the bourne now. He’s well respected at the church and he’s been a widower for nigh on a year,’ he had observed.

‘He’s heading on for fifty.’

‘That’s a good steady age.’

It had flashed through Leah’s mind that the same applied to George, but she carried on: ‘You aren’t suggesting he should marry our Lizzie, are you?’

‘Seems a goodly arrangement. She’ll come off well if ever she be widowed and there’s advantage to be had with use of the fulling mill.’

Leah had started to shake. ‘You’re no better than selling your daughter for gain,’ she had shouted at him. ‘I can’t countenance it.’

There was a terrible silence before he had replied: ‘Like it or not, Mother, I’ve told him yes.’

He had risen from his old wooden chair and climbed the narrow stairway to their bedroom, leaving her trembling in the darkening kitchen.

With a sigh she turned back to the cheeses and it was then that she felt the quickening inside. It was hardly even a feeling, the merest ripple in her belly, but she knew undeniably what it meant. Until now she had gone on hoping. Surely she was now at the end of her natural courses? But that and the sickness and the dragging tiredness had all pointed to the unthinkable and now this, this stirring inside. Dear God, please don’t let it be, she prayed, but she knew that this was one prayer that would remain unanswered.

At six on Sunday morning Silas Dore turned heavily in the goose-down mattress. He knew by the sun that it was past the time for him to be up, for he was due at the church at seven of the clock. As constable it was his duty to ensure that all the villagers observed their religious devotions.

The accursed maid had failed to wake him. He remembered then with misgiving that the night before he had forced her. She had struggled and cried and in the end he had struck her to subdue her. It had happened once before and on that occasion she had wept for days and he had been afraid that she might report him to the priest. He had bribed her with a kerchief and a groat, promising that it would not happen again. She had been sullen ever since, keeping well away from him, but last night he had had too much ale. It had been nearly two months and he justified it to himself because prolonged abstinence for a virile man such as himself was bad for the health. Anyway she was only a poorhouse slut.

He sat on the edge of the bed, yawning and scratching his naked torso. Blearily he rubbed his hands over his heavy jowls and down across his chest to his potbelly. Both his wives had died childless so, with the exception of the maid and the two hired lads who slept above the barn, he lived alone.

He realised with relief that the maid would be departing in a few weeks for the annual hiring, so if she happened to be with child it would not then be his problem. Now that he was constable he could not afford to have the finger of scandal pointed at him.

Remembering the conversation of yesterday with George Galpine, he smiled to himself as he heaved his bulk off the bed. Not much longer would he have to choose between forcing and abstention. Little Lizzie Galpine would soon be called upon by God Himself to do the things that he liked best and a legitimate heir might be forthcoming. It was beyond him why God should have cursed him with barren wives.

With this thought he dragged on his breeches and shirt and stumbled down the stairs, calling on the maid to be quick and get ready for church. She was in the kitchen and he could see her swollen face and half-closed eye.

‘You should do as you’re told,’ he said gruffly. ‘You’d better tell them you walked into the doorpost.’

‘I bain’t be going!’ she retorted, bursting into tears.

‘Course you’re going. They’ll fine me tuppence if you don’t attend and I’ll stop it out of your wages.’

He pushed her and she scuttled back into her cubbyhole.

‘Tidy yourself up,’ he shouted at her hunched back. Swilling down a chunk of bacon with some ale, he set off across the green in the direction of the church.

Nearly all the village was present for the seven-o’clock service. Lizzie and her family stood in their accustomed pews, the men on one side of the aisle and the women and children on the other. Slowly the church filled.

Silas Dore, wearing an expression of pious devotion, turned to look at her as some of the little ones in front began to squabble. She shook their arms and blushed under his scrutiny.

She wore her regular Sunday kirtle, which she had helped to dye and sew. It was in a pleasing shade of harvest gold extracted from boiled onion skins. A tiny ribbon of pleats about her neck made her feel fashionable. In a pious moment and in order to avoid Silas Dore’s gaze, she closed her eyes and prayed for forgiveness for her vanity and for divine guidance in her attempt to lead a pure and blameless life.

The service lasted for two hours. Eventually the congregation emerged, blinking and stretching, into the sunlight. The priest gave them all God’s blessing and Lizzie expelled her breath in expectation of a breakfast of pottage, ale and meat.

Ahead by the churchyard gate, Silas Dore waited. Leah put her arm around Lizzie’s shoulder and drew her aside.

‘Marnin’, George, ladies.’ Silas raised his hat to them.

‘Marnin’, Silas, be you well?’

‘Well indeed, George.’ He stepped closer. ‘And how’s this little lady then?’ His eyes were on Lizzie’s breasts and she blushed, dropping a curtsy. ‘Pretty as a picture,’ he continued, not shifting his gaze.

‘It’s a disgrace! I don’t agree to it,’ Leah exploded. ‘I want you to know, Silas Dore.’

‘Shush!’ Her husband nudged her with his elbow. The fuller frowned.

‘What’s this, George, a scold in your house?’ Turning to Leah, he added: ‘Take care, mistress, or you’ll find yourself afore the justices and it’ll be my duty to put ye in the ducking stool.’

Leah hurried away, chivying her daughter in front of her, leaving her husband gazing sheepishly at his neighbour.

‘There’s nothing to fret about,’ he assured. ‘She’s worried about our nipper at sea.’ In a lower voice he added: ‘Nothing ain’t been said to Lizzie yet so hold back for a week or two.’

‘What’s the matter, Ma?’ Lizzie asked as they hurried across the green towards the cottage.

‘Don’t you fret, child, it’s nothing I can’t sort out,’ the older woman assured.

Lizzie shrugged and promptly forgot the incident; she had far more interesting things to think about.

The weeks passed quickly for there was much to do before winter. Already it was dusk by eight of the clock and reluctantly the Galpine women had abandoned their after-supper parley with the other village wives for the confines of the kitchen.

As they gossiped they turned their spindles, making up the undyed wool for family use. Baskets of berries and fruit stood inside, ready for drying and dye making and winter wines.

May’s departure was drawing near. Her father, showing little inclination to supervise her hiring, had persuaded George Galpine to take the girl along with him.

Each year George attended the Hiring Fair, not to find servants but more as an annual pilgrimage. The pretext was to sell the last of his fleeces but it usually turned into his last spree of the year, marked by an appropriate amount of drinking and spending.

More recently and in the light of past experience, Leah had taken to accompanying him, making her own goods to sell. He had protested at first but in the end the prospect of more money from Leah’s cheeses and baskets had swayed his decision. These days he came back a sober and richer man.

With all this in mind, Lizzie sat with her mother stripping nettle stalks to make sewing thread. When there was a lull in the conversation, she took the plunge.

‘Tell us about what it’s like in Newport,’ she said.

She never tired of hearing about the town, which was the capital of the island and six miles away from their village of Caulbourne. The nearest she had got was the Summer Fair, held on the outskirts. Newport nestled at the mouth of the river that carried all the wool and timber, which was then shipped across to the mainland, and her own brother Harry had left from there on his journey to join the navy.

‘Well, it’s full of shops,’ her mother started, warming immediately to the request. ‘There’s a great main street with tailors and glovemakers and cobblers and drapers and they all sell fine clothes like the Worsleys wear or the Earlismans.’

The Worsleys of Swaynson Manor and Earlismans of West Over were to be seen in their finery when they entered their private pews at the church on a Sunday or occasionally graced a village fete.

‘Go on.’ Lizzie’s eyes shone in the flickering light. Her deft fingers automatically unravelled the stringy nettle stalks and she was oblivious to everything but her mother’s words.

‘Well, there’s folks from all over the island, and down by the river there’s great ships and strange men. I heard tell that they come from as far as London and Plymouth.’

Lizzie’s heart was pounding. She knew everyone in Caulbourne by name and the thought of these foreigners had her palms tingling.

‘May is going for hiring at the fair,’ she finally announced, as calmly as she could manage.

‘I know. I’m not surprised. They need the space, poor souls. And the money. Wilkie White has had no work since New Farm went over to sheep.’ Leah poked the embers, adding a few twigs to give them more light. In a few moments they would all be retiring to bed.

Lizzie waited, afraid to ask her question in case the answer was no. Finally she blurted out: ‘Can I go with Pa to take the cheeses?’

There was a pause before Leah replied. They both knew that it was her excuse to keep an eye on her husband. Lizzie felt her head pounding as she held her breath, fearing the reply.

With a sigh, her mother said: ‘I don’t see why not.’ She added, almost to herself: ‘Go and enjoy yourself, girl, for the time is short enough.’


Chapter Three


The barge was halfway across the Solent. A November wind keen as sheep shears cut into Mardi Appleby as she stood in the body of the vessel, her legs splayed to keep her balance. Around her a melee of sheep jostled and stumbled in their efforts to remain upright. In their panic they trampled over her bare toes but she was too cold to heed the pain.

As far as she could gauge she had placed herself in the middle of the vessel, for she knew from experience that if she could find the centre point the persistent bucketing would be less violent. By her reckoning she had now made this journey ten times. Of the five years before that, she had no clear recollection.

This was the first occasion that they had come so late in the year. Normally they crossed only once for the July fair, but now, a mere four months later, they were making the journey again. She shook off the sadness at the memory of the summer just past.

After leaving the island, the whole family had gone to Salisbury and there her mother and the little ones had fallen ill. She and her father had watched helplessly as one by one they had shivered and vomited their way into living skeletons before drawing their last exhausted breaths. None of her potions helped. The physician called by the constable had pronounced that they had eaten bad meat. On the occasion of their last family meal Mardi had been forbidden supper for some misdemeanour and her father supped as usual only on brandy. She remembered bitterly the dead chicken they had discovered in the hedge and the glee with which they had taken it to their camp.

Her mother and little brothers and sisters were buried in a pauper’s grave and Jake and Mardi were banished from the town in case whatever it was that had taken their family was catching.

Afterwards they had wandered aimlessly in the New Forest and her father drank himself into a stupor which lasted for weeks before deciding to salvage what they could from the year.

Tonight was the eve of the Newport Hiring Fair and crossing to the island was their last-ditch effort to make some money before the cold made any form of work impossible.

Mardi shivered at the memory of that last visit. She had seen it all then in the cards but had not known what it meant.

She tried to blot out the other events, the near rape and her rescuer. At the thought of Will her spirits lifted and a tingle of anticipation greeted her. She wondered if he might be there next day and, glancing at her tattered kirtle, wished there was some way to transform herself.

Closing her rain-lashed eyes, she concentrated hard for some minutes, then relaxed. If he was not there tomorrow, then some when …

At the stern of the barge her father sat with the boatman. As Mardi glanced round she saw him lower his jar of brandy. His once handsome face was dissipated and his black hair clung wet and dishevelled across his cheek. Pulling his thick cloak tighter about him, he took another swig from the jar before passing the abrasive liquid across to the boatman.

Mardi huddled deeper into her own thin, shapeless shawl. Her heart sank as she realised that he would be drunk by the time they reached the Yar mouth.

‘You’ve had enough of that,’ she shouted but the wind carried her voice away.

Looking hopefully ahead she could make out the cluster of dwellings along the coast and the squat, forbidding presence of Yarmouth Castle blocking the route between the shore and the marshes. With luck they would be there within the hour. Once tied up, however, they would have to wait until dark before disembarking, for only those with permission from the Captain of the Island could cross the Solent. They had no such permission and Mardi knew her father would have bribed the boatman with brandy.

Screwing up her bruised toes, she kicked out idly at the nearest sheep and was glad that her fellow travellers were not cattle or horses. These ewes were making the crossing before Advent to take advantage of the milder island weather, which would give their lambs a better chance of survival.

‘Curse the sheep. Where’s the soldiers?’ she heard her father say for the third. time. He was given to repeating himself when drunk. Troop movements to the island were commonplace these days with the constant threat of Spanish attack, and travelling with soldiers would have meant easy pickings on the journey.

As she watched, Jake Appleby rolled back his sleeve and showed the large, festering sores on his arm to the boatman. The man shook his head and tutted but did not offer as much as a groat.

A particularly vicious blast of wind sent the barge bobbing like a leaf on a whirlpool. To add to her misery Mardi was now ankle-deep in water as waves washed over the sides. Surreptitiously she moved to the side and, with a quick glance to make sure the boatman was not watching, she dropped some round white pebbles over the side and into the turbulent water.

‘Still thyself, wind spirit’. Her lips moved as she formed the silent words and the waves became perceptibly calmer as the gale abated.

Finally coming ashore, she struggled with their belongings as Jake Appleby rocked blearily on unsteady legs. As a precaution she opened their wooden box and took out her most precious possession, secreting it inside her bodice. The shawl hid its telltale bulge between her tiny breasts.

‘What you doin’?’ Jake sounded aggressive, his words slurred.

‘Just hiding my cards.’

He grunted, knowing that the pack was a certain money-spinner.

‘Come on.’ Mardi hoisted their load into her arms and, staggering under its weight, started out across the marshy expanse that skirted the port. They headed southeast in the direction of Newport. The man, empty-handed, stumbled and grumbled his way behind.

Having walked about five miles in the driving rain, they finally settled down to sleep in the great park behind Swaynson Manor. They found a hollow beneath the elm trees and were sheltered from the worst of the wind and rain. Jake was too sozzled to notice the weather but, with her cold fingers and stinging, chilblained toes, Mardi was a long time getting to sleep. To distract herself she rehearsed some of the spells she might be using when they reached the market next day.

At first light she dragged herself up, still clutching the damp shawl around her. Creeping through the wood, she collected some kindling. The twigs were damp but years of experience made this only a minor irritation. Her main concern was not to be discovered for as vagrants they could expect a beating at the very least. She had seen travellers branded through the gristle of the ear and in one case having their ears chopped off. She shuddered and rubbed her own small earlobes.

Wandering deeper into the forest, she came upon some beech trees and scrabbled in the leaf mould beneath to unearth a few now decaying husks. The nuts inside were still ripe and sweet and she grinned with satisfaction, for their only other food was a hunk of stale rye bread. As soon as the fire was blazing she prodded her father into wakefulness.

‘Come on. Eat this.’ Her voice was gruff as she pushed the meagre fare at him.

‘I don’t want it.’

‘You must eat.’ She nudged him again and he swore at her but forced down a few mouthfuls, washed down with the remainder of their ale.

‘Come on, we’d best go.’ Mardi pulled him to his feet. Loading herself with all their belongings, she turned to wait for him as he gazed unseeing into the gloom.

‘Come on,’ she said impatiently.

He continued to stare into space, finally saying: ‘I miss your mother.’

Mardi was lost for words. Jake turned his once-fine amber eyes upon her. ‘I really loved her,’ he said.

The girl shrugged. Now that her father had started talking there was no stopping him.

‘People calls us gippos,’ he said, ‘but it ain’t true. There ain’t no gippos in England no more. They’ve all been driven out. My father was an upright man.’ He was warming to his story and with a sigh Mardi put her load down.

Drunken old fool, she thought, glaring at him. Aloud she said: ‘If we don’t get there soon, we’ll be too late.’ He continued to gaze into the distance.

‘My father was born on the road. He was the leader of our troupe. They all had their own special skills.’ He gave a little mirthless laugh. ‘Some of them sold anything they could find, some told fortunes, some could juggle and dance and some was plain bullies. Me, now, I was gifted with the power to cure animals. That’s how I met your mother.’

‘I know.’ Mardi, who had heard it all before, nodded distractedly. If they didn’t get a move on, someone would discover them and anyway they’d be too late to get a good site. ‘Come on,’ she repeated, shoving him with her elbow, but he ignored her.

‘Pretty as heaven she was,’ he continued. ‘Her father was that mad when I got her in child – that was you. He’d have liked to turn her out but your grandmother wouldn’t let him.’

He was deep in thought, remembering. Knowing it was useless to say anything, the girl waited, kicking at the spot where their fire had been to make sure that it was out.

With a sigh, Jake continued: ‘We was happy enough at first. I worked at the plough, looked after the animals. It was well enough but when you’re born on the road there isn’t a house that can hold you. I loved your mam but I couldn’t just rot away in that village.’

Mardi remembered the arguments and her father coming home drunk. Suddenly, out of the blue, her grandfather had died and the land had been taken back by the lord for sheep. This was just the excuse Jake had been waiting for and soon Mardi, her mother and her newborn brother joined the growing bands of roving vagabonds. By then, though, the drink seemed to have taken over her father and he no longer made the potions for which he claimed he was famous. Instead he resorted to the practice of infecting himself with ratsbane and arsenic, thus causing festering ulcers on his forearms and inducing the sympathy of the fairground crowds. It was lucrative but dangerous.

When she was a child she had thought him handsome as a god. Now as she looked at him she saw the shambling wreck of the man who had carried her shoulder-high through the lanes and highways of England.

‘Come on,’ she said again. ‘Ain’t no good grieving.’

Tears were running down his cheeks and to hide her sense of inadequacy she turned her back and started out towards the cart track that led in the direction of Newport. Glancing over her shoulder, she was relieved to see that he was following.

When they reached the highway she put down her load and sank down on the bank. A cart was approaching and she hoped that they would manage to get a lift.

‘Going to the fair?’ she shouted as it drew level.

A miserable-looking man with greedy eyes walked in front, followed by a large, dopey, oxlike youth who was leading the animal he resembled. On board two girls sat on top of a pile of fleeces, the one fat and grey-skinned, the other slim and with startling red hair. Mardi’s heart gave a lurch as she recognized her. She was suddenly afraid and the playing cards flashed clearly before her.

Ignoring her, the farmer kept walking and Mardi’s usual persuasiveness deserted her. In fact, a ride on this particular cart was the last thing that she wanted. She hoped that the girl had not seen her and remained where she was until the cart was out of sight.

Coming out of his stupor, Jake asked: ‘What you doing, standing about?’ With a sigh she picked up her load and struggled uneasily on towards their destination.


Chapter Four


The night before the Hiring Fair, Lizzie tossed restlessly on her straw mattress. It was still dark when she slipped out of the truckle bed. Although she was certain that she had not slept, she must have dozed at some time for her parents’ bed was already empty.

She hurried into her kirtle. In the gloom she dressed her hair with clumsy, excited fingers and fastened it with a wooden pin fashioned by her brother Jed. He might not be very bright, she thought, but he was clever with his hands.

It was now four months since she had made her visit to the Summer Fair. The memory was still tinged with the disappointment of not seeing Will, but optimistically she was sure that he would certainly be at the Hiring.

Her brother Jed slept downstairs in the kitchen and as she came down she saw that his bed had already been stowed away.

‘Where’s Pa?’ she asked him.

‘Gone to fetch the wagon.’

Her father was borrowing the cart and ox from Silas Dore. She wondered why he was suddenly so friendly with the fuller, but dismissed the thought as more exciting things filled her head.

Going into the yard she unpenned the geese and chickens, her cold fingers fumbling with the wooden pins that held the coops. The birds blinked, stepping out cautiously into the half-light. She threw some scraps for them before hurrying back inside.

As she closed the latch she heard her father returning and Jed went out to help him load up with fleeces and cheeses, baskets and pies. Two boards were lashed to the top of the cart with hemp ropes for use as tables and when they had finished they came in, blowing on their fingers, to eat the hot soup before leaving at six.

Leah had packed them a basket of food. Mutton pies, cheese pasties and plum tarts were wrapped in cloths and squeezed into a corner of the cart. She fetched her brown woollen shawl and wrapped it around Lizzie’s shoulders.

‘Keep warm, girl,’ she warned. ‘And don’t wander away from the stall. You know how to reckon the money?’

‘Course I do, Mam.’ Lizzie pecked her impatiently on the cheek and hurried out to join Jed and her father.

‘You look out for vagabonds and cutpurses,’ her mother called after them.

‘Up you go, our Lizzie.’ Jed hoisted her up on the cart and prodded the ox. The journey had begun.

At the end of the lane they stopped to collect May from the tumbledown shack that was her home. Her mother and little sisters clustered in the doorway; they were all crying. May came out, clutching her tiny bundle of belongings. Her face had a blotched, soggy look, pale in the light.

‘Don’t cry, May! Remember, this is an adventure,’ Lizzie comforted, but her friend remained rigid.

‘I’ll never see ’em again,’ she suddenly wailed, breaking into a fresh paroxysm of sobbing.

‘Course you will.’ Lizzie squeezed her arm. She felt disloyal but she could not ignore the excitement she felt. May’s grief intruded into the most thrilling day of her life. ‘Remember that Martin or Michael,’ she encouraged. ‘You’ll be wed this time next year.’ But her friend did not respond.

The road was bad but not impassable. Often by November the huge ruts were filled with water and every mile was an agony, but an inspector of highways had been appointed and, using gangs of men and women from the House of Correction, he had started repairs. Adults and children under his supervision collected rocks and pebbles, gradually levelling the surfaces, but even so George Galpine and his party several times hit a bad patch of road. The girls had to get down and push at the back of the cart to dislodge the wheels from the ruts.

Not far past Swaynson Lizzie noticed a young black-haired girl and a swarthy-looking man loitering by the bank. They were surrounded by a collection of packs and parcels. It was the material of the girl’s gown that Lizzie recognised first.

‘See that girl? Can’t we give her a lift?’ she called to her father.

‘Course not. They’re a band o’ vagrants. Like as not they’d cut our throats and rob us.’

As she watched, the girl stepped forwards and said something to Lizzie’s father but he ignored her, calling on Jed to hurry up. Lizzie felt herself redden and glanced back as they drove past. She hoped the girl hadn’t noticed her.

Slowly they made their way through the forest of Alvington and when they reached the steep chute at Carisbrooke it took all four of them to hold the back of the cart to stop it from running away. It was now fully daylight.

‘Where be the castle?’ asked May, coming out of her torpor.

It’s up there behind the trees,’ Lizzie’s father replied. ‘You can’t see it from here but from there they can see everything that’s going on.’

May turned to Lizzie. ‘P’r’aps Will’ll be looking out and he’ll see you coming,’ she whispered.

‘Shush!’ Lizzie blushed, afraid that her father would hear.

As they began to descend the hill towards the town gate, the road became more crowded and soon the site of the Hiring Fair came into view. On the flat grassy expanse on the outskirts of the town, people were already erecting tents and rostrums to display their wares. Lizzie forgot May and the vagrants in her excitement.

George led the way to his accustomed corner and started to unload the cart.

‘Come on, you gals, pay attention and remember what we’re here for,’ he scolded.

Obediently they set out the cheeses and pies, lavender bags and baskets and the homespun cloth for sale. From then on it was a question of waiting for customers and for the time of the hiring.

The event was due to start at eleven of the clock and as the time drew near George and Lizzie accompanied May across to the assembly of men, women and children waiting to be employed. Only Jed remained behind to guard the unsold goods.

The hirelings stood in the centre of the field while would-be masters circled around, eyeing them up and down. The hopeful employees advertised their trades by holding up an appropriate symbol – a crook for a shepherd, a pail for a dairy maid and so forth. May was among the melee of unskilled workers. There was little work, and competition for jobs was fierce.

‘Come on, gal.’ George poked the girl as she stood, head bent, hugging her bundle to her chest. ‘Try to look cheerful or they’ll take ye for a lummock.’

‘I don’t want to go.’ She turned beseechingly to Lizzie, looking for a reprieve.

‘It’s no good, May,’ Lizzie pointed out. ‘If you don’t get a position you’ll end up working for the parish, and you don’t want that, do you? You’ll get worse food than the swine and no hopes of meeting a nice chap and having a cottage of your own.’

May sagged in defeat.

A short, stocky farmer stopped nearby, regarding them with pale, piggy eyes.

‘Can her cook?’ he asked, eyeing Lizzie.

‘She’s not for hiring. ’Tis thissun.’ George pushed May forwards.

The man walked around her and she gazed fixedly at the ground. He prodded her with his stick to make her move, then, going closer, squeezed her arm for signs of muscle.

‘She’s a good worker,’ George offered.

The farmer sneezed, wiping his nose on the back of his hand and transferring the damp patch to his already filthy breeches. ‘Can her lift heavy weights?’ he asked.

‘Aye, she’s strong.’

As they talked, the man was turning May this way and that, raising her head and even looking into her mouth. She had surprisingly fine teeth. The girl stepped closer to Lizzie, shaking her head against the feared offer.

‘I’ll take her for ten shillin’s a year tho’ a gal ain’t really worth it.’

‘Fifteen shillings is the going rate,’ George countered.

‘Aye, but she’ll be well fed along o’ me.’ He was now poking May like a cow at market. Bending down, he lifted her skirt and looked at her solid legs and bare, chilblained feet. Finally he stood up and pushed his cap back on his head, scratching his neck and screwing his face up in indecision.

‘Twelve an’ sixpence.’

It was George who now hesitated. ‘Will your wife keep an eye on her? She’s only a bit of a gal.’

‘Wife’s dead. I need a general cook and house girl.’ His eyes roamed hungrily over May’s solid body.

‘She’s not going where there’s no woman of the house.’

The farmer snorted and, taking another look at Lizzie, added: ‘I’d pay fifteen shillin’s for her.’

‘No, thankee. She’s spoken for.’

‘Oo, he was awful,’ May whimpered. ‘Lizzie, I’m real scared.’

‘There’s no need to worry. Pa didn’t let you go, did he?’ Lizzie looked around for something to distract her friend. Everywhere there was bustle and activity. Suddenly her eyes caught sight of something.

‘Look there!’ She pointed to a beggar seated nearby on the ground, his thin body hunched, his dirty, skinny arm extended, the hand cupped to receive alms.

‘For charity,’ he repeated. ‘For charity.’ Rolling back his sleeve, he displayed a large, festering ulcer. ‘I need food to heal my wounds.’ He showed the arm to two passing matrons, who covered their noses at the stench and turned aside. ‘Charity, mistress,’ he called after them.

‘Oh, the poor man!’ said Lizzie, studying his still handsome face and the earring that gave him a curiously dashing look.

‘Don’t you believe it,’ said her father. ‘He ain’t nothing but an old clapperdudgeon. They cheat honest folks by getting them wounds deliberate.’

‘How?’ Lizzie asked in surprise.

‘They cut themselves and rub the wounds with ratsbane and arsenic,’ her father replied.

‘They don’t!’

‘They do, gal. Last few years has seen more and more folks taking to the roads. They get up to all kinds of devilry to earn a crust. I feel sorry for some of them, specially the littluns, but not a clapperdudgeon. They don’t want to work. If they get caught, though, it’ll mean the stocks and a beating and if that don’t stop ’em they’ll string ’em up.’

‘But if the wound doesn’t heal, he’ll die,’ Lizzie pointed out.

‘Don’t you fret, child. They know just when to stop. He’ll be richer than you’ll ever be.’

‘Get away from here.’ The beggar scowled at George Galpine. ‘I got a living to earn same as you.’

Lizzie and May instinctively stepped back and the man winked at them knowingly. The smell of brandy wafted towards them.

They were so engrossed that they did not notice a quartet of people who approached. At their centre was a young man in green velvet doublet and matching cape. On each arm he supported a young woman, both warmly wrapped in fine cloaks, the rich brocade of their skirts visible as they picked their way across the field. An older man brought up the rear, more modestly dressed in working breeches and a leather jerkin.

‘This is entertaining,’ one of the women was saying. ‘Do you do this every year, John?’

The young man smiled indulgently. ‘Somebody from the estate has to come and take on as many hands as are needed,’ he replied with the air of one who was hard done by. Turning to the older man, he asked: ‘What do we need now, Jack?’

‘’Tis nearly done, m’lord. Another scullery maid and we’ll be well served.’

The young man was eyeing Lizzie speculatively and she stepped back behind her father to escape the limelight.

‘Good day, fellow.’ The man addressed as ‘m’lord’ spoke to George. With a glance at Jack, his estate bailiff, he asked: ‘Is this young maid for hire?’

‘No, sir, ’tis thissun.’ Again George pushed May forwards.

Lizzie nudged her and hastily whispered: ‘Smile, May. They’re from Swaynson. If you go there you’ll be nearly home.’

The manor of Swaynson was barely a mile from the village and nearly all the surrounding land belonged to the estate.

May stumbled forwards, bobbed a curtsy and flushed scarlet. Her chapped hands kneaded her skirt and she was trembling.

The bailiff came to take a closer look at her, asking her questions. Lizzie could not hear her mumbled replies.

‘I don’t know,’ he said doubtfully, looking at George, whom he had known all his life. ‘Her skin don’t look too good.’

‘She’s the best anybody could find!’ It was Lizzie who stepped forward, unable to help herself. ‘She works that hard and she’s honest and …’ Realising what she had done, she stuttered to a halt, her cheeks blazing. The young man burst out laughing.

‘What a loyal friend you are,’ he said and, turning to his manager, added: ‘Well, Jack? She comes well recommended.’ He laughed again.

‘She ain’t bad,’ the older man conceded. ‘She’s Wilkie White’s gal. He’s a good sort though he ain’t worked for over a year.’

‘Then shall we take her?’

‘Begging your pardon, sir, but how much?’ George lowered his eyes in embarrassment.

‘Fifteen shillings is the going rate,’ the bailiff answered.

‘Then I think that’ll be satisfactory.’

The details were settled while Lizzie and May glanced covertly at each other.

‘Oh, Lizzie, I don’t want to go!’ May started to cry again.

‘It’s all right, May. You’re going to a good place. Why, we’ll even see you sometimes of a Sunday.’

Although the manor had its own chapel, all the household came to the village church on special days.

Lizzie hugged her friend and, on a generous impulse, took her mother’s shawl and wrapped it around May’s shoulders.

‘God be with you,’ she said. Her chest constricted with emotion as the girl reluctantly went to join the other hirelings destined for Swaynson.

Her father and the bailiff were still talking so Lizzie started back in search of Jed, her arms chilly without the shawl’s comforting presence. She thought that this was the saddest day of her life. Ever since she could remember, May had been there. As children they had minded the geese together or scared the birds away from the precious crops of rye and barley and helped to round up the sheep from the downland. Together they had spun and sewn, gathered berries from the autumn hedgerows, played games on holy days and made up stories to amuse each other. Now it was all finished, ended for ever. She sniffed back the tears as she walked blindly away from the hiring ring.

Round and about soldiers mingled with the crowd, enjoying a few hours leisure from duties at the castle. Their presence reminded Lizzie of the threatened invasion, and via Carisbrooke Castle her thoughts inevitably turned to Will. From the site of the fair she could see the castle clearly, high on its hill. It was barely half a mile away and the idea that Will was so close brought on the now familiar tingling sensation in the pit of her stomach.

Just then it was as if her thoughts and the outside world became fused. Inside her she could see Will’s face and hear his voice and simultaneously someone was walking towards her, his voice and face identical. He stopped in front of her and raised his arm in greeting.

‘Hello, Lizzie,’ he said with a smile. ‘Don’t look so scared. It’s only me, Will.’


Chapter Five


Lizzie must have looked confused, for the young man touched her arm and bent forwards to look into her eyes.

‘Don’t look so scared,’ he said again. ‘It’s only me, Will. Are you all right?’

‘Will! I was just …’ She could not admit that she had been thinking about him.

‘I got the afternoon off special,’ he was saying. ‘I had a feeling you might be here.’

She had forgotten the candour of his hazel eyes, his high cheekbones and prominent nose. As he opened his mouth she glimpsed the crooked lower tooth and savoured the sun’s highlights on his beard.

‘Well, don’t I get a hello?’ he asked. ‘Aren’t you pleased to see me?’

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

‘Come on, this way. Let’s walk.’ Taking her arm, he led her towards the edge of the field and into the adjoining copse.

‘Pa and Jed will be looking for me,’ she warned.

‘I saw Jed and said I’d take you round to see the sights.’

In silence she went with him. Her life had leaped from one state of being to another. One minute she had been wallowing in the pain of losing her friend and now she was transported to a state of pure elation. Will’s hand burned a brand mark into her elbow as he guided her through the bracken.

‘There’s lots of soldiers,’ she said to break the silence.

‘Aye, nigh on a thousand and more expected. They reckon the Dons are coming and when they do we’ll be ready for ’em.’

‘Would you fight, Will?’ she asked anxiously.

‘Course I would if they land here.’

‘You might be killed.’ The invasion took on a sudden dreadful reality and she felt cold inside.

‘So might any of us, Lizzie.’ He turned her to face him. ‘What sort of a man would I be if I didn’t defend my homeland – and my girl?’ He held her chin and gently kissed her on the lips. His mouth was sweet and firm and she closed her eyes to concentrate all the feeling in the smell and the touch of him. Pulling away, he smiled and held both her hands.

‘You’re a bonny girl, Lizzie. I think of you all the time.’

‘I think of you too, Will.’ She ought not to have said it but there seemed nothing now to fear in honesty. Guile was only for flirtations. This was love.

‘When will you come back to the village?’ she asked, half dreading the answer.

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. My apprenticeship’s up next year but there’s no point in making plans with the war threatening.’ He paused for a moment, then added: ‘When I’ve finished my time, Sir George has offered me work up in London.’

‘Would you go?’ She was astonished to the point of gaping open-mouthed.

‘I guess I would.’ He looked away from her.

‘But if you did that I wouldn’t see you!’

He expelled his breath and squeezed her hands, which were still nestled in his. Then he turned to face her.

‘It’s hard to explain. My folks are ordinary islanders. There’s none of them ever moved far.’ He smiled as he continued: ‘There’s Granfer Gosden still living at Shorrel and minding the stable though he’s nigh on eighty. I expect I would have been the same if my father hadn’t took it into his head to join the navy. When he came back he told us about what it’s like over there across the sea.’ He nodded towards the north and then sighed as if the right words evaded him. Finally he added: ‘I know I won’t settle till I’ve been at least as far as London.’

She nodded, although she could not imagine how he could even consider leaving the island, let alone her.

‘How long would you go for?’ she heard herself asking.

He shrugged. ‘Mebbe a year or two.’

‘A year?’ She felt numb with disappointment.

In a matter of minutes Will had come to her, only to be lost again. She had believed his kiss to be binding, a promise of marriage and a life together, and now the bond was as insubstantial as the cold wind that chilled her shoulders. She shivered.

‘Where’s your cape?’ he asked in concern.

‘I gave it to May. She’s been hired. She’s going to Swaynson.’

Tears threatened both for the loss of her friend and her lover, although she could not have separated the feelings of abandonment.

Will put his jerkin about her shoulders and held her close. Bending his head, he kissed her again and pressed her hard against his body. The pain of loss dissolved.

‘Oh, Lizzie, I want you,’ he murmured into her hair. ‘There isn’t a time when I don’t think about you. I want you to know that as soon as my apprenticeship’s up I’ll be coming for you; just you wait and see.’

‘But what about going to London?’

He raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Well, don’t you want to come with me?’

‘Oh, yes!’ Her heart began to beat faster and the perils of such a journey jostled with the slow realisation that he was asking her to marry him. She could not believe that he meant it.

‘That’s it, then. God willing, by Christmastide it should all be settled. I’ll ask your pa proper then and soon as I’m released from my time we’ll be wed.’

There were no words to convey her excitement, but a little laugh of pure delight escaped her. In response he pulled her close, kissing her face and neck, crushing her against his restless, virile body. Finally he broke away.

‘Come on. I fear it’s time we went.’

Taking his hand, she fought back the tears.

‘Now then, don’t cry,’ he said. ‘I want to make you happy, not sad. Come on, I’m going to buy you a keepsake.’

He led the way back into the field and around the stalls until they came upon a pedlar selling brooches and lace.

Lizzie stood close to him, shy and adoring, waiting to see what he would do. Leaning forwards, he picked up a silver clasp in the shape of a bow. Forming the knot in the centre were two stones shining deeply red, then black in the weak November sunshine. Turning to Lizzie, he said: ‘Here, my love, this has to be for you. The stones shimmer like your hair and contrast with the green of your eyes.’ Turning to the pedlar, he asked: ‘How much?’

‘It’s part of a pair,’ the man replied, unearthing an identical brooch.

‘I only want the one.’

The man shrugged. ‘They’re a crown for the pair.’

Will took the second pin from the man’s callused hand and looked at it. ‘I don’t want it.’

The pedlar’s blank expression conveyed his indifference.

‘A crown,’ he repeated. ‘They’re real garnets and rubies, they are, the only pair like it in existence.’

Will was about to turn away but, seeing Lizzie’s expression, he relented. ‘Seeing as how you’re so set on selling them both and I only need the one, I’ll give ye a florin for the pair.’

He flung some coins down, ignoring the man’s protests at the reduced price proffered, and, turning to Lizzie, pinned one of the clasps to her bodice. The touch of his fingers against her breast made her feel faint with ecstasy.

Smiling at her, he put the second clasp into his pouch. With his arm about her shoulders, he led her back past the fish stalls, past the leather workers, the singers and players, to the place where Jed was packing up the last of the unsold baskets.
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