



  [image: cover]




  

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  





  For Dennis, Mandy and Zoë




  





  Contents




  One




  Two




  Three




  Four




  Five




  Six




  Seven




  Eight




  Nine




  Ten




  Eleven




  Twelve




  Thirteen




  Fourteen




  Fifteen




  Sixteen




  Seventeen




  Eighteen




  Nineteen




  Twenty




  Twenty-one




  Twenty-two




  Twenty-three




  Twenty-four




  Twenty-five




  Twenty-six




  Twenty-seven




  Twenty-eight




  Twenty-nine




  Thirty




  Thirty-one




  Thirty-two




  Thirty-three




  Thirty-four




  Thirty-five




  Thirty-six




  Thirty-seven




  Thirty-eight




  Thirty-nine




  Forty




  Forty-one




  Forty-two




  Forty-three




  Forty-four




  Sow the Seed




  Reap the Harvest


  

    About the Author


	  Also by Margaret Dickinson


	    Acknowledgements




  





  One




  LINCOLNSHIRE, 1910




  ‘A GIRL! A chit of a girl is no use to me.’




  Esther Everatt stood before the glowering man and ignored his insult. Inside she was quivering, but she wasn’t going to let the old man know that. Her firm chin jutted out resolutely.

  ‘Well, mester, it looks like I’m all ya’ve got. An’ from what I’ve heard, all ya’re going to get.’




  ‘Why you cheeky young wench, Ah’ll . . .’ Sam Brumby raised his hand and stepped forward as if to strike her. The girl did not flinch. Her green eyes stared at him steadfastly.

  Her feet were planted firmly on the cobbles of his farmyard as if already she intended to put her roots down in this place.




  ‘Aye,’ she said softly now, ‘ya can hit me if ya like. I’m used to it. One more blow’ll mek no difference.’




  Sam’s arm sliced the empty air inches from her face. ‘Be off with you,’ he muttered and turned away, but not before she had seen the momentary shame in his eyes. She guessed it

  was the first time he had ever raised his hand to a woman, but her impertinence had angered him.




  ‘Ah’ve no use for the likes of you here,’ he was saying gruffly as he went back towards the cowshed. ‘It’s a strong farm lad Ah want – not a lady’s

  maid!’




  Her laughter rang out clear and sweet in the misty, early morning air. ‘Mr Brumby – do I look like a lady’s maid?’ Her mouth softened when she laughed; even so, it

  was a mouth that could harden into an unyielding line of determination.




  Despite his insistence that he had no interest in her, he glanced back over his shoulder. She was still standing there, hands on hips, watching him. There was a feline stillness about her. Her

  feet were encased in boots which had known better days long before her ownership of them. Dust from the road she had travelled encrusted the hem of her long, coarse skirt. She was slim, yet there

  was an aura of physical strength about her. Her hair was a dark tangle of curls with strands plastered damply to her forehead. Her hands and face were tanned by wind and sun.




  But it was her eyes that caught and held the attention of anyone who dared to meet that bold, green gaze. They were still staring at Sam, willing him to listen to her, holding him from turning

  away.




  She saw his moment of hesitation, could almost read on his face the question that was forming in his mind. Where had a young girl like her come from at this early hour? She saw Sam Brumby open

  his mouth, then clamp his jaw shut again. He was afraid to show even the slightest interest in such a cheeky baggage – she thought, inwardly amused – in case it gave her more ideas.




  But Esther Everatt did not need anyone to give her ideas – she had plenty of her own. As Sam Brumby turned away and disappeared into the cowshed, she picked up the meagre bundle of her

  belongings she had dropped to the ground and marched after him. Outwardly, she was displaying a confidence she did not feel inside. She was determined that this old man should not guess how

  desperately she needed work and a place to live. She wanted to tell him that she would work morning, noon and night for him if only he would let her stay. But grovelling was not part of Esther

  Everatt’s nature, nor, she guessed, would it find favour with this gruff old man. He would see it as weakness and despise her for it.




  At this moment she knew far more about Sam Brumby than he did about her. He had never married and had no family to carry on the farm now that his once-strong limbs were painfully misshapen with

  rheumatism.




  ‘He needs help,’ Will Benson, the carrier, had told her. ‘But the miserable old devil’s too stubborn to admit it. He needs someone young and strong and not afraid of hard

  work. Someone like you, lass. And it would get you away from this!’ Will had jerked his head towards the cottage where Esther lived with her aunt and uncle and their large brood of

  children. She had stared up at Will as he sat on the high seat on the front of his carrier’s cart, hope rising within her. Threading the reins backwards and forwards through his fingers, not

  looking at her, he had murmured, ‘I’ve always known what a rough life you’ve got, lass, with yar aunt, an’ I’ve often wished I could do summat to help you.’ He

  had lifted his head and smiled. ‘Then last week when I went on me usual trip out to Fleethaven Point and saw how old Sam’s getting more bent and slow ev’ry time I sees him, well,

  I thought to mesen, “he needs a young ’un about the place” and, o’ course, I thought of you, lass.’




  Now she was here, had walked all through the night to get here, and with all her being she wanted Sam Brumby to need her.




  As she followed him towards the cowshed, he banged the lower half of the door behind him, right in her face, but she merely dropped her bundle against the wall, waited a moment or two then drew

  in a deep breath, lifted the latch and stepped inside. She stood quite still breathing in the pungent smell of the warm beasts – oh how she loved it! She reached out and touched the back of

  the nearest cow, making soothing noises deep in her throat, standing quietly while Sam Brumby worked.




  At last he stretched his aching limbs and stood up from where he had been crouching to finish milking the first of the two cows. Esther saw him rub his knuckles, swollen with rheumatism.




  ‘’Ere,’ he growled, ‘since you’re so keen, you can ’ave a go with her – Clover.’




  Was she mistaken, Esther thought shrewdly, or did she detect a wicked gleam in the old man’s eyes? Her mouth twitched, but she said nothing and moved towards the cow tethered in the

  corner. Clover turned wild eyes towards her. Again came Esther’s soft, pacifying murmur. She ran her hand over the cow’s rump, down her legs and along her rounded sides. Down and round

  and under the cow’s stomach until tenderly she touched the bursting udder, all the while her voice crooning softly. She sat down upon the three-legged stool, leant her head against the

  beast’s belly and began to draw milk with steady, rhythmic movements.




  Esther refused to look up but sensed that Sam was watching from under his shaggy white eyebrows that shadowed watery hazel eyes. The white stubble on the old man’s face scarcely concealed

  the hollowness of his cheeks and his wispy hair stuck out from underneath his cap. His clothes – a striped, collarless shirt with the sleeves rolled up above his elbows, black waistcoat and

  thick corduroy trousers with leather leggings from knee to ankle – hung loosely on him, as if, when new, it had been a much stronger, straighter man who had worn them. Sam was now bent with

  age, his shoulders permanently rounded, his legs bowed. Each step he took seemed painful; the hobnailed boots too heavy for him to lift.




  She heard him sniff and wipe the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘You can finish milking her before . . .’ he added pointedly, ‘you go.’ Sam was testing her, she knew

  it. Esther sensed that Clover was a difficult cow.




  ‘Yes, Mr Brumby, right you are,’ she replied, pretending meekness.




  As he left the cowshed, closing the half-door quietly behind him, Esther allowed herself a wry smile against the soft hide of the animal. For the first time in her young life she had cause to

  thank the bad-tempered woman who had reared her. Everything she knew – not only household duties, but all aspects of work on the farm – had been learnt under her aunt’s cruel

  tongue and harsh hand.




  Thanks to Aunt Hannah, it would take more than a temperamental cow for Sam Brumby to rid himself of Esther Everatt.




  Half an hour later, Esther tapped on the back door of the house. It opened into Sam Brumby’s back scullery. At least Esther presumed it to be the scullery though it bore

  no resemblance to her Aunt Hannah’s, always so neat and clean you could see your face in the shining copper pans hanging on the wall. This place was filthy; unwashed pots and pans were piled

  in the deep sink and bits of mouldy food littered the draining board.




  In front of her was the door leading into the main kitchen. This room was no better than the outer one. To her right she noticed another door leading out of the kitchen and down some steps into

  what she guessed would be the pantry.




  Sam Brumby was standing at the cluttered kitchen table hacking at a lump of fat bacon. He glanced up. ‘You still here?’




  Esther eyed the food hungrily. She hadn’t eaten since the previous day and even Sam Brumby’s unappetizing fat bacon in his dirty kitchen looked good to her.




  ‘’Ere, sit down and eat,’ he said grudgingly and almost threw her a wedge of meat and a hunk of coarse, grey bread. ‘Then you can be on your way, wench.’




  ‘Thank you, Mr Brumby.’ All politeness now, she sat at his table and ate the food he offered. When she had finished she thanked him, stood up and left the house. But she did not

  leave the farm. If Sam Brumby wanted her gone, he would have to carry her bodily off his land – and even then, there would be nothing to stop her returning.




  She had nowhere else to go. Not now. Not since she had bundled her few possessions into a square of cloth, and, tying the corners together, had crept from her pallet bed in the draughty loft and

  out into the night. Esther had walked away from the only home she had ever known without looking back. Now, as she stood near the wall of the cowshed, watching the back door of the house but ready

  to dodge out of sight when Sam appeared, she thought briefly of her journey through the previous night, leaving the village on the edge of the Wolds that had been her home for the first sixteen

  years of her life. She had left without a trace of sorrow. There was no one she would really miss; certainly not her Aunt Hannah nor her seven cousins, from Mary, the eldest – a

  pudding-faced, sullen girl – right down through boys and girls of varying ages to the youngest girl – a spoilt, whining brat! Taking the lead from their mother, they had alternately

  ridiculed Esther or used her to do their share of the chores.




  Perhaps her Uncle George was the only one whom Esther would remember with affection. A strong ox of a man, he was kindly but slow-witted and no match for his wife’s sharp tongue. He was

  even overawed by his growing children. Esther had watched his efforts to be close to his family meet with derision. Somehow, she thought, there was a streak of cruelty in all of Hannah’s

  children – and they did not inherit it from their father!




  When she saw Sam come out of the back door and go towards the barn, Esther collected the milk and carried it back into the house. She stood at the top of the three steps down

  into the pantry and surveyed the long, cool room with its red brick floor. At one end similar red bricks formed a raised gantry. Round the walls were shelves cluttered with all manner of stone

  jars, earthenware basins and bowls, enamelled jugs, scales and weights, knives, spoons and ladles – the conglomeration of years of neglect. On the top shelf was a row of glass preserving jars

  still holding fruit that was grey with age, a thick layer of dust lining the greased paper tops. Cobwebs festooned the shelves, looped between the jars and spiders scuttled away at her

  approach.




  Her glance came to rest – with a final expression of disgust – upon the dairy equipment on the gantry.




  ‘It’s a wonder the folks drinking this milk don’t die of disease,’ Esther muttered aloud and with pursed lips set herself to clean the bowls, milk cans and the

  barrel-shaped butter churn. By the time Sam returned, she was pouring the milk into a spotless separating bowl, broad and shallow for the cream to rise to the top.




  ‘Thought I told you to go?’ he said, standing at the top of the pantry steps.




  ‘Just thought I’d do this for you, Mr Brumby. After all, this is woman’s work. I’m sure there’s something else waiting that needs a man’s brawn.’




  He gave an angry snort. ‘Cheeky young wench!’ he growled and shook his fist at her before turning away. ‘Just dun’t let me catch you still here next time Ah gets back.

  That’s all!’




  Esther straightened up and eased her aching back. With one last glance of satisfaction at the change she had already wrought in the pantry, even though it had taken her nearly the whole day, she

  went outside again. She saw Sam disappearing into the cowshed. She stood outside the back door of the house and looked about her.




  Just how, she asked herself, was she going to get this stubborn old man to admit that he needed help about his farm? Her help!




  Straight opposite her across the yard were some stables, the cowshed and between the two, a small barn. The stables were littered with an accumulation of rubbish slung in carelessly; tools,

  empty sacks, a barrow and harness badly in need of cleaning and polishing. So, thought Esther, there’ve been no horses in here recently.




  On the right hand side of the yard was a row of small, brick buildings – three pigsties and a tool shed. Beyond that was a large barn with a hayloft.




  Four geese headed by a gander came waddling towards her, protesting loudly. The gander spread his wings. Flapping and shrieking, he thrust out his neck and came rushing towards her, his webbed

  feet slapping the cobbles. Esther stood her ground, hands on hips and faced the fearsome bird.




  ‘Ya can stop that racket!’




  He stopped, his vicious beak only inches from her. The wings settled back and, fluffing his feathers, he regarded her with tiny bright eyes. Behind him his mates squawked encouragement from a

  safe distance. With one last strident screech of disapproval, he turned and, gabbling to his wives, he waddled away. Dutifully, the geese fell into step behind him.




  Esther glanced across the yard and saw that Sam was looking out over the half-door of the cowshed, presumably to see what was causing all the noise. For a moment he stared at her, then, even

  from this distance, she heard him sniff and saw him scratch his white stubble thoughtfully. He glanced at the departing gander and then back at Esther before turning away.




  Already the sun was setting, throwing shafts of golden April sunlight across the fenland fields that stretched westward, flat as far as the eye could see till they touched the glowing sky. As

  dusk closed in on the farm, the tiredness swamped her. She hadn’t slept for over thirty-six hours and though the work she’d done that day had hardly been strenuous even in her own

  estimation, every bone and muscle in her body ached to lie down and rest.




  But the work was not done yet. From the cowshed she could hear the sounds of evening milking. She leant on the half-door watching Sam, listening to his rasping breath as he worked. She saw him

  lever himself up from the low milking stool and a grunt of pain escaped his lips.




  As he moved towards Clover in the end stall, the animal lashed her tail and kicked out sideways with her back leg, catching Sam a painful blow on the shin. The old man swore volubly and then,

  suddenly becoming aware of Esther’s shadow at the door, turned his anger on her. ‘Ah told you to clear off. Ah dun’t want you here. Ah dun’t need no help.’




  He snatched a leather thong from a hook on the wall and strapped it round the cow’s back legs. Now Clover was forced to stand still an submit to being milked.




  ‘ “Kicker” would be a better name for that ’un, mester,’ Esther grinned saucily and, picking up her bundle, she turned away.




  She stood uncertainly in the yard for a moment, breathing in the soft air with a hint of the sea in it. The barn, and its hayloft, loomed before her in the gathering dusk and promised warmth and

  rest. She glanced back over her shoulder. Let him struggle tonight, she thought, but tomorrow – I’ll show him! Esther smiled to herself and went towards the barn.




  





  Two




  SHE became aware of the early morning light filtering through the cocoon of hay she had made for herself. There was a rustling close beside

  her. Rats! Esther thought. Her drowsiness vanished. Not that she was afraid of them but she didn’t want them running over her whilst she slept.




  Without warning the sharp tines of a pitchfork were driven into the hay only inches from her throat. She gave a shriek, flung back the hay covering her and scrambled to her feet. A young man

  stood there, open-mouthed, the fork he held still embedded in the hay. They stared at each other for a moment before both spoke at once.




  ‘What the ’ell . . . ?’




  ‘Can’t you be more careful with that thing? You nearly speared my neck!’




  ‘You shouldn’t be ’ere,’ he retorted defensively, then as his initial shock faded, he grinned and his gaze travelled up and down her lithe body. ‘Oh, I don’t

  know, though.’




  He let go of the pitchfork and moved towards her. Esther stood her ground, her eyes challenging him. He was standing close now, too close, but she did not move. He was no taller than she was,

  but stockily built, the width of his shoulders proclaiming their muscular strength. He wore an open-necked shirt, the rolled-up sleeves showing his arms covered with black hairs. A red kerchief was

  knotted at his throat, but he wore no waistcoat. His trousers were the usual corduroy with a length of twine tied below each knee. His cap perched uneasily on top of his thick, curly black hair and

  his skin was swarthy. Three days’ growth of stubble darkened his face even more, but his brown eyes glinted as their gaze rested on the gentle swell of her bosom. He ran his tongue around his

  lips and then grinned showing white, even teeth. He put out his hand to touch her throat where the top button of her blouse was undone. ‘It’d be a pity to wound such a lovely neck

  as—’




  Her arm came up smartly to smack his hand away before his fingers could touch her skin. ‘Keep ya hands to ya’sen – boy!’ She uttered the final word with scathing

  derision. His eyes blazed and a flush of anger spread across his dark features.




  ‘I aren’t going to let a little tramp talk to me like that . . .’ he muttered. His strong hands gripped her shoulders bruising her skin and digging into her flesh. Instantly

  she brought her arms up to knock his sideways, loosening his grip on her. Then she tugged on his right sleeve at the same time as she kicked his shin with her sturdy boot. He found himself lying on

  his back in the hay, staring up at her. The fall had knocked the breath from him. He could make no answer as she said, ‘Next time I’ll let you have it where it really hurts –

  boy!’




  With that she climbed down the ladder.




  As Esther sluiced the sleep from her eyes under the icy water from the pump, she heard behind her the clatter of hooves on the cobbles of the yard and turned to see Sam

  bringing two of his three cows through the farm gate and towards the cowshed. She wondered why he didn’t milk the cows in the field like her aunt had done, but watching his hobbling,

  bow-legged gait, she realized it was easier for him to bring the cows to the byre than to be chasing each one around the field to milk it – especially the temperamental Clover.




  As he passed her, she thought he hadn’t noticed her until he said, ‘What sort of time do ya call this? ’Tis halfway through the day. Ah thought the work’d be too much for

  a slip of a wench.’




  Esther opened her mouth to retort, but for once she thought better of it. She wasn’t one to make excuses. Let him think what he liked. Instead she said, ‘What do ya want me to do,

  Mester Brumby?’




  He was moving away from her now, but over his shoulder he grunted, ‘Ah want you to go, that’s what Ah want you to do!’ He paused, one hand on the door of the cowshed,

  then turning to look at her, added, ‘But seein’ as how Ah dun’t expect you’ll tek any notice of me – you can get on with milking this pair.’




  He let his hand fall from the door and began to go towards the house. ‘When you’ve done, turn ’em out into North Marsh Field. Ah’ll show you when you’re ready.

  Ah’m off up Top End, but Ah’ll be back by you’re done.’




  There was no further sign of the ‘boy’. Who was he, Esther wondered, and what had he to do with Brumbys’ Farm? She wrinkled her brow thoughtfully. Maybe what

  Will had told her wasn’t true after all. Maybe Sam Brumby had got some help about the farm. If so, her argument about being the only one he could get to stay would lose its effectiveness.




  As she leant her head against the warm flank of the beast and began to pull with easy rhythmic movements, she could almost hear her aunt’s shrill voice: ‘Not like that, girl,

  you’ll ’eve ’er tits as sore as ’ell,’ and, obediently, Esther’s fingers were gentle on the cow’s udders.




  Just as she was finishing milking the two cows, a shadow fell across the straw near the pail and Esther twisted her head slightly to look over her shoulder, although her hands never slowed or

  faltered in their task.




  A girl stood there, though Esther could not see her features for the light was behind her, casting her face in shadow, but outlining her rounded form. She stood uncertainly in the doorway, one

  hand resting on the rough wood of the door jamb.




  ‘Is Mr Brumby about?’ she asked, her voice low and husky.




  ‘’Fraid not. He’s up Top End – wherever that is,’ Esther told her, the milk still squirting steadily into the pail.




  ‘It’s yon side the Point,’ the girl said. ‘I must have missed him somehow – I’ve just come from there.’




  Esther stood up and placed the full pail of milk away from the cow’s restless hooves and then moved out of the cowshed and into the light so she could get a better look at the newcomer.

  Long hair – black, now that she could see it properly in the morning light – straight yet sleek and shining. A grey, knitted shawl covered the girl’s shoulders and she hugged it

  about her, folding her arms across her already womanly breast. She was smaller than Esther but her body was rounded and buxom. Her eyes were dark brown with long black lashes. Her face was

  childishly plump, yet her high cheekbones and smooth brow hinted at the promise of beauty as she grew and matured.




  She seemed to hesitate as if uncertain what to do next.




  ‘Are you working here?’ The dark eyes regarded Esther steadily. ‘Matthew told me he thought Mr Brumby needed more help about the place, so – I’ve come up to see him

  . . .’




  Esther felt her heart lurch. Somehow she would have to give this girl the impression that the job was taken. Esther adopted her forthright pose: hands on hips, feet planted apart, a stance that

  refuted opposition. But deliberately she smiled, as if to take some of the sting out of her words. ‘I heard that too. Sorry – it looks like I’ve beaten you to it!’




  The dark-haired girl shrugged. ‘Oh, well, never mind then. It was worth a try.’ She smiled in return. ‘I reckon he’d have frightened me to death, anyway. I hope you get

  on all right.’




  Esther was taken aback by her friendliness. The girl was not in the least resentful that Esther had taken what might have been her job.




  ‘What’s your name?’ she asked as the girl half-turned to go.




  ‘Beth Hanley. I live at the Point in one of the cottages with me dad.’




  ‘Oh.’ Esther shook her head. ‘I ain’t seen the Point yet . . .’ She grinned ruefully. ‘I ain’t been off the farm since I got here.’ She did not

  add that it had been deliberate; she was afraid that if she set foot outside the gate, Sam Brumby would find some way to keep her out. Now, more than ever, if there were others wanting the job, she

  had to prove herself indispensable to Sam.




  But Beth Hanley was smiling again showing white, even teeth. ‘Mester Brumby’ll work you hard, there’s no doubt about that.’




  ‘Well, well, well, look what we’ve got here, then. Two pretty girls . . .’




  They both turned and Esther saw the young man whom she had encountered early that morning in the hayloft coming towards them looking from one to the other, a broad grin on his face.




  At once the smile disappeared from Beth Hanley’s face. Her glance went from Matthew to Esther and then back again. ‘D’you know her, Matthew?’ The friendliness was gone

  from her tone. ‘Did you tell her about this job too?’




  ‘Naw, course I didn’t. I don’t know who she is or where she’s come from. I only met her this morning.’ His insolent eyes raked Esther up and down. ‘But

  – I can’t say I’m sorry.’




  Obviously, Esther thought, he bears me no grudge for kicking his shins, even though the bruise must still be sore. Perhaps he thinks he can tame me. Well, Mester Matthew – if that’s

  what ya name is – ya can think again! A small smile flickered on Esther’s mouth as she met his impudent gaze.




  Seeing it, Beth’s dark eyes flashed, any sign of a tentative friendship gone in an instant. ‘Huh, might ’ave known you’d have your eye on her afore she’s

  been here five minutes. Can’t keep your hands off anything in skirts, can you, Matthew Hilton?’




  ‘What would either of you do here anyway?’ he asked of them mockingly. ‘The ploughing?’




  He came and leant casually against the other door frame close to Esther, his arms folded across his chest.




  Esther stood in the doorway between them. Defensively now, she said, ‘Aye, an’ I can plough a straight furrow, an’ all.’




  Matthew threw back his head and laughed, the sound echoing around the yard. There was a sarcastic smirk on Beth Hanley’s face as she said, ‘Get away, you couldn’t handle them

  great horses, so don’t . . .’




  ‘Got time to stand all day gossiping, have you?’ Sam Brumby’s voice made them all jump. Esther turned back into the cowshed and in her haste, turning from the bright morning

  light back into the darkness of the shed, she tripped over the pail and fell sprawling into the dirt. The milk spread across the cobbles, running rivulets of white amongst the cow muck.




  ‘Get back to your work, you idle creature!’ Sam roared at Matthew and punctuated his words with a blow to the side of the lad’s head. ‘And forget ya wenching!’




  Sam took no notice of Beth Hanley, who nevertheless scuttled out of the yard and up the lane towards the Point as if a nest of hornets were in pursuit.




  Esther cursed herself roundly for her own stupidity. The appearance of first Matthew and then Beth had unnerved even Esther’s determination to prove herself useful to Sam Brumby.




  And spilling a full pail of his precious milk would do her no good at all.




  





  Three




  BY the time she had dealt with the one remaining bucket of milk and had come out into the yard again, Sam Brumby and Matthew had

  disappeared. She sighed, unsure what to do. She badly needed to prove herself useful to Sam. She had nowhere else to go. She would not go back. Not ever! But now she had probably ruined her chances

  of staying here. She knew just how precious every drop of milk was to a small farmer who had only three cows; and one of those was not being milked just now because it was due to calve at any

  time.




  Esther was standing uncertainly in the middle of the yard when she heard a scuffling from one of the sties and went to investigate. Esther liked pigs. She loved their pink, hairy coats, their

  snuffling and grunting, and their noisy troughing made her want to giggle. As she looked in over the first door, a half-grown young gilt squealed and rushed excitedly towards her. She expected

  Esther to be the bringer of food.




  Esther laughed. ‘You look hungry. I’ll go and see what I can find.’




  She turned away from the sty and looked back towards the house. There were two buckets of pig swill standing outside the back door. She fetched them and the young pig scurried around her ankles,

  knocking against her in its eagerness to get at the food Esther carried.




  ‘Let me get to the trough to tip it in, then,’ she laughed.




  The next sty was empty, but in the end one she found a large Curly Coat sow pacing up and down. She was heavily in-pig and displayed no interest in the other bucket of swill Esther tipped into

  the trough. The animal was obviously agitated and frothing at the mouth. From time to time the sow picked up a mouthful of straw and carried it about the sty, each time finally dropping it in one

  particular corner.




  Esther moved towards her carefully. ‘Now then, old girl,’ she soothed. This pig reminded her of one of her uncle’s, a restless animal that had turned vicious at the birth and

  had tried to eat its own young, succeeding in killing all but two of the litter before her uncle had found them. Esther looked around her for something in which she could put the newborn piglets to

  keep them safe from their mother. There was nothing in the sty, but in the barn she found a battered old tea-chest. She dragged it into the sty and placed it in one corner, pushing some of the

  straw into the bottom as bedding.




  Esther stayed in the corner near the door watching the sow from a safe distance whilst she waited. She had no idea where Sam Brumby had gone. Perhaps she should try to tell him, but she was

  rather afraid that if she left this pig alone for very long, by the time she returned there could well be a half-chewed piglet or two.




  The youngsters slipped out quite easily one by one. The sow tried to rouse herself each time, but her eyes were wild and her mouth frothing. Esther knew she was not trying to suckle her young.

  This animal was dangerous, just like her uncle’s sow. She would kill her litter, given half a chance.




  Esther went to one of the other sheds. The door squeaked rustily as she opened it and the fusty smell of neglect met her nostrils. Tools and implements had been thrown in higgledy-piggledy to

  lie dusty and forgotten. She stood a moment to let her eyes become accustomed to the dim interior and then she spotted what she wanted and pulled it from the heap of implements, disturbing a cloud

  of dust. She carried the garden hoe back to the pigsty and each time a piglet was born, Esther crept forward, keeping well away from the suffering mother, and as gently as she could pulled the

  wriggling creature away until she could pick it up. She wiped it as clean as she could with straw, over its face to clear the mouth, and slipped it into the tea-chest in the opposite corner. Then

  she stood up again and moved quietly back near the door to wait for the next arrival.




  A shadow appeared across the doorway. ‘Now what are you up to, wench?’ came Sam’s exasperated tone.




  ‘Yar pig’s farrowing, mester, and it looks to me as if she might try to eat her young ’uns.’




  Sam snorted. ‘That’s nothing new with that sow. Lost half the litter last time, Ah did.’




  ‘Well, not this time,’ Esther vowed, more to herself than to Sam.




  ‘What? What d’you say?’




  ‘I’ll stay with her, Mr Brumby.’




  Sam sniffed again and turned away. ‘Well, Ah can’t stand here all day playing nursemaid to a pig. You do what you like.’




  Esther smiled to herself at his oblique reference once more to her sex, but at least this time he had not told her to go.




  Esther did not go into the house at midday. Her stomach was rumbling with hunger, but she dare not leave the sow for a moment.




  ‘Ah’ve brought you a mug o’ tea.’ She turned to see Matthew grinning at her over the half-door of the sty. He jerked his head back towards the house. ‘Mester said

  you was playing midwife to Curly.’




  ‘Ooh, ta,’ Esther said appreciatively, taking the tea. Matthew leant his forearms on the lower half of the door and rested his chin on his arms, watching the sow.

  ‘Awk’ard old devil, she is. You want to be careful – she’ll ’ave yar leg off soon as look at ya.’




  Esther grinned and held up the hoe. ‘That’s why I’m armed – and why I’m standing near the door. But I reckon she’s a mite busy to be chasing me just

  now.’ They watched together as another piglet thrust its way into the world.




  ‘Here – hold this a minute, will ya?’ She moved forward and plucked the tiny animal away, wiped it and popped it into the tea-chest. Then she returned to her place by the door

  and took the mug back from Matthew, sipping the hot, sweet tea gratefully.




  ‘Well, I’d best be getting back to me hedging and ditching, else I’ll have the mester after me again.’




  ‘Thanks for the tea,’ Esther said.




  ‘Ya’re welcome.’ Giving her a saucy wink, Matthew went off whistling.




  As the sixth piglet was born – and she could see that the sow was not done even then – Esther heard a familiar shrill whistle and moments later the wheels of the

  local carrier’s cart rattled into the yard.




  ‘Is she here, then?’ Will Benson was demanding to know of Sam.




  ‘Who?’ Then, understanding, Sam added accusingly, ‘Oh, so it’s you Ah’ve to thank for landing me with a chit of a girl, is it? Ah can’t get rid of the

  cheeky little baggage!’




  Esther heard the carrier’s laugh. ‘That’s our Esther right enough. She’s a rare lass. You’ve met your match there, Sam Brumby. She’ll take no notice of your

  moods and your tempers.’




  ‘What’s she to do wi’ you then, Will Benson? And what right have you to inflict such as her on me? Ah didn’t ask you to bring her. She ain’t staying, Ah can tell

  you that!’ It was a long speech for the taciturn Sam, but Will only laughed again.




  ‘I didn’t bring her, but I admit I told her about you needing a young ’un about the place. I were going to offer to bring her over at least to see you, but when I called

  at her aunt’s – ’ he gave a snort of contempt. ‘Lord strike me, how I detest that woman – Esther had already left. Set off to walk through the night, her aunt said, so

  as to arrive by first light.’




  ‘’Ow far she come, then?’




  ‘Oh, must be thirteen odd mile, I reckon.’




  Peeping out of the door, but minding to keep well hidden from the two men, Esther saw the farmer staring up at the carrier and then – a rare thing – Sam Brumby smiled. It twitched

  the corner of his mouth, unwilling at first, hesitating as if not knowing quite how to form itself after years of neglect, then spreading across his mouth, wrinkling his eyes. From deep within came

  a chuckle. ‘The young . . .’ he murmured more to himself than to Will. ‘And Ah accused her of being weak because she looked tired this morning. Well, Ah never did!’




  The carrier’s mouth dropped open. Sam Brumby was actually laughing! It would be a talking point on the carrier’s rounds for weeks to come.




  Esther saw Sam shake his head wonderingly. He took off the cap he always wore and scratched his balding pate, then pulled his cap on again. ‘Well, Ah never!’ he muttered again.

  Esther knew she had, for the moment, earned Sam’s grudging respect. And that, she guessed, was not an easy thing to do.




  ‘Ah’ll tell you summat else, Will. She got the better of me gander last night. Now, I ain’t ever seen old Wellington beat afore – not by anyone.’




  ‘Didn’t I tell you, Sam, didn’t I tell you she’s a rare lass?’ the carrier said delightedly.




  Will Benson was a dapper little man, dressed more smartly than the farmer. He wore trousers and a striped jacket and matching waistcoat, and the toes of his sturdy boots shone. He sported a

  ginger moustache which drooped at the corners hiding to some extent the shape of his mouth. Some days he wore a cap and on hot summer days a kind of boater-shaped hat. Esther knew him well for he

  lived in the same village where she lived – or rather had lived, she reminded herself. She smiled as she saw Will take off his cap. He had a good head of hair for a man of his age, she

  thought, seeing it smooth and glinting ginger in the sunlight. She liked Will. He had always treated her kindly and even on occasions boldly outfaced her aunt on her behalf. There weren’t

  many who dared to do that, Esther thought ruefully, yet Will Benson always seemed to get away with it.




  He was speaking again now. ‘She’s a good lass, Sam, I can tell you. Treated rough, she’s been, by that shrew of an aunt of hers. Mind you, she’s raised Esther alongside

  her own bairns, you can’t deny, but only out of a sense of – of duty. She never showed the poor lass any affection.’ He shook his head and added bitterly, ‘She could

  show it to her own, though. She made the difference between them very obvious, I can tell you.’




  Sam said nothing whilst the carrier chattered on. ‘She’s a hard worker,’ and he added a little ruefully, ‘she’s had to be, with Hannah for her aunt! The lass

  deserves better. She ought to be given a chance.’ Esther felt a blush of embarrassment creep up her face. She had never before heard herself so praised.




  ‘What happened to her folks, then?’




  ‘Her mother, Hannah’s younger sister, died giving birth to her,’ Will replied briefly.




  ‘What about her father?’




  ‘How should I know?’ As if to cut off any more of Sam’s questions, Will climbed down from his seat. ‘I can’t sit here chatting all day. I’ve me rounds

  to do. I’ll just have a word with the lass an’ I’ll be on me way. Where is she?’




  From the pigsty, Esther saw Sam jerk his head in her direction. Even from this distance, Esther heard Sam’s dismissive sniff. ‘Wasting her time wi’ me sow.’




  As the conversation between the two men ceased, Esther hung over the half-door of the pigsty. ‘’Morning, Mr Benson,’ she called.




  ‘Eh, there you are, Esther lass.’ He gave a wave in greeting and came towards her. ‘You settling in all right, then?’




  ‘Ah ain’t said she’s staying yet,’ Sam Brumby raised his voice before Esther could reply.




  She grinned at Will. ‘He’ll find he’s a job on ’is hands to get rid of me though, won’t he, Mr Benson?’




  The carrier laughed, whilst Sam Brumby growled, ‘There’s nowt Ah want today, Will Benson. You can be on your way.’ And with that parting shot, Sam hobbled off.




  ‘Well, lass,’ Will said softly. ‘Are you all right?’




  Esther pulled a wry face. ‘I ain’t managed to make him see he needs me yet, but I’m working on it.’ She grinned suddenly. ‘I’m banking on Curly here to

  help.’




  Will Benson poked his head into the sty and a doubtful expression flitted across his face. Esther leant closer and lowered her voice. ‘She usually turns nasty with her litter and kills

  ’em. I’m trying to save ’em.’




  Will’s expression cleared and he smiled. ‘Oh, so that’s it – I wondered what Sam meant. Well, lass, it might work. Dun’t let that grumpy old beggar get the better

  of you. Good luck and tek care of yasen. I’ll be calling again on Thursday as usual. Tuesdays and Thursdays I come out to the Point.’




  ‘I’ll be here,’ Esther told him with far more confidence in her tone than she felt.




  He turned away, raised his hand in farewell, and went back to his cart.




  There were ten strong, healthy piglets by the time the sow had done. The eleventh, a poor, thin little reckling, did not live. Esther bit her lip. She knew the piglets ought to

  be suckling now. They needed nourishment, particularly that first fluid from the mother’s teats, and they needed the warmth of their mother’s body, but Esther wasn’t sure even yet

  that the sow’s proper maternal feelings had replaced the wild pain.




  When the cleansings came away, Esther allowed the sow to eat these. Perhaps that would assuage her unnatural desire, Esther thought. She’d seen it done before and it had worked then. As

  she watched, the animal seemed to relax. The sow’s eyes seemed calmer and she struggled to her feet and went to the trough. Esther smiled. The signs were good.




  When the mother returned to the corner and lay down again near the tea-chest, Esther picked one piglet out and placed it to the sow’s teats. With inborn sense, the tiny creature nuzzled at

  the teat to make the fluid come and then began to suck greedily. The sow’s eyes closed in contentment and she lay still and quiet whilst Esther placed all the piglets one by one to feed.

  They’d be all right now. Once the mother had suckled her young, it was unlikely she’d turn on them.




  Esther slipped out of the sty and latched the door taking one last look at the now placid scene.




  Suddenly, she felt weary. She sank down on to a square of hay and leant back against the rough brick wall and closed her eyes. Already the sun was slanting deep shadows across the yard.

  She’d been most of the day with the sow without realizing how the time was passing, so intent had she been on saving the piglets. She had not eaten all day.




  ‘All dead, are they?’




  Her eyes snapped open to see Sam standing over her.




  ‘Take a look,’ she invited and watched as he moved to the door of the sty and looked in. He glanced back at her and then swiftly away again, back to the sow and her litter.




  ‘One of her tits is a windy one,’ Esther told him. ‘But with only ten young, she’s plenty to feed ’em all. One didn’t live, but not – ’ she added

  pointedly – ‘because she ate it!’




  Sam stood looking at the litter as if weighing the piglets she had saved for him against the milk she had lost. He made no comment but as he turned towards the house, over his shoulder he said

  gruffly, ‘Like a bite o’ summat, would you?’




  Esther grinned as she levered up her tired limbs to follow him. It was the closest a man like Sam Brumby would ever come to a ‘thank you’.




  





  Four




  ESTHER spent another night in the hayloft, but the following morning, she made sure she was up very early. She had already brought the two

  milking cows to the byre by the time Sam appeared in the yard.




  ‘’Morning, Mester Brumby,’ she called cheerfully. His only reply was a sniff and a deepening of his permanent scowl. But at least this morning he hadn’t told her to

  ‘clear off’. Instead he seemed to be leaving her to do the milking, for she saw neither Sam Brumby nor Matthew the rest of the morning.




  After finishing the dairy work, she attacked the dust and grime of years in the kitchen. She found a long-handled broom and swept the ceiling and then she washed down the walls. As the dirt came

  off she found the plastered walls were painted a deep red.




  Next she scrubbed the wooden table and one by one she cleaned the pans from the hooks on the wall. Then she washed the piles of plates, cups and saucers from the two shelves at one side of the

  kitchen. There were four huge hooks in the ceiling for hams, but only a storm lantern was hanging from one of them. Perhaps the half-grown gilt was being fattened for killing?




  A torn lace curtain was the only covering on the kitchen window and Esther took it down carefully, spluttering as the dust tickled her nose and throat. She would wash and mend that later.




  If I’m still here, she thought ruefully.




  It was dinner time before she had finished this one room and there was still the huge black range to tackle. She surveyed the clean kitchen with satisfaction. The back scullery and the range

  would have to wait. Now she would try to find something to make Sam Brumby a midday meal.




  She went out of the house and turned to the right. Adjoining the main house was a low building constructed in the same brick and roof tiles. The first door she opened was the wash-house. She

  sniffed the damp, mouldy air.




  ‘Sam hasn’t done much washing in ’ere lately’, she murmured, wrinkling her nose. I’ll attend to that later, she promised herself, leaving the door open to let in

  the fresh air. Beyond the wash-house, on the corner, was the privy. Esther turned again to the right, round the corner of the building and stepped on to grass. To her left was a pond with a

  beautiful weeping willow tree straggling its graceful fronds in the water. Five green-headed ducks, wriggling their tails, waddled round the edge then flopped into the water. Hens wandered freely

  about the yard and the grass, scratching and pecking. At the far side of the pond the gander and his geese paraded up and down. The gander held his head proudly and pretended not to notice

  Esther.




  She moved on beyond the end of the house and round to the front. She found herself in what must once have been a well-tended front garden and orchard, but now the weeds were trying to strangle

  the few surviving flowers. Fruit trees grew up out of the long, unkempt grass but to one side she found a small vegetable patch which showed signs of recent digging. She fetched a fork from one of

  the small sheds and dug up a spring cabbage and a few leeks. She even found a turnip that had been left in the ground.




  Back in the kitchen she washed and sliced the vegetables and put them together with some of the cooked bacon into a clean cooking pot on the fire in the range. Soon the aroma of a kind of stew

  filled the kitchen. It was a warm, inviting smell which Esther guessed – and rather hoped – had not welcomed Sam Brumby for some years.




  Esther was bending over the fire ladling stew into three bowls when Sam entered the house with Matthew behind him. Wordlessly, she placed one bowl on the table in front of the chair where Sam

  had sat the previous day. She placed another for Matthew and sat down before the third herself.




  ‘By gum, this is good – a good cook as well as pretty!’ Matthew grinned.




  Esther hacked off a piece of bread for herself making no outward response to his compliment, though she felt a glow of pleasure.




  Sam Brumby concentrated on his bowl; he neither spoke nor looked at either of the other two. Esther rose and poured each of them a mug of tea.




  As they finished the meal, Matthew stood up. ‘I’ve to go to Mester Willoughby’s after dinner today. Shall you be wanting me tomorrow, Mester Brumby?’




  Esther saw Sam glance quickly at her and then look away again. He sniffed. ‘Aye,’ was all he said.




  Matthew grinned at Esther, picked up his cap and, whistling jauntily, left the house. Esther cleared away the dishes and carried them into the back scullery. She drew hot water from the tap in

  the range. As she poured it into the sink in the scullery, she felt Sam Brumby’s presence in the doorway behind her and smelt the sweet-sour smell of tobacco smoke as he methodically packed

  his clay pipe and lit it.




  ‘There’s a room – ’ he spoke in short bursts between each puff as he drew deeply on his pipe to get it fully alight – ‘above ’ere.’ He prodded his

  pipe stem towards the ceiling of the kitchen. ‘You can get to it by a ladder in yon corner. It’ll – be warmer – than the hayloft.’




  He turned away without waiting for her to speak and went out of the back door.




  Esther leant on her knuckles in the bowl of hot water and closed her eyes. Two tears of thankfulness plopped into the washing-up water.




  The room above the kitchen was no more than an attic boxroom. When Esther climbed the narrow ladder from the corner of the kitchen and poked her head through the trap door, she

  was met by the musty smell of rotting apples. To one side, spread on newspaper, were apples from the previous autumn; maybe even the one before that, she thought, by the look of some of them.

  Several were aged to a brown pulp and covered with a thick blanket of dust.




  The small, oblong room with a sloping ceiling was littered with bits of broken furniture, a trunk of old clothes and the general clutter of a family who had lived in the same house for

  generations. In one of the corners, tied up with binding, was a rolled mattress.




  Esther surveyed the chaos grimly but by nightfall when she lay down on the mattress, the room was clean and sweet-smelling.




  The following morning, as soon as she and Sam had breakfasted and the latter was away out on the farm, Esther went into the back scullery. She sighed as she stood surveying the

  scene of neglect. It was the same in the wash-house. A mangle stood in the far corner festooned with cobwebs, and tubs and dolly pegs and washboards had been pushed into an untidy heap. On a shelf

  above stood four irons, a line of cobwebs linking one to another. In the corner opposite the door was the large brick copper with its wooden lid covering the deep bowl. There was evidence that Sam

  – or someone – had washed a shirt and a sheet which were hanging on a piece of rope strung between two hooks across the room. But in the copper lay a mound of mouldering, dirty

  clothes.




  ‘Well, Mester Brumby, there’s enough work to keep me here a while yet,’ she murmured aloud and bent down to rake out the dead cinders from under the copper. Suddenly she felt a

  smart smack on her rump which was sticking immodestly in the air as she bent double to her task.




  ‘Ouch!’ she cried and, coming up suddenly, banged her head on the fire door of the copper. She turned and saw Matthew standing over her, grinning.




  ‘Oh, its you again, is it, boy? I might’ve known!’ And she turned back to her chore.




  ‘Aw, come on, Esther, ’ow about a little kiss for a feller in a morning?’




  ‘I got better things to do wi’ me time,’ she snapped and raked vigorously at the ashes, sending up clouds of grey dust so that she coughed and spluttered as it prickled her

  throat and stung her eyes. She was forced to draw back and stand up.




  Matthew only laughed. ‘Serves you right for being so unfriendly.’ But he pulled out a spotted kerchief from his pocket and wiped the tears from her eyes. ‘Don’t cry,

  sweet Esther,’ he said mockingly. At his words she slapped his ministering hand away.




  ‘Cry? Me? You’ll never see me cry, Matthew Hilton, I’ll promise you that!’ They gazed into each other’s eyes, hers intense with anger, his fascinated by her

  loveliness.




  ‘You’ve got beautiful eyes, Esther. Green, they are. I ain’t never seen such lovely eyes . . .’ Now the playful, teasing tone was gone from his voice and with

  surprisingly gentle fingers, he touched her cheek. For once Esther was startled into silence.




  The moment was broken by a clatter in the yard. Swiftly Matthew turned away and shot out of the door. ‘God, he’s back,’ he muttered as he went, and Esther was left staring

  after him with smut on her face and grime on her hands.




  An hour later she had a fire glowing white hot under the copper and was staggering to and from the water-butt at the end of the house with heavy buckets to fill it. Each time

  she climbed on to a stool and tippled the cold water into the huge bowl. Satisfied at last that she had enough, she covered it with the wooden lid and, leaving the water to heat up, she came out

  into the yard. She glanced at the sun and reckoned it must be nearly midday. The rumblings in her own stomach told her so. There was no sign of Sam Brumby or of Matthew but she prepared a simple

  meal of bacon and bread and left it set on the table. Then wiping her hands down her skirt, she took a deep breath and opened the door leading from the kitchen into the house beyond.




  It led into an ordinary living room with an armchair set on either side of the fireplace and peg rugs on the floor. A table covered with a green plush cloth stood in the centre with four

  straight-backed dining chairs set around it. In the middle of the table stood a blue and white pot holding an aspidistra, long since dead, its withered leaves rotting and filling the room with a

  pungent mustiness. The window was covered by yellowing lace curtains which were falling into holes and two huge blue velvet curtains, lined with dust, hung from a wooden pole across the top. The

  wallpaper had once had a pretty green pattern but now it was faded and dirty. Around the room were several pictures – a large one depicting Jesus in the Temple, with smaller landscape

  paintings around it. On the far wall at the side of the window was a photograph, brown and faded, of a stern-looking woman, her black dress buttoned to the neck, her dark hair parted in the centre

  and drawn back severely behind her head.




  In the corner, diagonally opposite where Esther had entered, was another door leading further into the house. She moved slowly past the table, letting her fingers feel the soft fabric of the

  tablecloth, but it was sticky with dust. She opened the door and stepped into a small hallway. To her left was the front door which she knew would lead out into the garden and orchard and to her

  right the stairs climbed steeply to the floor above. Opposite was another door leading to what she presumed on entering to be the ‘best parlour’.




  The huge fireplace was ornate and bordered by a brass fender, sadly dull. Dusty velvet festooned the mantelpiece and to one side stood an embroidered fire-screen. In one corner was an organ and

  in front of the fireplace were chairs, a work-box and a footstool. A tall grandfather clock stood in one corner, its hands set permanently at ten to two. On a round table in front of the window lay

  a huge family Bible and as Esther glanced round the room it seemed that every surface was cluttered with ornaments and pictures.




  She was quite impressed by the size of the farmhouse; to have a living room and a best parlour was richness indeed. And yet, Esther felt a sadness sweep over her. It was obvious that this

  house had once been inhabited by a loving family. Poor Sam, she thought, these neglected rooms echoed his loneliness.




  For some reason she could not quite explain, she found herself tiptoeing up the stairs and quietly lifting the latch of a door to her left at the top of the stairs. It was Sam Brumby’s

  bedroom. Her heart pounded in her chest with nervousness. It was one thing to arrive at the farm and worm her way into a job and a place in a dusty attic; it was quite another to prowl about Sam

  Brumby’s home and go into his bedroom to search for his personal washing. Even Esther, for all her boldness, felt this might be going just a little too far.




  The room was surprisingly tidy, though dusty. Sam’s Sunday best suit stood on a hanger in the corner, and two faded photographs in silver frames stood on the chest of drawers. Esther bent

  closer. One was of a man and woman; the woman seated, stiff and straight-backed, her face stern and serious. It was the same face that stared out of the larger picture hanging in the living room.

  The man, his hand on the back of her chair, had the likeness of Sam about him. Yet it was not Sam. In the other photograph was a solemn little boy, his arm protectively round a smaller girl with a

  sweet face surrounded by a mass of dark curls.




  Esther straightened up and went to the bed. The covers were pulled straight, though the patchwork quilt needed washing. She pulled back the top coverlet and saw that there were no sheets on the

  bed, only a rough blanket that smelled a little sour. There was no pillow-case on the rough ticking of the pillow either. Her fingers hesitated over a heavy oak chest standing at the foot of the

  bed. She had no wish to pry into Sam’s belongings, but if she were to care for him properly she needed to find fresh bedlinen. Taking a deep breath, she lifted the lid. Inside were sheets and

  pillow-cases, yellow with age, but neatly folded. She pulled out two of each and bundled them under her arm. The lid dropped with a dull thud and as she was going out of the room she noticed a

  shirt on the floor behind the door. She scooped that up too. At that moment she heard the back door bang and she scuttled down the stairs without stopping to look at the other upstairs rooms.




  Sam was in the kitchen. ‘Now what are ya up to, wench?’ His words followed her as she rushed past him out to the wash-house.




  ‘Weshing, mester,’ she called back over her shoulder. ‘Just a bit o’ weshing.’




  When the sheets, pillow-cases and shirt were bubbling in the copper, Esther went into the barn to search for a length of line to string between two trees in the garden at the front of the house.

  A good blow in the fresh air was what all these clothes and the linen needed. She glanced down at the coarse skirt and dirty pinafore she was wearing. She wished she could wash her own clothes, but

  she had nothing to change into and with that cheeky Matthew about, she dare not risk it.




  She was possing the clothes in the rinsing tub when he appeared again, startling her as she caught sight of him standing silently in the doorway. She dropped the posser suddenly and cold water

  splashed her face.




  ‘Oh – ya made me jump!’ she said with annoyance. ‘What ya doing here? Shouldn’t ya be at work?’ Sweat plastered strands of hair to her forehead. Her cheeks

  were red with exertion.




  ‘I’ve come back to see you.’ Matthew grinned and took a step nearer.




  She raised her hands, palms outward, as if to fend him off. ‘No, there’ll be trouble – I dun’t want to lose this job. I’ve come a long way and there’s nowhere

  for me to go back to, so – so don’t spoil it for me, please?’ she pleaded.




  Teasing, he said, ‘It’ll cost you, seeing as ’ow you’ve taken it from under Beth’s nose,’ and without giving her a chance to argue, he walked away across the

  yard, a new arrogance in his stride. He turned once, shouted, ‘I’ll see you later,’ gave her a saucy wink and a wave and then he was gone.




  Esther felt herself hot all over and knew it was not the steaming water and the activity of wash-day that had caused it.




  





  Five




  HE was waiting in the yard when she finally finished in the wash-house that evening.




  ‘What are you doin’ here? You haven’t finished milking, have ya?’




  ‘Haven’t started,’ he replied boldly, and stood before her to bar her way back into the house.




  Esther gasped at his audacity and her green eyes glittered. ‘You’ll have Mester Brumby after you. It should’ve been done hours ago!’




  ‘I can handle Sam Brumby.’




  Esther was at once sceptical. ‘Now you’re bragging, Master Matthew.’




  ‘Well now,’ he said softly, his eyes roaming over her face. ‘At least you’ve stopped calling me “boy”.’




  She could feel his breath warm upon her cheek as he added, ‘I thought mebbe we could take a little walk. I could show you around, like. I could show you where it’s safe to walk on

  the beach – and where it’s dangerous.’




  ‘And how do I know you’re not the biggest danger out there?’




  Matthew threw back his head and laughed. ‘You don’t,’ he said. ‘You really don’t know.’




  Esther made no attempt to rebuff him further. She felt like taking a walk and she was curious to find out more about this place. Since the morning she had arrived at Fleethaven Point she had not

  left Brumbys’ Farm. But now Sam was some distance away in the field which lay adjacent to the neighbouring farmer’s – Top End, he called it. He would not return until after dark.

  She could spare half an hour . . .




  She fell into step beside Matthew. Whistling through his teeth, he swaggered jauntily across the lane and led her beneath the trees growing on the dunes. They climbed to the highest point and

  paused to catch their breath whilst Esther looked about her, soaking up the feel of the land. Already, she felt an affinity with this place. She shaded her eyes against the red glow of the evening

  sun and let her gaze travel round, trying to gauge the extent of Sam’s holding.




  Brumbys’ Farm lay with its front windows facing the flat land that stretched westward. About a mile inland were the tall chimneys of a large house surrounded by trees.




  ‘What’s that place?’ she asked Matthew. He came and stood close behind her placing his hands lightly on her shoulders and putting his cheek against her hair.




  Following the line of her pointing finger he said, ‘That’s the Grange where Squire Marshall lives. He owns most of the land around here.’




  ‘And over there – those buildings?’ Esther was pointing to the north-west now.




  ‘That’s Tom Willoughby’s place – Rookery Farm. Lives there with his wife and her sister. He’s a grand chap – you’ll like him.’




  To the south-west she could see another farm but it was further away – a good two miles at least. ‘That’s Souters’ Farm,’ Matthew told her.




  Directly below where they were standing was the lane running alongside the dunes leading from the town of Lynthorpe to Fleethaven Point.




  ‘Come on,’ Matthew said, grabbing her hand and pulling her down the other side of the dunes. ‘I’ll show you the sea.’




  Esther found herself following him across squelchy marshland, jumping the creeks, wading through green spiky grass and skirting stagnant pools until they came to a lower line of sand dunes.

  Close by them a skylark rose into the air, hovered above its territory and then glided gently down trilling its song, plunging at the last moment towards the ground.




  ‘These dunes are just forming,’ Matthew was telling her as they climbed them. ‘A few years back the sea used to come right up here. There you are . . .’ As they reached

  the top, he waved his arm, triumphantly encompassing the view before them as if it were all his own handiwork. ‘There’s the sea.’




  The breeze was cool, but Esther lifted her face and sniffed the salt air and listened to the gentle lap-lap of the waves.




  They walked along the shore until they came to the place where the sea curved in to form the mouth of the Wash. Matthew led her along the dunes which ended in a promontory of land sticking out

  into the water. ‘We call this the Spit,’ he told her. ‘The tide’s high at the moment so the water comes right in on either side.’




  Esther found herself clutching his arm, afraid of slipping off the sandy bank and into the swirling water.




  ‘It’s what they call an intertidal marsh,’ Matthew told her loftily, airing his knowledge. ‘When the tide’s out, all this – ’ he waved his arm –

  ‘is thick mud.’




  Matthew let go of her hand and bent down at the water’s edge, cupped his hands together and sluiced the cold sea water over his face and head. His black curly hair shone. He shook his

  head, the droplets of salt water flying everywhere. Then he grinned at her and bent to pick up a flat shell.




  ‘Watch,’ he said and then holding the shell between his thumb and forefinger, he skimmed it across the water, the shell bouncing three or four times before it sank into the

  waves.




  ‘Here,’ he said, bending to pick up another. ‘You try.’ He took her hand in his own, shaping her fingers around the shell. ‘Now lean down slightly to one side and

  flick your wrist so that the flat side of the shell hits the water.’




  Esther tried to do as he told her, but the shell merely plopped into the sea and disappeared.




  ‘Look, I’ll show you again. Like this . . .’




  He made her practise until she could get the shell to skim the surface of the water a couple of times before sinking.




  ‘There you are,’ he said jubilantly, ‘now you can play ducks and drakes as good as the rest of us. Come on, now I’ll show you the Point where I live.’




  They walked back along the Spit and retraced their steps across the marsh coming out into the lane once more, but nearer the Point than Brumbys’ Farm. This line of dunes – formed

  many years before and now with trees and bushes well established – curved and formed a solid bank over which the road had been forced to rise.




  ‘We call this the Hump.’ Matthew grinned. ‘Poor old Will Benson always has a job getting his cart up here. Some days in winter, if it’s slithery, he dun’t make it

  and the women from the Point have to traipse across here to meet him when he blows his whistle.’




  They stood together on the top of the bank and Esther let her gaze take in the view in front of her. Matthew pointed to a building only a few yards to the left below the rise of ground on which

  they were standing.




  ‘That’s the pub – the Seagull. That’s where us fellers all get drunk on a Saturday night.’




  ‘I can imagine!’ Esther said drily, but Matthew merely grinned again and swung his pointing finger round slightly.




  ‘And that’s where I live, in them cottages.’ A stretch of grass in front of the row of cottages sloped gently down towards the river bank. ‘The Harrises live in the far

  end one with all their brood – seven kids there were at the last count,’ Matthew went on.




  Her mouth tightened. Same number as her aunt’s large family. If Mrs Harris was anything like her Aunt Hannah, then Esther had no wish to meet her.




  ‘I live in the next one,’ Matthew continued. ‘Then Beth Hanley lives next door to that with her dad. He’s the coastguard and has a look-out station built on the East

  Dunes. Last cottage this end nearest to us is empty at the moment.’




  Esther’s glance travelled around until her gaze rested upon the twisting river to their right.




  ‘Whatever’s that?’ she asked. A boat – a large, black hulk – was set up out of the water close to the river bank on poles and wooden sleepers.




  ‘What’s what? Oh, that boat, you mean? That’s where Robert Eland lives.’




  ‘Lives? Somebody actually lives in a boat? But it’s sort of half on the land and half in the river!’




  Matthew laughed then wrinkled his forehead. ‘I suppose I’ve never thought about it before. I’ve lived here all me life and Robert’s parents lived in it before him,

  so,’ he shrugged his shoulders, ‘I never thought about it bein’ odd.’




  ‘What does he do?’




  ‘Who, Robert Eland?’




  Esther nodded.




  ‘He’s the lifeboat coxswain. The lifeboat’s moored about a mile up the road nearer to the town. All the men that live round are in the crew – Mester Harris, Percy Holmes

  from the pub, and then two or three from the town. Me too, I’m a launcher at the moment, but one day I’ll be in the crew.’




  ‘Is there much need for a lifeboat here?’




  He looked at her incredulously. ‘Don’t you know nothing about the sea?’




  Esther shook her head. ‘I’ve come from inland.’




  ‘Ah, that explains it, then. This Point is right on the edge of the Wash and the North Sea and you get a lot of boats coming into the Wash to the ports, an’ there’s lots of

  sandbanks and tricky currents, and . . .’ He shrugged, finding it difficult to explain to someone what he had known from childhood.




  ‘Is that all they do then? Just man the lifeboat?’




  ‘Course not!’ Matthew said scornfully. ‘They work on the land – for Squire Marshall, mostly. I told you, he owns nearly all the land hereabouts. And Robert Eland, he

  helps Dan Hanley with coastguard duties, an’ all.’




  Esther listened, learning more about the people who lived so close to the sea that it was part of their lives just as much as the land. Sea and land, their life was ordered by the two. To a

  country girl the sea was a mystery, yet it held a fearsome fascination.




  ‘I’ll have to be going,’ Matthew said, as the dusk deepened around them, ‘else I’ll have old Sam after me.’




  Before she could stop him, he had planted a kiss on her cheek and had dodged out of the range of her hand, raised at once to deal him a stinging slap. As he broke into a run down the slope of

  the Hump and back along the lane towards Brumbys’ Farm, she could hear him chuckling.




  Her swift anger at his audacity softened and she found herself smiling. He was just a cheeky lad with an eye for a pretty girl, she told herself sternly, but the feel of his lips on her cheek

  still tingled and the thought that he found her pretty warmed her.




  She took a last look around from her vantage point, then stretched her arms above her head and breathed deeply in the soft air. What a beautiful, beautiful place! Such a feeling of space

  and freedom. Such stillness and silence – and peace!




  Such a peace as she had never known before in her young life.




  She gave a final sigh of contentment and let her arms fall to her sides. She ran lightly down the slope towards the farm.




  Home to Brumbys’ Farm.




  Esther had arrived on the last day in April and by the end of May she sensed that Sam was watching for the bloom to appear on his crop of grass. For a small farmer, a good hay

  harvest together with the corn harvest and root crops which came later meant feed for his stock through the winter.




  On the day hay-making began, Esther followed Sam out to the meadow. The morning was bright and clear. Later they would swelter under a hot sun in a clear blue sky.




  In one hand Sam carried his scythe and in a holder attached to the back of his leather belt was a honer for sharpening the long, curving blade.




  ‘You bring the forks and rakes out to the field, wench.’




  Esther was amazed at the number of workers who arrived. Men, women and even children, from the neighbouring farms and from the cottages at the Point, came to help Sam Brumby bring in his hay.

  Then in turn Sam, Esther and Matthew would go to work on the other farms. Esther worked alongside the women and children from dawn to dusk and beyond, shaking and spreading the cut grass out to dry

  during the day and then just before dusk raking it into long rows down the field so as to collect less dampness through the night.




  Esther watched Sam at work as he scythed the long grass with easy rhythmic sweeps, moving steadily down the field. The grass seed flew everywhere; it buried itself in Esther’s hair and

  even blocked her nose and made her throat dry and husky.




  The next day they spread the cut grass out and collected it again at dusk, until the whole field was cut. Then, after the grass had lain in the field for a few days to dry, it was collected into

  haycocks.




  When all Sam’s meadows had been cut into neat rows of haycocks, which were then left to dry in the wind for a while, the time came for loading the hay on to the wagon to be taken to the

  farmyard. Matthew stood on top of the growing load on the wagon, spreading the grass evenly and expertly as it was thrown up to him on the ends of their long pitchforks by three men below. Under

  the hot sun Matthew had stripped to the waist, the black hairs on his chest and back glistening with the sweat of his hard work. But he still found time and energy to flirt with the women –

  young or old, it didn’t seem to matter to Matthew Hilton.




  Esther, matching his teasing tone, shaded her eyes as she looked up at him. ‘Fancy ya’sen up there, don’t ya?’




  ‘I’d rather you fancied me, lovely Esther.’ He grinned down at her, but she noticed that he never paused in the rhythmic swinging of his hay fork, deftly catching the

  hay as it was swung up to him. For the first time since she had met him, Esther found herself admiring his skill.




  Esther herself blossomed under the workload that harvest time imposed and now she felt Sam had really accepted her.




  From now on this was her home, this was her land.




  When the other helpers left the farm in the evening, Esther went into Sam’s kitchen to bake and cook for the next day. Her cheeks were flushed with the heat from the range, her hair

  straggling in wet wisps around her forehead. Swaying with weariness, late at night she climbed the ladder to her little room.




  But the morning found her the first out to bring in the cows and have the milking done before the visiting workers arrived. Mid-morning she would leave the fields and hurry back to the farmhouse

  to bring out baskets laden with freshly baked meat pies and fruit pasties to the workers in the fields.




  All this she did without Sam’s instruction, maybe even without his approval.




  ‘Eh, we ain’t been fed like this on Brumbys’ Farm afore,’ one of the workers told her, biting into a juicy fruit pasty. ‘This is a rare treat an’ no

  mistake!’




  Not a word of praise to her ever passed Sam’s lips, but there began a subtle change in his attitude towards her. One morning she overheard him talking to the carrier again.
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