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  MARY HESITATED AT the edge of the wood: tempted to follow Master Richard into the cool leafy depths. She could hear the snapping of dry twigs as he

  pushed his way through the beeches. There in the centre was the special place, their special place, a glade where the wood had been coppiced and the trees didn’t meet at the top, letting the

  sunlight slip through. It reminded her of the church in the watercress village where the sun shone through the coloured windows and lit the dust floating in the air.




  ‘Come on,’ he shouted, sounding impatient.




  ‘I shouldn’t,’ she called back.




  ‘Come on,’ he shouted again. Already, at fifteen, his voice had a natural, easy authority. She retied the strings of her cotton bonnet, pulling the pleated edge forward to shield her

  face from the overhead sun. It was the heat as much as his command that changed her mind and, following his path, treading carefully, she joined him in the glade. He was lying on his back squinting

  up at the sky.




  ‘We shouldn’t come in here this time of year.’ He ignored this, still squinting through the tiny circle he had made with his forefinger and thumb. There were grass stains, she

  noticed, on his white shirt and a few leaves clung to his thick brown hair. ‘You look like the Green Man.’




  ‘There’s no such thing, that’s a folk tale,’ he said dismissively.




  Laughing uneasily, she repeated, ‘We shouldn’t come in here this time of the year. My father doesn’t like his birds disturbed when they’re nesting.’




  ‘Not your father’s birds, I think. My father’s, wouldn’t you say? So I can disturb them whenever I like.’




  She stood her ground, though a slight flush coloured her pale skin. ‘Mebbe, Master Richard, but ’tis my father what cares for them and you ought to be minding their welfare.’

  Her slight local accent was always more pronounced when she was upset. He jumped to his feet, ashamed to be corrected by her and, as he knew, justly so. He touched her shoulder in a conciliatory

  gesture, smiling gently at the serious little face.




  Funny thing she was, he couldn’t remember not knowing her. She was like a chap, really, a trusty friend, more so than any friend at Eton and much better than most girls, or at any rate

  better than young ladies like his three sisters. He thought with distaste of their incessant high-pitched girlish giggles and irritatingly coy manner with the occasional school friend he invited to

  stay. Friends they professed to despise and threatened to ignore, although their scorn and lack of interest took the form of constant dramatic appearances in frequent changes of clothes with

  breathless enquiries of, ‘Oh, so you’re here?’ ‘Have you seen Mamma?’ ‘Was that the dressing bell?’




  Mary pushed off her bonnet, smoothing the wings of silky, straight, milk-blonde hair, wondering why he was observing her so silently.




  ‘That’s horrible,’ he said abruptly, taking her hand and examining it. ‘Your nails are really quite disgusting.’




  She snatched her hand away, putting it behind her back. ‘I can’t help it! It’s the grates – I’ve been doing the downstairs fires since the other Mary was sent off.

  It’s black and oily, the cleaning stuff.’




  ‘I’ve never seen you in the house. I thought you worked in the dairy at Home Farm.’




  ‘Well, you wouldn’t see me, would you? I’ve finished and gone before seven o’clock so’s I can get to the dairy.’




  ‘There’s something wrong here,’ he said, teasing her gently. ‘Cleaning our fireplaces makes you dirty.’




  She relaxed a little, looking at him with a half-smile. ‘And that so is the truth. To make most things clean someone has to get dirty. That’s why I’d rather work in the laundry

  or the dairy.’ Suddenly she glared at him, her pale eyebrows arched above the deep tawny brown of her eyes.




  ‘And why do you light the fires anyhow when it’s still so hot?’




  ‘The house is cold in the evening, I suppose.’ Her directness and simplicity pleased him. At thirteen she was a touching mixture of maturity and innocence. Always strong and capable,

  she had taken care of her younger brother and sister when her mother worked in the big house. She could cook, and helped keep their cottage clean. Long before she was ten she had adult

  responsibilities, even looking after the hen yard, capable of killing and plucking chickens and skinning rabbits. In the shooting season she dealt with partridges, pheasants and wild ducks quickly

  and efficiently.




  Richard had seen her in the vegetable garden behind Keepers Cottage, helping her father hoe the neat lines of potatoes, onions and carrots and carrying heavy buckets of water. But although she

  seemed strong she didn’t look it: her slight frame was still small-breasted and girlish and, unlike most of the red-faced hoydens from the village, her skin had a delicate pallor –

  except for the tip of her nose, which escaped the protection of her bonnet and was browned by the sun. Her demeanour was usually quiet and self-contained but she still had the impulsiveness of a

  child. When they met for the first time each holiday she would smile broadly and run to hug him, her greeting warm and unselfconscious.




  They left the wood hand in hand and, heading for the farm, skirted the fields, the corn a hot yellow nearly ready for harvesting . . .




  ‘I’ll speak to my mother about the fires, Mary. It isn’t correct for you, especially being the keeper’s daughter—’




  ‘No, no, please don’t do that,’ she interrupted hastily. ‘She’ll think the less of me for complaining and there’s a new girl coming soon from London, as soon

  as she’s twelve, and she’ll be the tweeny.’ They reached the granary set high on staddle stones to protect the corn from rats.




  ‘Let’s see how much you remember of your Latin,’ and standing on a milking stool Richard reached up into the beams and brought down a Latin primer. On the flyleaf was written

  R.O.O.F., his initials, but it belonged to Mary. He had given it to her when she left the dame school one year earlier. She should keep up her education, he’d said, though there was no

  question of keeping up with Latin for she’d never started it. Reading and writing she’d learnt, sewing, of course, and simple arithmetic, but it hadn’t been possible for her to go

  to school every day: if her mother was needed at the big house then she was needed at home.




  Leafing through the book, he said, ‘Do you remember anything? Have you looked at it?’ Richard’s attention to her education was less generous than Mary thought: he did it

  because he had found that teaching her helped him to remember.




  ‘It’s like a mystery,’ she said, biting her lip and trying to explain. ‘When you’re told a tale and nothing seems to be what it ought and then . . .’ she

  paused making an effort to be clear, ‘then suddenly, just one little thing you can understand and after that each bit gets plainer until at the end you don’t know why it was a mystery

  in the first place,’ she finished triumphantly, and settled comfortably in the corner holding the book. When he failed to join her she looked up at him. There was a moment between them, not

  speaking, not smiling, a moment to which they were accustomed, when they were companions, friends, and more, when there was a depth of feeling neither shared with anyone else.




  They arrived at their separate homes in time for the midday meal, Richard for a formal luncheon with his parents, sisters and a clergyman from a neighbouring village. This

  gentleman, who was at least fifty, was still considered by his sisters worthy of the effort of curling their hair with tongs, reducing their waists with the tightest of stays and pinching their

  cheeks to a flush of unnatural health. The meal was longer and more elaborate than the usual family luncheon. It consisted of five courses and three wines: a madeira with the clear soup, hock with

  the mackerel and gooseberry sauce, and a good claret with the simply roasted capon. The claret was good but not one of Thomas Fiennders’ best. There were rules concerning his cellar; the very

  best was served to him alone, except on extraordinary occasions – and in Richard’s memory none had happened. The more people present the lesser the vineyard and the vintage, although

  Thomas’s cellar did not contain any wine that he would not drink himself. The Reverend Algernon Grant-Ingram was a second cousin of Richard’s mother, Ann; his stipend was poor and his

  private income small so the Fiennders’ felt it their duty to entertain him once in a while. He was a good guest, amusing them with all the local gossip, attentive to the ladies and with some

  well-told ribald stories for the gentlemen with the port. Today he was behaving quite roguishly with nineteen-year-old Isabel, teasing and complimenting her on the large ringlets that hung either

  side of her face looking like bell-pulls. It was absurd, Richard thought, observing her high colour and listening to her shrill excitable voice. His sisters only existed when there was a man

  around. Without one, they were fretful and bored. And Algernon Grant-Ingram, of all people! Didn’t they realize why he was unmarried at the age of fifty-one? Perhaps, though, he

  wouldn’t have recognized it if he’d been educated at home. At school that sort of thing was quite clear – which masters were interested and which boys were available.




  ‘Ruthie, Ruthie, wake up, you haven’t said a word.’ Jessica poked him in the ribs. Richard pushed her away, muttering, ‘Nothing to say, said nothing.’ He noted that

  the hair tongs had been used, more circumspectly, by seventeen-year-old Jessica and just a few flat curls had been contrived on her forehead.




  ‘Ruthie?’ The Reverend Mr Grant-Ingram raised an amused eyebrow and pursed his lips. ‘My dear Richard, when did you change your name and why?’




  ‘That’s what they call him at school, poor darling,’ his mother, ever his champion, explained. ‘It’s Roof, you see, R-O-O-F, Richard Oliver Ormerod

  Fiennders.’




  Algernon realized that his reaction to ‘Ruthie’ had been a little arch – it wouldn’t do for the family to be aware of his tendencies. Not that there would be any trouble

  with Richard, nice boy, and nice-looking, with his mother’s dark blue eyes and his father’s narrow patrician face, but no, there was only one person in this household in whom he was

  interested, and unfortunately Algernon was aware that the interest was shared by his hostess.




  Keepers Cottage, built of local brick and flint, with its neat thatched roof hanging like heavy eyebrows over the upstairs windows, was set on a track away from the village of

  Findlesham, half-way between Home Farm and the Manor House. The track was known as Drover’s Lane, it being the route by which both the shepherd and the cowherd drove their animals to the

  market town of Wellsbury. The cottage was small but the family, too, was small, with only three children, and it was well looked after. The stone floors were covered with bright rag rugs made by

  Mary’s mother and grandmother. They had used any bits that came to hand, regardless of colour, and the impression was of a floor strewn with the faded brilliance of wilted flower cuttings.

  The fire, though laid, was unlit, the late summer days still warm enough to save the precious wood for evening cooking and colder nights. Emma Bowden was trying unsuccessfully to set the table for

  midday dinner and calm six-year-old Albert, who was racing round the large scrubbed table banging a spoon and shouting, ‘Tally ho! View halloo! Come y’ere, Daffodil, y’ere,

  Bluebell,’ and any other cries he could remember from following the huntsman working his hounds.




  ‘It’s hot so ’tis only boiled potatoes and cheese, and you could pull a lettuce, Mary and get a jar of beetroot from the larder.’




  ‘Oh, Mam, I’m sorry, I should’ve been here before to help. Quiet now, Albert, or I’ll not take you with me this afternoon.’




  The child, his face red and shining from his boisterous play, quietened, but only for an instant. ‘Nooo,’ he wailed. ‘Take me, take me, Mary, for ’twas you that said

  you’d pull me home in the cart from the village.’




  ‘Hush, yes, and I will, but only if you’re good and quiet till we leave.’ Albert sat at the table with an exaggerated stillness, his finger on his lips. Laughing at her mother

  with her back to her brother, Mary said, ‘I’ll get the lettuce now, Mam, after I’ve been to my privy.’ She opened the back door, where the thatch almost reached the ground,

  and made her way through rows of climbing beans and a neatly laid out vegetable patch, pausing to scratch the pig who had come out of the shade of his lean-to hoping for scraps.




  The privy was a small wooden structure at the bottom right-hand corner of the long garden. She had said ‘my’ privy and indeed it was hers, and treasured. The family privy was an

  identical structure in the left corner. Years ago, her parents had discovered she was using the spinney at the end of the bottom field. They had seen her walking back to the cottage in the

  half-light of an early winter evening soaked by the rain, and unlike her usual obedient self she had stubbornly refused to use the family one. That John Bowden loved his daughter, his eldest child,

  was natural, but he also admired her, her strength and willingness to work, to do any task however distasteful and he decided to indulge her fastidiousness. On the eve of her tenth birthday he had

  stayed up most of the night, building a privy for her own private use. Starting work on it the second his beloved Mary was in bed, he dug the hole, fetched the planks he’d cut and polished

  for the seat and assembled the shed.




  It was the best present she’d ever had, the best present anybody had ever had, she thought, as she always thought when she used it, and nobody else, ever, was allowed to use it. Not even

  Queen Victoria if she happened to be passing by would be granted permission!




  She pulled up one of the last of the lettuces, and broke off the root and outside leaves and responded to the pig’s oink, oink by tossing them into its run. They should really have gone

  into the chicken bucket but the pig’s days were numbered: soon he would be flitches of bacon, cured hams, blood puddings and joints of pork.




  When she returned with the lettuce and beetroot her parents were arguing in hushed but angry tones. It had been this that had finally cowed Albert. Hearing her they stopped but she’d heard

  enough to know it was the old set-to: her mother’s need for money to put aside for a rainy day against her father’s wish for them to live as the keeper’s family should. Better off

  than most of the villagers, except for the innkeeper and the Jacksons at the forge, John Bowden was proud of his position: a tied cottage, not big but bigger than most, a good piece of garden and

  always something for the pot, a rabbit or a hare or bird in the season. They had a dignity that he felt was undermined by Emma’s unnecessary fears of the poorhouse.




  They sat to eat their meal in a silence punctuated only by requests for ‘A little more home-brew, Mother,’ from John; ‘Can I sup some, Da?’ from Albert, aware that the

  answer would be no, and a soft, ‘No more, thank you, Ma,’ from Mary, in reply to her mother’s gesture at the large piece of cheese covered by butter muslin to keep the flies off.

  Equally quietly, she asked, ‘Should we be keeping some potatoes for Hannah after school?’




  ‘No, no need,’ her mother said. ‘I’ll be boiling a suet pudding with a bit of bacon for our tea.’




  Mary pushed her chair away from the table. ‘I’d best be getting the hand-cart loaded up if we’re to be off to Findlesham.’




  ‘We’re not,’ Albert wailed. ‘Bogger it.’




  The stunned silence and three shocked faces that greeted this stopped his cries and he looked anxiously at his sister. ‘Done wrong?’ he said, in a frightened whisper. His mother made

  a very odd noise and left the room quickly, covering her mouth with the corner of her apron. Was she crying, he wondered, sounded like it. Couldn’t have been laughing, no.




  ‘Where did you hear that, son?’ His father made an attempt at being stern.




  ‘You said, Da, you told Mam, we wasna to go.’




  ‘The other bit, Bertie.’




  ‘Bogger it?’ he said innocently. ‘It’s what you say when fox has been at your chicks.’




  Pushing the cart loaded with produce from the garden, a sack of potatoes, one of turnips, onions, leeks, and jars of her mother’s justly famous apple chutney and pickled

  cauliflower, Mary watched her little brother skipping ahead raising the dust on the dirt track that led to the village. Life was truly strange, she thought. They were doing this only because he had

  said a terrible word, but that word had made her parents laugh and made them the way they ought to be – more loving, like. She had seen her father gently touch her mother’s laughing

  face, and later he had said with a sigh that she could go to Findlesham but not to tarry at the Bull and Butcher. Deliver the vegetables and chutney, count the money carefully and leave. She

  wasn’t to accept lemonade or ginger-beer, however tired and hot she was. The back parlour of the inn was used as a shop, the only one in the village. Her father drank at the inn occasionally

  and knew it to be a decent place, but he didn’t think it fit for a young woman to be seen in an ale-house. The only women ever seen there were those whose age and plainness guaranteed

  respectability. He also thought it not fit for his daughters to be seen in the fields collecting stones, the same fields that had yielded the flint that helped to build Keepers Cottage. Mary and

  Hannah – if she could awaken her – would be out in the fields before dawn when they could please both father and mother: they collected the stones but they weren’t seen . . .




  ‘Oh, oh, Mary, horse, ducks, baby horse, oh, oh, Mary.’ Albert’s excitable little face was contorted with desire and indecision, and he ran back and forth, tugging at

  Mary’s skirt. What to do? The pond beckoned him with the ducks in their sleek white plumage with egg-yellow beaks, but opposite stood the forge, its wide wooden doors open to the sunlight.

  From inside you could hear the clang of iron and catch a glimpse of George Jackson by the smithy fire as he moulded a horseshoe, keeping the fire bright with the bellows. Outside stood

  George’s younger brother Billy, shoeing what Albert had called a baby horse but which was, in fact, a donkey. The pond was forgotten in the excitement of seeing the donkey bucking and

  rearing, managing to knock Billy to the ground, braying loudly as he did so. George appeared at the door holding a hot horseshoe with iron tongs. ‘You’re too fast, Billy. You

  can’t do nothing with a horse or donkey till he’s your friend. When he trusts you, then you can become his master.’




  Billy picked himself up, grimacing and rubbing his behind. ‘That’s more like a mule than a donkey.’




  ‘Here, you put this back to fire,’ George said, handing him the shoe, still a dull red from the heat, ‘I’ll calm Neddy down.’ He put his hand, palm up, to the

  donkey’s nose and let him smell it. ‘Nice to see you, Mary.’




  ‘And me – and me, George.’




  ‘Nice to see you too, Bertie, but don’t be jumping up and down, lad, till I’ve quietened Ned here.’




  Albert froze, afraid of being sent on his way and missing any excitement. George rubbed the donkey between his ears, talking softly to him and blowing gently up his nose. By the time Billy

  reappeared, George was sitting on an upturned bucket holding the animal’s foreleg, prior to shoeing it.




  ‘That’s beautiful, George.’ The donkey was now standing peacefully, putty in the smith’s hands. ‘You’ve really got the feeling,’ Mary said

  admiringly.




  ‘Naw, ’tain’t nothing but practice.’ He was blushing. ‘I should be able at my age, I’m nineteen next birthday, you know, and horses have been my life’s

  work.’




  His blushes increased as Mary laughed, but Billy chimed in, ‘No, ’tis more than that, she be right, you do have the feeling, even Pa say so.’




  Albert looked intently at George, at the strong sunburnt face surmounted by a thatch of dry, spiky, corn-coloured hair, and, carefully stepping out of range of the donkey’s legs, he said,

  ‘Nineteen, George. Are you old, then?’




  ‘Not so’s you’d notice, Bertie, and not when I look at your pretty sister.’




  Mary dismissed the compliment. ‘Yes, well, you’ll likely be seeing his pretty sister Hannah soon on her way back from school.’




  Looking out of her bedroom window at the distant hills, shaded in lavender-coloured light, Ann Fiennders was bored at the thought of the long morning ahead before luncheon and

  bored at the thought of that meal without guests. She had wanted to ride with her son but he’d taken his horse before she was up, the groom said, and had gone towards Wellsbury. He was

  probably visiting the Osmunds at Wellsbury Manor – their son Andrew was at school with Richard – which meant he would not be home for luncheon, selfish boy. But the stable lad, speaking

  up from the adjacent stall where he was brushing the new grey gelding, had said, ‘No, m’lady, Master Richard, he turned left, out towards the farm and Downhill Covert.’ The boy

  always called her, m’lady; it was beyond his comprehension that such a house and its estate could be owned by anyone other than nobility. Anyway, there would be no catching Richard now even

  though she had the better horse and was the better rider. Odd, that the groom had been so angry with the boy for contradicting him. He had even flicked his whip at the boy’s head, which was

  just visible over the partition between the stables. The boy had thought it a mite odd, too, and had hardly been enlightened by Charles, the groom, who had tapped his nose slyly, saying,

  ‘There are reasons and reasons.’




  Ann turned back from the long window and tugged at the bell-pull. If she wasn’t going out then her maid might as well loosen her stays. She waited impatiently, hands on hips, looking at

  her image in the long looking-glass. Fretfully, she kicked her slippers across the room. She wasn’t displeased with what she saw but she had always gained more pleasure from the reaction of a

  man than the reflection of a mirror. She sat for a moment, trying to relax, but the regency satin-wood chair was as formal and uncomfortable as it looked and was rejected roughly after a few

  seconds’ rest.




  As the maid knocked and entered she heard the clip-clop of horses’ hoofs outside in the yard. Maybe it was Richard, home early. She peered out of the side window. No, it was Thomas with

  Bowden. They were probably going to inspect the pheasant chicks and shoot pigeons. Her husband looked in good humour. He got on well with the keeper who, she noticed, was mounted on Seamus, her old

  hunter. She felt a twinge of guilt. She hadn’t seen Thomas this morning – they always breakfasted separately but he’d sent a note to her room asking to see her, and she had

  forgotten. It must have been about the horse. Bowden was welcome to ride him, he had good hands, and in conferring this favour on her husband she would earn some needed goodwill. Another twinge of

  guilt. She hadn’t been to the nursery to see Tommy, her younger son. ‘My dear Davis, I’m sorry.’ Her maid had coughed quietly. ‘I’ve changed my mind.’




  ‘Madam?’




  ‘I don’t need you, after all. Just put out my grey lawn before luncheon. I’ll change myself.’




  Spinning girlishly about the room, she took two cachous from the delicate pink-and-white heart-shaped porcelain box on her boudoir table, put one in her mouth and the other in a silk drawstring

  purse. Then she picked up a fine bone comb and some tortoiseshell hairpins and took from the drawer of a satinwood smallboy two linen handkerchiefs, all of which went into the purse. Leaving her

  bedroom, she hummed a tune she’d heard one of the footmen whistling on the servants’ stairs.




  Criss-crossing the paths that led away from the house, she saw that, in spite of the Indian summer, the grass was still wet with morning dew, glistening silver in the pale sun. Treading

  carefully, she stepped lightly from flagstone to flagstone to keep her highly polished kid boots dry. Usually her visits to the garden were made in the afternoon, when Thomas, somnolent from the

  effect of luncheon, had retired to his study. There would be discussions about the kitchen garden and how to deal with the invasion of the nuttery by the beautiful but voracious red squirrels.

  Vegetables would be ordered for the next day’s meals and flowers chosen for the house from the cutting garden. As she approached, swinging her basket, she saw the head gardener outside the

  long greenhouse, talking to the estate carpenter. ‘Good morning, Turner. Good morning, Mr Reade.’ Head gardener Sam Reade’s status in the hierarchy of the employees of Fiennders

  Abbey entitled him to his title. ‘Look, Turner,’ she held up her basket, ‘one of your excellent baskets.’




  ‘So I see, madam. That’s from coppicing Old Barford Wood.’ The carpenter was pleased at the compliment. She notices things, he thought. Doesn’t only see to womanly things

  like flowers, sees to all things on the estate, just about. He touched his forelock and left, pushing a wheelbarrow full of planks.




  ‘Jim Turner’s quite taken to the idea of the gazebo. It’s brought out the artist in him.’ Sam watched the retreating figure. ‘Anyways it’s more of an interest

  than the usual repairs to the stables and like.’




  ‘A little more than a gazebo, I’d thought.’ Ann looked up at the tall strong figure.




  ‘A folly then.’ He turned and caught her gaze.




  It was her turn to laugh.




  ‘A folly?’ she said lightly. ‘Oh, surely not.’




  He pointed to the smaller of the greenhouses. ‘If you were looking for grapes to eat today the Muscats are ready.’ They looked perfect, and Ann took the secateurs he offered her and

  reached up to a large ripe bunch, purple with a dull grey sheen on them.




  As she stretched he admired the shape of her bosom, clearly defined in her dark riding habit. He thought, not for the first time, what a pretty woman she was. Masses of dark curling hair

  surrounding a face whose features all turned up a little, dark blue eyes, a small nose, and a mouth that was full and curved. He took the basket and scissors from her, wondering why she was here in

  the morning and dressed for riding.




  ‘Would you take me to the clearing where the folly will be built? I want to be quite sure.’ Initially disappointed, he walked ahead, the house and its formal gardens left behind as

  they made their way through a new plantation of beech, ash and elm trees. A hen pheasant flew up, startling her. ‘Only protecting her young,’ he said.




  She leaned back against a young sapling, looking at him. He put his hands on her shoulders then ran them down over her breasts. ‘Ah, Ann,’ he said as he embraced her, putting his

  arms around her and the young tree, pressing himself hard against the compliant body. He never addressed her as madam in public or in private. He called her Ann or nothing at all. ‘Shall I

  take you here?’ he whispered, as he kissed her neck above the primly buttoned jacket.




  ‘Here,’ she responded.




  Kissing her slightly open mouth he tasted the sweet scent of the cachou she had been sucking. He lifted her heavy skirt, caressed her thighs and touched her. He had never touched her without

  finding she wanted him. The modesty of her high white collar and the inaccessibility of the rest of her body excited him and he was soon inside her, stifling her little cries with his mouth. It was

  only when they were in the clearing discussing the folly that they both thought of their own folly, indulging their passion with so little care for discovery. He shivered: the sun was not as warm

  here and fear, too, made him cold. It wasn’t fear for himself – he would always be all right. He could go to the border country or Wales where he had connections. His work here was

  admired, and he had no reason to be modest about his talent and achievements. But what would happen to her, so used to her position as wife to the county’s leading landowner and mistress of

  Fiennders Abbey?




  Ann stood in the centre of the clearing, turning slowly as she examined the dead trees, ancient hawthorn and juniper bushes. Sam was looking cold and aloof, she thought. It had been a good idea,

  though, to meet in the morning. He’d had no chance to sample his produce, which habit included taking bites out of an onion as if it were an apple. The cachou had been unnecessary.




  ‘Trees will have to be cleared away, we’ll need more light, and then there will be a wonderful view to the Downs.’ We! She had said we! He smiled, the cold and fear

  forgotten.




  Walking back to the house, carrying the almost forgotten basket of grapes, she felt like one of the swallows swooping and soaring, circling the rose-red brick, the earliest wings of the house;

  light, airy, happy. Her happiness was not coloured by guilt and she felt no shame. She thought herself an honourable woman. Her marriage was not loveless, and, indeed, she had grown to care for her

  husband deeply – but without passion. He hadn’t been her choice, but when the offer of marriage was made she knew it was her duty to accept, and brought to Thomas not only her beauty

  but a good dowry of money and land. A believer in the rightness of dynasty, breeding and family, unlike some women in loveless, practical marriages, she had been faithful to her husband through

  five children, though his embarrassed and inept fumblings in bed had never roused her. After the last difficult birth, Tommy’s, it was unlikely, the doctor had said, that she would have more

  children and Thomas, with no show of reluctance, had slept alone ever since. Ann suspected that he was as relieved as she. It was then that she had felt free to take a lover.




  ‘How could you, you stupid girl? What did you use?’




  Mary looked at her hands, red and sore with bloodied nails where she had tried to clean them with a knife. ‘Soda and spirit of hartshorn,’ she mumbled, trying to stop her tears. His

  anger had shocked her.




  ‘Soda? Caustic soda?’ He looked at her in disbelief. ‘Why don’t you wash your face with it as well?’ he shouted.




  They had been sitting precariously on top of a half-made hayrick in the corner of a hot, still field. The horse on which he’d been teaching her to ride was tethered to a sloe tree in the

  hedge and was whinnying softly to a team of horses pulling a plough two fields away. She twisted her hands in her apron. ‘Maybe I will for nobody cares what I look like,’ she said

  defiantly, not asking for sympathy. ‘And my hands will always be wanting, for they’re collecting stones at dawn and scrubbing the dishes at dusk.’




  Suddenly she pushed herself to the edge of the hayrick, slithered down, and began to run across the field. He caught up with her at the top of Paradise Hill, leading his horse by the reins.

  ‘I care,’ he said, folding one of her mutilated little hands in his and putting both in his pocket. He couldn’t look at her – he was overwhelmed with a feeling he

  couldn’t understand. Years later he was to remember that feeling, a feeling he had never had for the handsome, high-coloured woman who sat opposite him at the dinner table.




  They walked on in silence, down the hill, which was surrounded by a patchwork of fields growing oats, barley, wheat and lucerne all set in their own thick hedges. ‘Do you know why this is

  called Paradise Hill?’ she asked.




  ‘Because it’s high, near to heaven?’ He was intrigued.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Because it’s beautiful?’




  ‘Noooo.’ She drew out the word, teasing him.




  He thought for a while. ‘Got it!’ he yelled. ‘It was owned by a man, a father, pa, who had red eyes. Pa-red-eyes Hill.’




  She laughed and pushed him. ‘You silly.’ Carefully she explained, ‘It’s really called Sparrows’ Dice. You see lots of sparrows here and they dice, they

  play.’




  ‘Lovely, Mary, I like that.’ He took her hand and laid it gently against his cheek.




  ‘Ho there, John,’ called one of the old cottagers as the keeper passed, pointing to the leather bag slung across his shoulder. ‘You’ve got a nice brace

  or two of partridge there, no wonder.’




  ‘Ay, I have that, Jack, and I dursay you’ve had one or two in your pot, thanks to your grandson’s slingshot.’




  The old man winked and cackled, the cackle turning to a cough. He knew John Bowden wouldn’t miss a bird or two, as long as it was for the pot and not for selling to outsiders, townfolk and

  the like, and as long as the shot was clean. The keeper loved his birds but accepted their death as part of the yearly cycle. What he would not accept was a wounded bird. The old man’s

  daughter appeared at the cottage door, two young children clinging to her skirts.




  ‘You doan’ wanna mind him, Mr Bowden, he’s daft in the head, doan’ know what he’s talking about.’ She smiled nervously, slapping at the two children.

  ‘Leave me be, you two.’




  John Bowden was embarrassed. She was welcome to an occasional bird, as far as he was concerned. Sally was a twenty-three-year-old widow with those two little ones and no income. Her father a

  permanent invalid with farmer’s lung, she had to manage with what little she could earn from stone-gathering, mending sacks and other odd bits of farm work. John had seen her at the harvest,

  working alongside the men, them with their scythes and the few women with their sickles. The gleaning after the crop was in must have seemed like a holiday after that. She had a large family of

  sisters scattered all over England in service and they spared a few coppers when they could, but it wasn’t regular.




  The garden was ill-kempt, a few potatoes, turnips, parsnips, that was all, and they needed hoeing, no sign of a flower except for the dog rose gradually being choked by the creeping columbine.

  Had she not been a pretty plump woman, the cottage wives would have allowed their husbands to turn a hand in the garden – they all thought of themselves as good neighbours – but as it

  was, a young widow with a pleasing way, no, too dangerous. ‘Don’t you worry.’ He smiled at her. ‘Just you make sure it don’t become a habit and tell the young

  ’un to stick to rabbits.’ He shifted the weight of the leather bag on his back, tucked his gun in the crook of his arm, and walked on down the lane, the russet, red and gold of the

  autumn trees darkening to amber and purple in the twilight. It had been a good day’s shooting, first of the season, and he was pleased with himself, the quiet satisfaction of a job well done,

  and appreciated too. The master never stinted with his praise when all went well, and he’d been mightily pleased, and amused as well, when Lord Colcroft had offered in jest to double the

  keeper’s wages and halve his hours if he’d come over to Colcroft Park. Later, after they’d all eaten their lunch, brought up from the house by cart – the gentry served in

  the long barn with steak and oyster pie, the beaters and loaders taking their bread, cheese and beer leaning against the wheels of the cart – Lord Colcroft had suggested it wasn’t all

  in jest. John had laughed and been bold enough to say, ‘Poaching is poaching, m’lord, whether it’s a partridge or a person.’




  The flickering light of the fire from the forge reminded him of his own hearth. Young George Jackson was working late, but he was toiling for himself, just about: when old George was gone the

  business would be his, and rightly so. John sighed and quickened his pace, he was looking forward to his supper and the warm cottage, but not to sitting there in the cold silence. It was more than

  two weeks now since their terrible row, one of their worst, and always, always, about the same thing: money, security, work. She would never say how much she had saved or where it was, and their

  exchange of words had been bitter. He’d accused her of degrading his position and the whole family, especially Mary. The bad feelings had gone on, affecting them all, Albert confused and

  crying, Mary nervous and quiet and Hannah off with her friends, dawdling home from school, and out of the house as soon as she’d eaten. Usually he was able to manage Emma but this time his

  anger had overcome him, when he remembered how she had treated Mary.




  He had seen his daughter sitting against the far hedge in Netheracres field, her bonnet pulled forward. The other women and the children were all eating but Mary seemed to be examining her

  hands. She looked up as he approached, hearing some of the women calling to her good-naturedly.




  ‘Look you, Mary, your dad’s here for to help.’




  ‘Well then, keeper, are you come to give us a hand?’




  ‘Now then, John Bowden, gleaning is woman’s work.’




  One of the younger ones shouted to Emma further up the field, ‘Aren’t you got enough that your old man’s come to help?’ But her voice softened as she addressed the keeper

  himself, a handsome man in her opinion. ‘Mr Bowden, sir, leave us our leazings, pray.’




  Mary jumped to her feet and groaned, putting a hand to her back. ‘Why aren’t you eating, child? Are you not hungry?’ She looked down at her lunch, unwrapped but forgotten.

  ‘I am, yes, Pa.’ She picked up the slab of bread thickly spread with rosemary-scented lard and started to eat.




  He was concerned, she was looking at her hands again and had winced. ‘Do your hands hurt, Mary? Are you tired?’




  ‘Not really, Pa, don’t you worry.’




  ‘You don’t have to do this, you know. I’ll speak to your mother, you do enough.’




  ‘It’s all right,’ she said, frowning, watching her mother and Hannah, their lunch finished, working further up the field. ‘I don’t mind doing this, it’s

  friendly like, all of us.’ She gestured at the women and girls, who were chattering even while bent over the stubble swiftly picking up the wheat ears with one hand and transferring them to a

  growing bunch in the other.




  ‘You don’t mind this, you say. What do you mind, Mary?’




  ‘Nothing.’ She turned away. ‘The stones,’ she wanted to cry, ‘the stones, they’re heavy, they cut my hands,’ but the little money from clearing the

  fields meant so much to her mother, pleased her, and she didn’t want to be the cause of another sad fight between her parents, so again she repeated, ‘Nothing.’ But her father had

  guessed from her unconscious glance at the flint-strewn earth.




  ‘I miss the corn when it’s cut,’ she said, looking at their cottage a few fields away. ‘It’s like a huge yellow blanket shining through our windows.’




  ‘Where’s Bertie, then?’ He squinted against the sun up the field where his wife was working with Hannah, gathering what had been missed by the horse-drawn rakes.




  ‘He’s off yonder,’ she pointed to the far hedge, ‘with the Middlecombe boys, picking crab-apples and sloes.’




  ‘I see, your mother’s got him working already,’ he said sharply.




  Mary smiled. ‘Don’t take on, Pa. Bertie’ll work at anything that’ll end up in his tummy.’




  It was later that evening after tea that the badness happened. Bertie had seen Mary and Hannah leave by the kitchen door carrying a bucket. ‘Where are you going?’ he asked

  sleepily.




  ‘We’re collecting snails for the pig,’ said Hannah. ‘Ugh, slimy snails,’ she added.




  ‘Why, Hanny? Give pig tea, Ma.’ He beamed at his laughing mother, pleased with his idea of sharing the cold bacon and currant and apple duff they’d been eating.




  ‘Well, son,’ she said, kissing him, ‘that wouldn’t be very kind, we don’t give like to like.’




  Bertie was confused. ‘Pig not like our tea? I like it.’




  ‘The pig likes snails,’ Mary said as she left. ‘He’ll eat all he can get and then be nice and fat for all our teas next year.’




  ‘Wait, wait,’ he called, his sleepiness forgotten. ‘I’ll help.’ Pausing at the door, he looked anxiously at his parents. ‘Can I help Hanny and Mary? And the

  pig,’ he added, as an afterthought.




  ‘You go on, Bertie,’ his father said. ‘Not too late, mind, and tell the girls, not too far. As the man, I’m putting you in charge.’




  ‘No, John, he should be up to his bed.’




  ‘Just this once, Emma.’ Bertie stood waiting, exploding with excitement and pride, not daring yet to believe his luck. ‘Shoo, Bertie.’ He was gone before any further

  discussion could take away his new manhood.




  ‘Not like you, John.’ Emma sat in front of the dying fire, but her husband lifted her gently and took her place, sitting her on his lap.




  ‘It’s good to be alone together for a change. I want to talk to you, my love.’




  The moon was only in its first quarter but the warm apricot glow was enough to light the hedgerows. Mary put out the light of the lantern to save the wick and the oil. The

  snails had left clear silvery trails in the moonlight and they were soon filling the bucket. Bertie, unused to being out at this hour, was distracted from the search by the owls hooting to each

  other and the mysterious difference that night made to his familiar countryside. ‘What’s that?’ He clutched Hannah’s arm, pointing to a large dark shape looming in the

  distance.




  ‘That’s only the sheepcote, silly.’ A couple of shadowy figures appeared from the cote.




  ‘Big sheep,’ Bertie said, trying to control his quavering voice.




  His sisters laughed, but Mary put her arm protectively round his shoulder. ‘Them’s no sheep,’ Hannah said, giving Mary a knowing look. ‘They’ve been

  courting.’ The shapes disappeared back into the cote.




  Sheltering in Mary’s arms, Bertie spoke in his most manly voice, ‘Not too far, Pa said.’




  ‘No, all right, love, we’ll walk back the other side of the hedge.’ The three made their way home, easing off the snails that clung to leaves and twigs like suction pads.




  Small bats whirled above their heads; like the owls, they ate late and were looking for supper.




  They could hear the raised voices only yards from the cottage. Instinctively Mary took Bertie’s hand, making a face at Hannah. They stood behind the hedge, too frightened to go home.




  ‘You sold the harvest goose,’ they heard their father shout. ‘It’s a mark of our position, Emma, that the farmer gives it.’ They couldn’t hear her reply but

  he continued, ‘That money brings shame on us, as do the coppers my little girls get from the field stones and I forbid it, woman. My master—’




  They heard her reply to that, in a shrill voice that was hard to relate to their usually gentle and loving mother. ‘Your master, you fool, won’t keep you when you can’t be

  keeper.’




  Bertie trembled and clung tightly to his sister’s hand. ‘We must go in soon,’ Hannah whispered. ‘Let’s go back aways and start singing so’s they hears

  us.’ They retraced their steps, then ran down the grassy lane, Hannah with the bucket and Mary with the lantern, swinging Bertie between them and singing ‘All Things Bright and

  Beautiful’. They were hot and breathless when they burst into the cottage, but John knew they had heard for Bertie’s little face was near tears, and after feeding the pig, Mary and

  Hannah scurried to bed.




  John Bowden turned the corner from the lane into the track that led to Keepers Cottage, dimly lit in the distance. To his right across Threeacre Field, an old tithe barn was

  illuminated by the gibbous moon; it would be a full one by the end of the week, he reckoned. A well-trodden footpath led to the barn and then across the field, after which it became a green lane

  skirting the side of a beacon hill, then a proper made-up road which led to the new turnpike and thence to Oxford. Before his marriage, that path had been the promise of escape, Oxford, the word

  that meant freedom. But escape and freedom from what? This countryside, so beautiful, in which he worked with pleasure? The natural feeling of the land and its care, put back what you take out,

  knowledge passed from father to son? Freedom? Escape? Those were a young man’s feelings. Now he had responsibilities. He looked again at the barn – full of what? Straw for bedding down

  animals? Hay for their feed? Flax from the delicate blue-flowered linseed? No, he remembered, it was mainly barley – he had taught Bertie to recognize the curving grass-like leaf – with

  some hay. He hastened his step home. He had made up his mind.




  The cold, stern figure of his wife turned away as he stooped and entered the cottage. ‘Mary, Hannah,’ she called as she went to the fire, ‘your father’s home.’ She

  took four earthenware dishes, which were warming on a trivet by the hearth, and ladled soup into them from the black cauldron hanging on a chain over the fire. The girls appeared from the back

  door; they had been plucking and cleaning two cockerels, slaughtered that morning. They were hungry, their father later than usual, but their greetings were subdued. Only Mary asked him how the

  first day’s shoot went. ‘Well,’ he said, with satisfaction. ‘It went well. Four hundred brace shot and look . . .’ he opened his game bag, ‘two brace of

  partridge and a good hare.’ The sisters were surprised to see him smiling and in a good temper, though he didn’t address his wife. For the last two weeks the animosity between their

  parents had been painful to observe, the tentative overtures of father to mother being received with silence or a few curt, dismissive words.




  ‘And good tips too.’ He slapped his pocket, making the coins jingle. Emma set the four dishes on the table in silence and cut four slices of bread while Hannah hung the game in the

  larder. ‘Berti asleep?’




  ‘Yes, Pa.’




  ‘How did he get on at school?’




  ‘All right, I suppose.’




  Hannah picked up her spoon and started her pea soup. She had forgotten Bertie had been at school in the excitement of preparing for the harvest festival. Wheatsheaves were being woven, baskets

  of apples polished and bread baked in plaits, all to decorate the church. ‘You must give eye to him, Hanny,’ John said, dipping his bread in the soup, ‘as Mary give eye to you

  when you started.’




  Mary laughed. ‘She needed more than an eye, did Hannah, she needed four eyes, or better still a rope to tether her.’




  Her sister wasn’t put out by this. ‘True, Pa, I was worse nor than the boys. All the same, though, my sums is good.’




  Mary nodded. ‘Best in school, Miss Crewe says. You come to it natural, but you work too, Hanny.’




  ‘You too, Mary, your roots is good,’ Hannah said, ‘leastways your Latin ones.’ She didn’t know what she was talking about but wanted to return the rare compliment:

  roots, as far as she was concerned, meant parsnips; carrots and turnips.




  John pushed away his dish and addressed his wife for the first time. ‘I see you’ve finished too, Mother.’ He turned to his daughters. ‘Your mother and I are going for a

  walk. You clear away now, won’t you, and then up to bed.’ He rose from the table and fetched his jacket. ‘Get your mother’s coat and shawl—’




  Emma interrupted, ‘No need, either of you, I won’t be going for a walk.’ She started to clear the dishes. ‘This time of night, pitchy dark and cold too.’




  ‘Get the coat and shawl, Mary, please. It’s not so cold, Emma, and the moon’s high.’ He used a tone of voice there was no brooking, and Emma banged the dishes back on the

  table and accepted the shawl ungraciously.




  She walked quickly, a pace or two ahead. ‘We’re going to Adams’ barn,’ he said, catching her up. ‘Can’t talk out here.’




  He didn’t take her arm, or look at her, and she was surprised by both his force and detachment. ‘Nothing to talk about,’ she said coldly.




  They reached the barn in silence. Rearranging some of the sweet-smelling hay, he gestured for her to sit. He examined her face dispassionately. She was a good-looking woman still: the same

  milk-blonde hair as her daughters, though less bright, somehow, and the same surprising brown eyes. The face was spoiled by a mouth once delicately curved but now narrow-lipped and downturned.

  ‘If you think, Emma, that after fifteen years of marriage we have only grudges and silences, then it’s clear we have no marriage.’ He made the statetment as a matter of fact and

  as if the fact didn’t bother him.




  Startled, she jumped to her feet. ‘What are you saying, John?’ It was the first time she’d used his Christian name since the night of their vicious argument.




  ‘I came home tonight because of my children. I was tempted on the way, but I put them first.’




  She shrugged, and said automatically, ‘Trust a man to put the ale-house before his family.’




  He hadn’t been thinking of the Bull and Butcher but more of the appeal of young Sally. ‘No, woman, you can’t accuse me of spending time and money there.’




  She knew it to be true and sank back on the hay, drawing her shawl around her. She felt an unaccustomed stab of fear. ‘What, then?’ Her voice faltered.




  ‘I was a contented man today, pleased with my work, knowing my lot to be fortunate.’ He paused, opening the barn door a little, surveying the fields lit by the golden hump-backed

  moon, now at its highest, causing the trees to cast long, feathery shadows. ‘’Tis beautiful here, by God,’ he murmured softly. Turning away abruptly from the beguiling scene, he

  spoke harshly. ‘But that soon changed when I thought of the evening ahead with you,’ he shook his head in disbelief, ‘the woman I had loved.’




  She echoed the past tense of his last word. ‘Loved, John? No more? If it’s because of the stones, that’s done with, for Mary herself has refused.’ She rose, brushing

  strands of hay from her skirt. ‘Oh, I can see you talk behind my back,’ she said bitterly, ‘turning my children from me.’




  ‘No, woman, you do it yourself.’ His voice was raised but he didn’t shout. ‘I thought, once, you was careful, a good manager, fine things in a wife, but it’s become

  a sickness, Emma. I’m frightened for you.’ He stepped away from her, examining her as if she were a stranger. ‘Oh, I see now, of course, it was always there. “Frightened of

  the dogs”, you said, but no, you weren’t frightened. If they were kennelled up at the big house there’d be no cost for feeding. Selling the game I have by right for feeding my

  family, keeping to the flint and tinder box instead of matches. You even made money from the miller and sold him our flour after the gleaning.’




  ‘Mebbe,’ she said, defending herself, ‘but ’twas I that broke my back in the fields and ’twas I that threshed the corn.’




  ‘It was you right enough – and the girls.’ Now he was shouting. ‘But the girls got no money for their pains. Good God, woman, even the poorest cottager uses the oil or

  candles and you, you, in the name of thrift, still use a wick in a saucer of tallow when I’m out of the house, I know it . . .’ he grimaced with disgust, ‘for I smell the fat. No

  mother you’ve been to Mary, making her a slavey, and no wife you’ve been to me.’ He knew that was unfair, that he exaggerated, but he wanted to keep a distance from her, to

  remember the coldness, the secrecy, the penny-pinching, not the girl that still existed in her, the way she stifled her laugh at little Bertie’s odd ways, and not the memory of her welcoming

  his body before the practicality of their love-making had made him indifferent. ‘I’ve put out my hand to you, Emma, time after time, to heal the breach but—’




  ‘I know, I know.’ Her voice was muffled by the shawl she held over her mouth.




  ‘But it’s too late.’




  ‘Are you leaving us, then?’




  He was surprised at the question. ‘Of course not, I couldn’t leave the children with you.’ This cruelty frightened her more than a blow would have. Trembling, she stuttered,

  ‘Could not leave . . . with me . . . I’ve done it all . . . for them . . . for you . . .’ Her voice trailed away. ‘What do you want, John?’ Still trembling, she let

  her shawl fall to the ground and clumsily pulled at the buttons on her bodice. ‘Is it this?’




  He looked at the creamy whiteness of her exposed breasts with the delicate blue veins that he used to trace lovingly with his finger. ‘Were that all I needed, Emma, I could lie with a

  woman when I wanted. I understand, you know,’ he said sadly, ‘but all those bad times were long ago and your grandparents dead and buried. Cover yourself, my love.’ She looked up

  at him pathetically, unable to move. ‘I haven’t been the man for you,’ he sighed, ‘not given you what you needed – safety, I don’t know.’




  She shook her head violently. ‘Not so, John, I wouldn’t have had other.’ Strands of her fine hair fell loose from her bun as she tried to rebutton her bodice. He removed her

  hands tenderly and fastened the buttons, but it was the gesture of a friend not of a lover. She stood defenceless before him, but she said with some dignity, ‘I would like you to stay with

  us, John. For me as well as the children. And if it be I would try to start anew.’




  Mary sat at the window, straining her eyes to the far horizon. She was tired and cold but knew she couldn’t sleep till they returned. Perhaps it was a good omen that they

  had been gone so long. Hannah was fast asleep and Bertie, too, in his little bed in the corner, his thumb still firmly in place in his mouth. She had banked down the fire with the ashes: it would

  be safe but warm when they returned and the embers would last all night. Her head jerked up from near sleep. Were those shadows moving? She rubbed the window-pane where her breath had misted it. It

  was them – their shadows were as long as the trees. Her mother was wearing her shawl over her head, it must be really cold now, and his hands were deep in his pockets. Not holding hands, that

  was sad. Mary drew back from the window, out of sight, but not before she’d seen her father pat his wife’s shoulder affectionately before opening the door. She slid quietly into bed

  alongside the still sleeping Hannah and, turning on her side and raising her knees, she tucked her long flannel nightdress round her cold feet.




  Downstairs, Emma knelt at the fire, chose two small logs and placed them safely at the back. John smiled. He’d never known her let the fire stay in all night. She put up a hand and pulled

  him down to her, embracing him and lifting her face to be kissed. He whispered to her softly, feeling the breasts which hadn’t tempted him in the barn. ‘You’re not doing this to

  please me?’




  ‘No, John, it’s for to please us both.’




  He was awake long after she had fallen asleep. The moon had set and their bedroom was dark, the optimism of the previous hours was fading away. But he would keep his part of

  the agreement and hope she would keep hers. He’d had sense enough to give as well as take, allowing that she should keep the money she’d saved for it would be like taking a crutch away

  from a cripple. He was to use his tips from the shoots for the pony and trap, offered by Mr Fiennders at a good price. The girls were not to be sent for maid’s work at the big house, only at

  Home Farm dairy, but, like Emma, they could do fine needlework when wanted. Reluctantly he’d seen the sense of selling the extra vegetables and jams but had insisted the money should pay for

  herrings and the like when Fishy Aitkens’ cart called in the village, and for dresses and boots, not hobnailed, for his girls. ‘Use your needles for yourselves,’ he’d

  said.




  The scent of the burning logs, applewood from the orchard, drifted up the stairs, he turned to face the back of his sleeping wife who reached for his hand in her sleep drawing it around her. Had

  the battle really been won – or had this been just another skirmish?




  Thomas Fiennders held the coins in his hand: two sovereigns, six crowns, florins, shillings and coppers, it amounted to eight pounds. He had asked thirty guineas for the pony

  and trap, a fair price, but not unduly generous.




  ‘Thank you, John, I’m glad you’ve decided to have the trap. It will make life easier for you and your family. Living away from the village has many advantages but some

  drawbacks, especially for the ladies.’ The keeper and his master exchanged a conspiratorial smile. They both had strong wives who were wilful in their different ways. It seemed that Bowden

  had overruled his wife’s usual parsimony for what could hardly be called a luxury. The dignity with which the keeper conducted himself compared favourably with the cunning, cap-in-hand

  attitude of Farmer Adams this morning. He had complained, rightly enough, about the reduced grain prices, but had used that as a lever not only to get his rent lowered but to obtain easements for

  various repairs to barns and fences that Thomas felt would not be carried out. Sly, that’s what Adams is, he thought. Would he have been as loyal as John Bowden? Charlie Colcroft had told him

  rather shamefacedly about the keeper’s reply to his offer, ‘Poaching is poaching whether it’s partridge or people.’ Good answer, good man.




  John waited for his master to speak again, comfortable, though, in his silence. He liked this room. It was – right. Not like the long drawing room he’d glimpsed, with its painted

  pink and green panelling and dainty furniture.




  ‘So, sir, if it’s agreeable to you, I’ll take the trap home this evening and the rest of the thirty guineas will be yours by quarter day.’




  Thomas picked up one of the documents lying on his heavy oak desk; the feel of the smooth, ivory-coloured vellum gave him almost as much pleasure as the contents. ‘You see this,

  John?’ He handed him the scroll. ‘De Fin. My name, the family name in the thirteenth century, when the Abbey was still an Abbey.’




  The keeper handled the paper carefully, conscious of his rough hands. ‘That’s a wonderful thing to have, sir. You know houses can last, but a man’s writing, well . . .

  that’s more wondrous. Writing by your own forefather.’




  Thomas Fiennders pointed to the papers on his desk. ‘Maps, lists, documents, it’s all there. Farms, fields, woods, cottages, the dower house, all there. Changes to this house. More

  changes to come, no doubt.’ He got up and walked to the long casement window. ‘Thirty guineas, did you say, John?’




  ‘Yes, sir, thirty guineas,’ he said anxiously He wouldn’t want to be indebted for more.




  ‘Look.’ His master beckoned him over and pointed to the view outside the windows. ‘See those fields? They’ll be planted with vetch near the house, barley up along

  twelve-acre, linseed above the brook, and corn where the horses are, but that is this year. Next year . . .’ His voice trailed away. John wondered uneasily what this was leading to. He

  knew times were bad for farmers, but the usual reckoning was that good times tided over the bad ones. ‘Next year, Adams will have to take a lot of this out of cultivation.’




  ‘More pasture, will it be, sir? Increase the dairy herd?’




  ‘No, I think he’ll let it lie fallow.’ He glanced at one of the ledgers lying open on a side table. ‘Bloody stupid, importing cheap foreign grain. It kills the value of

  land.’




  ‘Are you worried, sir?’




  The man’s reaction was that of a friend, Thomas thought, with his simple question and look of concern. ‘Not so much for myself, for farmers, Adams, of course.’ And landowners

  like Lord Colcroft, the Osmunds, Jack Bexley-Wright, Berreford. Their incomes, you see, are based on rents.’




  John was puzzled. ‘The Duke of Berreford and the likes, sir, don’t they have a bit put by?’




  Thomas remembered seeing the rather large ‘bit put by’ lost at the gaming tables by Ralph Berreford. ‘Not enough, I fear.’ He slammed the ledger shut. ‘Fortunately,

  my income isn’t solely yielded by my holdings in Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire. My wife brought into the family lands in Shropshire and Nottinghamshire.’




  ‘Ah yes, sir.’ John was knowing about that. ‘Coal mines, that’s a good thing.’ Thomas left the window and returned to his desk.




  ‘Those coal mines have been added to this inventory, pit shafts next to Larkspur Meadows.’ He looked again at the coins on his desk and arranged them in neat piles. ‘Well,

  John, the beauty of Shropshire is sacrificed to the beauty of Oxfordshire.’




  ‘Mebbe, sir, but it brings good with it, employment for the miners, coal for our fires, and it keeps the mills and foundries working.’




  ‘Well put, John! We can’t be sentimental.’ He pulled the green onyx inkstand towards him, chose a new nib and slotted it in the head of the wooden holder. ‘Master Richard

  will be home for Friday to Monday, so he’ll join us on Saturday. Get him a good loader, won’t you?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ John sensed the conversation was over and walked to the door.




  ‘Not thirty guineas, you know, that was your mistake.’ Thomas Fiennders spoke without looking up. ‘Thirteen guineas, and yes, by Lady Day will be suitable.’




  The pony was a young, high-spirited chestnut, barely broken in. He was trying to throw off the shafts of the little carriage as if they were a blanket. Emma sat in the

  passenger seat with Bertie on her lap. He was squealing, but with excitement not fear. John had laid the reins gently on the pony’s back and jerked the bit, but neither had persuaded the

  animal to move forward.




  Mary broke a long stick off a hazel tree in the hedge and handed it to her mother. ‘You smack its rump, and me and Hanny, we’ll run ahead holding the harness.’




  When she and her sister were ready at either side of the bucking pony, she shouted, ‘Now.’ Emma smacked, they ran, and the pony took off at a gallop. The little trap splashed through

  the puddles, rocking in the deep ruts, and was soon nearly out of sight. The girls chased after it, their skirts hitched up to their knees, laughing and stumbling, but when they turned the corner

  into the long lane leading to the village it had disappeared.




  ‘Thank the Lord for you, George, else we’d have been in Wellsbury instead of Findlesham.’ Emma handed Bertie down to young Billy.




  ‘Give us the reins, Mrs Bowden, and jump down. He’s all right now, wore out, I expect.’ George took the sweating pony out of the shafts and tethered him to an iron ring by a

  horses’ trough, where he drank greedily. ‘He’s young, a bit raw, but he’ll do nicely. A new shoe needed there on his foreleg, that’s all. It’s a funny old thing

  this, though.’ He took a good look at the trap. ‘More of a contraption than a trap. Looks like they was making a cart and changed their minds half way through.’




  ‘Traption,’ Bertie nodded, agreeing.




  ‘Do you think it dangerous then, George?’ John was disappointed. ‘I had thought Mary could use it when she brings in the vegetables, ’specially with winter coming

  on.’ They all walked around what was forever to be known as The Traption, in Bertie’s translation.




  ‘No, it’s a rare thing, but well made, useful. I wouldn’t like her taking it out yet, Mr Bowden, not before I’ve had a chance to break in the pony to the shafts and give

  Mary a lesson or two.’
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