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  One




  1900




  ‘I saw you with him near Bernby Covert,’ Jimmy Hardcastle teased his sister when he brought the cows into the byre for evening milking. ‘Wait ’til I

  tell our mam.’ He paused for greater effect and then added, ‘and Dad.’




  Eveleen grabbed hold of him, her fingers digging into his skinny arm. ‘Don’t you dare,’ she hissed.




  Jimmy laughed disdainfully as he twisted free of her grasp. ‘Stephen Dunsmore’ll never marry the likes of you. Oh, he might get you into trouble, but then he’d be off like a

  rabbit with a ferret on its tail.’




  Eveleen’s eyes narrowed. ‘What about you getting some poor girl into trouble? I’ve heard about you chasing after Alice Parks. I don’t think Mam’ll be best pleased

  to hear about that either.’




  ‘She wouldn’t believe you.’




  The brother and sister glared at each other. They were remarkably alike. Seeing them together for the first time, strangers could be forgiven for mistaking them for twins. They were equal in

  height, even though Jimmy, at sixteen, was a year younger than his sister. They had the same dark brown eyes and the same well-shaped nose that on Eveleen was maybe just a fraction too large for

  true beauty. Their mouths were wide and generous and usually stretched in ready laughter. They even had the same curly hair, a rich chestnut colour, but while Jimmy’s was cut short,

  Eveleen’s was a cloud of tangled curls about her face. Though she brushed it one hundred times every night in front of the speckled mirror in the privacy of her bedroom, she could never quite

  tame it into neatness.




  ‘But I have got nice eyes,’ she would murmur. Eveleen’s soft and gentle eyes, fringed with long dark lashes, belied a mischievous spirit which her mother, however hard she

  tried, could not quite quell.




  ‘Besides,’ Jimmy went on, ‘if anyone said I’d fathered a child—’ he stepped back out of her reach as he added, ‘I’d say it wasn’t

  mine.’




  Eveleen gasped. ‘You wouldn’t!’




  ‘’Course I would. It’s what all the lads’d do. Ted told me.’




  Ted Morton was twenty and, in Eveleen’s opinion, not a good influence on her brother. Ted flirted with her, but Eveleen kept him at arm’s length. Literally, for he had never been

  able even to steal a kiss. She never gave him the chance though she always managed to answer his saucy comments with good-humoured teasing. She had no wish to fall out with Ted. They had grown up

  together and their fathers, living and working on the same farm estate, were good friends. But Ted Morton was not for her.




  Now Stephen Dunsmore, she was thinking, he’s a different matter. Her knees trembled at the mere thought of him.




  Jimmy’s voice broke into her daydreaming. ‘It’s different for a girl. If you got in the family way, Mam’d go daft. ’Specially if it was with him. You know

  what she’s like about “knowing our place”.’ The youth gave a fair impression of their mother’s prim tones. ‘And she wouldn’t think you walking out with our

  employer’s son was “seemly”.’




  ‘Why ever not?’ Eveleen flashed back. ‘Stephen’s father and our dad used to work side by side in the fields and their fathers before them.’




  ‘I know all about Dad’s tales,’ Jimmy mocked. ‘But now we work for ’em, not with ’em.’ There was resentment in Jimmy’s tone and it

  deepened as he went on. ‘You don’t see Mr Dunsmore getting his hands dirty nowadays and as for Master Stephen, all he’s good for is riding about the estate all day in his posh

  clothes handing out his orders. I bet he doesn’t even know how to milk a cow. He’s never had to work from morning ’til night like our dad.’




  To that, Eveleen had no reply. What Jimmy said was true. Ernest Dunsmore, his wife and their son Stephen lived in a large mansion, Fairfield House, just across the fields from the

  Hardcastles’ home. They had live-in servants and all the men employed on their farm lived in tied farmhouses or cottages. And yet Eveleen had always thought of Stephen as one of them. As a

  young boy, home for the holidays from boarding school, on warm summer evenings he had joined the games of the children living on his family’s farmland. In the field behind the big house

  leading down to the beck he had run races with them and played tiggy-off-ground, leaping onto tree stumps or hanging from the branches of trees to avoid being caught and tigged. Then, as the balmy

  evenings had shadowed into dusk and the younger children had been called in, he had held Eveleen’s hand and walked her home.




  But now they were grown and when they met he held her in his arms and kissed her. He did not walk her home any more in case they were seen. By mutual, silent consent, their recent meetings had

  been secret.




  Until this moment.




  ‘We were only talking,’ she said now to Jimmy, mentally crossing her fingers.




  ‘Oh aye?’ Jimmy sneered. ‘Why were you hiding in the trees then?’ He shoved his hands in his pockets and walked away, a swagger in his step. He called back over his

  shoulder. ‘You wait ’til I tell ’em at suppertime.’




  His shrill, nonchalant whistling echoed round the yard as he walked towards the barn.




  Eveleen stared after him. There was nothing she could do. If Jimmy carried out his threat then she was going to be in trouble.










  Two




  At the supper table, Eveleen pushed the food around her plate. Her appetite had deserted her. Was Jimmy really going to carry out his threat?




  ‘What’s the matter, love?’ Walter Hardcastle asked his daughter. ‘Aren’t you hungry?’




  At their father’s tender concern for her, Eveleen saw the spark of jealousy in her brother’s eyes and before she could answer, Jimmy said, ‘She’s in love. That’s

  what’s up with her.’




  Mary, coming in from the scullery carrying a plate of buttered plum bread, heard only her son’s remark. ‘What’s that? Some girl got her eye on you, Jimmy?’ She sat down

  next to him and nudged him playfully. ‘Well, I’m not surprised. A handsome young man like you. She’ll be a lucky girl to get you for a husband.’




  Eveleen, despite her growing fear, exchanged a glance with her father and they both had to control their laughter as they saw the horrified expression on Jimmy’s face. ‘Married?

  Me?’ he spluttered.




  ‘Give the lad time, Mary,’ Walter said.




  Mary smiled at her son, reached out and smoothed back the hair from his forehead. ‘I’m only teasing, love. I don’t want to lose you yet a while.’




  Playing up to her as always, Jimmy said artfully, ‘I’ll never find anyone who can cook as good as you, Mam.’




  ‘Oh, go on with you,’ Mary said, but her cheeks were pink with pleasure. It was only as she turned to her daughter that her tone sharpened. ‘Eveleen, eat your

  supper.’




  Beneath the table, Eveleen swung her foot to kick his shins, but Jimmy kept his feet tucked under his chair. He said no more and, as the meal ended and she began to clear away the dishes,

  Eveleen thought she had escaped.




  With the sigh of a weary man at the end of a long working day, Walter Hardcastle lowered himself into the wooden chair at the side of the range. He leaned his head against the back of the chair

  and closed his eyes. Eveleen watched him for a moment, concern in her dark eyes.




  Her father was a tall, thin man with a slight stoop. At forty-three his once dark hair was prematurely grey and deep lines gouged his weather-beaten face. He had removed his heavy boots but

  still wore the striped shirt, black trousers and waistcoat that were his working clothes. As he warmed his aching feet against the fender, he gave another sigh, but this time it was one of

  contentment.




  Eveleen smiled fondly and quietly began to stack the dishes.




  Mary fussed around her husband, setting his pipe and tobacco tin within easy reach before she took off the long white apron she had worn all day and sat down opposite him. Then she picked up her

  pillow lace and bent her head over her work.




  Mary looked much younger than Walter although only three years separated them. Her brown hair, pulled back into a neat bun, had only wisps of grey at the temples. The blue and black striped

  blouse fitted her still slim figure, assisted to even greater shapeliness by her tightly laced corset, and her neat waist was accentuated by a wide belt fastened with silver clips. But there were

  lines of strain around her blue eyes and her mouth was often pursed with disapproval. Eveleen, carrying the dishes out into the scullery, knew she was often the focus of this disapproval.




  As she passed Jimmy, still hovering near the door, Eveleen hissed, ‘Well, go if you’re going.’




  Jimmy glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. ‘When I’m good an’ ready.’




  ‘Jimmy,’ came Mary’s voice. ‘Close the door, dear. There’s a draught round my feet.’




  ‘I’m off out, Mam. To Ted’s.’ He knew there would be no objection to him visiting the Mortons just down the lane.




  Mary glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece above the range. ‘Half an hour, then.’ She smiled indulgently at him. ‘Make sure you’re home by ten.’




  Jimmy would take no notice. Eveleen knew she would hear him creeping up the stairs at midnight or later, but she would not tell tales of him. She was holding her breath now, willing him to say

  no more and go. But her brother was not so loyal.




  ‘I reckon Master Stephen is sweet on our Eveleen,’ he said into the comfortable peace of the room. ‘Can’t think why. I’ve seen better clothes on that scarecrow

  Ted’s put up in Ten Acre Field.’




  Mary’s fingers were suspended, momentarily idle, above the pillow lace. Eveleen held her breath as her mother glanced at her. Mary’s mouth was suddenly tight.




  Eveleen laughed nervously and said quickly, ‘He’s teasing, Mam.’




  ‘I hope so.’ The creases between Mary’s eyebrows deepened.




  ‘So why’s this part of the farm suddenly needing a great deal of Master Stephen’s attention these days?’ Jimmy asked.




  ‘Could be he’s keeping an eye on you,’ Eveleen countered. ‘Just making sure you’re not slipping off to flirt with one of the milkmaids. Alice, for

  instance.’




  ‘You’re the only milkmaid in our crewyard,’ Jimmy pointed out. ‘And it’s not me doing the flirting.’




  ‘Thanks, Jimmy,’ Eveleen muttered. He had deliberately ensnared her in a web of trouble.




  ‘I’m off,’ Jimmy said airily. ‘I’ll let you know, Evie, if he’s lurking about the cowhouse waiting to catch sight of you.’ Then he was gone, slamming

  the door behind him. They heard his whistling fade as he walked across the yard and out into the lane.




  Walter opened his eyes and lifted his head. ‘Dun’t that lad know how to shut a door quietly?’ he murmured, but without real irritation. He began to close his eyes and lean back

  again, but Mary had no intention now of letting him rest.




  ‘Did you hear what Jimmy said?’ she demanded and then snapped at Eveleen. ‘And just you put those plates down, miss, and come back here. I want an explanation.’




  Eveleen set the plates near the sink in the scullery and, taking a deep breath, returned to the kitchen.




  She heard her father’s deep sigh as he said, ‘What’s the matter now?’




  ‘Jimmy says Master Stephen’s sweet on Eveleen.’ The words were repeated scathingly, as if such a thing could not, should not, be possible. ‘I won’t have it, Walter.

  I won’t have her getting ideas above herself. It’ll all end in tears.’ Mary leant towards him, her gaze holding his as she added meaningfully, ‘You know it will.’




  Walter leant forward in his chair, his kindly, concerned glance upon his daughter. ‘Has Stephen Dunsmore been bothering you, Eveleen?’




  Now Eveleen could laugh with ease and say, ‘Of course he hasn’t, Dad. Master Stephen’s too nice to do that.’ She ran her tongue around her lips that were suddenly dry as

  she said carefully, ‘But I can hardly ignore him if he – if he wants to – to talk to me, can I? We’ve been friends for years. Remember how he used to play with us when we

  were kids?’




  ‘Only because there were no other children from his own class nearby.’




  ‘Oh come now, Mary love,’ Walter remonstrated gently. ‘The Dunsmores aren’t snobs. You can’t accuse them of that. Why, the old man used to work alongside us in the

  fields. That was Stephen’s grandfather, of course. George. I was only a lad then. Miles and miles he’d walk behind the two shire horses at ploughing time.’




  ‘That’s as maybe,’ Mary snapped, for once impatient with Walter’s reminiscing. ‘But now his son and grandson ride around the estate on a horse instead of walking

  behind it.’




  Walter shrugged, his kindly, placid nature ready to accept change without a trace of bitterness. ‘Ernest worked hard as a lad, I’ll say that for him, but they’ve done well for

  themselves, Mary, that’s all. They’ve a big estate to run now.’




  ‘And you really think that the Dunsmores would allow their son to court the daughter of their gathman?’ Mary asked.




  Eveleen felt her father’s gaze upon her. He smiled. ‘Why ever not? She’d make a grand wife for him. Stephen’s a fine young man.’




  Mary leaned forward. ‘I shouldn’t think for a moment that marriage is what the “fine young man” has in mind.’




  Now Walter swivelled his gaze to meet his wife’s angry eyes. The smile left his face and he frowned, concerned now at Mary’s insinuations. He glanced worriedly back to his daughter.

  ‘Eveleen, has Stephen suggested anything – anything that’s not – not . . .’ he seemed to be struggling to find the right word, ‘proper.’




  Mary too was watching her, awaiting her answer. Eveleen trembled at the memory of Stephen’s kisses beneath the shadows of the trees in Bernby Covert. The way he held her close and murmured

  in her ear. ‘Oh, Eveleen, how I want you.’




  She ran her tongue around her lips once more but was thankful that she was able to meet their eyes steadily and say, quite truthfully, ‘No, Dad, he hasn’t.’




  ‘Well, mind you never give him the chance,’ Mary snapped.




  ‘Eveleen won’t – what I mean is – she’s . . .’ Walter began.




  A long look passed between her mother and father, a look of mutual understanding and something even more. Memories, perhaps, that their daughter could not share.




  Walter reached across the hearth to touch his wife’s hand in a tender gesture. ‘She’ll be all right, love. Eveleen will be all right.’




  For a moment Mary held his gaze, then she nodded and lowered her head over her work again, but not before Eveleen had seen unshed tears glistening in her mother’s eyes.










  Three




  Pear Tree Farm, the Hardcastles’ home, was larger than the cottages occupied by the other workers on the estate. It had a large crewyard and cowhouse, two barns, a

  henhouse and two pigsties. The weekly wash was done in the washhouse attached to the end of the house where a brick copper built into the corner boiled the clothes, and where Eveleen laboured over

  the rinsing tub and the mangle. The back door of the house itself opened into the scullery and then into the kitchen where the family ate their meals and sat at night near the range which provided

  heat and hot water and cooked their food. In this one room Mary cooked and baked and ironed. In the centre of the room was a plain wooden table and to one side stood a dresser holding the pots and

  pans they used every day. In the drawers Mary kept her lace-edged table linen. Down two steps out of the kitchen, the pantry shelves were lined with bottled fruit, home-made jams, chutneys and

  pickles, and from hooks in the ceiling hung cured hams wrapped in muslin.




  In the far corner of the kitchen, a door led into a small hallway and then into Mary’s best room – the parlour – only used on Sundays and at Christmas. This room, by any farm

  labourer’s standards, was grand. The walls were papered with heavily patterned green paper and pictures adorned each wall. In a corner cupboard was Mary’s prize possession, a

  willow-patterned tea service. Above the fireplace was a mantelpiece draped in green fabric to blend with the wallpaper and above that an oval mirror with an elaborately carved wooden frame. A

  dining table covered with a plush green cloth and four chairs stood in the centre of the room. From the hallway between the two rooms, the staircase led up to the master bedroom, a second smaller

  room that was Eveleen’s and, beyond that, a long, narrow room with a sloping ceiling where Jimmy slept.




  Only Eveleen ever heard her brother creeping up the stairs late at night and tiptoeing through her room to reach his own.




  Not knowing what had transpired, it was ironic that Stephen chose the very next morning to visit Pear Tree Farm quite openly. Eveleen was in the warm barn, gently turning the

  eggs in the incubator. Dust floated in the shaft of sunlight slanting through a hole in the rafters and the rays highlighted her chestnut hair with golden tints.




  ‘What a pretty picture,’ he said softly. Though she jumped at the sound of his voice from the doorway and her fingers trembled, Eveleen managed to carry on moistening the eggs,

  inspecting each one for the first sign of a hairline crack that would herald the arrival of a fluffy yellow chick. She closed the incubator carefully, checked that the paraffin lamp at the side was

  still alight and turned to face him.




  ‘Master Stephen,’ she said, managing to keep her voice level though her heart leapt at the sight of him. She felt dishevelled in her plain brown skirt, cream blouse and rough hessian

  apron. She tried to smooth the wild halo of her unruly curls, mortified to think that there might be wisps of straw tangled in her tresses. If only she could have been dressed in her best blue

  dress and new bonnet, with a parasol to protect her face from the sun. That was the sort of girl Stephen Dunsmore would court, she thought, not some poorly clad milkmaid employed on his

  father’s farm.




  And yet he was here, smiling down at her as he leaned nonchalantly against the door jamb, idly slapping his riding crop against his soft leather boot.




  ‘So formal, Miss Hardcastle,’ he teased, but his eyes caressed her.




  Eveleen thought him the most handsome man she knew. Gently curved eyebrows above blue eyes, a long straight nose, high cheekbones and a chin that was delicately rounded. The early morning sun

  behind him glinted on his fair hair, the white collar of his shirt gleamed against his lightly tanned skin and the tightly fitting riding jacket outlined strong shoulders. Whenever she saw him,

  Eveleen would feel the breath leave her body and her limbs tremble.




  She glanced out of the barn door but the yard was deserted, except for his horse tethered at the gate. Then, drawing back into the shadows, she whispered, ‘They know. Jimmy saw us

  yesterday in Bernby Covert.’




  Stephen’s laugh was unconcerned. ‘So?’




  ‘He told Mam and Dad at suppertime last night.’




  Stephen’s left eyebrow arched a fraction. He lifted his riding crop and tapped the ivory handle thoughtfully against his lips. ‘Did he, indeed? That was very foolish of him,

  wasn’t it? I think you’d better warn your dear brother not to tell tales in future.’




  ‘Warn him?’




  For a brief moment, his blue eyes were steely. ‘If he values his job.’




  Eveleen’s dark brown eyes widened in alarm. ‘Oh, you wouldn’t?’




  Then he was laughing as if it had all been a joke. ‘Of course I wouldn’t, darling. But Jimmy doesn’t know that, does he? And we’ll just have to be more discreet,

  won’t we?’




  Relief flooded through her. He wanted to go on seeing her. He did love her as much as she loved him.




  He was reaching out towards her, his fingers almost touching her hair when, from the back door of the farmhouse, her mother’s voice floated across the yard. ‘Eveleen? Eveleen, where

  are you?’




  Stephen let his hand fall and pulled a wry expression. Standing aside for her to pass he murmured, ‘You’d better go.’




  As she hurried across the yard, Eveleen was acutely conscious of his gaze following her and knew that her mother had seen him too.




  It was not until suppertime that Mary chose to mention Stephen Dunsmore’s visit.




  ‘He was here this morning,’ she informed her husband in front of both Eveleen and Jimmy. ‘And she’s been less than useless ever since.’




  His fork suspended halfway to his mouth, Walter glanced at Eveleen. Slowly, the fork continued its progress then, chewing the mouthful, he appeared to be thinking.




  ‘And?’ he said at last.




  ‘He was in the barn with her. Goodness knows how long he’d been there. I only saw him when I called her in to help me fold the sheets.’




  ‘I told you so,’ Jimmy put in smugly, but for once his mother took no notice of him.




  ‘Have you anything you want to tell us, Eveleen?’ Walter asked, his face sombre.




  Her heart hammering inside her chest, Eveleen swallowed painfully. ‘No, Dad,’ she whispered. ‘There’s nothing to tell. Honestly.’ It was the truth, at least about

  their meeting that morning.




  Walter pushed his plate away, his supper only half eaten, as if his appetite had suddenly deserted him.




  Eveleen dropped her gaze, avoiding his. She could no longer meet those loving, anxious eyes knowing how she was deceiving him.




  Mary stood up and crashed the plates together, scraping off Walter’s uneaten food on to the topmost plate with swift, angry movements.




  Then she leant across the table and wagged her finger in Eveleen’s face. ‘You’d better come to your senses, miss, and be quick about it. You’ve been in a dream all day

  ever since he was here. You burnt a hole in a sheet doing the ironing. Then I found you sitting idly on the hearthrug gazing into space when you should have been polishing the fender. Now you can

  take these plates into the scullery and wash them. Don’t forget to put the meat away in the meat-safe and then you’d better get yourself to bed. You’ve an early start in the

  morning if you’re going to the fat stock market with your father.’ She put her hand on her husband’s shoulder and her tone softened as she added, ‘And you’d better go

  to your bed, too, Walter dear. You’re looking tired.’




  Already Jimmy was sidling towards the door to escape before Mary could send him to bed too.




  ‘I think I will, love.’ Walter heaved himself up from his chair and, wishing each member of his family goodnight, he hauled himself up the narrow stairs to the bedroom above.




  As she washed and dried the dishes and put everything away, Eveleen’s pulse quickened. Stephen often went to the cattle market. Perhaps they would see him. Tomorrow she would wear her best

  bonnet to ride in the pony and trap to Grantham.




  As she returned to the kitchen to say goodnight it was as if her mother, sitting once more with her pillow lace, had read her thoughts.




  ‘And don’t you be thinking you can wear your Sunday best tomorrow,’ Mary said.




  Thankful that the comment made no direct accusations, Eveleen was emboldened to protest. ‘But, Mam, I can’t go to town in my working clothes. What would people think?’




  ‘Of course I don’t mean you should go looking like a ragamuffin.’ Mary Hardcastle bristled with indignation. ‘But your second-best dress and shawl will be quite

  serviceable.’ She pursed her mouth primly. ‘I don’t want anyone to think you’re getting ideas above your station.’




  A spark of rebellion made Eveleen ask, ‘And what is my “station”, Mam? Because I’d really like to know.’




  ‘Eveleen! Don’t you dare to answer me back. Now, get to bed and I’ll have to decide whether I even let you go tomorrow.’




  ‘But, Mam—’




  ‘Not another word.’ Mary flapped her hand, dismissing her daughter.




  Eveleen bit her lip to still an angry response. Her mother knew full well that one of the harshest punishments she could inflict upon her daughter was to stop her weekly trip into town with her

  father. Silently she left the kitchen to the sound of her mother’s mutterings about ungrateful children and climbed the stairs.




  Sleep deserted her. She didn’t like upsetting her mother, but sometimes retorts sprang to her lips and were out of her mouth before she could stop them. In the darkness Eveleen sighed. It

  was her biggest failing, she knew. But her mother was a difficult and complex woman to understand. Even Mary herself did not seem to know exactly what it was she wanted in life, so how were her

  children expected to know. At times she would be exhorting them to work harder, to “make something of themselves”; at others she was castigating them for “getting above

  themselves” and warning them that they should “know their place”.




  Now their father . . . Eveleen smiled to herself at the mere thought of him. He was easy to understand. Straightforward, placid, loving, and generous as far as his meagre wage would allow him to

  be. His generosity of spirit went much further than monetary gifts. More than anything, he gave of himself. He gave time and patience to his children. He always had done so, as far back as Eveleen

  could remember, even helping her as a small child to learn to read, though hardly a scholar himself. He would painstakingly write the letters of the alphabet on to her slate with a piece of white

  chalk and point to each one, guiding her hand as she traced the outlines of the letters herself.




  Even then her mother had grumbled. ‘An education’s wasted on a girl. What she needs to learn is how to cook and wash and sew and look after a family. What good’s fancy learning

  going to be for her?’




  But Walter Hardcastle only smiled indulgently at his wife and said gently, ‘You’re right, of course, my dear. Eveleen must learn all those things and who better to teach her than

  you.’ Then he would pause and add quietly, but with a firmness that even his wife could not ignore, ‘But it will do her no harm to learn her letters and go to school. One day, it might

  come in useful.’




  Despite a restless night, Eveleen was up first the following morning. The fire in the range had been stoked up and the breakfast laid before even her father appeared. When her

  mother came down, Eveleen went back upstairs to her bedroom to wash in the china bowl and to put on her pink dress with a high neckline and leg o’ mutton sleeves. Today Jimmy would cope with

  the early morning milking, so Eveleen made her bed and then laid out the only two bonnets she possessed. Biting her lip, she stood looking down at them. The newest, the one she had only had since

  the previous Easter, was by far the prettiest, but it was her best one. The older one was becoming shabby, although her mother declared there was plenty of wear left in it yet.




  Deciding suddenly, Eveleen snatched up her best bonnet and pushed the other one back into the wardrobe. She would have to get past her mother without Mary seeing it. She crept down the stairs

  and into the kitchen. Her mother, clearing away the breakfast things, looked up.




  ‘Look sharp, Eveleen, your father’s waiting for you in the yard.’




  Hiding the bonnet beneath the cream shawl she carried, Eveleen hurried forward to kiss her mother’s cheek and then flew out of the house. Picking up her skirts she ran across the yard and

  climbed into the pony and trap borrowed each market day from the big house.




  Only when they were safely out of the gate and a short distance down the lane did Eveleen breathe a sigh of satisfaction and put on her bonnet.




  ‘Oho,’ Walter Hardcastle chuckled. ‘I wondered why you came out of the house at a gallop. Now I know.’




  Eveleen laughed aloud and then tucked her arm through her father’s. ‘But you won’t tell her, Dad, will you?’




  ‘’Course not, love. Our secret, eh?’




  Eveleen hugged his arm to her side, her love for him spilling over as they laughed together.




  Then Eveleen lifted her face and breathed in the sharp air. An early morning frost silvered the ground and turned trees and hedges into gossamer threads as delicate as her mother’s pillow

  lace. A mist hung over the land and shrouded the trees. But the sun, rising palely before them, would soon warm the earth, melt away the frost and disperse the mist. It was going to be a lovely

  day.




  And today she might see Stephen.










  Four




  The village of Bernby lay on a hill to the west of Grantham. Even further west, down the steep, narrow lane twisting beneath the overhanging trees of Bernby Covert and over the

  footbridge across the bubbling beck, lay the Dunsmores’ 700-acre farm and the homes of their employees.




  George Dunsmore had been born in Pear Tree Farm and at the age of twenty had inherited the house, forty acres of arable land and a herd of cows. But George was ambitious. He chose as his wife a

  girl from good farming stock and together they determined to build a future, not only for themselves, but also for the next generation.




  Ann Dunsmore bore five children but only three lived to adulthood. George Dunsmore focused his hopes and dreams upon his only surviving son, Ernest. With Ernest’s birth in 1855, George

  added more acreage to his farm and built a grand mansion, Fairfield House, just across the fields behind his former home.




  Ben Hardcastle had worked on the land from the age of twelve and at fifteen had been the first farm labourer George Dunsmore employed. They worked shoulder to shoulder, just the two of them,

  from dawn to dusk and beyond. A year after George’s son’s birth, Ben married Emily and George offered them the tied dwelling, Pear Tree Farm. Soon George employed other men on his

  expanding farm, but he made Ben his head stockman and Ben Hardcastle was always the man the others looked up to.




  George Dunsmore was a lucky man. By the time he died in 1890 at the age of sixty-five, he had lived long enough to see his ambitions realized and he died happy in the certain knowledge that his

  son would continue his life’s work. By that time, the farm had already grown to five hundred acres and he had seen Ernest marry and present him with a grandson, Stephen, who would one day

  inherit all that George had striven for.




  The Hardcastles had not been quite so fortunate. A year after their marriage Emily gave birth to a son, Walter, but that same night his birth had caused her death. Within a year, however, Ben

  married a kindly woman who, unable to have children of her own, had lavished affection on her stepson. Neither Ben nor his son Walter had been ambitious and were content to live on in Pear Tree

  Farm and work for the enterprising Dunsmores. As the years passed and the estate grew, the Hardcastles, while being liked and respected, no longer held the unofficial position of the boss’s

  right-hand man and confidant. A farm bailiff, Josiah Jackson, now administered the day-to-day running of the estate and while Walter carried on his father’s work as gathman, he no longer held

  a privileged position.




  ‘That Josiah Jackson would turn us out of our home, if he could,’ Mary would often say, only to be placated by her gentle, unassuming husband.




  ‘Oh come now, Mary love, I’m sure that isn’t so.’




  Mary would shake her head and smile and say, ‘Oh, Walter, what am I going to do with you? Sometimes, I think you’re just too good to be true. You don’t see wrong in anyone, do

  you?’ And she would pass the back of his chair and plant a kiss on his thinning hair. Walter would only chuckle and his eyes would twinkle. ‘Well, I’ve my stepmother to thank for

  that, love,’ he would say.




  ‘She was a lovely woman,’ Walter, speaking of Elizabeth, his stepmother, would tell Eveleen often. ‘It’s my only real sorrow in life that neither my dad nor my stepmother

  lived to see you and Jimmy. How she would have loved you,’ he would murmur, reaching out to touch his daughter’s wild halo of hair.




  Then Eveleen would hug her father. ‘I wish I’d known her too, Dad, and your father.’




  ‘He was a nice man, such a kind man.’ Her father’s voice would soften as he remembered. ‘Such a shame he died earlier than he should have done. He was only in his

  forties. I – I found him you know. Collapsed in the field next to our house. A heart attack, the doctor said. No one could have done anything, even if we’d been with him when it

  happened.’




  Eveleen would always shudder when her father recounted this tragedy. She could feel her father’s sadness and share his helplessness. The poor man, dying alone in the middle of a field and

  no one even there to hold his hand.




  ‘What happened to your stepmother?’ Eveleen knew the answer, but also knew instinctively that her question helped her father to talk about it. It did him good to talk about one of

  the saddest days in his life.




  ‘She was distraught, devastated by my father’s death. Couldn’t come to terms with it at all. She blamed hersen, although that was nonsense, of course. The doctor –

  everyone – tried to reassure her but she wouldn’t listen. She just went downhill afterwards. So fast. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with me own eyes that

  anyone could go from being a happy, laughing, healthy woman to skin and bone in a few weeks. She didn’t live many months after he went.’




  Sorrow and guilt were in her father’s voice. ‘It wasn’t your fault. You mustn’t feel responsible, Dad,’ Eveleen would try to reassure him, but her father’s

  answer was always the same. ‘But I do, love. I do. I can’t help thinking that if only I’d looked after her better . . .’




  Now, sitting together in the trap bowling their way to market, Eveleen asked, ‘Dad, how did you and Mam meet? I know you lived alone in our house after your parents died, but you’ve

  never told me how you met our mam.’




  Joining the lane at the end of the track leading from their home, Walter turned to the left and then after a quarter of a mile or so took another left turn. They passed the wrought-iron gates

  leading into the sweeping drive of Fairfield House. Eveleen risked a glance and found she was holding her breath, but there was no sign of Stephen.




  The pony trotted on, splashing through the ford beside the footbridge across the beck and labouring up the hill towards Bernby Covert. The road passed beneath the trees, cold where the sun had

  not yet penetrated the shadows, and on towards Bernby village and then Grantham. Eveleen loved these trips with her father, loved having him all to herself for a few precious hours. They talked

  about all sorts of things and she soaked up his knowledge, his wisdom and revelled in his obvious love for his family.




  But now he was not answering her immediately. He was sitting, holding the reins lightly in his hands and staring straight ahead.




  ‘Dad?’ Eveleen prompted.




  With her arm still through his, she felt, rather than heard, his heavy sigh. His words came hesitantly, reluctantly. ‘She came to work for the Dunsmores one potato-picking time.’

  Walter cleared his throat and seemed to be choosing his words very carefully. ‘The work was very hard for her. Not – not what she had been used to. She was – er – ill and,

  because I was living on my own, I took her in and looked after her. Mrs Dunsmore – the old lady that is – heard about it and said it wasn’t seemly.’




  Father and daughter exchanged a knowing smile. It was the sort of phrase that Mary herself now used constantly.




  ‘So you married her?’




  ‘Not straight away.’ Again, Eveleen could detect that Walter was being careful to select his words. ‘Mr Ernest had been married just over a year and his wife had just had

  Master Stephen and she needed help about the place. In the house and with the dairy work. So when ya mam felt well again, she went to live in for a while at Fairfield House.’




  Eveleen could not keep the surprise from her tone. ‘Mrs Rachel used to work?’




  Her father’s expression lightened a little as he said, ‘Oh yes. I remember the time when they were first married, Mr Ernest still used to plough fields himself and his bride, Rachel,

  used to help milk the cows. That was when the old man, Mr George, was still alive. After he died, it began to change and now, of course, like your mam always says . . .’ without a trace of

  resentment or envy in his tone, Walter said, laughingly, ‘the Dunsmores can afford to employ others to do all the work while the master and his son ride around the estate on their horses

  instead of walking mile after mile behind them.’




  ‘But where did Mam come from? Did her family live near here?’




  ‘No – no, she came from a little village just south of Nottingham.’




  ‘Nottingham!’ Eveleen could not keep the surprise from her tone, and yet this revelation did answer a question that had been in her mind as she had been growing up but had never been

  voiced. Aloud she murmured, ‘So that’s why she talks different to you.’




  Walter Hardcastle spoke with the broad Lincolnshire dialect of the area, but Mary’s speech was different.




  Walter was chuckling softly to himself. ‘I’m sure your mother would be delighted to hear you say that. She has tried so hard to erase dialect of any sort from her own way of

  speaking. And from you and Jimmy. ’Fraid she hasn’t managed it with me, though, much to her disappointment.’




  They travelled for a few moments before Eveleen took a deep breath and asked, ‘Did you know her family?’




  There was a long silence and when her father did answer he was now noticeably hesitant. ‘Eveleen, love, it’s not for me to tell you. If your mother wants you to know, she will tell

  you in her own good time.’




  For a moment Eveleen held her breath, restraining the tumult of questions that threatened to spill out. Then she released her breath slowly, but her mind was racing. So, there was some mystery

  surrounding her mother’s early life. Her mother never mentioned her family and Eveleen did not know if she had grandparents, aunts, uncles, or even cousins. Whatever could have happened to

  make Mary lose contact with her family so completely?




  She risked one more tentative question. ‘Are her parents still alive? Have I got a grandpa and granny somewhere?’




  There was genuine sadness in Walter’s tone. ‘I don’t know, love.’ Then, more firmly, he added, ‘Please, Eveleen, don’t ask me any more.’




  The remainder of the journey passed without either of them speaking. A shadow had passed across their day.




  They came to Westgate in the town close to the cattle market.




  ‘It’s busy today,’ Walter remarked. ‘I’ll have to leave the trap here.’ They climbed down. ‘You can go and look around the shops, Eveleen. Don’t

  get lost.’




  They smiled at each other and the constraint that had been briefly between them fled. Eveleen laughed. She knew this part of Grantham almost as well as the lanes around her own home.




  ‘I won’t, Dad. Besides, I’ve a list of things to buy for Mam. I’m not going to have much time for dawdling.’




  ‘Well, enjoy yarsen, lass. You don’t get into town very much. Now,’ his attention turned to his work, ‘I must find Master Stephen. We’re here to buy a bull today.

  Mr Ernest wants to start breeding shorthorns, so I must be sure to find him a good one.’




  ‘You will,’ Eveleen said, confident in her father’s knowledge of cattle. Walter was reputed to be the best cowman in the area and while the modest man would never speak of it

  himself, the knowledge filled Eveleen with pride. ‘If I see Stephen, I’ll tell him you’re looking for him.’




  At the mere mention of his name, her foolish heart began to beat a little faster and she could feel the colour creeping up her neck. She turned away before her father should see the sparkle in

  her eyes and her smile of anticipation.




  She wove her way through the throng, nodding and smiling at acquaintances and then she was brought to a sudden halt by the tall, lanky figure barring her path.




  ‘If it isn’t the lovely Eveleen in her best Sunday bonnet.’




  She smiled up at the young man. ‘Hello, Ted. What brings you to town on market day?’




  ‘All the pretty girls, of course. But there’s none as pretty as you, Evie.’ Before she could protest, he had grabbed hold of her hand and pulled it through his arm. ‘When

  are you going to start walking out with me properly?’




  Eveleen looked up at him, threw back her head and laughed aloud. ‘When the sun shines on both sides of the hedge at once,’ she teased.




  Ted pretended to be heartbroken and pressed his hand against his chest. ‘Oh, I’ll die of love for you,’ he clowned. Then, dropping to one knee, he clasped both his hands

  together in supplication as if proposing.




  His tomfoolery caused a ripple of laughter among the passers-by and Eveleen had to wipe tears of merriment from her eyes. ‘Get up, you idiot. What will people think?’




  ‘I don’t care,’ he proclaimed loudly, with feigned passion. ‘You’re breaking my heart, Eveleen Hardcastle.’




  A voice spoke behind her. A voice that made her legs tremble and her heart feel as if it was doing somersaults. As she turned to face him, Eveleen caught her breath. On Stephen’s face

  there was an unmistakable look of jealousy as he glanced away from her to glare at the young man who was scrambling hastily to his feet and, for once, looking embarrassed himself.




  ‘Sorry, Master Stephen. Only having a bit of fun with Evie.’




  ‘I see,’ Stephen said slowly. ‘And have you been given time off from work to “have a bit of fun” with Miss Hardcastle?’




  ‘Oh – er – well, sir.’ Ted was fumbling now. He, like his father Bill Morton, worked for the Dunsmores.




  Smoothly, Eveleen intervened. While she had no time for Ted as a prospective suitor, she did not want to see him in trouble. ‘You were looking for my father, weren’t you, Ted?’

  she asked, and Ted, quick on the uptake, glanced at her gratefully as she went on, ‘He’s gone to look over the bulls. You’ll find him there.’




  ‘Thanks, Evie.’ Ted pulled off his cap, gave an awkward gesture, something between a nod and a bow, to Stephen Dunsmore and hurried away, pulling his cap back on his head as he

  went.




  Eveleen turned back to smile up at Stephen. Now she could say quite truthfully, ‘And my father was hoping to meet up with you, too.’




  Stephen looked down at her, but there was no responding smile. His eyes still glittered with angry resentment. ‘Was he?’ He raised his hat and bowed his head in a tiny, stiff

  movement that implied condescension rather than courtesy. ‘Then I had better find him. I’ll bid you good-day, Miss Hardcastle.’




  ‘Stephen—’ she began, reaching out trembling fingers towards him. But he turned and was gone, striding away from her through the crowds that seemed to part for him as if

  recognizing his position of authority.




  Eveleen watched him go, her heart heavy with disappointment.










  Five




  Eveleen’s mind was not on the shopping list her mother has given her. She had been to Boot’s Cash Chemist in Market Place and to Mr Crow’s, the linen

  draper’s shop, on High Street. Coming out, she paused to consult her list, but her eyes hardly focused on Mary’s spidery handwriting. All she could see was Stephen’s angry

  face.




  There had been no hint of friendliness towards her. He had not even smiled at her. He had acted as if they were strangers.




  Eveleen sighed. Her joy in the day’s outing was spoilt and now she was hungry and thirsty too, but she could imagine her mother’s tirade if she were to spend precious housekeeping

  money on the luxury of a cup of tea and a bun.




  She folded the piece of paper in her hand and was about to set off in search of the next item on the list when she felt someone grip her elbow and a voice say in her ear, ‘Here you are.

  I’ve been looking all over for you. You’ve led me a merry dance.’




  Eveleen twisted round and looked up into Stephen’s face. He was smiling down at her now and his earlier hostility had evaporated.




  ‘I – I thought you didn’t want to be with me,’ she murmured.




  Stephen released her arm and glanced up and down the street. ‘Of course I want to be with you, but we must be careful.’ Then, almost as a hasty afterthought, he added, ‘I

  don’t want you to be in more trouble with your parents.’




  Again he glanced to right and left and then he crooked his arm and offered it for her to take. Self-consciously, Eveleen wiped her trembling hand down the skirt of her dress before putting it on

  his arm.




  ‘You’re looking very pretty today,’ he said as they walked along together. ‘But I expect young Morton has already told you that.’ Again, there was jealousy in the

  words and in his tone.




  Eveleen’s heart leapt at the thought that he minded about Ted Morton. Yet she did not want him to think there was anything between them. ‘Ted and I have grown up together.

  We’re more like brother and sister than – than anything.’




  Stephen smiled at her as he leant towards her, his mouth close to her ear and said softly, ‘I’m very glad to hear it. Now, we’ll go in here and I’ll buy you a

  drink.’ He nodded towards the dim interior of the Horse and Jockey public house.




  ‘Oh, I couldn’t. I – I . . .’ she said in a squeak. She could almost hear her mother’s voice saying, “It wouldn’t be seemly, Eveleen. You should know

  your place.”




  ‘It’s just a drink. I’m sure it’s hours since you had breakfast. I know it is since I had mine. Come, I won’t take no for an answer.’




  Eveleen glanced around, her pulse racing with excitement and sudden daring. Her father was busy over at the cattle market, engaged in business for his employer. It would be hours yet before he

  was ready to go home. Eveleen felt a spark of defiance. Why shouldn’t she? If he didn’t think it was proper, then Stephen wouldn’t be asking her, she reasoned. Where was the

  harm?




  She pulled in a deep breath and felt suddenly calmer. ‘Thank you, Master Stephen,’ she said politely and, to her surprise, found that her voice was strong and steady now.

  ‘I’d be delighted.’




  Inside it was dark but certainly not dismal for a bright log fire burned in the grate and the small round tables were polished until they gleamed. Farmers, leaning against the bar and sitting at

  the tables, glanced at her curiously for a moment and then looked away.




  Stephen ushered her into a chair in the farthest corner of the room from the entrance and went to the bar. He had not asked her what she would like to drink but returned with a pale, frothy

  liquid in a tall glass for her and a tankard of beer for himself. When Eveleen took a sip she found it rather bitter, but at this moment, in Stephen’s company, water from the beck would have

  tasted like nectar to her.




  He sat down beside her and, beneath the table, reached for her hand, holding it between both his own. ‘Oh, Eveleen, you don’t know how I long to have you to myself. Do you know that

  I ride past your home every day just in the hope of seeing you?’




  ‘Really?’ Eveleen felt a thrill run through her and then her sense of humour rose to the surface and she laughed. ‘My mother would say, “Haven’t you anything better

  to do with your time?” ’




  He glanced over his shoulder, but there was no one else nearby. With a courtly gesture, Stephen raised her fingers to his lips. ‘I can’t think of any better way to spend my

  time,’ he murmured.




  He took a long drink, almost emptying the tankard. ‘Another?’ he asked her.




  Eveleen smiled and shook her head. ‘No – no, thank you.’ She had drunk only half the contents of the glass and already she felt strangely light-headed.




  As Stephen went to the bar again she noticed another young man enter.




  ‘Dunsmore, old chap,’ he boomed in greeting, slapping Stephen on the back. ‘What are you drinking?’




  Stephen smiled but shook his head and leaned closer to speak into the newcomer’s ear. The young man, dressed in plus fours, turned and looked directly at Eveleen. His loud guffaw echoed

  around the bar above the buzz of conversation, causing some of the other men to glance again in her direction. Then, as Eveleen saw him nudge Stephen and wink, she felt the colour begin to rise in

  her face. Her glance flickered around the room and she saw to her utter dismay and confusion what she had not noticed when she had come in. She had been so overwhelmed by Stephen’s attention

  and the excitement of being with him, she had failed to realize that she was the only woman in the public bar of the Horse and Jockey.




  ‘You’re late home, Walter. Is everything all right?’




  Mary appeared out of the back door of the house as her husband manoeuvred the trap into the yard. Drawing to a halt, Walter climbed down and then held out his hand to help his daughter alight,

  laughing as he did so. ‘It’s thanks to this little minx if we are late, Mary. She says you gave her so much shopping to do, I was hanging about for her for over half an hour after

  I’d finished my bit of business in the market.’




  Mary’s eyebrows drew together in a frown as she looked keenly at her daughter. ‘I didn’t give you that much,’ she began and then, before Eveleen could think of a reply,

  Mary pointed to her head. ‘And what, miss, do you think you’re doing wearing your best Sunday bonnet? I told you to wear your second-best dress and bonnet.’




  In her excitement at being with Stephen and then the flurry of being late back to meet her father, Eveleen had completely forgotten that she had deliberately disobeyed her mother.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mam,’ she began, ‘but my other bonnet is beginning to look shabby and—’




  ‘Don’t scold the girl, Mary,’ her father interrupted, coming to her rescue. ‘Where’s the harm?’




  ‘She deliberately disobeyed me,’ Mary insisted.




  Walter tried to adopt a disapproving expression but his eyes twinkled. ‘You shouldn’t have done that, Eveleen. Now say you’re sorry to your mother and we’ll say no more

  about it.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mam.’




  ‘Very well, then.’ Mary was a little mollified. ‘But don’t let it happen again or I shall stop you going into town.’




  As they began to unload the packages from the back of the trap, Jimmy sauntered into the yard. With a calculated air of innocence, he said, ‘Ted says to thank you for saving his bacon with

  Master Stephen.’ Then he glanced slyly towards their mother.




  ‘What’s this about Master Stephen?’ Mary missed nothing, as Jimmy had known full well.




  Eveleen glared at her brother, but was obliged to explain at least part of it. ‘I was talking to Ted in the market place. He was acting the fool as he always does, but he meant no harm.

  Master Stephen came up to us and asked him straight out if he had permission to be off work.’ She shrugged. ‘All I could think of was to say that Ted was meeting Dad.’ She looked

  to her father, hoping he would feel able to back up her story. ‘So I told him where to find you.’ Mentally she was crossing her fingers that no one had seen her in the Horse and

  Jockey.




  With gentle remonstration, Walter said, ‘I can understand why you said it, but it wasn’t entirely true, was it, Eveleen?’




  Eveleen bit her lip. ‘No, Dad. I’m sorry.’




  She seemed to be saying nothing but ‘I’m sorry’.




  ‘And then what?’ Mary was not about to let the matter drop.




  Eveleen trembled but managed to say calmly, ‘I went and did your shopping and then – and then I happened to meet Master Stephen again. Completely by accident. Honestly,

  Mam.’




  Mary’s face was like an ominous thundercloud. ‘And?’




  Now she was floundering. ‘Well – we just talked.’




  ‘Ted saw you with him,’ Jimmy said, and as he turned and began to move away, he threw the words back over his shoulder. ‘Coming out of the Horse and Jockey in High

  Street.’




  ‘He – what?’ The scandalized expression on her mother’s face would have reduced Eveleen to helpless laughter had she not realized that now she was in deep trouble.




  ‘Do you mean to tell me, miss, that you actually went into a public house?’




  Eveleen nodded. Mary moved towards her menacingly. ‘Do you know,’ she said with dreadful emphasis on every word, ‘what sort of women go into those places?’




  ‘But I was with Stephen. I thought—’




  Without warning, Mary Hardcastle’s hand met her daughter’s cheek with a resounding slap that echoed around the yard. ‘You little trollop! Have you remembered nothing I’ve

  taught you, girl? Haven’t I always told you to remember your place? What will people think of you if they saw you with him and in a public house too?’




  The memory of the stranger’s laughter and his suggestive nudge made Eveleen wince. Now she realized what he, and probably all the other men there too, had been thinking about her.




  Mary lunged at Eveleen as if to strike her again, but Walter caught hold of his wife. ‘Now, now, there’s no need for that. Let’s talk about this.’




  Mary struggled against her husband’s grip. ‘You keep out of this, Walter. This has nothing to do with you. You wouldn’t understand.’ Her words were scathing as she added,

  ‘Being a man.’




  Calmly, Walter said, ‘Of course I understand and it has everything to do with me. She’s my daughter too and don’t you think a father understands better than anyone what young

  men are like?’ Even in the midst of the quarrel, he smiled a little as he added, ‘I was young once, you know.’




  The fight seemed to drain out of Mary and she sagged against him. ‘Oh, Walter, you were always good and kind and considerate. You would never have taken advantage of any girl.’




  Walter allowed himself a grimace. ‘Now you’re making me sound very dull, Mary.’




  ‘No, no,’ she insisted at once, twisting round in his arms to face him and reaching up to touch his face in a tender gesture. ‘You know I didn’t mean that.’




  ‘No, no, of course you didn’t.’ Above Mary’s head, he glanced at Eveleen. ‘But have you thought, Mary love, that it’s perhaps my fault if Eveleen is so

  trusting of all young men?’




  ‘Of course it isn’t your fault,’ Mary snapped, her anger rising once more. ‘Haven’t I dinned it into her until I’m dizzy that she should look to her own kind

  for a husband, not be setting her cap at the gentry? Someone like Stephen Dunsmore is only amusing himself with the likes of her. Taking her into a pub with no thought for her reputation. That

  tells you a lot, doesn’t it?’




  Doubt and anxiety crossed Walter’s face, but then he said, ‘He’s only young too, Mary. Mebbe he just didn’t think.’




  ‘Didn’t think about her, you mean. She’s just a plaything to him. Nothing more. He’ll likely seduce her and bring shame on this family and care not a jot when he

  does it.’ Without allowing Walter time to protest any further, Mary turned back to Eveleen. ‘You’re not to meet him again. I forbid it. And if I catch you with him, I’ll

  – I’ll send you away. Yes, yes, that’s what I’ll do, I’ll send you away from here. Now get to your bed. No supper for you. If you’ve been drinking with the

  gentry you’ve no need of my supper.’




  Eveleen glanced at her father, seeking his support, but for once Walter avoided meeting her gaze. Tears smarted behind her eyes and she bit down hard on her lower lip to stop it trembling. Then

  she turned and fled into the house and up the stairs to her room. Tearing the offending bonnet from her head she sat down before the mirror and in the half-light she stared at her reflection. Her

  brown eyes were large and round with distress, her cheeks pink, her bosom heaving and her hair flying wild and loose around her shoulders, and she was trembling all over.




  Then she buried her face in her hands and sobbed.










  Six




  Eveleen kept to her room for the remainder of the evening and for the second night running she slept fitfully. By the morning, however, she had come to a decision.




  Whatever her mother said, she would not stop meeting Stephen. She was falling in love with him and she did not want to stop herself if there was the slightest chance that he could possibly care

  for her.




  As she dressed, shivering in the sharp early morning air, Eveleen’s resolve hardened. She would do her work, she would be dutiful to her parents in every other way, but in this one thing

  she would not obey them.




  Downstairs Eveleen stoked up the fire, set the kettle on the hob and laid the table for breakfast before she went out into the cowhouse to milk the first of the cows her father would already

  have brought to the crewyard.




  As she was finishing milking the last cow, a shadow appeared in the doorway and she heard Jimmy’s voice. ‘By heck, you’re for it now, aren’t ya?’ There was glee in

  his voice. ‘You ought to have had more sense. And if I catch him round here—’




  A sudden spurt of anger made Eveleen stand up quickly. ‘Oh aye, Jimmy Hardcastle, and just what do you think you’re going to do, eh? Have fisticuffs with the master’s son so

  that you lose your job?’




  ‘Wouldn’t bother me. I’d go to sea. Just like I’ve always wanted.’ He glared at her defiantly.




  ‘Then what about our dad? Think about him. Do you want him to lose his job an’ all?’




  The lad thrust his hands into his pockets and shrugged. ‘’Course not,’ he said, but his tone was nonchalant as if he didn’t really care one way or the other.




  ‘And we’d lose our home, don’t forget. Have you thought about that?’ Eveleen persisted.




  ‘Have you thought about what you’re doing?’ he answered her back. ‘You could be making as much trouble for us all as anyone.’




  Eveleen stared at him, suddenly unsure. ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘Stephen’s got a hold over you, ain’t he? If you don’t do what he wants, he can have us all put out of a job. And,’ he added pointedly, ‘as you’ve just

  said, out of our home an’ all.’




  ‘Stephen’s not like that. He wouldn’t do anything so – so . . .’




  Jimmy shrugged again as he turned away. ‘You think not. He’s a man, our Evie, ain’t he?’




  Eveleen stood still, watching her brother cross the yard, whistling as he went.




  ‘He’s not like that,’ she murmured to herself. ‘I just know he’s not.’




  Late in the afternoon, Eveleen ran up the hill towards Bernby Covert where she could see him waiting for her.




  ‘There you are.’ The delight was evident in his tone as he dismounted and came towards her, his hands outstretched to take hers into his own.




  She threw herself against him. ‘Stephen,’ she began, breathless from running. She felt the familiar lurch of pleasure at the sight of him, at being near him. ‘Stephen,’

  she said again, savouring the name. Then she tilted back her head and looked up into his eyes. ‘They know about our meeting yesterday. About the Horse and Jockey –

  everything.’




  His mouth tightened as he muttered, ‘Damnation take the fellow.’ He looked down at her. ‘I presume it was young Morton?’




  Eveleen realized suddenly that although she was standing very close to him and clutching at him, he was now making no effort to hold her. She let her arms fall and took a step away from him.




  ‘Sort of,’ she said guardedly, anxious that he should not blame Ted. ‘Ted told my brother that – that he had seen us together. But he wouldn’t see any harm in that.

  He wouldn’t know.’




  ‘Mm. I’m not so sure.’




  ‘Ted doesn’t know about us. Only my family.’ Before she had stopped to think what she was saying, the words spilled out. ‘It’s my precious brother we’ve to

  thank for that.’




  Stephen raised his eyebrows sardonically and drawled, ‘Is it indeed? Then we’ll have to do something about him, won’t we?’




  She moved closer again and put her hands, palms flat, against his chest. ‘Don’t let’s waste time thinking about him. I can’t stay long.’




  As he pulled her beneath the shadows of the trees and into his arms they both heard the sound of a twig snapping. Stephen stared beyond her, over her shoulder, and then he thrust her away from

  him and plunged towards where the trees grew closely together and the undergrowth was thick. A moment later, Eveleen was horrified to see him hauling her brother out from among the bushes by the

  scruff of his neck.




  Stephen was taller and broader than the younger boy, but Jimmy was wiry and strong. He kicked and hit out at his captor until Stephen, with a cry of pain, was forced to let go of him. But as

  Jimmy made to escape, Eveleen grabbed him. ‘Oh no you don’t. Just what do you think you’re doing, spying on us?’




  Jimmy’s face was ugly as he faced her. ‘Wait till I tell our dad about this. Just wait till he hears about his precious, darling daughter. You’ll not be his favourite for much

  longer.’




  Despite her anger, Eveleen was filled with a sudden sadness. ‘This hasn’t anything to do with me and Stephen, has it? You’re just jealous of me.’




  ‘Huh! I couldn’t care less.’ Jimmy’s tone was deliberately offhand, but Eveleen could see the hurt in his eyes.




  As her grip loosened, Jimmy pulled himself free and began to run. Only then did Stephen shout after him, ‘You’re sacked, Hardcastle.’




  Jimmy stopped, turned to face them and shook his fist at Eveleen. ‘See? I told you so. See what you’ve done now?’




  Then he was gone, crashing through the undergrowth.




  Eveleen turned to Stephen and wound her arms about him, burying her face against him. ‘Please don’t sack him. Oh please say you didn’t mean it.’




  He was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling against her cheek. Then he bent his head and began to kiss her hair, her forehead, the tip of her nose and finally her mouth, murmuring as he

  did so, ‘That all – depends on – how nice – you are to me.’




  As his mouth came down hard upon hers and he pressed her to the ground, it was not only the sudden breeze rustling through the trees that chilled her heart.




  ‘Jimmy? Jimmy, are you in here?’ As soon as she arrived back at the farm, Eveleen went in search of her brother. As her eyes became accustomed to the dim interior

  of the barn, she could see him sitting on a mound of hay, staring into space, a resentful expression on his face.




  ‘Shouldn’t you be fetching the cows in?’




  ‘He can fetch ’em himself,’ Jimmy muttered.




  ‘Who? Dad?’




  ‘No. ’Im. If he’s sacked me, I aren’t doing another thing.’




  Eveleen crossed the dirt floor and sat down beside him. ‘He hasn’t sacked you. He was just angry.’




  ‘Oh aye. Persuade him to change his mind, did you? What did you have to do? Lift your skirts for him?’




  ‘No, I didn’t,’ Eveleen said hotly. ‘Don’t you dare think such a thing about me.’




  ‘Pull the other one, Evie. You must have done something. Something,’ he added maliciously, ‘that Dad wouldn’t like to hear about.’




  Eveleen stared at him through the gloom. Then slowly and deliberately she said, ‘As long as you promise not to tell Mam and Dad, you can keep your job.’




  ‘Oho, blackmail now, is it?’ Then, surprisingly, he laughed and there was even a note of grudging admiration in his tone. ‘Well, I’ll say this for you, our Evie. From

  being a right goody-goody, you’re certainly learning fast.’




  He stood up and, dusting the bits of hay from his clothes, he glanced down at her. ‘Not sure I want his precious job, anyway.’ He sniffed. ‘I’ll be going to sea

  soon.’




  As he left the barn, Eveleen could not stop the words escaping her lips as she called after him. ‘And what would Mam do then, without her precious baby boy?’




  At once she was ashamed of her own resentment of the closeness between her mother and brother. ‘I’m as bad as he is,’ she told herself sharply.




  Then she hauled herself up and went to start the evening milking.




  Later, with their day’s work finished and about to go into the house for supper, Eveleen put her hand on her father’s arm.




  ‘Dad,’ she asked quietly. ‘Why is Mam so upset about me and Stephen?’




  In the dim interior of the cowshed, she could not see Walter’s features clearly enough to read their expression.




  ‘Eveleen, there are things I cannot tell you – it would be breaking a confidence if I did. But you must believe me if I tell you that your mother has good reason to want to –

  to protect you. She doesn’t want to see you hurt.’




  Eveleen’s sharp mind was running riot and then, with sudden clarity, she began to understand. ‘She was hurt like that, wasn’t she? Was it before she met you? Was it?’




  ‘Don’t ask me, love. And please . . .’ He took her hand and gripped it now. ‘Please – never, ever, ask your mother.’




  ‘Is that why she’s estranged from her family? Did they throw her out?’




  ‘Eveleen,’ her father’s voice was firm now. ‘I’ve told you – don’t ask me, because I’m not going to tell you. I’ve said too much

  already.’




  But Eveleen could guess enough to understand now. He had not denied her speculation, and if she had been far from the truth, he would have done so.




  In a small voice she asked, ‘Dad, what do you say about me meeting Stephen?’




  ‘Oh, love, I don’t know. I really don’t. He seems a nice enough young man, but I can understand your mother’s fears. She’s afraid, him being our employer – or

  at least the son of our employer – that he’s only – what is it they say?’ Despite the gravity of their conversation, there was suddenly a hint of mirth in his tone.

  ‘He’s only trifling with your affections.’




  Eveleen laughed. ‘That’s rather a grand expression for the likes of us, Dad.’




  ‘Well, that’s the trouble, lass. It is the “likes of us” and the “likes of him” that’s the problem. The two don’t mix.’ His voice was

  wistful for a moment as he added, ‘Not now.’




  ‘Are you forbidding me to see him too?’




  ‘I can’t exactly do that, can I? You’re bound to run into him and he’s every right to come here whenever he wants.’




  ‘That’s the bit that really worries me, Dad. They could turn us all out of our home if – if . . .’ She hesitated to tell him what had happened earlier in the woods when

  Stephen’s threat had sounded so real.
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