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  One




  The girl was standing in the middle of the cobbled marketplace. She had been there for hours whilst the busy market bustled around her. All day the raucous shouts of the

  stallholders had rung out, each vying with the others to attract the attention of the shoppers, but they had not gained hers. It was two weeks before Christmas and the stalls were laden with holly

  wreaths and mistletoe, bringing colour to a drab, wet day.




  Now it was growing dark and the traders were packing up and going home. Home to a warm fire and a hot drink, no doubt liberally laced with whisky to drive out the chill and to thaw frozen hands

  and feet. The rain had been falling steadily since early morning and the girl, just standing there so quiet and still, staring ahead of her and looking neither to right nor left, was soaked to her

  skin. Her long black hair was plastered against her head. The bottom button of the shapeless coat she wore was missing and the garment flapped open, revealing the swelling mound of her belly. Yet

  she didn’t seem to care about her condition, or even about the discomfort she must be feeling. She seemed unaware of everything and everyone around her. Her thin face was white and pinched

  with cold, and devoid of expression. Her blue eyes, so dark they were almost violet, were lifeless.




  ‘A’ ya goin’ to stand there all night, lass?’ The last market trader to load his wares into the back of an old van shouted across the wet cobblestones, shining now in the

  pale glow from the street lamp. She did not even glance in his direction. It was as if she hadn’t heard him. The man wiped the back of his hand across his face and shrugged. ‘Please

  ya’sen,’ he muttered and turned away. He looked longingly towards the public house, the Shepherd’s Crook. Even out here in the cold and the wet, the buzz of conversation could be

  heard through the open door. A haze of pipe and cigarette smoke drifted out into the night air. The market trader hesitated for a moment, seemingly torn between the inviting hospitality the place

  offered and the thought of home, where his wife would be waiting with a hot meal and warm slippers. The pull of home won and he bent to swing the starting handle of his battered van. The engine

  spluttered into life and he moved to the driver’s side of the vehicle, slinging the starting handle into the well in front of the passenger seat. He glanced across at the girl, then shrugged

  again and climbed into the van.




  When the noise of the motor had died away the marketplace was deserted, except for the girl. The only other living creature was a pony, harnessed to an old-fashioned trap and tethered outside

  the Shepherd’s Crook. It looked as wet and miserable as the girl felt. Just once she licked her lips, tasting the rain.




  The laughter and the noise from the pub spilled into the street as three men came out, lurching along the pavement, bumping into one another, laughing and joking and filled with the merriment of

  the festive season. They didn’t even notice her. More men left the pub in twos and threes, yet the pony still stood there, occasionally pawing the ground, his metal-clad hoof scraping the

  cobbles. He shook his head and water droplets showered from his rain-soaked mane.




  ‘Time to go home, Eddie. You can’t stay here all night.’ There was a disturbance in the doorway of the pub and, for the first time, the girl’s glance focused on the two

  men there. One was very unsteady, reeling from side to side and being steered towards the waiting pony and trap by the other. ‘Come on. Your pony’ll tek you home. Good job he knows the

  way better’n you when you’re in this state, in’t it?’




  For a moment the drunken man leant against the trap, then he grasped the side and, with the aid of the other man, heaved himself into the back. The pony lifted his head, perking up at once now

  his warm stable was almost in sight.




  ‘On you go, then.’ The publican raised his hand, about to untether the pony and slap its rump to send it on its way, when the man in the back mumbled, ‘Wait. Wait a

  mo’.’




  Through the blur of drink and the steadily falling rain, he had caught a glimpse of the girl standing in the middle of the square. He raised a shaking finger and pointed. ‘Who’s

  that?’




  ‘Eh?’ The landlord glanced over his shoulder. ‘Oh, her. Bin there hours. Some tramp beggin’, I ’spect. Well, she needn’t think she’s goin’ to get

  a bed at my place.’




  Eddie was scrambling out of the trap again.




  ‘Now, now,’ the other man remonstrated. ‘On you go home, Eddie. You’re goin’ to be in enough trouble with your missis as it is. Don’t be bothering yourself

  with the likes of that little trollop.’




  Eddie shook off the man’s restraining hand. ‘You can’t leave a poor lass standing there in this weather,’ he mumbled and began to shamble towards the girl. The landlord

  shrugged. ‘Have it your way, then. I’ve better things to do with me time. Goodnight to you, Eddie Appleyard.’




  The landlord went inside and slammed the heavy door of the public house. The sound of the bolts being shot home echoed in the silence.




  Still the girl had not moved as Eddie reached her and stood before her, swaying slightly. He peered at her through the gloom. ‘Nowhere to go, lass?’ His voice was gentle and caring

  and the girl, who had thought she was empty of all emotion, felt tears prickle behind her eyelids. It was the first kind word she had heard in weeks, months even. Slowly, she shook her head.




  He touched her arm lightly. ‘Then you’d best come home with me.’ Without waiting for any sign of agreement or otherwise from her, Eddie turned and reeled back towards the trap.

  But before he reached it, he stumbled and fell to the cobbles. The girl watched for a moment and then, when he made no attempt to rise, she moved at last. Her limbs were stiff with cold and for the

  first few steps she hobbled like an old woman. She bent and grasped his arm. He grunted and, leaning heavily on her, struggled to his feet. They staggered towards the trap. The man scrambled into

  the back and then turned, holding out his hand towards her. ‘Come on, lass. You can’t stay out here all night.’




  She hesitated and then put her hand into his. When she was sitting beside him on the floor he said, ‘Giddup, Duke.’ The pony moved and, as the trap swayed, the girl clung on to the

  side, but the man merely shifted himself into a more comfortable position. Curling his body to fit into the confined space, he lay down. With a satisfied grunt, he rested his head on her lap and,

  almost at once, began to snore.




  The pony bent its head against the driving rain as it plodded up the steep hill, leaving the lights of the town behind them. Beneath the slight shelter the sides of the trap afforded and with

  the warmth of the man close to her seeping into her chilled being, the girl’s eyelids closed. Her head drooped forward and soon, draped across the man, she too slept.




  







  Two




  ‘Who the hell’s this?’




  A woman’s strident voice startled the girl awake. The pony and trap had come to a halt in the middle of a farmyard. Farm buildings and a house loomed through the darkness. The woman, a

  raincoat over her head, was standing at the back of the trap, poking the sleeping man with her forefinger.




  ‘Eddie – wake up. Who’s this, I’d like to know? Some trollop you’ve picked up at the market?’ She prodded him viciously. ‘You’ve a nerve and no

  mistake. Come on.’ She began to pull at him. ‘Stir ya’sen. I want an explanation. And it’d better be good.’




  The man grunted and lifted his head. His face now on a level with the woman’s, he murmured, ‘Bertha, my dearly beloved wife.’ He grinned foolishly, but even in his drunken

  state the girl could detect the sarcasm in his tone.




  ‘I’ll “beloved wife” you,’ the woman shrilled as she dragged him from the trap. He fell to the ground on his hands and knees, but she made no effort to help him up.

  Instead she pushed him with her toe. ‘Get up, ya daft beggar. And as for you,’ she added, glaring up at the girl still sitting on the floor of the trap, ‘you can be on ya

  way—’




  ‘No – no.’ Hanging on to the back of the trap, the man dragged himself upright. He swayed slightly, but his voice was less slurred now. ‘No, she’s stayin’.

  She’s nowhere to go.’




  ‘What’s that to do with you? Who is she?’




  The man shrugged. ‘Dunno. She was standing in the marketplace getting soaking wet, so I brought her home.’




  ‘Oh, a real knight in shining armour, aren’t ya? Get on inside.’ The woman pushed him again. Then she jabbed her finger towards the girl. ‘And you. You’d better

  come inside an’ all. Only for a minute, mind. I want to get to the bottom of this.’




  The woman, small and very overweight, nevertheless marched towards the back door of the farmhouse with surprising agility.




  ‘Come on, lass,’ Eddie said. ‘We’d better do as she says.’ He held out his hand to her and, stiffly, she climbed out of the trap. As they began to walk towards the

  house, the girl spoke for the first time. Her voice was low and husky.




  ‘What about the pony?’




  ‘Eh?’ Eddie blinked. ‘Oh aye.’ He lurched back towards the animal, still waiting patiently, and patted its neck. ‘Poor old Duke. You always get the rough end of the

  stick, don’t you?’ His voice was low as he muttered, ‘Reckon we both do.’




  The man began to grapple with the harness and the girl moved to help him. As soon as the pony felt himself released from the shafts, he trotted towards the building on the right-hand side of the

  yard. The man gave a wry laugh. ‘He knows his way home all right.’




  They left the trap in the middle of the yard and went towards the house.




  ‘If she – if she won’t let you stay in the house, lass, the hayloft above Duke’s stable is dry and in the morning—’ He wiped his hand across his face and then

  shook his head as if trying to clear it. ‘I’m not thinking too straight, but I’ll sort summat out for you in the morning.’ They stepped into a scullery and through that into

  a warm kitchen, where the smell of freshly baked mince pies still lingered. ‘I’ll see if I can get her to—’




  ‘So? What’s all this about?’ Bertha was standing with her fat arms folded across her bosom. Her mousy coloured hair was straight and roughly cut into an untidy bob. Parted on

  one side, the long section of hair was held back from her face by a grip. Her florid cheeks were lined with tiny red veins and her mouth was small, the thin lips lost in the fatness of her face.

  Only in her mid-thirties, yet already she had a double chin. As she stood awaiting her husband’s explanation, her pale hazel eyes sparked with anger.




  Behind the woman, in the doorway leading further into the house, stood a young boy in striped flannelette pyjamas. He was no more than ten years old and his large brown eyes were darting from

  one to the other between his parents, but they seemed oblivious to his presence.




  The girl shivered and glanced towards the glowing fire, longing to kneel before it and hold out her hands to its heat.




  ‘Well? I’m waiting.’ The woman’s glance raked the girl, taking in her bedraggled state. Then her mouth turned down in disgust. ‘I might ’ave known.

  She’s in the family way. Is it yours, Eddie Appleyard?’




  ‘Don’t talk daft, woman.’ Her accusation brought a brief spark of retaliation. ‘I ain’t even seen her afore tonight.’




  ‘Huh! Expect me to believe that.’ She stepped towards the girl. ‘Well, you can be on your way, whoever you are.’




  The man said nothing, but he made a motion with his head as if to remind the girl of his earlier offer for her to sleep in the hayloft.




  ‘I saw that. Ee, there’s more going on here than you’re letting on. I can tell.’




  Eddie ran his hand agitatedly through his thick brown hair. He was a tall, thin man in his mid-thirties, yet slightly stooping, as if the years of farm work were already bending his back. His

  face was weather-beaten and there were lines around his brown eyes.




  ‘There’s nothing going on, as you put it,’ he said wearily. ‘She’s just a poor lass who’s got nowhere to go. Surely, you can show a bit of—’




  ‘And why’s she got nowhere to go?’ Bertha flung her arm out, pointing at the girl’s stomach. ‘Because ’er family – if she’s got any – has

  slung the little slut out, that’s why.’




  Eddie sighed. ‘You don’t know that.’ They were talking about the girl as if she was not there. ‘You don’t know anything about her. No more than I do.’




  ‘Aye, but I can guess.’




  ‘It’s the truth I’m telling you,’ he said quietly, yet there was a note in his tone that implied he knew she wouldn’t believe him.




  Bertha turned towards the girl. ‘What’s your name then?’




  The violet eyes regarded the woman steadily. ‘Anna,’ the girl said softly.




  ‘Anna what?’




  The girl hesitated and looked away, avoiding Bertha’s probing, hostile eyes. She ran her tongue nervously round her lips. ‘Anna Woods.’




  But Bertha had noticed the hesitation. She sniffed in disbelief. ‘Oh aye. Well then, Anna Woods – or whatever your name is – you’d better take yourself off, ’cos we

  don’t want the likes of you hanging around here. Go on.’ She flapped her hand. ‘Be off with you. And don’t come round here again.’




  ‘She can sleep in the stable,’ Eddie put in. ‘You can’t turn the lass out, specially when it’s nearly Christmas.’ Sadly, he added, ‘No room at the inn,

  eh, Bertha? Now look, love, why don’t you find her a blanket and—?’




  ‘I aren’t finding the little trollop owt.’ Bertha whipped round on him. ‘And as for you, Eddie Appleyard, you ain’t heard the last of this.’ At that moment

  she noticed the boy still standing in the doorway. Instantly Bertha’s whole demeanour changed. She stepped towards him and put her arm around his shoulders. ‘What are you doing down

  here, Tony? Go back to bed, there’s a good boy.’




  Anna saw the boy glance briefly at his father as he murmured, ‘Yes, Mam,’ and then he scuttled out of sight. She heard his light footsteps on the stairs and then the sound of his

  bare feet pattering across the floor above.




  ‘There.’ The woman rounded on her husband again. ‘See how you upset him? He can’t sleep till he knows you’re safely home. He’s the same every week. Though why

  he should bother himself after the way you carry on beats me.’




  Sickened by the woman’s ranting, Anna turned and stepped out of the warm kitchen and through the scullery. As she opened the back door, she shivered again as the coldness of the wet night

  hit her once more. She bent her head against the rain and hurried towards the barn door through which the pony had disappeared. Halfway across the yard, she jumped as a dog, chained outside its

  kennel, barked and tried to run towards her. She couldn’t see it clearly in the darkness, but she made soothing sounds in her throat. The dog ceased its barking, whined and then returned to

  its shelter. Even he doesn’t like the wet, she thought wryly.




  Inside the barn, it was cold but dry. As her eyes became accustomed to the dark, Anna felt her way around, her icy fingers touching the brick walls. She heard the sound of the pony and her

  fingers touched a coarse blanket thrown over the boarding at the side of his stall.




  ‘Sorry, Duke,’ she murmured and stroked his rump, ‘but my need is greater than yours tonight.’




  Hugging the blanket, which smelled strongly of horse, she felt her way up a ladder and into the hayloft. She removed her wet coat and wrapped herself in the blanket, then lay down on the hay,

  burrowing beneath it to find what warmth she could.




  Exhausted, she was asleep in seconds.




  Anna was awakened by the sound of someone climbing the ladder to the loft. She stretched and raised herself on one elbow. It was not the man whose head appeared, but the young

  boy’s. They stared at each other for several moments in the pale light of a cold dawn, before Anna lay down again and closed her eyes. She hoped he would go away once his curiosity had been

  satisfied. She had not yet made up her mind what to do next. She wished she could stay here for ever. She was warm and snug for the first time in weeks.




  In fact, she thought, this would be a nice place to die.




  She was about to drift off into sleep again when she heard the boy climb the rest of the ladder and creep, on hands and knees, across the hay towards her. There was a long silence before he

  whispered, ‘I’ve brought you something to eat.’ Another pause and then he added, ‘And some milk.’




  She opened her eyes again and looked up at him. He was holding a roughly wrapped parcel and had a small milk can hooked over his wrist. ‘It’s only bread and cheese.’ He was

  apologetic. ‘It’s all I could take without me mam finding out.’




  Now Anna sat up, reaching out thankfully to take the food. She had been ready to give up, to succumb at last to an overwhelming desire to close her eyes and never wake up, but the physical ache

  of hunger revived her instinct to survive.




  The boy watched her as she ate ravenously, his brown eyes large in his thin face. ‘Are you going to have a baby?’ The question was innocent enough, but the girl scowled at him and

  did not answer. Yet it was the first time her face had registered any kind of emotion. ‘Where have you come from?’ Again, no answer. ‘Where are you going?’ To this she

  replied only with a vague lift of her shoulders. ‘Haven’t you got a home? A mam and dad?’




  Anna lay down again. ‘Thanks for the food,’ she said flatly, deliberately ignoring his questions. Her words were a dismissal, yet the boy did not move. He sat quietly beside her and

  she could feel him watching her.




  They heard a noise below and, startled, the boy scrambled away towards the ladder. Anna raised her head. He was peering down the open hatch, his eyes wide and fearful. Then she saw him relax,

  the sudden tension in his limbs drain away.




  ‘Hello, lad.’ Eddie Appleyard’s voice drifted up. ‘Come to see if our visitor’s still here, have you?’




  The boy nodded as the man began to climb up towards him. ‘I brought her some bread an’ cheese, Dad. And some milk. But don’t tell Mam, will you?’




  Eddie appeared at the top of the ladder. Even through the poor light, Anna could see that he was smiling. He reached out and ruffled his son’s hair. ‘No, son, course I

  won’t.’ His grin broadened and Anna had the feeling it was not the first secret that father and son had shared. ‘As long as you don’t tell her I’ve raided the larder

  an’ all.’ He handed up a blue-and-white-check cloth bundle as he glanced across to where the girl lay. The boy took it and moved back to her side. ‘Me dad’s brought you

  something too.’




  The man levered himself up the last rungs of the ladder and stepped into the loft, bending his head to avoid the low rafters. He dropped to his haunches beside her as, now, Anna sat upright.




  ‘It’s very kind of you,’ she said huskily as she unwrapped the cloth. There was a slice of pork pie, two cold sausages and two slices of bread, spread thickly with butter.




  ‘And here’s a couple of apples,’ the man said, fishing in his pocket. ‘From our own orchard. We lay ’em out on newspaper in the loft to last us through the

  winter.’




  Now they both sat and watched her eat. When she had finished, the man said kindly, ‘Now, lass, what can we do to help you? Are you heading for somewhere? I could mebbe take you there, if

  it’s not too far away?’




  There was a long silence whilst the girl seemed to be struggling inwardly. She saw the man and his young son exchange a glance, but they waited patiently for her answer. At last she said

  haltingly, ‘No, I’m not going anywhere.’




  ‘Are you looking for work?’ Eddie asked. ‘Is that it?’




  ‘I suppose so, though—’ She hesitated, before adding bitterly, ‘I won’t be able to work for very long.’




  ‘Do you know owt about farm work?’ Eddie asked, carefully ignoring her brief reference to her condition.




  The girl regarded him steadily, seeming to weigh up the consequences of her answer before uttering it. Guardedly, she said, ‘A bit.’




  ‘Can you milk cows?’




  She shook her head, her eyes downcast. Her reluctance was obvious, but at last she admitted, ‘Sheep. I know about sheep.’




  The boy clapped his hands excitedly. ‘We’ve got sheep. Lincolnshire Longwools,’ he added with a note of pride. ‘And it’ll be lambing time soon. She could help with

  the sheep, Dad, couldn’t she?’




  ‘Well—’ Now the man was doubtful. ‘I wasn’t thinking so much of her staying with us.’ His expression was both apprehensive and apologetic at the same time.

  ‘I was just wondering if we could find her a place on a farm hereabouts.’




  The boy’s face fell.




  ‘It’s all right, Mister.’ Anna moved to get up from her warm nest in the hay. ‘I don’t want to cause you any bother.’ She glanced at him shrewdly as,

  remembering the previous night, she added softly, ‘No more than I have already.’ In a shaft of early morning light slanting through the rafters, she could see that Eddie had a scratch

  on his left cheekbone. A scratch that had not been there the previous evening.




  Eddie made a dismissive gesture with his hand, but she could see the wariness deep in his eyes. The boy was still glancing from one to the other, biting his lip. Suddenly, his expression

  brightened again. ‘What about the cottage, Dad? Couldn’t she stay there?’




  The man looked at him, at the girl and then back to his son. ‘But it’s nearly falling down, lad. It’s hardly weatherproof.’




  ‘You could mend it, Dad.’ The boy’s face was alight with eagerness. ‘You could do the walls.’ He glanced at Anna. ‘They’re only mud.’ Now he

  looked back again to his father. ‘And Mr Wainwright could do the roof.’ Once more he explained to Anna, ‘It’s a thatched roof and Mr Wainwright does thatching. He mended the

  corner shop in the village. It’s got a thatched roof an’ all. Oh Dad, do let her stay. Please. She’s got nowhere else to go.’




  ‘Is that right, lass?’ the man asked her quietly and when she nodded, he sighed.




  His brow furrowed, he sat deep in thought for several minutes until a shout made them all jump. It was Bertha’s shrill voice in the barn below them.




  ‘Eddie? Where are you?’




  The boy made a sudden movement like a startled fawn, but his father put his finger to his lips.




  Bertha was at the bottom of the ladder. ‘Are you up there, Eddie Appleyard? ’Cos if you are—’




  It sounded as if the woman suspected that Anna had spent the night in the hayloft. Like statues the three of them were motionless, the boy holding his breath, his father looking guilty. Anna

  watched the man with detached curiosity. He’s afraid of her, she thought with a flicker of surprise. Never before had she seen a man fearful of a woman. The other way about, yes, oh

  yes . . .




  She closed her mind against thoughts that threatened to overwhelm her.




  Bertha’s voice, still calling her husband’s name, was further away now. ‘She’ll be gone in a minute,’ the man said in a low voice, ‘then you can go down,

  Tony.’




  ‘What if she asks where I’ve been?’




  Eddie’s smile flickered briefly. ‘Well, I wouldn’t tell her you’ve been up here with this lass. Don’t worry, I don’t think she’ll ask you. It’s me

  she’s after.’ He looked at Anna. ‘She’ll be wanting the trap harnessed. She always goes into the town on a Thursday to see her sister and do a bit of shopping.’ He

  chuckled, a deep rumbling sound, and his face looked suddenly much younger, laughter lines wrinkling around his eyes. ‘For all the things I’ve forgotten to bring from the market the day

  before when I’ve had one too many.’




  He stood up and brushed the hay from his clothes. ‘Come on, Tony. Time you were getting ready for school.’ He turned back to Anna and smiled down at her. ‘You stay here. When

  the wife’s gone, I’ll come back and take you down to the cottage.’ He pulled a wry expression. ‘But it’s not much to look at.’




  The man descended the ladder first and the boy followed, pausing briefly to smile back at her. Anna raised her hand and curled her fingers in a kind of wave, but could not summon an answering

  smile.




  







  Three




  ‘It’s not much of a place,’ Eddie said again as they walked up the slope away from the farm, ‘but it’s in a good spot near the woods. Sheltered,

  but very isolated.’ Anna felt his glance. ‘It’ll be lonely for you.’




  That’ll suit me, she thought, though she said nothing.




  She had waited in the hayloft until she heard the trap rattle out of the yard, the sound of its wheels on the roadway receding into the distance. Only a moment later she had heard the man

  calling softly from below. ‘Coast’s clear, lass.’




  They walked on, but near the top of the hill Anna paused and looked back towards the farm where the man and his family lived. Cackle Hill Farm, for she had seen the name on the gate as they

  left, was set against a background of trees, beyond which was the rolling countryside of the Lincolnshire Wolds. She turned and followed the man, who was still plodding to the top of the rise. When

  they reached it, they both paused to take in the view below them. The land sloped away again and at the bottom of the track on this side of the hill Anna could see the outline of a cottage nestling

  against a wooded area on the right from where she was standing. The land was cold and stark, the trees naked against the grey sky, but in spring and summer she guessed the view would be idyllic.

  Just beyond the cottage she could see a stream bubbling down the hillside and disappearing round the far side of the wood. Sheep dotted the sloping fields and, for the first time in weeks, Anna

  smiled.




  ‘You like it?’ Eddie asked gently. Anna jumped. For a moment she had forgotten he was there.




  ‘Oh! Oh yes.’ She nodded. ‘It was the sheep. I – I like sheep,’ she added diffidently.




  Eddie nodded. ‘Mek you feel at home, d’they?’




  Her smile faded and at once her face took on a closed look. ‘Something like that,’ she murmured and the man knew he had said the wrong thing. Silently, he vowed not to mention her

  home, nor question her about her background. But he liked this lass. He wanted to help her. She was like a lost sheep herself and his tender heart reached out to her. He sighed. If only his wife

  would be as kindly disposed towards her.




  They were nearing the cottage now and Anna could see that it was as tumbledown as he had said. It was a small, lime-washed, mud-and-stud, thatched building with a central front door and a window

  on either side. To the left of the door, there was a gaping hole where the mud had crumbled away, leaving the wooden slats of the framework exposed. On the same side of the cottage the thatched

  roof was badly in need of repair. Several of the windowpanes were broken and the front door leant drunkenly on its hinges. When Eddie pushed it open, it scraped the mud floor.




  ‘This place is only used at lambing time. I stay here, specially if the weather’s bad. My lad comes too – if his mam’ll let him.’ The last few words were murmured,

  almost as if he did not intend the girl to hear them.




  The door opened into a tiny hallway with steep stairs, more like a ladder than a proper staircase, leading to the upper floor.




  ‘It’s two up and two down, but I only ever use this room,’ Eddie said, leading her into the room to the right. He laughed as he jerked his thumb over his shoulder towards the

  other room. ‘I put the sheep in yon one.’ He stood looking about him. ‘But it’s not too bad in here. At least it’s weatherproof. We’ll get a fire going in

  there.’ He nodded towards the grate, beside which, built into the brickwork, was a bread oven.




  Anna glanced around. It was like stepping back into the last century – or maybe even the one before that. There were no rugs to clothe the coldness of the beaten-earth floor. In one corner

  there was a rusty iron bedstead, but there was no mattress on it. A wooden rocking chair stood near the fireplace, and in the centre of the room there was a table and one kitchen chair. But to the

  girl, who had lived rough for months in barns and outhouses, the promise of somewhere dry and warm was heaven-sent.




  ‘It’s a bit sparse.’ Eddie smiled apologetically. ‘But we don’t need much when we stay here. Anyway, I’ll fetch you the feather mattress I use. It’s in

  our loft at the moment.’ He pointed. ‘That door there’s the pantry. I’ll soon get that stocked up for you. And this one’ – he opened another door that led

  directly out of the kitchen at the side of the cottage – ‘goes outside to the privy. It’s down the path there. And you’ll have to fetch your water from the stream, I’m

  afraid. But it’s fresh and clean. Comes from a spring up the hill.’




  Anna nodded.




  ‘Like Tony said,’ Eddie went on, ‘I can repair the walls and the windows. I’ll rehang the front door and I’ll ask Joe Wainwright if he—’




  ‘I can’t pay for work to be done,’ Anna said at once. Then, realizing she might have sounded ungrateful, she gestured with her hand and added, ‘It’s –

  it’s very kind of you, but I – I have nothing.’




  Gently, Eddie said, ‘I wouldn’t expect you to pay, lass. The cottage belongs to me and it’s high time I got it repaired up.’




  ‘But I can’t afford to pay you rent, at least not at the moment.’




  The man dismissed the idea. ‘Don’t you worry about that, love. Besides, you’re going to help me with the lambing.’ He paused significantly, as if he realized he was

  forcing her to make up her mind, before adding quietly, ‘Aren’t you?’




  They regarded each other steadily for several moments before she nodded slowly.




  When Tony arrived home from school it was already dusk. He rushed into the kitchen and skidded to a halt, surprised to see his mother standing behind the table unpacking her

  shopping. Before he could bite back the words, he said, ‘You’re home early. I didn’t think you’d be back from Auntie Lucy’s yet.’




  Bertha smiled. ‘I couldn’t wait to get back to show you what I’ve bought you. Here – ’ she held out a brown paper bag towards him – ‘open it.’




  Tony sat at the table. ‘But it’s not Christmas yet.’




  His mother smiled at him. ‘Oh, that’s just a little extra one from your mam.’




  Inside the bag was the usual bar of chocolate she always brought him after her trip to town, but today there was another present. A Dinky toy.




  ‘Aw, Mam – thanks! It’s that tractor I wanted.’ He opened the box and ran the toy along the table, imitating the sound of a real vehicle.

  ‘Chugger-chugger-chugger.’




  Bertha watched him fondly. ‘That’s all right, love.’ She sat down opposite him and rested her arms on the table. ‘Now, tell me,’ she said, ‘what you’ve

  been doing at school today.’




  ‘We had writing this morning and sums and then we played footie this after.’ The boy reeled off the events of his day.




  With deceptive mildness, Bertha asked, ‘And did you enjoy the piece of pork pie and the cold sausages as well as the sandwiches I packed for you?’




  The boy sat very still. His eyes were still on his new toy, but now he was not moving the tractor or imitating its sounds.




  ‘You can tell your mam, Tony love. I won’t be cross. I just want you to tell me if you took them. That’s all.’




  The boy’s lower lip trembled. He opened his mouth once, then twice, but no sound came out. The back door opened and closed and there was the sound of Eddie removing his boots in the

  scullery.




  He appeared in the doorway into the kitchen and stood there for a few moments, glancing between the two seated on either side of the table. ‘What’s up?’




  ‘Nothing.’ Bertha snapped. ‘Me an’ Tony are just having a little chat. That’s all.’




  ‘Oh aye. What’ve you been up to now, lad? Not in trouble at school, are you?’ Eddie moved into the room and went to stand beside his son’s chair. He smiled down at the

  boy and ruffled his hair. Tony shook his head but still did not speak. Instead he stared miserably at his new toy as if all the joy had been taken out of the gift. Eddie looked across the table at

  his wife, a question in his eyes.




  ‘I was just asking him if he’d enjoyed the pork pie and sausages that’s gone missing out of my meat safe in the larder. That’s all. Simple enough question,

  I’d’ve thought, but it seems as if he doesn’t want to answer me.’




  ‘Ah.’ Eddie let out a long sigh. ‘Now I get it.’ Heavily, he said, ‘Go out and feed the hens, there’s a good boy. Me and ya mam need to talk.’




  Tony scrambled from his chair, leaving his new toy on the table. Quietly he closed the door from the kitchen into the scullery, but he did not leave the house. Instead, he stood with his ear

  pressed to the closed door. He could hear every word clearly.




  ‘You know very well the lad didn’t take the food, but it’s your way of trying to find out. You shouldn’t use him, Bertha. It isn’t his fault you an’

  me don’t get on nowadays.’




  ‘And whose fault is it, I’d like to know? I don’t disappear off to market every week and come home rolling drunk, after being with goodness knows how many trollops in

  the town. And then you have the gall to bring one of ’em home with you. Into my house.’ She beat her chest with her fist.




  Wearily, Eddie said, ‘Bertha, I don’t go with trollops, as you put it. In fact, I don’t go with other women at all—’




  Bertha snorted. ‘Spect me to believe that. I know what men are like.’




  Eddie regarded her with pity and shook his head slowly. ‘Bertha love, I wish you’d believe me. We’re not all the same. Just because your dad was a ladies’

  man—’




  ‘Don’t you say things about my dad, Eddie Appleyard. You’re no saint.’




  ‘The whole town knew about your dad and his carryings on, love.’




  ‘I aren’t sitting here listening to you calling my dad names just to mek ya’sen feel better.’ She wagged her finger in his face. ‘He didn’t get drunk and come

  home and knock his wife about.’




  Appalled, Eddie stared at her. ‘Bertha, I’ve never—’




  ‘Oh ’aven’t you? How do you know what you do when you’re sow drunk?’




  Eddie dropped his head into his hands. He couldn’t believe it. He was not a violent man. Never had been. And though things were not right between him and his wife, he couldn’t

  imagine that he would ever attack her physically. But then, he had to admit, he did get ‘sow drunk’ as the locals called it, a state that resembled a snoring, snorting pig. And, to his

  eternal shame, Eddie had to admit that he could not remember what he had done when he was in that state.




  He couldn’t even remember having brought the girl home from the town until Bertha pulled him from the trap and there the girl was, just sitting there. But that was something he was never

  going to admit. Not to his wife and certainly not to that poor lass. He didn’t want her to think that he hadn’t meant to help her, that he couldn’t even remember making the

  offer.




  ‘So?’ Bertha was leaning towards him. ‘What did happen to my pork pie and sausages?’




  ‘It – it wasn’t Tony,’ Eddie stammered. ‘It was me. I – I was hungry. In the night.’ He wasn’t used to telling lies. That was yet another thing he

  hadn’t known he was capable of doing.




  ‘If you expect me to believe that, Eddie Appleyard, you’re even dafter than I thought you were.’ She paused and her small, piercing eyes were boring into his soul. ‘Is

  she still here? Is she still in the hayloft?’




  Now he could answer honestly and even Bertha could detect the note of truth. ‘No, she isn’t.’




  ‘Well, good riddance is all I can say. And if that’s the truth, Eddie, then we’ll say no more about it. And now I’ve got work to do even if you haven’t.’ She

  levered herself up and turned away, leaving her husband sitting at the table, his head still in his hands, vowing that as long as he lived he would never touch another drop of drink.




  







  Four




  From the scullery the boy heard his mother’s chair scrape along the floor as she got up from the table. He scuttled out of the back door. He was halfway across the yard

  when the collie, chained up near its kennel, barked a greeting. The boy hesitated, glanced back towards the farmhouse and then hurriedly released the dog’s collar from the chain.




  ‘Come on then, boy.’ Together they ran across the yard and out of the gate. In the gathering dusk the boy began to run up the track, the dog loping at his side. At the top of the

  hill Tony stopped to look down to where the cottage nestled against the trees. He could see a dim glow from the windows and knew that the girl was there.




  He shivered, but whether from the cold or the misgiving he felt he could not be sure. Yesterday’s rain had gone and stars shone in a clear sky, the moon a gleaming orb. There’d be a

  frost tonight. Though he was only ten, Tony knew about the weather and the changing seasons. He bent and pulled up his knee-length grey socks. He hadn’t had time to change from his short

  school trousers. Nor had he stopped to put on his wellingtons. His mam’d scold if he messed up the leather lace-up boots he wore for school. He didn’t want to make his mother cross with

  him. She seemed to spend a lot of the time cross these days, but mostly with his dad. The boy frowned and chewed on his lower lip. He couldn’t understand why his mam and dad argued so much.

  But maybe all parents did. He didn’t really know. He had some school pals whose homes he sometimes visited. He went to a birthday party now and then and one or two of the boys in his class

  had been to Cackle Hill Farm. But he still didn’t know if other mams and dads carried on at each other like his did.




  A gust of wind nibbled icily at his knees and his mind came back to the girl. She’ll be cold, he thought. Without making any conscious decision, he began to walk slowly down the

  hill towards the cottage.




  Anna had lit a fire from the kindling Eddie had brought her. Thoughtfully, he had also left a box of matches. She had drunk the milk and eaten most of the loaf of bread he had

  brought too. The hurricane lamp he had given her hung from a hook in the ceiling, casting eerie shadows around the walls.




  ‘I’ll bring you some more bits and pieces as soon as I can and I’ll start work on the repairs tomorrow. I reckon the chimney’ll need sweeping an’ all.’




  She’d looked him straight in the eye then. ‘What about your wife? I don’t want to bring trouble on you, Mister. You – you’ve been kind and I’d like to stay

  here for a few days. But maybe I’d better move on when I’ve rested a bit.’




  ‘No.’ His retort was swift and surprisingly firm. There was no way he was going to allow this girl to be turned away, especially not just before Christmas. ‘No,’ he said

  more gently. ‘I – I want you to stay. Bertha needn’t know. Not if we’re careful. She never comes up this way. She never – ’ there was a bitter tone to his words

  now – ‘goes anywhere about the farm. The only time she goes out the house is to town. She dun’t even use the village shop. Says she dun’t want to give the gossips any more

  to chatter about. She – she dun’t mix wi’ folk easy.’ He had smiled then, his eyes crinkling with a spark of mischief. ‘But that’s all to the good. She’ll

  never know if I get things for you from the local shop, will she? And when I go into town next market day, I can get you some more bits of furniture.’




  ‘Furniture? However are you going to get that past her?’




  His smile broadened to a grin, his face looking suddenly years younger. ‘I don’t have to. The road to town runs yon side this wood and there’s a track that comes round the

  other side of the trees to here and then on to our farm.’ He gestured with his left hand in a vaguely northerly direction. ‘We don’t use this way, because the gate from our

  farm’ – now with the other hand he pointed southwards – ‘leads out onto the road between the town and the village.’




  Anna could not hide the fear in her eyes. ‘So – so does anyone use this track past the cottage?’




  ‘Not many, love. Just farm workers now and again and mebbe – ’ he chuckled suddenly – ‘a poacher or two.’




  She had dropped her gaze and breathed more easily.




  And now, as the early darkness of a cold December evening came, she sat huddled against the fire. He had been right. The chimney did need sweeping, for every so often smoke puthered into the

  room, making her cough and her eyes smart. Once that was cleaned, she would be able to build up the fire to use the bread oven, and when the holes in the walls and the roof were mended she could

  make this a very cosy little home.




  If only . . . Her thoughts started to drift but she shook herself physically and pulled herself back to the present.




  It was then that she heard a scuffle outside the door from the kitchen and her whole being stiffened. It was too late to turn out the lamp and hide. She jumped at the soft tap on the door. She

  could not move, could not call out. She just sat there rigid with fear as, slowly, the door opened.




  The boy stood framed against the darkness, blinking in the light from the lamp. They stared at one another for a moment and then the girl shivered in the frosty air coming into the room from the

  open door. The boy stepped inside and closed the door.




  ‘I guessed you might be here. I came to see if you was all right. I – I thought you might be cold.’




  She could see the man’s features in the boy’s face now; similar dark brown eyes and brown hair and a thin but well-shaped face. The boyish features would strengthen into a firm

  jawline and the father’s kindness was already showing in the son’s concern for her.




  Anna summoned a smile. ‘Does your dad know you’ve come up here?’




  He shook his head. ‘No.’ He bit his lip and then blurted out, ‘They’re – they’re rowing.’




  Her smile faded. ‘Over me?’




  Tony shook his head. ‘Not – not really. She thinks you’ve gone.’ He moved closer and squatted down in front of the fire, holding out his hands to the meagre warmth the

  few sticks were giving. ‘I’ll get you some logs from the woods tomorrow before I go to school.’




  ‘She doesn’t know I’m here, then?’ Anna asked softly.




  He shook his head. He glanced up at her briefly and then looked back into the flames. Haltingly he said, ‘I – don’t reckon me dad wants her to know either.’ Tony was

  reluctant to tell her that his father had lied to his mother over the food he had given the girl. He knew why his father had done so, but he wasn’t happy about it. He felt torn between his

  parents. He didn’t want his mam to be upset, yet he could understand why his father wanted to help this girl. What he couldn’t understand was why his mother didn’t want to help

  her too.




  But Anna seemed to know, for she said quietly, ‘No, I don’t suppose he does.’




  After a few moments Tony stood up. ‘I’d better go. I’ve the hens to feed before I go to bed. It’s one of me jobs,’ he said importantly. ‘And – and Mam

  might be looking for me.’




  Anna nodded.




  He hesitated a moment and then pulled a crumpled bar of chocolate from his pocket. Holding it out to her, he said, ‘You can have this. It’s mine. Me mam brought it for me from town.

  She won’t know.’




  Anna took it, unable to speak for the sudden lump in her throat. She had thought she had been past all feeling, past caring. Yet the actions of the farmer, and now his young son, made tears

  prickle behind her eyes.




  ‘And I’ve brought someone to keep you company.’




  For a brief moment her eyes were panic-stricken. ‘I don’t want . . .’ she began, but already he had opened the door. In answer to his soft whistle a black and white collie

  trotted into the room and stood close to the boy, looking up at him with adoring, obedient eyes.




  Tony fondled the dog’s head. ‘Stay, Rip. Stay here with the lady.’ He glanced up and smiled at her. ‘He’ll look after you.’




  ‘Won’t your mam miss him?’ Anna asked, torn between wanting the animal’s company and yet not wanting the boy’s kindly action to bring him trouble.




  Tony shrugged. ‘She might, but I’m just hoping she won’t.’




  Anna tried to raise a smile, anxious to let him know that she appreciated his gesture.




  ‘Thank you,’ she said, her voice hoarse with gratitude. She held out her hand to the dog. The animal did not move until the boy nodded and said, ‘Go on.’ Then Rip padded

  across the floor and allowed himself to be patted by the stranger. He lay down on the floor and rested his nose on his paws, but his eyes once again sought his young master.




  ‘Stay,’ Tony said firmly and though, as the boy went out of the door, the dog gave a little whine, he did not move from his place beside Anna.




  ‘Well, now,’ she said softly, stroking the dog’s head, ‘it looks like we’re both going to sleep here on the floor for the night.’




  Wrapping herself in the horse blanket she had brought with her from the barn, she lay down between the dying fire and the dog. The animal’s warm presence against her back soothed her

  chilled limbs and brought unexpected comfort to her lonely soul.




  







  Five




  The dog was scratching at the door, whining to be let out. Anna roused herself from heavy sleep and dragged herself up from the floor. She was stiff and cold. The fire had died

  out in the night and the room, never really warmed, was now freezing.




  ‘All right, boy, I’m coming.’ She opened the door and the dog ran out. She watched him streak up the hillside towards home. She closed the door and looked around the room in

  the pale light of early morning. There was little she could do except wait and see if the boy came as he had promised. What was his name? Tony, that was it. Maybe, later in the day, the man would

  come to see her too. Maybe he would bring her food. Maybe . . . Maybe . . .




  She sighed, irritated to find herself dependent on these strangers for her survival. And she was afraid too. The man seemed kind, but why was he prepared to do so much for her? He was even

  risking trouble within his own family. Was he expecting something from her in return for his generosity? More than just helping him with the lambing? She shuddered and shied away from such

  thoughts. And how safe was this place anyway? The cottage was certainly isolated, nestling in a vale and obscured from the road by the wood. And it was on the farmer’s land; that would offer

  some protection.




  But was it enough?




  It would have to be, she told herself. For now at least. If she rested here for a while, then, when she was feeling stronger, she could move on. Further away. She must get further away . . .




  She heard a voice outside and looked out of the grimy window. She saw Tony with the dog bounding around him, leaping up to lick the boy’s face. She could see that they were overjoyed to

  see each other again. The boy was laughing. ‘Down, Rip, down. Good boy. Good dog.’




  She opened the door and stood waiting until they reached her.




  ‘I’ve come to get you some wood,’ Tony said, smiling at her. ‘Like I promised.’ His face fell a little as he said, ‘I’m sorry, but I couldn’t get

  you anything to eat this morning. Me mam . . .’ He fell silent, not wanting to sound disloyal to his mother, yet wanting to help the girl. ‘Anyway, Dad’s milking just now, but he

  gave me this to bring up. He’ll be up later, he said, when he comes to the sheep.’ The boy held out a can of milk.




  ‘Thanks,’ she said, taking the can eagerly and drinking thirstily.




  ‘You’re hungry, aren’t you?’ the boy said. ‘I wish I could . . .’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said at once. ‘This is lovely. Really.’




  There was a brief pause before he said awkwardly, ‘I’d best get you the wood. I don’t want me mam to miss me and it’ll soon be school time.’




  ‘I’ll come with you and then I can find it for myself.’




  He led the way in amongst the trees. The girl, still clutching the blanket around her, followed. The dog ran ahead, investigating the exciting smell of rabbit.




  ‘I should have brought a sack,’ Tony said, his arms soon full of twigs and broken branches.




  ‘It’s all right,’ Anna said, taking off the blanket from around her shoulders. She shivered as she felt the loss of its warmth. ‘We’ll use this.’ Together

  they collected enough kindling and larger pieces of wood to last her the day and carried their haul back to the cottage.




  They tipped it onto the hearth and Tony squatted in front of the fireplace. He began to put the twigs into the grate. ‘They’re a bit damp. I don’t think they’ll catch

  light.’




  ‘I’ll see to it. You’d best be off.’




  He stood up, for a moment feeling suddenly shy. ‘Ta-ta, then.’




  She nodded and managed a smile. ‘Ta-ta,’ she echoed.




  ‘Come on, Rip.’




  She watched them running up the track until they disappeared over the brow of the hill.




  The boy had been right; the sticks were too damp to catch light and after the torrential rain she doubted there’d be anything in the woods that would be dry enough. And

  the dry kindling that Eddie had provided that first day was all gone. So, hugging the blanket around her again, Anna decided to look around the cottage. There just might be an old piece of wood she

  could use. There was nothing in the other room, where damp patches marked the floor and the wind whistled in through the broken windows. But when she climbed the ladder-like stairs and stepped into

  the two rooms under the roof, she found the floor littered with leaves that had blown in through a hole in the thatch and drifted into a corner. The leaves were brittle dry.




  She filled the pockets of her coat and climbed down the ladder. Within minutes, the leaves caught light and she picked out the least wet of the twigs to pile on the top of the leaves. The fire

  smoked as before, but at least it was alight.




  She drank the last of the milk and tended the fire. When she looked out of the window again, she was surprised to see that it was fully light, the winter sun pale in a watery sky. For a while

  she watched the sheep grazing on the slopes and then she saw the man coming down the track carrying a basket over one arm and two blankets under the other.




  ‘Here we are then, lass,’ he greeted her. ‘I bet you’re ready for this.’ He held out the basket. There was bread, butter, cheese and more milk. ‘Sorry

  it’s not more. I’ll go to the village shop later . . . Oh, you’ve got a fire going. That’s good.’




  ‘Your son came up earlier,’ Anna said in her soft, husky voice. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’




  Eddie pulled a wry expression. ‘I don’t. But if the wife finds out—’




  ‘You – you’d better tell him not to come then. I don’t want him getting into trouble on my account.’




  The man shrugged. ‘I don’t reckon Bertha’ll guess. He roams all over the farm with that dog of his. Gone for hours sometimes. Look,’ he said, returning to the matter of

  her welfare, ‘I’ll mebbe manage to bring the tractor and trailer up this way later. I can’t get into town until next market day without it looking odd, but I’ll see what I

  can find in the outhouses. There’s always bits and pieces we’ve thrown out.’




  Later that day Eddie’s tractor came chugging down the track with a loaded trailer behind him and pulled to a halt outside the cottage. To Anna, who had nothing, Eddie’s barn seemed

  to have yielded a treasure trove.




  ‘There’s a kettle, a few old pots and pans and an armchair. It was me dad’s.’ His eyes clouded. ‘Bertha threw it out the day after he died. And I’ve managed

  to get the old feather bed down from the loft when she was in the dairy,’ he added, dragging it off the trailer. ‘It’ll be a bit damp. You’d better let it dry out before you

  use it.’




  Remembering her soaking of two days earlier, Anna smiled to herself, but said nothing. She was hardly likely to take harm from a damp bed, she thought. But the man meant well.




  Lastly he unloaded three sacks. ‘There’s potatoes from our own store and a few apples. And I’ve been to the shop for you. You’ll have to let me know if I’ve

  forgotten anything you need.’




  Anna stood, shaking her head in wonder. ‘It’s – it’s wonderful. I don’t know how to thank you.’




  ‘No need, lass. You’re working for me now, aren’t ya?’ He glanced at her and winked. ‘And I always look after me employees.’




  ‘I’ll work for you, Mister. Oh, I’ll work as hard as I can, but . . .’ She touched the mound of her belly briefly.




  He nodded sympathetically. ‘Don’t worry about that, lass. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’




  But what would happen when they did come to that particular bridge, as he put it, even the man dared not contemplate. ‘And now,’ he said, trying to divert their thoughts. ‘I

  must see to me sheep.’




  ‘Can I help?’




  ‘No, no, lass. You get ya’sen sorted out. And then – well – we’ll see tomorrow, eh?’




  Anna nodded. ‘All right,’ she agreed in her low, soft voice, ‘but from tomorrow I want you to tell me what needs doing. And if you don’t . . .’ She smiled suddenly

  and the man stared at her, unable to take his eyes off her. She was a pretty lass, though a bit thin at the moment to his mind, but when she smiled her whole face seemed to light up. Even so, it

  was not enough to drive away the sadness in the depths of her dark eyes. ‘And if you don’t, Mister, then I’ll find something.’




  He laughed. ‘Right you are then, lass. It’s a deal.’




  As he drove his tractor and trailer back towards the farm to fetch bales of hay for his sheep, Eddie was still smiling.




  The following morning Anna walked across the meadow in front of the cottage towards the next field, where she could see the sheep contentedly munching long stalks of kale. She

  moved stealthily. Sheep were nervous creatures, easily panicked and bunching together in the face of danger and most of Eddie’s ewes would be in lamb; the last thing she must do was to

  startle them.




  Shading her eyes, Anna glanced round the edge of the field. There were several gaps in the hedges where the sheep could easily push their way into the neighbouring field. Anna began to smile.

  Here was something she could do to repay the farmer for his kindness. When the tractor and trailer chugged down the track later that morning, Anna was waiting for him.




  ‘I don’t suppose you’ve left those holes in the hedges for a reason, have you?’




  ‘No, lass,’ Eddie said wryly. ‘I just haven’t had time to repair them.’




  ‘Right, then. You can bring me a billhook and a hedge knife too. Oh, and a few stakes.’




  Eddie laughed. ‘You’re not going to try plashing, are you?’




  Anna nodded.




  Now he eyed her sceptically. ‘Are you sure you can do it?’




  Anna gave him one of her rare smiles. ‘That’s for you to say when I’ve had a go. I’ll do one small gap first and then, if you’re not satisfied, you can say so and

  I’ll let well alone. All right?’




  Eddie looked mesmerized. To him hedge-laying was a skilled art and one, he had to admit, that he had never been able to master properly.




  Whilst he fetched the tools, Anna chose one of the smaller holes and began to clear the hedgerow of weeds and long, dead grass. By the time Eddie brought back the items she had asked for, Anna

  was ready to position two stakes in the gap. Then, taking up the billhook, she chose the thickest stem she could find in the existing hedge to the right of the hole and began to chip off all its

  side shoots.




  ‘I’ll – er – leave you to it, lass. I’ll – um – come back later and see how you’re getting on. Only don’t tire ya’sen, will

  you?’




  ‘I’ll be fine, Mr Appleyard. It’s nice to have something to do.’




  Concern was still plainly written on the man’s face, though whether it was for the pale waif who had come into his life or for his hedge, even Eddie could not have said. He glanced at her

  again and now his anxiety was wholly for her, but he was gratified to see a healthy pink tinge to her cheeks this morning. And the way she was wielding the billhook showed no sign of any ill

  effects from the cold night she must have spent in the cottage.




  ‘I’ll be off then,’ he said again, still reluctant to leave his hedge. He sighed as he turned away. Oh well, he was thinking, I don’t suppose she can make a

  much worse mess of it than I would.




  A surprise awaited Eddie on his return to the field with Rip trotting beside him, pink tongue lolling, eyes ever watchful and alert. They stopped before the hole in the hedge

  – or at least where the hole had been. The thickest stems from the existing growth had been cut diagonally a few inches from the ground to a depth of about three-quarters of the thickness and

  bent carefully over so that the stem did not break. The branches then lay one above the other at angles of about thirty degrees across the gap in the hedge and were neatly woven in and out between

  the stakes. In time, new shoots from the old wood would form a thick hedge once more. Even the top had been neatly finished off.




  Eddie stood gaping. He took off his cap, scratched his head and then pulled it on again, whilst Anna stood by, smiling quietly. ‘By heck, lass, it’s as good as I could do. No, if

  I’m honest, it’s better. Where on earth did you learn to lay a hedge like that?’




  Anna’s smile faded and she turned away, but not before Eddie had seen tears fill her eyes.




  ‘I had a good teacher, Mister,’ she said huskily. ‘A very good teacher.’ Then she took a deep breath and called to the dog. ‘Come on, boy.’




  As she bent to pick up her tools and move on to the next gap, Rip bounded alongside, leaving Eddie staring after her and then, glancing back to his newly repaired hedge, marvelling again at the

  young girl’s workmanship.




  Tony came each night after school to see her, always managing to bring something useful for her. And every night he ordered his dog to ‘stay’ with her.




  ‘We’ve broke up from school today,’ he told her near the end of the week following her arrival. ‘It’s Christmas next week.’




  ‘Is it?’ Anna said, surprise in her tone.




  The boy stared at her. ‘You hadn’t forgotten?’ he asked. To the boy, who had been counting the days, it was incredible that anyone could not know it was almost Christmas. Even

  his mam, who usually scorned merrymaking at other times, always loved Christmas. She had been mixing the puddings and baking mince pies all this last week. And last night she had helped him put up

  paper chains, looping them along the picture rail around the best parlour, which they would use on Christmas Day.




  In answer to Tony’s question, Anna shrugged. ‘I’ve been travelling. I’d forgotten what date it is.’




  ‘How long have you been travelling?’ he asked with a boy’s natural curiosity. ‘Where d’you come from?’




  Even the ten-year-old boy could not fail to notice the fear that sprang into her eyes at his question. She bit her lip and turned away. ‘Oh, a long way away. You wouldn’t know

  it.’




  ‘I might,’ he insisted. ‘We’ve been doing geography at school on the British Isles and learning where lots of places are. I might know it.’ He was trying

  to wheedle an answer from her, but now the girl said nothing and deliberately turned her back on him and his questions.




  A few days before Christmas Tony brought her a hot mince pie. ‘Me mam’s just finished baking. She didn’t notice I took an extra one.’




  Anna bit into the light pastry with the warm juicy mincemeat inside. ‘It’s lovely,’ she said. ‘I wish I could send a message to your mam.’ She smiled and suddenly

  some of the pain that was always in the depths of her violet eyes, lightened. ‘But I’d better not.’




  Tony was staring at her. ‘You’re ever so pretty when you smile,’ he said with the innocent candour of a young boy. ‘Haven’t you got funny coloured eyes? I

  mean,’ he added hastily, ‘they’re nice, but I’ve never seen anyone with eyes that colour before.’




  At once the smile fled from her face and the anguish returned. Her words came haltingly, almost as if she were trying not to speak them, but an innate politeness was forcing her to do so.

  ‘They’re the same – colour as my – mother’s.’ The last word was spoken in a strangled whisper and, to the boy’s horror, tears welled in her eyes.




  ‘I’ll be off,’ he said gruffly, pushing his hands deep into the pockets of his coat. There was an embarrassed pause before he said, haltingly, ‘I’ll have to take

  Rip back with me tonight.’




  He bit his lip. He didn’t want to explain to the girl that there had been an awkward moment at home the previous evening. He had been sitting in his pyjamas in front of the kitchen range

  drinking cocoa when his mother, coming in from the outside privy, had said, ‘Where’s Rip? He’s not chained up.’




  Tony had felt his heart miss a beat and then begin to pound. He licked the line of chocolate from his upper lip and said, ‘He – he wouldn’t come home with me. He – he

  went off chasing rabbits, I think.’




  ‘At this time of night? That’s not like him. He’s a very obedient dog usually. Specially with you, Tony. Oh well, mebbe it’s not only rabbits he’s chasing,’

  she added dryly. ‘He’s male, after all.’




  Tony buried his nose in his mug to finish his drink. Then he stood up. Going to his mother, he put his arms around her and gave her an extra tight hug, trying to assuage his guilt at lying to

  her. ‘Night, Mam.’




  She had kissed his hair and patted his back. ‘Night-night, love.’




  Now, in the cottage, he commanded, ‘Come on, Rip. Home, boy.’




  The dog wagged his tail, but made no move to follow. Instead, Rip glanced at Anna and then sat down.




  Tony slapped his own thigh. ‘Come on, Rip.’




  The dog flattened his ears and lay down, crawling on his belly, not towards his young master, but towards the girl.




  Now it was the boy who had tears in his eyes. ‘He’s my dog,’ he said. ‘Not yours. I only lent him to you.’




  ‘I know you did,’ Anna said quietly, her own misery forgotten for the moment. ‘Rip is confused, that’s all.’ She bent and stroked the dog’s head and he licked

  her hand. ‘Good dog. Go with your master now, boy. Go with Tony.’




  As if understanding he had been released from any obligation, Rip sprang up, barked and ran to the boy, leaping up to lick his face. Tony knelt and put his arms around the dog, hugging the

  wriggling body to him. Without another word, he turned and began to run up the hill, the dog racing ahead and then coming back to him.




  Anna heard the boy’s joyful laughter and the dog barking. As she closed the door against the dusk of approaching evening, she was already missing Rip’s comforting presence in the

  cottage.




  







  Six




  Anna did not see the boy for the next three days, but each morning, when she opened the side door of the cottage to visit the privy, a small pile of wood was neatly stacked

  against the wall just outside. Later in the day Eddie would come to check on his sheep and would bring her food.




  ‘All right, lass?’ was his usual greeting and, as he left, he would say, ‘Now, don’t you go overdoing it, love.’ It was the closest he ever came to referring to her

  advancing pregnancy.




  Anna was surprised how much she missed seeing Tony, but there was plenty of work for her to do. She was kept busy collecting more wood to keep her fire burning through the cold nights and

  cleaning the inside of the one room in the cottage. She swept the floor and cleaned the windows and scrubbed out the bread oven. But, apart from the brief visits from Eddie and Rip, she saw no one.

  She had thought that solitude was what she wanted. She had believed she wanted to hide herself away from the world and all its cruelties, yet the farmer’s kindness, and especially the

  boy’s, had melted her resolve. Besides, she reminded herself, she had been desperate. Standing in the marketplace that night with nowhere to go, no money and hunger gnawing, she had known she

  could not hold out much longer.




  If the man had not brought her to this place that night, she doubted she would still have been alive by now. When she felt the child within her move, and in the moments of despair that still

  racked her, she wondered if it wouldn’t have been for the best if she and the child had not survived. But the tranquillity of this place was already seeping into her wounded heart and

  bringing her a measure of peace. She was not happy – she doubted she would ever feel real happiness again – but she was no longer in the depths of misery. The instinct to survive was

  strong again within her. And now she had a place to stay. It was only when darkness closed in and she was alone in the cottage that the fear threatened to overwhelm her once more. Maybe she should

  ask Eddie for strong bolts for the two doors into the cottage. Perhaps then she would feel safe.
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