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About the Book

High on the hills over Swansea stood Honey’s Farm. There, young Fon Parks had come to nurse the frail invalid wife of Jamie O’Conner. When the sick woman finally died, it was only a matter of time before Jamie asked Fon to marry him, look after his small son, and help him with the backbreaking work of the farm. Fon adored the handsome Jamie and was happy to be his wife, even though she knew he did not love her. As conditions on Honey’s Farm became more difficult, it grew apparent that someone was determined to destroy Jamie O’Conner - his home was smashed, his crops damaged, and finally Fon herself was threatened.

Supported by the friendship of Eline Harries, who had once lived on Honey’s Farm herself and who was facing betrayal by the man she loved, Fon resolved to win through, to stand courageously against the dangers confronting her, and earn the love of her husband.

Continuing the compelling Cordwainers series, begun in The Shoemaker’s Daughter and The Oyster Catchers.
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To Zoe, Rachel, Joanne and Charlotte, with love.


CHAPTER ONE

It was her wedding night. Irfonwy Parks stared around her at the bedroom that was both familiar and yet so strange, fitted out as it was for a newly wed couple. The covers were freshly laundered, the pillowcases sewn with ribbons and scented with herbs. Flowers stood in a tall vase on the washstand, and everything gleamed with polish, the work, Fon guessed, of Mrs Jones, Jamie’s nearest neighbour.

Shivering a little, she stood at the window, moving aside the laundered curtains that smelled of sunlight. Outside, she saw the soft rise of the Welsh hills, green and pleasant during the daytime, but now dark and mysterious. Shadows hollowed the falling away of the land into the floor of the valley. The thin gleaming line was the brook that meandered through the farmlands, faint now in the moonlight, a silver thread lacing the cornfields.

Honey’s Farm had been her home for some eighteen months now, sweet, happy months when she had learned the ways of farm life; studied herbal remedies that would cure fevers in cows as well as humans; months when she had become a farmer’s wife, in all ways except one. How she had yearned to be Jamie O’Conner’s wife. She had sat with him during the evenings, working on the books, watching him covertly over her sewing.

She had come from Oystermouth on the southerly tip of Swansea, from the oyster village where the fishing boats bobbed on the tide and where the sea was a demanding as well as beautiful master. She had been so young then, not only in years but in experience.

She had not known, not then, how carefully Katherine O’Conner had chosen her, the pure, innocent girl, to care for Jamie, handsome, loyal Jamie, and for little Patrick their son. Katherine, knowing she was dying, had deliberately planned for a substitute mother and wife for her loved ones. As she had faded away with an incurable lung sickness, she had begged Irfonwy to stay at Honey’s Farm for as long as she was needed, realizing in her wisdom that Fon was already tied by bonds of love.

Fon felt tears come to her eyes. Today, in accordance with all Katherine had wished, Irfonwy Parks had married Jamie O’Conner, plighting her troth at the chapel in the fold of the hills. She had married him with love in her heart and hope for the future carrying her down the aisle in a cloud of happiness.

Now, standing alone in the bedroom, with its newly laundered patchwork quilt covering the double bed, and the vase of fresh summer roses brightening the deep sill of the window before her, Fon felt a pang of misgiving, of apprehension. Doubts assailed her. Jamie was a mature, experienced man; would he be disappointed in her?

She forced her mind away from such fearful thoughts, and her eyes became dreamy. She brought to mind again the beauty of the wedding ceremony, the loving words spoken between Jamie and her, the vows they so readily made, and she was reassured. She imagined herself standing at the doorway of the old chapel and twitching the folds of her full skirts into place, fascinated by the sheen of the soft satin fabric. Her head had been high and she had been proudly aware of the sighs of admiration from the crowds standing around her. She had savoured the moment, for this was her day.

And now came reality. The dream had been fine and wonderful, but it had encompassed Fon working in the kitchen, making her husband’s dinner and bringing up a brood of handsome children. It had not encompassed the intimacy of the bedroom.

The stairtreads creaked, and Fon tensed. She forced herself to think of Jamie, the fine handsome man she loved, had loved since the day she had set eyes on him – but it had been a loving of the mind, spiritual rather than physical. Soon, she would be his wife in fact as well as in name.

She heard the sounds of his footsteps with a feeling of panic; he was coming to bed already, and she still dressed in her wedding finery!

With shaking fingers she tried to undo the buttons at the back of her neck, but she was clumsy and the buttons eluded her.

If only Patrick was asleep in his room; she could have gone to him in the pretence that he had woken and needed her. Irfonwy sighed. Patrick was safe with her mother, tucked away under the eaves of the cottage facing the sea at Oystermouth.

Nina Parks had taken the small boy willingly into her empty arms.

‘I hope you will give me my own grandchildren before too long, Fon,’ she had said softly. ‘I know I haven’t been a perfect mam to you, but I do love you and want the best for you, my youngest.’

The stairs creaked and Fon sank on to the bed, defeated by the buttons and with butterflies cramping her stomach. She knew all about a man’s lust for life; hadn’t she seen it all before with her mam and Joe Harries?

She recalled even now the shame of it all, living in sin they’d been, Nina Parks and Joe Harries, who had a wife already. The scandal had been the talk of the village, Nina expecting Joe’s child at an age when she should have known better. Gossip had raged for months until, at last, the villagers had accepted Joe and Nina’s irregular union as just another fact of village life.

But as if to punish her, the fates had taken away from Nina both her child and her man, leaving her alone and lonely, a woman who evoked no pity because of her rebellious, independent spirit. Poor mam, Fon thought; she always was her own worst enemy.

But she had tried to do right by her youngest daughter. Knowing Fon was about to be married, she had taken her to one side and tried to prepare her for her wedding night.

‘The thing between a man and a woman is beautiful, love.’ Nina’s voice had caused nothing but embarrassment.

The door opened. Startled, Fon felt rather than saw Jamie come closer. She looked up at him almost pleadingly.

‘What’s wrong, colleen?’ he asked in concern. ‘Are those tears I see?’

‘I can’t undo my buttons.’ Her voice was small. Jamie sat beside her and turned her face to his.

‘You’re trembling, Fon. There’s no need to be afraid of me, love.’

Fon stared into his beloved face. He was so handsome, his dark hair curling around his broad forehead, his eyes looking into hers with compassion. She loved him, there was no doubt about that, but this thing between men and women, she didn’t know if she was ready for it.

Fon had always been reserved, keeping herself to herself. She supposed by the standards set by both her sisters, she was immature, naïve perhaps.

Sal, a full-bosomed, hearty woman, was ripe with the love of her man; and as for Gwyneth, she panted for the attentions of the boss of the boot-and-shoe shop where she worked, even though Will Davies was out of her reach.

‘Look,’ Jamie said softly, ‘I’m not a bull pulling at the ring in my nose. I’m a man with feelings. I won’t force myself on you. I know you are an untried girl, and I respect you for it. Come on, I’ll undo your wretched buttons and then I’ll sleep in the other room. I won’t lay a hand on you, not until you are ready.’

When Jamie had gone, Fon stared up at the moonlight on the ceiling, wondering why she felt so empty. How Sal and Gwyneth would laugh if they could see her now, the bride, alone in her marriage bed. What a fool they would think her.

And Jamie, what of him? Where was the eager lover she had supposed him to be? Despairingly she turned over and faced the wall. He couldn’t love her very much, not if he didn’t want to lie with her on the instant they were alone. Perhaps he would never love her as he’d loved Katherine.

Suddenly, she forced herself upwards, pushing the bedclothes away angrily. She stepped out of bed and on to the cold boards and stood for a moment to still the panicky rush of blood to her head.

In the other room, the room that used to be hers, Fon stared down at the man in the bed. His eyes were closed; he was breathing easily, one bare, muscular arm flung out towards the empty pillow.

Fon slipped quickly into the sheets and took a deep breath as she felt his warm, naked flesh against her arm. She almost recoiled, but then, making a supreme effort, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his cheek.

The scent of him was of freshness, of sweet grass and flowers. He turned and took her in his arms so easily that she wondered if he had been asleep at all.

His hands reached beneath the starched cotton nightgown and touched her, gently. He touched her breasts and she trembled; his fingers made a pathway over the flat of her stomach and towards her thighs. Fon sighed a little, fear warring with the desire that suddenly spread a languor throughout her limbs.

‘There, my colleen, nothing to be afraid of, is there?’ he said softly. ‘Loving is the most natural thing in the world.’

He touched her intimately, softly, teasingly, and Fon relaxed a little, wondering why she had been afraid; this was Jamie, her love – he would never do anything to hurt her.

His breathing became ragged, and she felt his flesh hard against hers. ‘It will be beautiful, my love, you’ll see,’ he said, his mouth warm and sweet against hers.

She pressed close to him, not minding when he gently eased the nightgown from her shoulders, pushing it away impatiently.

‘You have a little maid’s body,’ he said wonderingly, ‘so beautiful, so sweet. I’ll always treasure you, my love.’

She wrapped her arms around him, clinging to him, her face hot against his shoulder.

‘Are you ready for me, colleen?’ His voice was hoarse. ‘I can wait no longer.’

She was suddenly trembling again. ‘I’m feared of the unknown, Jamie,’ she whispered.

He caressed her then as though gentling the animals in the field. He spoke softly to her, and she seemed to melt against him. She smiled wanly to herself in the darkness; the time had come when she must act like a woman, be a real wife to her strong, lusty husband.

He met resistance when he tried to make them one flesh. Fon winced as he patiently persisted, gently but firmly taking her to him, making her his own. She felt herself beginning to relax against him; fear departed and she was suddenly in tune with the old rhymes of nature. She cried out and clung to him.

‘Jamie, my darling, my love! I want you so much.’ Her voice was hoarse. His hands tangled in her hair, he kissed her mouth, her throat, her breasts. Together now they moved in harmony, and Fon was exultant. Now Jamie was truly hers, her dear, beloved husband, they were one at last.

Then he called out a name in his release, and the name tore into the silence like a blow, and that name was Katherine.

‘So how is married life treating you, then?’ Gwyneth Parks perched on the edge of the table, swinging her legs, oblivious of the fact that her slender ankles and shapely calves were exposed.

She spoke again without waiting for a reply. ‘I must say I couldn’t take to farm life, though it’s nice enough up here, with the sun shining and the birds singing.’

Fon bent her head. ‘Married life is wonderful,’ she said lightly, and so it was. She loved the soft misty mornings when, head against the warm flanks of the animals, she drew the pure milk down into the bucket. Afterwards, with Patrick clinging to her skirts, she would collect the eggs, still warm, from beneath the hens.

She liked baking savoury, crusty pies and fruit tarts in the peace and tranquillity of the sunlit kitchen, bringing water from the spring – sweet water that tasted wonderful. She liked it in the evenings when Patrick was in bed and she and Jamie went over the books, working out the milk yield and deciding what stock to buy. These were comfortable times, close moments to treasure. It was only in the marriage bed that uncertainties seized her, and though he had never once, since that first time, called her by his first wife’s name, the ghost of Katherine seemed to be between them.

She glanced at her sister. How would Gwyneth react if Fon were to confide in her? She would doubtless laugh, dismissing the incident as the way of men; but Fon still bore the hurt and the pain of feeling she was second-best.

‘I must say you look every inch the blushing bride.’ Gwyneth stared at Fon, head on one side. ‘There’s a bloom to the skin, a light in the eyes.’

She paused, an imp of mischief twisting her mouth into a smile. ‘Tell me, is he a stud in bed, your Jamie?’

Fon felt the rich colour suffuse her face. She turned away from her sister’s eyes alight with mirth and tried to think of something to say.

‘Oh, come on!’ Gwyneth said derisively. ‘Surely you are not still the prude you used to be?’

‘Of course I’m not a prude,’ Fon protested. ‘Jamie and me, we do what every married couple does.’ She lifted her head. ‘There’s no questioning my Jamie’s vigour.’

‘Well, I’m relieved to hear it,’ Gwyneth said. ‘For a minute there I thought my little sister had married a cissy.’

She poked her tongue between her teeth. ‘Come on, then, tell me about it. What was your wedding night like?’

Fon stared at her hands. ‘It hurt at first, but then it was wonderful.’ And so it had been until the moment when Jamie had called out Katherine’s name; and now the knowledge of his mistake hung like a stone between them.

‘Well, of course it did!’ Gwyneth said. ‘It always hurts the first time, and it pleases the men, they know then they have taken a virgin.’

Gwyneth gave a sigh of exasperation. ‘How can you be so ignorant? It’s bound to be difficult at first, and a real man gets carried away with his own feelings, but it’s worth it, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ Fon said, wondering just how much her sister really knew about love. She had dallied with the fishermen at Oystermouth, it was true, but her words now lacked conviction. Still, Fon was feeling better than she’d done since the first night with Jamie; men had to be excused their strange ways. She smiled. ‘Anyway that’s enough talk about me, what about you?’

‘I’m still hoping that Will Davies gets over his infatuation with the do-gooding Eline Harries. How he can fall for a dull widow woman, I don’t know,’ Gwyneth said acidly. ‘He was turning to me before she put in her oar, her and her damned soup kitchens – who does she think she is?’

‘Well, she did save our lives,’ Fon said mildly. ‘You were hungry that time in the village too, mind.’

‘Aye, but she was only giving back money she’d made on the backs of the workers, her running her posh art gallery while we starved through lack of oysters.’

Fon shook her head. She didn’t like arguing with her sister, but sometimes Gwyneth was totally unjust.

‘What difference did running an art gallery really make to the village?’ Fon asked, rubbing her hands on her apron. ‘The art gallery didn’t make the oysters disappear; over-fishing did that.’

‘Whose side are you on, anyway?’ Gwyneth said petulantly. ‘Eline Harries was always an outsider in Oystermouth; she left her man when he was injured at sea, didn’t she? Oh, yes, our mam could take over and nurse Joe when he was sick, and she was free to clear off to Swansea.’

Fon sighed. ‘Joe wasn’t faithful to Eline, was he?’ she said patiently. ‘He went with our mam of his own free choice, gave her a baby, even. What was Eline supposed to do?’

Jamie entered the kitchen, his eyes bright, his face fresh from the soft breeze that swept over the sunlit fields.

‘Hello, Gwyneth, love,’ he said. ‘Having a day off from work, then, are you?’

‘Aye.’ Gwyneth made no attempt to cover her legs, but Jamie appeared not to notice as he put his arm casually around his wife’s shoulder. ‘’Bout time, too,’ she continued. ‘Like a bailiff I am these days, trudging round the houses trying to collect money that’s been owing for boots and shoes since last year.’

‘Things improving in the village now, though, aren’t they?’ Jamie asked. Gwyneth nodded. ‘Getting better, slowly, but it’ll take a time, mind. They oysters are coming back, but it’ll be a long job before things get back to normal.’

‘What’s for dinner, love?’ Jamie turned to Fon. ‘I’m starving.’

Fon, turning to cut into the freshly baked loaf, heard her sister’s low, throaty chuckle.

‘Need to keep up your strength, Jamie boy, from what I’ve heard of your prowess between the sheets,’ she teased.

Fon felt her colour rise, and she concentrated on liberally spreading the butter, watching it liquefy as it ran into the crevices in the hot bread.

‘Give me plenty of cheese, love’ – Jamie good-naturedly ignored Gwyneth’s remark – ‘and some pickle. I’ve got a lot of work up on the top end field; some fences down again, with the cattle walking all over them.’

Gwyneth subsided into a chair and leaned forward, elbows on the table. ‘Where Pat?’ she asked, looking round the kitchen as if expecting him to come out of a corner somewhere.

Fon smiled. ‘He’s having a nap. Up early he was, helping me with the hens. Leave him be in peace until we’ve eaten, is it?’

‘Right enough,’ Jamie said. ‘I’ll take him off up the top end with me later on, give you two girls some time alone to gossip to your hearts’ content.’

Fon poured tea, weak but hot, and then handed round the plates of cheese and pickle before sitting down. She was aware of Gwyneth smiling wickedly.

‘How’s my little sister shaping up as a wife, then?’ she said, leaning towards Jamie, her broad mouth revealing perfect teeth. ‘I know how well you are doing, but our Fon – pleasing as a wife, is she?’

Fon shook her head in despair at her sister’s wickedness, and she glanced at Jamie anxiously. He rested his hand on her shoulder.

‘She all right,’ he said, his expression quite sober. ‘She’s a good mammy to the boy, and as for me, I couldn’t ask for better.’

Fon glanced away. Jamie hadn’t said he loved her, had never said he loved her, not since their wedding. Doubts assailed her afresh; was she just a substitute for Katherine?

‘That’s men for you, Sis; only get excited when it’s bed-time, they do.’

Fon looked quickly at Jamie, but he didn’t seem to mind Gwyneth’s teasing.

‘Not given to romance, our men – not the men I’ve met, anyway,’ Gwyneth continued mercilessly. ‘It’s food in their belly and pretty quick about it, and clean shirts to put on their backs, or there’s hell to pay. It’s only when the sun goes down do they like a bit of kissing and cuddling.’

She laughed out loud. ‘Oh, I bet you get really full of vigour then, don’t you, Jamie? A real stud you are, come on, admit it now.’

Jamie buttered a crust without turning a hair, but a smile played around his mouth, and with a dart of surprise, Fon realized he was not at all embarrassed by her sister’s remarks; rather he was pleased by the praise to his manliness.

‘Been talking about me, have you, love?’ he said softly to Fon, and she bit her lip, hoping that Gwyneth would keep quiet for once. It was too much to hope.

‘She’s been talking all right.’ Gwyneth tossed back the thick hair that had escaped from the flash of red ribbon. ‘I think my little sister has picked a real man in you, Jamie boy.’

He was smiling broadly now, and Fon sat back, realizing she was learning a great deal about her husband; he loved a bit of flattery, loved to have his prowess praised. Were all men like that, she wondered, so easily pleased by a few nice words?

‘How’s Mammy managing?’ Fon asked, determined to change the embarrassing turn the conversation had taken.

Gwyneth shrugged. ‘With her usual crabbiness, I suppose. You know what our mother is like as well as I do, a right misery when there’s no man around to distract her.’

‘That’s not fair!’ Fon said, and then realized she had done just as Gwyneth wanted, provoked an argument.

‘You know it’s fair,’ Gwyneth said placidly. ‘Nina is only happy when there’s a man in her bed.’ She looked coyly at Jamie. ‘I can quite understand it, mind; I like a man’s company myself.’

Jamie rose from his chair and picked up his coat, swinging it over his shoulder. Fon saw him suddenly as Gwyneth must see him, sun-browned and muscular, his shirt sleeves rolled up above strong elbows, his face handsome, with the curling black hair clinging to his brow. He was, without doubt, a desirable, fulfilled man. Why then was she, his wife, having doubts about his love for her?

‘I’m going down to the fields,’ he said. ‘I’ll call in a bit later for the boy.’ He left the kitchen, and for a moment there was silence, except, for the droning of a bee trapped inside the window seeing freedom but unable to get out.

‘He’s no womanizer,’ Gwyneth said, with a hint of disappointment in her voice, ‘I’ll give him that. You got a good man there, Fon. Look after him in bed, I’m warning you, for if you don’t someone else will do it for you.’

‘Meaning you, I suppose.’ Fon was suddenly angry – though with herself, Jamie or Gwyneth she wasn’t quite sure.

Gwyneth shrugged. ‘Could be, Sis.’ She relented then and put her hand on Fon’s shoulder. ‘Look, love, I’ll flirt with any man, you know me, but I wouldn’t take your husband from you even if I could.’ She sighed. ‘And to be truthful, I don’t think he’d bite. No, your Jamie is a rare being, a one-woman man. Make the most of it, and don’t be a fool.’

‘One-woman man,’ Fon repeated. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’

Gwyneth didn’t seem to hear her; she stared round the kitchen for a moment, her face thoughtful. ‘You’ve got what you want, Fon; you are a very lucky girl. It don’t look like I’ll ever have the man I want. I’ll never find happiness.’

Suddenly, Gwyneth, happy-go-lucky Gwyneth, was sitting at the kitchen table with her head buried in her arms, her shoulders heaving.

‘Love!’ Fon put her arm around her sister and hugged her. ‘You are so beautiful, much prettier than me. Of course you’ll be happy, you wait and see.’

Gwyneth looked up, her cheeks stained with tears, the light gone from her eyes.

‘Will I?’ she said softly. ‘I know I talk big, but all I want is the love of a fine man. I’m afraid that Eline Harries will win, as she always seems to do, damn her!’

She thumped her fist on the table, and the cups leapt in the saucers. ‘I hate Eline Harries! I wish she’d never set foot in Oystermouth. Since she came there, she’s been nothing but trouble.’

Fon was silent; what could she say? Eline Harries had not always found life easy. She’d had her share of tragedy, and who knows if she even wanted Will Davies? But Gwyneth was in no mood to listen to reason.

‘Come on,’ Fon said, forcing a cheerful note into her voice, ‘I’ll make us a nice, fresh cup of tea.’ She patted Gwyneth’s shoulder, wondering at the strangeness of life. Her sister had always got everything she’d ever wanted, or so it had seemed to Fon. She was pretty, with a fine figure that would attract any man, while Fon had been a mouse, quiet and withdrawn, with curling tawny hair but unremarkable features, a girl no-one would lose his heart over, unsure of herself, diffident in the extreme.

But now the roles were reversed; Fon had a husband, a home and a family. She had blossomed; even she could see that. Her body was filling out, her face more mature, its lines fined, so that her eyes appeared larger. In the eyes of the world, she was a success, a woman with a fine husband.

She squared her shoulders with new resolution, knowing that whatever she had to do, whatever compromises she would have to make, she would ensure that nothing spoiled the almost perfect life she was leading.


CHAPTER TWO

Eline Harries sat back on her heels, disregarding the hammer and nails and lengths of wood that were spread around the bare floorboards of the room. Disregarding even the painting that lay beside pieces of wooden frame, the painting she had been so pleased with earlier but that now seemed mundane, ill-conceived.

The room, a high attic with a southward-facing aspect, was sunlit and mellow, the newly whitened walls reflected the light. For a moment, Eline paused, imagining the pictures she would paint hanging in the deep shadows of an alcove. It was a perfect studio for an artist, and though Eline would have hesitated to call herself that, she was nevertheless excited by the prospect of actually working in the room.

It was already her workshop, where she had spent hours designing shoes, working on drawings for practical boots; but now it would house a high, sloped bench which would make her designing work so much easier and in addition, at the far end, she would install an easel where she could paint to her heart’s delight.

She had come a long way, she mused, a very long way. Her life as a farmer’s daughter on Honey’s Farm had once filled her childhood with light and happiness; then she had married Joe Harries, a man twenty years older than her.

Eline sighed. She had tried so hard to do her duty by Joe, but she had failed miserably. How could she blame him for taking a mistress when she did not welcome him into her own bed? And now he was dead she felt nothing but sadness that she had never made him happy.

Outside, the Sunday bells of All Saints were ringing out into the soft air, echoing across the village. Eline felt the sad memories fade away, and suddenly she was at peace with the world.

‘So here you are.’ The voice was low, melodic. ‘I might have known.’

‘Will!’ Happiness flowed through her, as it always did at the sight of her beloved husband-to-be. Eline rose to her feet and dusted her fingers against her skirts.

‘I was just trying to fit one of my pictures into a frame. I’m not very good at it really.’

‘Hmm.’ He encircled her waist from behind, chin resting on her shoulder as he looked down at the picture. ‘That’s a lovely watercolour of the Mumbles,’ he said. ‘I like the feeling of the rocks rising out of the morning mist. You are a talented girl, Eline.’

He turned her to face him and kissed her mouth. ‘I’m a very lucky man, though I don’t know if I relish the prospect of marrying a lady who has more money than me.’

‘Ha!’ Eline’s voice was sceptical. ‘Don’t fool yourself that you are getting a rich woman, my love. I have only debts and the good-will of the people who have invested in me.’

‘And I have only debts,’ Will said ruefully, releasing Eline, ‘though I must admit the villagers are doing their best to repay me for the shoes they bought on credit last year, when times were hard.’

Eline sighed. ‘The hard times are far from over, Will.’ She shrugged. ‘I know the oyster fishing is better now, but only a little. The villagers are still finding things difficult.’

‘I know,’ Will said soberly, ‘and that doesn’t make it any easier for me to make a living, either. If it wasn’t for the customers Hari Grenfell sends me from Swansea I’d have been finished long ago.’

Eline put her arms around his neck. ‘You are a fine man, William Davies, and you will be rich one day, I know it.’

Will sighed heavily. ‘I can’t wait, Eline.’ He kissed her throat, and his voice became hoarse. ‘For one thing I can’t wait to get you into my bed.’

Eline clung to him, feeling the usual sweet longing for him, and though she knew she was being unfair, playing with fire, she pressed herself against him.

‘Let’s get married anyway, Will,’ she urged softly. ‘We’ll be all right, you’ll see.’ She kissed his mouth. ‘Between us, we’ll make a reasonable living.’

Will moved away as though putting as much distance between Eline and himself as he could. ‘We’ll marry when I think I can support a wife,’ he said sternly. ‘I don’t want to have to take handouts from you, Eline, surely you can see that?’

‘Don’t be so pig-headed!’ Eline replied, and then bit back the angry rush of words. This was an argument she’d had with Will many times, and she recognized it was an argument she would not win.

‘Look, I’ve come to a decision,’ Will said, and there was something in his tone that alerted her, heightened her senses, bringing a tingling feeling of anxiety.

Eline glanced at him, deliberately keeping her voice even. ‘What decision?’ she asked quietly.

‘I’m returning to Swansea,’ he said. ‘I’ll give up the shop in Mumbles, cut my losses. Hari Grenfell is willing to take me on to manage part of her shoemaking empire.’

Eline felt a pang of fear. Will could not move away, not now, just as she was establishing herself as a successful businesswoman in the area.

‘Don’t look like that.’ Will smiled. ‘Swansea is only five miles away, you know, and Hari is a dear friend. She virtually brought me up.’ Will paused for a moment. ‘Come on, Eline, Hari would not be happy if I made a wrong choice. She is a fine, intelligent woman; I trust her judgement, and she feels as I do over this, the best thing is to pack up the business now.’

‘I know you love and trust Hari Grenfell, and I respect her too, but, Will, you can’t give up your shop and move away.’ Eline caught his arm. ‘Please, Will, I can’t bear it if you are not here with me.’

‘My mind is made up, Eline,’ he said firmly. ‘The business is not viable any longer. I’m not making a profit, I’m simply increasing my debts. I can’t go on like that, it’s simply not responsible.’

Eline stared around her at the bright, sunlit room, at the large windows overlooking the sea, and suddenly she felt as though she was standing on shifting sands.

‘I’ll hold a sale of my stock of boots and shoes,’ Will continued, ‘let the villagers have the benefit of it before I leave.’

He took her hand and, turning it, kissed the palm lightly. Eline tried to suppress her anger; was it directed at Will, at herself, or at the fates that seemed intent on dragging them apart?

‘Don’t you understand, Eline?’ Will said softly. ‘I can no longer afford even the small rent I’m paying Mrs Parks. Things are that bad.’

‘Oh, Will, why don’t you let me help?’ Eline protested. ‘You could come here, live in these rooms above the gallery.’ She gestured around her. ‘You can see how pleasant they would be.’

Will shook his head and, squaring his shoulders, moved to the door.

‘That’s impracticable and you know it.’ He spoke softly but there was an edge of anger beneath his words.

‘How is it impracticable?’ Eline demanded. She went to him, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘Let’s not quarrel about it, Will.’

‘We won’t quarrel, not if you don’t insist on trying to run my life, you little bossy boots.’ Will rested his cheek against her hair. ‘You see, Eline, I couldn’t live here under the same roof as you. There would be talk. In any case, these are your rooms, your workshop; you need them.’

‘There wouldn’t be talk, not if we were married,’ Eline said, knowing she was persisting in a line that would only anger Will; and yet she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to be with him, to have him all the time; she loved him so much that it almost hurt.

Will eased her arms from round his neck. ‘Eline!’ he said in exasperation, ‘I will not be a kept man.’

‘That’s absurd!’ Eline was growing exasperated too. ‘Does Emily Miller’s husband look on himself as a kept man?’

‘That’s different,’ he said. ‘Emily Miller took John in marriage when he was a successful cobbler. I admit he was poor by her standards, but at least he wasn’t a failed businessman like me. Anyway, I’m not going to argue with you any more.’ Will moved towards the door. ‘I’ll speak to you later, when you’re in a more reasonable frame of mind.’

Then Eline was alone in the sunfilled room, the room that suddenly seemed to have lost its charm for her. She tried to return to the job in hand of getting the place ready to work in, but her concentration was gone.

She left the studio and wandered down the stairs. Aimlessly she went from room to, room, not seeing the paintings hanging on the wall, not even seeing the red dots alongside some of the works that indicated they were sold to some eager customer. Business was good, very good, and yet suddenly Eline was full of doubts about her future. Perhaps she would be better off if she had no business; perhaps then Will would not be too stiff-necked with pride to marry her.

The building was silent. Penny, the girl who did the cooking, had gone home to her parents for the weekend, and Carys Morgan, who kept the place spotless, was with her husband in the little house further along the village street. Everyone, it seemed, except Eline had a family, someone to spend Sunday with.

Eline moved out into the street. The sun spilled over the pavements, washing the buildings with light. Along the shore the beached boats lay, idle now in the summer months, waiting for the start of the oyster season in September.

On the edge of the sweeping bay Eline paused, feeling the sand fall away beneath her feet, soft and golden, with a rim of deeper colour where the tide had retreated, leaving a trail of seaweed.

She picked up a group of oystershells that had fused together. It was almost a work of art. She dusted it free of sand and decided to put it in the gallery, a good luck charm, an omen, perhaps.

Across the bay, she could see the pilot ship skimming, it seemed, over the calm waters. Overhead, gulls wheeled and cried, echoing her own loneliness. Tears filled her eyes, and she brushed them away impatiently; self-pity did no-one any good.

Eline returned to the roadway. As she passed the row of small fishermen’s cottages, Carys Morgan called a greeting to her.

‘Bore da, Eline.’ She was sitting on the step of her house, knitting needles flying between deft fingers, her face wreathed in smiles. ‘Having a quiet time, are you?’

Eline paused, glad of someone to talk to. ‘It’s such a lovely day, I felt I had to get out for a while.’

‘A bit lonely, like, are you?’ Carys said, with such perception that Eline stifled the instinct to deny any such thing.

She sighed. ‘I am a bit sorry for myself today. I’ll be glad when Will and I are married, I must say.’

‘Come and have a nice cup of dandelion and burdock with me,’ Carys said. ‘I could do with a bit of company too.’ She rose from the step and retreated into the darkness of the kitchen. Eline followed her.

‘My Sam’s gone drinking beer with his pals in one of the cottages,’ she said, raising her eyebrows. ‘Always does on a Sunday, the heathen.’

Eline sat at the scrubbed table and looked around the spotless kitchen. Carys in her home, as well as in the gallery, made a virtue of cleanliness and order.

During the awful months of hunger and famine that had gripped Oystermouth in the oyster famine, Carys had lost her baby son, a loss doubly tragic because Carys had despaired of ever becoming a mother.

‘I miss him, mind,’ Carys said softly, and it was as though she had picked up on Eline’s thoughts. ‘Some days my poor old arms ache for my baby. I’ll never get over it, for all the old women tell me time heals all wounds.’

‘I know,’ Eline said. ‘I’ve never had a baby, but when I lost my father I felt the world had come to an end for me too. In a way, I’ve been alone ever since.’

Carys looked at her curiously. ‘Even when you was married to Joe you felt like that?’

Eline nodded. ‘Because Joe was so much older than me and was Dad’s friend, I thought he could fill the gap in some way. I was sadly mistaken.’

‘He was a good man, though,’ Carys said, ‘and he loved you. Mind, I’ll never understand why he took up with that hussy Nina Parks.’

Eline was silent. She blamed herself for Joe’s infidelity. Had she been a better, warmer wife, Joe wouldn’t have strayed to another woman’s bed.

‘Funny how he gave her children and yet you...’ Cary’s words trailed away and Eline smiled.

‘I know, I often wondered at that myself. Perhaps I can’t have children. I worry about that sometimes.’

‘Probably you are all right,’ Carys said confidently. ‘It just wasn’t meant, not between you and Joe. I spects him and Nina were...were – fitting for each other. Any rate, poor man’s gone now, God rest his soul.’

Eline sat quiet, still, wondering why she was exploring past wounds and present doubts with Carys. Probably because she instinctively trusted her; Carys was so down-to-earth and sensible when it came to dealing with her own life.

Eline drank the mug of dandelion and burdock and smiled at Carys, determined to switch the conversation back to more mundane topics.

‘Sam be glad to get back to sea?’ she asked lightly.

Carys poured more cordial and shrugged. ‘I suppose so. He don’t talk much about his feelings; but then men never do, do they?’ She sighed. ‘Let’s hope the oysters are more abundant than they were last season. I wouldn’t like to face a winter of going hungry, not again.’

‘Will you still be able to work at the gallery?’ Eline asked. ‘I know the oyster beds need a lot of time and attention, but I need you too, Carys.’

‘I’ll be cleaning for you, don’t you worry,’ Carys said firmly. ‘It’s my bit of security in case the oysters fail again.’ She leaned her elbows on the table that gleamed white in the splash of sunlight, the wood pale with much scrubbing.

‘The oyster beds are hard, mind; you know that, to your cost!’ Cary’s eyes were suddenly full of merriment. ‘Stubborn, you are, mind, I’ll never forget you struggling with the sack of oysters and the tide coming up round your belly, ready to suck you down.’

‘I won’t forget either!’ Eline grimaced. ‘I thought I was going to die, but I wasn’t going to let the oysters fall back into the sea.’

‘If it wasn’t for William Davies coming like a hero and bringing you out, you would have been a goner.’ Carys sighed. ‘So romantic, it was.’

Eline glanced down into her mug, watching the swirling brown liquid as she raised it to her lips.

‘When you getting married, soon is it?’ Carys asked innocently.

Eline shook back a stray curl of hair. ‘He’s so stubborn,’ she found herself saying. ‘He wants to be rich before he makes me his wife – as if I care about that.’

Carys looked at her with clear eyes. ‘Let him have his way,’ she said softly. ‘Otherwise he might blame you for the rest of his life; that’s the way men are.’

She might be right, Eline thought. If Will failed to make himself the rich man he so wanted to be, would he feel Eline had held him back?

‘You’re very wise, Carys,’ she said softly. She placed her mug on the table, noticing it had made a brown ring on the white surface.

‘Duw, not wise, at all, just lived a bit longer than you have, that’s all.’

There was silence in the small kitchen save for the droning of a bee in the fragrant roses growing around the cottage doorway. Eline realized quite suddenly that Carys might sometimes feel just as alone as she did. Carys had only her cleaning job at the gallery to occupy her during the summer months. And now, with no baby to fill her time, she must find the hours long and tedious.

As if reading her thoughts, Carys spoke. ‘Duw, I’ll be glad when the oyster fishing starts,’ she said quietly, her eyes moist with tears. ‘The devil finds work for idle hands, or at least wicked thoughts to fill the mind.’ Carys swallowed hard. ‘I sometimes find myself blaming the Good Lord for letting my son die, forgetting that He who gives sometimes sees fit to take away.’

She looked appealingly at Eline. ‘But I was a good mother, wasn’t I?’

‘Of course you were!’ Eline said at once. ‘It was the poor conditions, the lack of food and medicine, that was to blame, not you.’ She reached out and touched Carys’ hand, feeling the roughness of her skin with a sense of shock. How quickly, Eline thought, she had become used to the niceties of life. Living in comfort as she did, doing little hard labour, she had become soft and perhaps more vulnerable. If hard times came again, would she be able to survive them? She shuddered a little.

‘There now, I’ve depressed you,’ Carys reproached herself. She picked up the mugs, took them to the big stone sink and dropped them in with a clatter.

‘What do you think of little Irfonwy Parks then?’ she said, changing the subject with a forced brightness of tone. ‘Nina Parks’ youngest, married to that handsome man from up at Honey’s Farm? Lucky girl, mind.’

‘I heard,’ Eline said, trying to shake off the feeling of gloom that had settled over her. ‘She’s got her hands full, with a young child to look after as well as a husband and a fully working farm.’

‘Aye, from there, weren’t you?’ Carys said, turning to look at Eline. ‘Hard work farming, mind, I spects.’

‘Hard indeed,’ Eline agreed. ‘Picking potatoes in spring and summer, and gathering the harvest in the autumn, and then the fodder for the creatures to be baled and kept in the barn until winter as well as a hundred and one other chores. It’s hard, all right.’

‘I spects they got help,’ Carys said. ‘Labourers to work the fields and that sort of thing.’

‘Perhaps one or two at the busiest times,’ Eline said, ‘though most of the year a small farmer can’t afford help.’

She rose to her feet, suddenly overcome with memories of Honey’s Farm, of her childhood spent in the meadows, where poppies grew brightly and where her days had seemed filled with sunshine. Days before her father died. Days before she had married Joe Harries.

‘I’d better get back,’ she said. ‘Thank you for the cordial and for the chat; it’s been good to have company.’

‘Duw’ – Carys smiled – ‘I spects you’ll get enough company when the gallery is open and all the customers are coming in thick and fast. Good thing you got a Sunday to yourself, really.’

‘You’d think so,’ Eline said, moving to the door. ‘See you tomorrow bright and early, then, Carys.’

She walked briskly back along the street towards the gallery, thinking of the empty hours stretching ahead. Usually she spent the evenings with Will, but perhaps tonight he wouldn’t come, not after the argument they’d had earlier. And soon, when he was in Swansea, she would scarcely see him at all. She couldn’t bear it.

When she arrived home, the door of the gallery was open, and she knew, with a lifting of her heart, that Will was inside waiting for her. She straightened her shoulders, resolving never to argue with him again, just to be thankful that he loved her enough to want to do what he thought was the best for her.

But, a small voice inside her said, why couldn’t he accept that the best, the very best for her, for them both, was to be together as man and wife?


CHAPTER THREE

The sun was warm on Fon’s back as she toiled up the hill to the top field with Patrick clinging to her skirts. The little boy was sun-kissed, his chubby arms golden, his round face brown beneath his curling hair. Fon smiled. He was so like his father, so handsome, so dear. In that moment she wished that he was her own, that she had given birth to him. She shivered suddenly and pushed away the thoughts of childbirth; it was something she did not wish – did not dare – think about.

The basket on her arm was draped with a pristine white cloth, and absently Fon adjusted it, rearranging the already careful folds. Beneath the cloth was concealed a crusty loaf, a small round cheese and a bottle of home-made beer, enough to feed six men if need be. Fon smiled. Jamie did the work of six men, and in the marriage bed he had the strength of six men.

‘Your daddy will be glad to see us, Patrick, my boy.’ Fon smiled down at the small child struggling manfully over the uneven pathway. ‘I bet he’ll be dying of thirst by now.’

Jamie had been up at first light, wanting to start cutting down the field of red clover while the weather was fine, for the clover, when dried out, would make fine fodder for the ewes.

As Fon moved slowly over the rise, she caught sight of Jamie, bending and cutting, his muscles gleaming with sweat as he laboured on the land, the land he loved.

Much of the field had been cut, looking like an over-large cottage garden through which the winds had wreaked havoc. Red clover flowers lay brightly against the cut stalks of grass, and the air was sweet with the smell.

Fon waved to Jamie, and he waved back, throwing down the scythe and pressing his big hands into the small of his back to ease the ache.

Fon looked round for Tommy Jones, who usually helped Jamie on the farm, but there was no sign of him.

She spread the checked cloth over the cut grass and brought out the bread and cheese. Patrick sat obediently, mouth half open like a small bird waiting to be fed.

Jamie came towards her, rubbing the sweat from his eyes with the back of his hand, and Fon marvelled at the strength of him and the rugged handsomeness of his face.

‘Where Tommy?’ she asked, kneeling in the grass and opening the bottle of beer before handing it to her husband.

‘Dunno, must be sick.’ Jamie hunkered down, his strong thighs straining against the seams of his breeches. Fon glanced away, remembering the feel of his hard, masculine body against hers as they lay side by side in bed. The sun was hot above her; the birds were singing so sweetly, it was a perfect day, and suddenly Fon desired her husband desperately.

She handed Patrick a crust from the loaf, and the small boy chewed on it contentedly. ‘There’s a good boy. Fon will give you a drink of milk when we get home.’

After a time, the silence and the heat told on the boy, and Patrick abandoned his crust and snuggled down in the grass, his eyes heavy with sleep.

‘Why don’t you teach Patrick to call you his mammy?’ Jamie said quietly. ‘After all, you are the only mother he will ever know.’

Fon looked into her husband’s eyes questioningly. ‘But you wouldn’t want him to forget Katherine,’ she answered quickly, saying the name with difficulty.

He chewed in silence for a full minute, his brow furrowed, his eyes turned away from her. He seemed to be weighing his words before answering. ‘No, not altogether, but when we have other children we don’t want Pat feeling the odd man out, do we?’

‘I suppose not.’ Fon felt the hot colour rush into her cheeks, but when Jamie turned to her and searched her face for any clue to her feelings, she held his gaze. He smiled slowly, and, leaning over, kissed her lips. His mouth became urgent, and he drew her closer; she fitted into his arms as though she had always been there.

Why hadn’t she been the first woman in his life, his first love, Fon thought, with a dipping of her heart. She resented what Katherine had with Jamie, even though she knew it was wrong and wicked of her. But if there had been no first wife, if Katherine had not existed, then there would be no ghosts between them.

‘Patrick has fallen asleep, look,’ Jamie whispered. The boy was spread out on the sweet grass, his chubby fists above his head; his lashes, brushing the plump cheeks, were gleaming in the sunlight. For a long moment Fon watched the little boy, the soft rise and fall of his breathing, the way his hair hung back from his face. She loved him fiercely; no-one could have loved Patrick more, not even Katherine.

Jamie’s hands were upon her then, gently pushing Fon backwards so that she was lying in the sweet grass. A blade tickled her cheek and Fon smiled, all gloomy thoughts dispelled. She was here now, with Jamie. She looked up into his face and knew the haze of passion that etched lines into his features.

He looked down at her for a long moment, at the relaxed abandonment of her body, and then he stretched himself alongside her, his face close to her own.

His hand traced the outline of her breasts with feather-light touch, and she felt her nipples harden with desire. Her breathing became ragged, and she knew she must possess Jamie here, under the hot sun, with the scent of clover in his hair, and sweet grasses as their bed.

She wound her arms around him and felt the heat of his skin through his thin shirt. ‘I love you,’ she said shyly as, slowly and deliberately, she began to unbutton her bodice. He bent and kissed her breasts and she felt herself respond, lifting herself towards him, wanting to feel him within her.

She closed her eyes, and hot, orange particles of light dazzled her senses. She was aware of Jamie’s fingers, as though in a dream, as he teased her to screaming point, his mouth hot on her breasts, her stomach, her thighs.

‘I want you, Jamie,’ she said thickly, and she heard his words sighing through the air like a soft prayer.

‘And I want you, colleen.’ He took her roughly, with abandon that she had not known before. He plundered her, and she welcomed it, she clung to him, her fingers digging into his back, the skin silk and sun-hot beneath her fingers. They seemed to battle to possess each other as if neither of them could get close enough. Fon closed her eyes and felt the hot sun against her lids, her bare breasts, her thighs, and the world seemed full of light and sensation. This was what she had been born for, to love and be loved by the man who had possessed all of her, even her very soul.

She wanted to cry out to the blue arc of the sky, to the soft breezes that caressed her, to the gods, never to take this away from her. She was weak with love, and desire was only part of the magic of the moment.

Later she lay in the shade of the hedge and watched Jamie back at work cutting the field, and marvelled at his apparent feeling of renewed vigour. The gleam in his eyes was because of her, she told herself; one day, slowly perhaps, she would replace Katherine in his life, and then Jamie would be all hers.

When Patrick woke, Fon wiped the crumbs from his face and hair, and packed the remains of the food into the basket. She waved farewell to Jamie, who was too far away to hear her voice, and led Patrick back across the fields.

Fon decided she had better call at the small cottage where Tommy lived; she was anxious about the young farm-hand. It wasn’t like him to miss a day’s work. But if he had to, today was as good a time as any, she thought, smiling.

‘Come in, Mrs O’Conner, ’tis good of you to call.’ Tommy’s mother was a plump woman, looking every inch a farm wife with her apple cheeks and sun-kissed hair. But now there were lines of anxiety around Mrs Jones’s mouth.

‘Come about my Tommy, have you?’ she said, without preliminary, as she pushed the blackened kettle on to the fire. Fon nodded, watching as Mrs Jones put out the thick, earthenware cups and poured in the milk, drawn fresh from the cows by Jamie that very morning.

‘Right sick, he is,’ Mrs Jones said. ‘Something the matter with his belly; complains of cramps, he does, and him normally a strong healthy boy. Perhaps you’ll go through to the back room and take a look at him later,’ she said beseechingly. ‘I put him in there so I could hear if he called.’

Fon drank the tea as quickly as the hot liquid would allow, for Patrick was sitting on the floor pulling the ears of the patient collie dog which crouched beside him.

‘Don’t tease the poor animal, Patrick,’ Fon said reprovingly. ‘He might bite you.’

‘Bless you, our Sheeba wouldn’t hurt a fly,’ Mrs Jones said, rising to her feet and putting down her cup. Clearly she was too anxious about her son to pay much attention to anything else.

Fon followed her to the back room, where the curtains were drawn against the sun, and the smell of sickness hung like a pall in the air.

Fon aproached the couch and looked down at the sleeping boy. He was browned by the weather, but now his face had an unhealthy tinge, as though, somehow, he was an apple turning bad.

‘Perhaps you’d better fetch the doctor to Tommy,’ Fon said slowly. ‘He does look very poorly.’

When Mrs Jones didn’t reply, Fon looked up at her. ‘I’ll stay with Tommy until you come back, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

‘Lordy me!’ Mrs Jones said softly, ‘I can’t afford no doctor, my love. Can’t you do something for him? I’ve heard my boy praise you to the skies many times what with those herb things you use on the sick animals.’

‘Me?’ Fon said in surprise. ‘But I don’t know anything about sickness in men; animals are different, you must see that.’

Mrs Jones frowned. ‘You know enough to suit me,’ she said reasonably, ‘and folks is same as animals, get the same sickness they do, mind.’

Fon moved closer to where Tommy lay and rested the back of her hand against his skin. It was burning hot to the touch. It was clear he had some sort of fever. She opened his shirt and saw an area of reddened flesh spreading to his waist. The problem was in the region of the abdomen, and reluctantly Fon lifted the shirt and exposed Tommy’s thin shanks.

She stifled a gasp at the angry flesh just above his pubis and compressed her lips for a moment, trying to think calmly, trying to dredge up the memory of the remedies she used for fevers when dealing with the farm animals.

‘I think,’ she said at last, ‘it might be a fistula.’ She glanced at Mrs Jones and saw with dismay that the woman was hanging on her every word.

Patrick tugged at her skirt and began to cry. Almost gratefully, Fon looked down at him.

‘I’ll take the boy home,’ she said quickly, ‘but I’ll pick up some remedies and be back in the morning to do whatever I can, I promise. Until then, try bathing his head with fresh water from the spring; it sometimes helps.’

‘Bless you, Mrs O’Conner,’ Mrs Jones said gratefully. ‘There’s good of you, I can’t tell you how relieved I am. I’ve been that worried about my boy.’

‘I can’t promise to cure him,’ Fon said quickly. ‘All I can do is try to bring down the fever and ease the pain. It’s not much, I’m afraid.’

By the time Fon left the Joneses’ house, the sky had become streaked with evening light. The sun was dying in a blaze of colour, promising another fine day, and suddenly Fon realized that Jamie would be home from the fields wanting his supper.

She thought quickly and decided that cold chicken pie and pickle would suffice for this evening’s meal. Jamie had a hearty appetite and never complained about the food she put before him.

He was at the pump in the yard, stripped to the waist, cold water running over his broad shoulders and down his wide muscled body to his narrow hips. His dark hair was plastered around his head, and droplets of water still lay like diamonds of light among the dark curls.

Love for him surged through Fon’s veins, and she realized with a heat in her cheeks that she was every bit as hot-blooded as her mother. How often had Fon blamed Nina for her lack of caution where men were concerned, and now here she was, Nina’s youngest, supposedly prim daughter, feeling the hot blood pound in her veins after only a few hours had passed since she had made love with her husband in the sweet grass of the fields.

She hurriedly set the table, putting out the cutlery with precise movements, trying to think calmly about her remedies, for she knew Mrs Jones would not rest until Fon returned to see to her son.

Jamie came into the kitchen, a big man, swinging through the low door, his frame filling it, blocking out the light from the rising moon.

‘Tommy’s sick.’ Fon placed the food on the table, thick slices of fresh crusty bread and a pat of salt butter standing alongside the plate of pie and the dish of pickle. She knew she was excusing her failure to make her husband a proper meal.

‘I said I’d go back over there tomorrow and see what I could do for him.’ She sank into a chair and stared across the table at Jamie, waiting for him to speak. He forked some pie into his mouth and stared at her, waiting for her to continue.

‘I don’t know enough to be any real help, Jamie, but Mrs Jones seems to have such faith in me.’

‘Then you must not let her down’ – he smiled warmly – ‘and I’m sure you won’t. What is it?’ Jamie leaned across the table to help his son by slicing the chicken pie, cutting it into smaller, more manageable pieces.

‘Some kind of inflamed fistula,’ Fon said slowly. ‘At least I think that’s what it is.’

Jamie frowned. ‘What makes you think that?’ He wiped his son’s mouth and helped him down from the chair, patting the boy’s plump rear with a large, tender hand. ‘Go play for a minute, give your father a chance to fill his belly.’

‘The skin is red and angry,’ Fon said. ‘Swollen too. Tommy looks real bad.’

‘Bit of thistle might do the trick,’ Jamie said. ‘Why don’t you look it up in that book you’re always reading?’

Fon nodded. ‘That’s what I thought I’d do.’ She poured some hot fragrant tea and placed the cup beside Jamie’s plate. She was worried, unsure of her ability to deal with Tommy’s illness; and the knowledge that she was the only one Mrs Jones could turn to for help weighed heavily upon her.

Fon pushed away her uneaten food and moved to the table, turning up the lamp so that she could read. She looked up ‘fistula’ in her book of herbal remedies and saw that Jamie’s advice about using thistle had been sound.

‘“Star thistle”,’ she read aloud. ‘That’s just what you told me to use, Jamie. You are clever.’

He shrugged. ‘No, just experienced,’ he said, smiling. ‘Go on, then, let’s hear what more this wonderful book of yours tells you.’

‘“Government and virtues of thistle”,’ Fon read out. ‘“Almost all thistles are under the government of Mars”.’ She looked at Jamie. ‘Mars, that’s good.’

‘Is it?’ Jamie asked, with raised eyebrows, and Fon glanced up at him.

‘It flowers early, so there should be some in the fields right now,’ she explained. ‘I haven’t any dried thistle around the kitchen, but I’ll remember to put some ready for the winter, just in case.’

‘Plenty of thistles up where I’ve been working; if you’d said, I’d have brought some down with me.’ Jamie bit into a crusty piece of bread, enjoying the food she had prepared. For a moment, Fon was distracted from her book, watching his strong face with renewed sense of wonder, seeing how the brows arched darkly over his eyes, seeing how firm was his jawline.

She forced herself to return to her book and read once more. ‘“The root, powdered and distilled in wine, is good against plague and pestilence”...’ She glanced at Jamie, who seemed engrossed in cutting another doorstep of bread. ‘“...And drunk in the morning while fasting is profitable for ulcers and fistulas in any part of the body.”’

She sighed heavily. ‘I can’t see young Tommy wanting to eat anything at all, so the fasting will be no problem.’ She rose to her feet. ‘I’ll go and pick some thistle now. It can be distilling while I put Patrick to bed.’

It was cooler in the fields now, but the warmth of the day still seemed to be captured in the cornfields that were turning from green to golden. Here and there a tall standing poppy waved translucent red petals towards the sky that seemed to reflect their redness. Fon sighed, drinking in the peace and tranquillity of the land.

Her back ached as she gathered the green, woolly-leaved star thistles, careful to pull the plants up at the root. Once or twice she caught her fingers on the prickly whitish-green heads and paused, rubbing at her apron with stained fingers.

She thought of Jamie and the way he had worked the clover field tirelessly, bending and dipping over the land, and was awed at the strength of his muscles.

Her apron full of thistles, she turned to walk back towards the farmhouse, climbing easily over the stile and making her way around the field where the big Welsh black bull, Jamie’s pride and joy, stared balefully at her, as though challenging her to invade his domain.

‘It’s all right, tarw fawr,’ she said softly. ‘I’ll keep well away from you, big bull, don’t you worry about that.’

When she entered the cool, whitewashed kitchen, there was no sign of Jamie or Patrick, and Fon smiled as she heard soft footsteps on the stairs.

‘Put him to bed, have you?’ Fon dropped the green thistles on the table. ‘I hope you washed his face first.’

‘Don’t worry, girl.’ Jamie caught her from the back and cupped her breasts in his hands. ‘I know how to look after a little boy, well enough.’

He kissed the warmth of her neck. ‘I know how to look after my wife too.’

Fon felt him harden against her buttocks and drew away from him smiling. ‘Duw, there’s a man!’ she said, bringing a large pan from beneath the sink. ‘Like that big black bull up in the field, you are, mind. I sometimes think that’s all you married me for.’

He watched as she began to cut the leaves from the long, thin roots and put them in the pan. ‘What you going to do with those?’ he asked, and Fon glanced over her shoulder as she opened the oven door and placed the pan inside.

‘I’ll dry the roots and then crush them in a little of my elderberry wine,’ she said, rubbing her hands on her apron. ‘The leaves I’ll soak in water and then boil them up. I shan’t waste any of it, don’t worry.’

‘Turning into a real little physic, aren’t you, my love?’ The banter had gone from Jamie’s voice and, turning, Fon saw a shadow fall across his face. She knew instinctively that he was thinking of Katherine, of how nothing, no remedies, no amount of loving attention, had saved her. The knowledge that his thoughts were with his dead wife was like the pain of a knife cutting
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