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Chapter 1

Ghostly shadows loomed from the hedgerow as Polly’s skirt swirled around the lantern in the wind. In daylight, Polly scoffed at ‘things that go bump in the night’, but in the shifting blackness of the storm, the familiar lane was filled with menace. She hurried into the stackyard, looking anxiously over her shoulder; it was calmer here, being sheltered by the buildings and the newly thatched ricks, but as she rounded the barn, the full force of the wind took her breath away, and the lamp flared dangerously. A lazy wind, Uncle Tom would call it, too lazy to go round you.

She turned, thankfully, under the archway and into the stable yard and ran towards the harness room, where the yellow glow of an oil lamp struggled to shine through the rain-drenched window. She was reminded of the navigation lamps on a ship fighting its way through a stormy night into the safe harbour at Heybridge, and hoped her uncle Joe was not at sea tonight. As she started to open the heavy door to the harness room, the wind tore the handle from her grasp, sending the door crashing against the wall, setting the rows of gleaming harness jangling.

“Well, look what the wind’s blown in. It’s good to see you, Poll. Sit you down and catch your breath. Let me finish off here, and then I’ll make us a cup of tea.”

Polly smiled; dear dependable Jed. It had been a few years since she had made her nocturnal visits to his tack room, yet he spoke as if he was expecting her. “I saw your light from home and thought I’d get some fresh air.”

“Well, you certainly found plenty of that tonight.” He laughed.

She sat quietly watching his weather-beaten hands caressing the leather, his broad fingers gently stroking the saddle soap onto the harness, which was made soft and yielding from years of such loving care. Her tension gradually passed from her through his caressing fingers, and eventually she sat at ease and studied him. He was still an impressive man and must have been more so in his prime. He was forty-eight when Polly had first known him, fifty-eight now. He certainly didn’t look fifty-eight, his six-foot frame still upright, his grey hair thick and curly.

He had come to the village from Suffolk after the death of his wife. His only son had left home to follow in his father’s footsteps, as under groom at Pexton Hall, and as Jed could not bear the empty cottage, with all its memories of happier days, he had moved on to pastures new in Essex.

“How’s Arthur? He hasn’t been down to the stables lately. Tell him I’ve saved some scraps of paper for him, and Adrian, Colonel Upson’s boy, has left one of his old school exercise books for him.” Jed missed the lad coming down to the yard where, if Jed had no work for him, he would sit sketching the horses, the farm cat, or even the rats. He had an amazing talent, and Jed’s room above the stables was full of Arthur’s pictures.

“Oh, he’s fine. He’s a good lad. He and Jack have been earning some money picking up stones for the road menders, so he has been busy, but I’m sure as soon as they have finished there, he will be down to annoy you again.”

“And t’others? The little girl looks like you. One or the other of the boys often brings her down. She likes to give the old cart horse a carrot. She wraps them boys round her little finger, don’t she? She’ll break some hearts when she gets older.”

Polly smiled. Rosie was the light of her life. She loved her with an intensity she had never felt for the boys, maybe because she had yearned for a daughter for years. Of course, they were all loved equally, just differently. “She’s a spoilt banshee, too much like me and spoilt rotten by the boys.” Polly grinned again, remembering the set-to they had had tonight. Rosie had been furious, as only a three-year-old can be, because Polly had not let Rosie’s cat, Tabatha, carry on producing her litter of kittens on Polly’s bed. “How would you like to have your babies in the wash house?” Rosie had demanded, stamping her feet in rage. “there’s rats in there.”

“Good,” retorted Polly. “She’ll have something to eat then.”

Jed got up and stretched. “Well that’s the last of it,” he said as he hung the bridle on the rack, alongside the others. “The Master’s off hunting tomorrer, so we got an early start.”

“Where are they meeting?” asked Polly.

“Captain’s Wood.” Polly made a mental note to keep the cat in the wash house. Tabatha had a liking for a bit of pheasant from Captain’s Wood, and it wouldn’t do for her to be spotted by the hounds. Old Crabby, the gamekeeper from the Hall, had nearly got her once, and if it hadn’t been for her boys, Jack and John, who had found her in one of Crabby’s traps, he would have done so for sure. They were in the woods collecting acorns for Lotty, their pig. It had been a mast year, so the floor of the wood was carpeted by large acorns; so many acorns that even the squirrels had run out of hiding places to store them for the winter. Polly would keep them to supplement Lotty’s feed during the winter months to come.

The trap had somehow caught Tabatha’s tail in two places, causing the end to drop off a week later, with the rest curling up and joining the straight bit at the bottom, like a question mark. The experience, however, had not put her off poaching. Polly thought there were enough rats and mice at home for the cat to eat, but she supposed, given the choice between rat and pheasant, she knew which one she would choose. Tabatha would usually bring her ill-gotten gains home from the woods to enjoy at her leisure in the garden, much to Polly’s dismay, especially when the prey was a baby rabbit or a bird.

One winter when money was scarce and the larder very bare, Polly had taken the hare Tabatha had caught and cooked it for the family. The cat had stalked about the cottage, her deformed question mark of a tail upright in indignation. She refused the skin and offal Polly put in her bowl and stalked off. The following day, she marched into the kitchen, her questioning tail held high and dumped the biggest rat Polly had ever seen in her life on the kitchen table. Then she stalked out into the garden as if to say, ‘There you are, eat that’.

Polly was petrified of rats, and when the creature made one last dying twitch as it lay on the table, she ran out into the garden, slamming the door behind her and hid until the children came home from school, when her eldest son, Jack, laughingly disposed of the corpse.

Jed handed her a mug of tea. “I mustn’t stop long, Jed, he’ll be back soon. He ain’t got a lot to spend now the harvest’s over.” Jed came across to her, resting his hands on her shoulders. She turned slightly and rubbed her cheek against his arm.

“What’s up, Poll?” he asked. “Not that I need to ask,” he thought, “with a shiner like that.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Jed, probably it’s the nights drawing in. I will be better when spring comes again. I hate the dark winter months.”

“Old Mother Nature needs a rest in the winter to get ready to burst into spring.” Jed laughed. “Though winter’s my busiest time of the year, what with the horses being in and the family out hunting once or twice a week. You should make the most of the long evenings and put your feet up. You work too hard; you should take up knitting,” he added with a grin.

Polly snorted. “I made a cardigan for Jack when he was born. If I still had it, it would probably fit him now. I have never been any good at following a pattern; that’s always been my problem in life as well.” She laughed as she suddenly started up. “I must go, he’ll be back soon.”

The wind had blown itself away, taking the clouds with it, so it was light enough to see without the lantern. Polly anxiously hugged the hedge, listening for footsteps along the lane; not ghostly footsteps this time but those belonging to a human form. She must not let him see her coming home from the stables, or there would be hell to pay. Him coming home from God knows where and me from a cuppa with a neighbour, thought Polly indignantly, but that’s men for you.

She ran up the path and quickly stepped into the back kitchen, stopping for a minute to warm herself by the dying embers of the stove. She looked into the front room where her two eldest boys, Jack and Arthur, were sleeping, their arms and legs entwined, covers thrust aside. Ten-year-old Jack, her eldest, blonde and slight in build, but as strong as an ox, was serious even in sleep. Beside him slept eight-year-old Arthur, her little artist.

He had drawn a picture of her at school for open day last week, and whereas the other children’s pictures were of round-headed, smiley-faced mothers with equally rounded bodies and topped by an abundance of curly hair, his showed just her face in fine detail. Although the mouth smiled, the eyes showed a sadness that she often felt but had hoped that she had never shown to her children. She would get a frame for it one day. Closing the door quietly, she went upstairs and peeped into the room shared by seven-year-old Edward and John, three years his junior. “Where you bin, Ma?” whispered John. “I think I heard Rosie a little while ago.”

“Thanks, I’ll look at her now. I’ve just been for a walk. It’s late, go to sleep, son.” John was a light sleeper, and he didn’t miss much awake or asleep; always watchful, just like his father. When she reached her bedroom, she laid her cloak over the chair and there, in the bed, lay Rosie curled up with Tabatha and her six kittens. Tabatha stirred and stretched out an apologetic paw as she turned onto her back, as if to say, ‘It is not my fault, Rosie brought us here; we were quite happy in the wash house’. “Come on, Tab, out of it. He will go mad if he sees you, and your little ’uns will be ending up in the water butt.”

Polly picked up the kittens and laid them in her skirt, where they squirmed and protested at being moved from their snug bed. “Mind out, you stupid cat,” Polly chastised Tabatha as she danced under her feet. “You’ll have me over.” She took the complaining kittens to the washhouse and, taking the bit of blanket left in the mangle to stop the rollers sticking together, made them comfortable in an old apple box. Tabatha energetically washed each kitten as Polly placed them carefully in the box, much to the kittens’ displeasure, making them squirm and squeal at such treatment. “There now. You stay put and keep them kittens out of the house, my gel, or that’ll be the end of ’em.”

She closed the door firmly behind her, mindful of the hunt. The cold night air sent a shiver up her spine, reminding her that she had left her cloak in the bedroom. Widow Firmin’s dog started to bark. Bloody yappy thing thought Polly as his barking reached a crescendo. In her mind’s eye she could see him with his four legs rigid and his stumpy tail pointing up to the sky, his barking lifting him higher and higher off the ground, until a lack of oxygen forced him to take a breath and sink back down to the floor, before setting off again with renewed vigour. She heard the squeal of Widow Firmin’s bedroom window opening, and a louder squeal from the dog as Widow Firmin’s well-lobbed boot scored a direct hit, stopping the dog in full cry.

“Who’s out there? Bloody people creeping about in the dark when decent folk are in bed.” Polly moved back into the shadows, she and Widow Firmin were not the best of friends. The dog growled again, a subdued growl in fear of retribution from above, and retreated into his kennel, clinking his chain behind him.

“It’s only me Mother Firmin.” William appeared around the corner of the house. “Sorry to waken you.”

“Oh, it’s you William,” her voice softened. “It’s that bloody dog of mine. He makes enough noise to waken the dead.” She had a soft spot for William, as did most of the women in the village. He was charming and handsome and always found time to stop and pass the time of day. It amazed the watching Polly how even an old hag, like Widow Firmin, giggled and blushed like a schoolgirl on her first date when William spoke to her.

Polly waited until the old lady had withdrawn and pulled down her sash window before she followed William into the kitchen. He was sitting by the range, filling his pipe. “Where the bloody hell you bin?” he demanded, without even turning his head.

“I was feeding the cat,” she replied, keeping her voice steady and light. He sat in silence, drawing heavily on his pipe, while she busied herself tidying and putting the plates out for breakfast. She was aware that he was eyeing her malevolently, his eyes seeming to burn into the back of her head.

Eventually he spat out, “Saw Tom up the pub.” God, he’s in one of those moods, Polly thought to herself, with a sinking heart. “Yes,” he carried on, drawing heavily on his pipe. “He was with a lovely young…” He stressed the young. “…lass from Teebridge. Bootiful she was, really bootiful.” That’s it, rub it in, she thought, but still carried on busying herself in the kitchen. “Did you hear what I said?” he shouted. “She was young and bootiful.” Careful, Polly girl, she warned herself, he has had a few.

“That’s nice for him,” she kept her voice steady. Don’t let him know he is getting to you.

“Nice for him, yeah nice for him,” he growled. “She will be nice for him after you, you whore.” He jumped up from his chair, knocking the fire tongs over with a crash. “Did you hear me, you slut? Look at this bloody mess!” He lashed out with his foot at the stool, sending it flying across the kitchen. Polly carried on working quietly, hoping that her silence would make him give up and go to bed. He weaved his way across the kitchen to her and, taking her roughly by the shoulders, spun her round to face him.

“Will, I don’t want to fight,” she pleaded. “Let’s go to bed.”

“Let’s go to bed!” he screamed in her face, shaking her violently. “Let’s go to bed, that’s your answer to everything, you slut.” He struck her violently across the face, sending her crashing into the wall. “That won’t work with me, I’m not Tom,” he shouted, and as she fell to the floor, he stamped viciously on her side before returning to his chair by the stove. “I’m the laughingstock of the village, thanks to you. The whole village knows you are a whore. They feel sorry for me, you bloody bitch.” He sank into a hostile silence. Polly slowly moved herself into a sitting position where she had fallen, frightened to move any further for fear of setting him off again.

Eventually, his breathing became louder and more regular, and she knew he was asleep. She went into the front room, where thankfully Jack and Arthur were still sleeping soundly and took a blanket from their bed. She laid it over William and very quietly opened the door to the stairs and tiptoed up to bed.

“Are you alright, Mother?”

“I’m fine, John. Night night.”

Polly woke as the daylight filtered through the misty morning. Rosie lay beside her, incapable of lying still even in a deep sleep, her fingers twitching as if playing an invisible piano. Perhaps she will be a famous pianist, reflected Polly as she studied the sleeping child. Perhaps not with those podgy hands and dimpled knuckles. She looked at her own hands. People used to say she had lovely hands. They would not say that now, she reflected ruefully, her fingers reddened and thickened by years of manual work and ingrained, even at the end of the autumn, with chaps.

With a sigh, she got up, wincing as she did so, the pain in her side making her catch her breath. She went to the window and looked out, noting that the sky was light over by the coast, which meant fine weather. That was good. It was Monday, laundry day; hopefully she would be able to get it all washed and dry. An angry magpie, which was noisily hopping about the dead branches of the stag-headed oak, caught her attention. He reminded her of the Reverend Gibbons, all dressed up in black and white, spouting forth his sermons to a sleeping congregation.

As a child, she had been a regular churchgoer along with the rest of her family, but gradually over the years, she had stopped going, made to feel unwelcome by the rest of the congregation and by the vicar, whose sermons seemed to be directed at her, especially after she rejected his advances when he had tried to fondle her in the graveyard while she was attending to her father’s grave. She had found her new church under the trees in Longwood, where she felt closer to God than she ever had in the cold church, and where she would often sit on a fallen tree and have a chat with her maker.

Beyond the oak she caught sight of Jed, bustling about the stable yard, and smiled in memory of last night. Last night, another less pleasant memory flooded back. She must stop daydreaming and get downstairs.

Will had already left without lighting the fire and had not left any kindling either. She set to and put a pot of porridge on the cold stove for Jack and Arthur and quickly went out into the garden to fetch some wood, shouting to the two boys to get up as she passed the door to the front room.

She got the last handful of kindling from the shed and paused by the herb garden to gather some thyme for tea to settle her jangled nerves. She had just got to the door when she was nearly knocked off her feet by Jack and Arthur dashing out, each clutching a nob of bread. “Mother, what are you doing? We ain’t got time for porridge, we’re going to be late.”

Lotty, the pig, on hearing human voices at last, added her protest at the lateness of breakfast. William was obviously off females altogether, thought Polly ruefully. Even poor Lotty had not been fed.

With the two older boys set on their way with their bite and Letty’s wondrous appetite sated, Polly had time to do the washing before the younger children got up. As she stooped over the copper, she had to undo her skirt. I’ll have to tell William soon, she thought to herself, before the baby announces itself. She was not sure how he would take to another mouth to feed. No, she was sure how he would take to it; he would not like it one little bit. It was how much he wouldn’t like it which worried her. She would have to wait for a good moment, the trouble being that nowadays they were few and far between. Will was drinking a lot even though money was scarce.

Maybe now some men had joined Joseph Arch’s trade union their living would improve, especially as so many of the younger men were leaving to work in the London factories for better wages. The landowners would need the men who remained. Perhaps they should leave as well. Polly dismissed this idea almost as quickly as it flitted through her mind. She and William had visited a cousin in London last year. They had gone by train, and it had been wonderful, even William had been gripped by excitement. They sat transfixed as they sped along through the countryside, seeing the little towns that they only vaguely knew by name. They had been like newlyweds setting off from the wedding feast. Maybe they should have stayed in London; things could have been different.

No, things are as they are ordained to be; no amount of hope can change that. She and Will had been full of hope on their wedding day, but things had not worked out—perhaps if there had been love… Still, it had been a day to remember, their day in London. People rushing here and there, cabs racing to and fro, on important errands, poor thin horses pulling enormous loads, people dressed in the latest fashion strutting about the parks, like cockerels in the farmyard showing off to their hens and downtrodden people still wearing fashion from years past sitting in the shadows. It had been wonderful, but she was very glad to get home again.

“Where’s me kittens?” Rosie’s voice broke into her thoughts. Rosie stood in the doorway, hair dishevelled, and eyes still glued with sleepy dust.

“Keep the door shut, they are hunting in Captain’s Wood today. We will have to keep Tabatha in, so she doesn’t get caught by the hounds,” Polly instructed. “Your kittens are in the box.”

Rosie shot her a look of disgust and knelt down beside them. “Poor little babies. she is a cruel and wicked woman, throwing you out into the cold night, poor little babies. You wouldn’t do that to your babies, would you, Tabatha?” she said, stroking the cat, who purred loudly at her touch.

Polly smiled as she took the washing to the line, carefully closing the door behind her. I hope the next one’s got a better temper, she thought to herself.

While she was hanging out the sheets, she saw Edward and John making their way to the wash house. As they opened the door, she heard Rosie shouting. “Shut the door quick, you mustn’t let Tabatha out, or the captain’s dog will eat her.”

The two boys quickly retreated back into the garden. “What’s she talking about?” Edward asked his mother grumpily. “What Captain’s dog?”

“I told her the hounds are meeting by Captain’s Wood today, so we must keep Tabatha in.” Polly laughed.

“Can we go down to see them?” Edward asked. “We might see them kill a fox.”

“I don’t want to see them kill a fox,” John cried. “I like foxes. Do they shoot them?”

“No stupid,” Edward sneered at his brother. “The hounds rip them to pieces; it will be fun! Grrr Grrr…” he shouted as he towered over poor John, pretending to be a hound and making him cry.

“Edward, stop it,” Polly intervened, stooping to give the sobbing John a cuddle. “They don’t often catch a fox, and if they do, they only catch the old ones, or ones that are ill. They are the ones that might kill our chickens because they can’t catch rabbits anymore.”

“Come on, John,” shouted Edward, as he grabbed a stick and set off in pursuit of an imaginary fox. “Tally ho, tally ho, look out Mr Fox, we are coming to get you.”

“It’s only pretend,” John whispered to his mother, as he wiped his tears and snotty nose on her apron. “Wait for me, Ed,” he shouted as he ran off in pursuit of his big brother.





Chapter 2

Walter was born on the 12th of May 1881. His birth had not been an easy one, much to the delight of the local womenfolk, who had always complained that the trollop had babies like shelling peas. “There’s no justice in this world,” Polly had overheard, as she was supposed to overhear, Molly Crabtree telling old Ma Firmin after Rosie’s birth. “She’d had it by the time I’d walked from the village, as easy as falling off a log, whereas decent women like me have to suffer. Two days I suffered for my Matthew, two whole days.”

“Too bloody mean to part with it,” Polly had shouted from her garden, over the adjoining hedge.

Polly had not been surprised that Walter’s birth had been difficult. She had suffered from morning sickness for the whole nine months, which had made her tired and irritable. She had been right in thinking William would be furious when he learnt of the addition to the family. They had been lying in bed together, which was a rare occurrence as he usually fell into a drunken sleep in the kitchen when he came back from the inn. They had not argued since the night she had seen Jed, mainly because she always made sure that she was in bed before he got home, and he usually left in the morning before she got up.

That morning, however, he seemed relaxed, so Polly took her chance and told him about the baby. He at once flew into a rage. “If you think you are going to foist Tom’s bastard off on me, you’ve got another think coming!” he shouted angrily, dragging her out of the bed by her hair. “You just get out of this house and go to him! Let him look after you and his bastard!” He dragged her from the bedroom onto the small landing. “Go on, get out, you slut!” he shouted, pushing her violently away from him, and in doing so, causing her to stagger and fall from the top stair, straight down, landing upside down in a heap against the door, on the bend at the bottom.

Strangely, William’s violent outburst had been a blessing in disguise. When he had seen her lying motionless and wedged against the door, he thought he had killed both her and the unborn baby. Frightened and relieved to find her alive and apparently unharmed, he had helped her into the kitchen and from that day had left her in peace.

Thinking about it later, Polly was not sure if he had helped extract her from her predicament out of concern or if it was because he had to remove her from the stairwell before he could get downstairs himself. He had to lean over her to open the latch and then carefully open the door, while she slithered out onto the kitchen floor below. It reminded Polly of the day they had tried to get her father’s coffin down the stairs. Why they had decided to take the coffin out via the stairs, she could not remember; usually in these little cottages you would take out the sash window. Anyway, for some reason, they were trying to take the coffin, containing her father, down the stairs and had got it wedged in the corner.

Ted, her eldest brother, who was taking the weight at the bottom, had opened the door to the kitchen and told Bert, their youngest brother, to take the lid off the coffin. As Bert undid the lid and pulled it up the stairs, Father seemed to step out into the kitchen, just as poor old Auntie Nelly arrived at the back door. Her scream distracted Ted, who was helping the corpse out of the door, so that Father, who had been a big man, fell on top of Ted, his dead weight pinning Ted to the kitchen floor. Auntie Nelly, meanwhile, had gone into a dead faint, leaving poor Ted with two bodies and unable to move.

Polly and her mother, who had been keeping out of the way in the garden, had run in on hearing Auntie Nelly’s scream. She remembered how her mother had got a terrible fit of the giggles; she had always had a bizarre sense of humour. “Your father would have loved this,” she spluttered, trying to contain her laughter. “He’s got his own back on both Ted and Nelly in one foul swoop.” Her father had been a renowned wrestler in his day, and Ted had followed in his footsteps, often teasing his father that if his father weren’t so old, he would show him who was the better wrestler. Father had told him that he could easily wrestle Ted to the ground, with one hand tied behind his back.

Nelly was the family gossip; she knew everybody’s business even before they knew it themselves, and it had been Polly’s father’s ambition in life to get one over on her and make her speechless for once. Yes, he would have loved it. Thinking of her parents made her life with William seem even more desperate; they had been so happy together. After her father’s death her mother had moved to Suffolk to live with her brother, Bert, whose wife, Nancy, had died in childbirth, leaving three young children. She was glad that her mother had moved away so that she couldn’t see the mess Polly had made of her life.

Tom Stevens had ended their affair before he knew about the pregnancy, so Polly didn’t know if it was just that it had run its course or because he had met his new love from Teebridge, but it ended abruptly, and he was soon married to the girl from Teebridge. She promised herself that this was the last time she would let herself be used and that she would do without men from now on. Just six months later, William took great delight in telling her that the couple had just had a bonny baby boy, only a few months younger than Walter.

She cried a lot after Walter’s birth; he cried a lot as well, and she came close to despair, wishing she had lost him the day that William had pushed her down the stairs. William, by some perversity, loved him, maybe just for the simple reason that Polly did not. He had taken no notice of the others as babies; he had not nursed one of them, but he loved Walter from the very first day. Polly would watch jealously as he sat with the sleeping infant in his arms, rocking him and singing softly to him. To begin with, she felt very angry at the two of them, then strangely rejected, and finally guilty as she knew she should love the baby and could not. Even the joyous love she had for Rosie was tarnished by the fermenting guilt and hatred she felt for William, Walter, and most of all herself.

William had even started to stay in of an evening, preferring to sit nursing the baby rather than drinking with his cronies in the pub, which fuelled her jealousy. On one such evening, Polly had watched him with the child, growing increasingly angry and jealous, as she went about her chores. The infant was sleeping in his arms, stretched out, totally at ease and secure. He never slept that way for Polly; in her arms he was fretful and uneasy. William got up softly from the rocker and laid the sleeping child in the crib by the chair. Walter stirred and clutched at William’s finger but immediately settled back to sleep again when he felt the security of his father’s hand.

After a few minutes, William gently disengaged his finger from the chubby hand, his face as Polly had never seen it, soft and contented. She rushed out of the kitchen into the garden, getting evil satisfaction at the baby’s sudden scream of alarm at the slamming of the door, and she wept bitterly.

It was three months before Polly came through her depression. It left her suddenly, like sunshine after a summer storm, and unexpectedly, thanks to, of all people, Molly Crabtree. Polly was pushing the pram along the lane to the village. Rosie was skipping ahead, picking a colourful bouquet of rosebay willowherb, scabious and meadowsweet. The lane sounded and smelt of summer, bees buzzing along searching for the sweetest flower. Normally, Polly would have rejoiced in the summer morning; she loved to feel the warmth of the sun on her face. Today, though, she walked with her eyes straight ahead, oblivious to her surroundings, so unaware that she was upon Molly Crabtree before she could avert her eyes and avoid contact. Before she knew it, Molly was peering into the pram. “Boss-eyed ain’t he?” was her opening shot.

Polly blinked, moved around the pram to stand on the opposite side, and looked in, as if noticing Walter for the first time. “No, he ain’t,” she fired back, more from cussedness than conviction.

“He’s got funny eyes; they’m black like the devils, and they’m boss-eyed. Look.” Sensing Polly’s lack of conviction, Molly thrust her head into the pram, intent on driving home her advantage. “There, see,” screeched Molly, “boss-eyed like I said.” Polly too poked her head into the pram, which made poor Walter’s eyes pop out of his head as the daylight disappeared from his world. “Look, look,” screeched Molly. “Look at his eyes.”

Suddenly Polly’s bosom surged with maternal indignation. She swooped to the front of the pram and swept down the lane, straight over Molly’s toes. “Anybody’d look boss-eyed with an ugly old trout like you leering at them,” she shouted over her shoulder as she stomped along the road, leaving Molly hopping behind.

After a few minutes, she became aware of Rosie’s voice, “Ma, do look at Walter, he’s laughing at your cross face.” Sure enough, Walter was chuckling away, enjoying being bounced along the potholes.

“Boss-eyed! You’re not boss-eyed, are you, my little man?” Polly’s face softened as she smiled down at the infant, and she was rewarded by a huge smile from Walter.

Rosie took her hand, pleased to see her mother happy. “These are fer you, Ma,” she said as she handed Polly the posy she had been busy gathering.

“Well thank you, my lady, mayweed.” Polly smiled, fingering the dainty white flowers. “Good, not the smelly sort. What else do you have here? This is toadflax. I make ointments with this if any of you have sores. The bees like it as well, so it must be good for you. We used to call it butter and eggs when I was a girl. This is Rosebay Willowherb; my imaginary horse was always called Rosebay Willowherb. He was brown with a long black mane, and when I rode him, we would fly like the wind. My mother calls it Blooming Sally, but Colonel Upson’s wife said Rosebay Willowherb was the proper name for it.

“She used to take us on nature walks when I went to Sunday school and tell us lots of proper names for the wildflowers. I wanted my father to call two young cart horses he bought at the fair, Rosebay and Willowherb, but he said it was unlucky to change a horse’s name, which seemed silly to me, as they were both called Blossum. One was a bay, brown with a black mane and tail, and the other one was chestnut, so they became brown blossom and ginger blossom.” Polly laughed.

“What else have we got? Ahh, meadowsweet! Smells like new mown hay. The bees like this as well. Did you know the fairies use it on their beds as mattresses? My mother said her grandmother used to use it to sweeten her beer when she made it; mead sweet, she called it. I use it to sweeten my jam, maybe I should call it jam sweet.” She looked about her as if awakening from a dream. “Smell the blossom, Rosie, perfume fit for a queen. How about this scent?” She plucked some ‘Jack by the hedge’ and put it under Rosie’s nose, crushing the leaves as she did so.

“Yuk, that smells like the lavvy! I don’t think the fairies would like that on their beds.” Rosie laughed, holding her nose. Polly bent down and swung Rosie around, kissing her as she did so. Rosie squealed excitedly, happy that her mother was smiling once more.

From that day on, Polly’s love for Walter grew slowly, until she loved him as she did the other children. It was like one of her tender young plants that had to be nurtured and made to grow. She no longer felt guilty, or jealous of his love for William, or resentful of him for being his father’s son, just loved him for the happy, contented boy he was growing into.

There followed years of calm for Polly and William. ‘Peace and Plenty’ was the country’s watchword, and this feeling of well-being seemed to flow over into their lives. For the first time since she had reached adulthood Polly felt at ease with herself. William, too, seemed content and much happier with life in general. He was drinking less, work was plentiful, and the wages had improved. Perhaps with middle age their emotional needs had dulled, and they would be able to settle for companionship.

Strangely enough, it was William who was responsible for bringing romance back into her life, though not intentionally. She had just come in from the garden. The older boys were out, as usual; Rosie and Walter were in bed. It was high summer, and the heat of the day lingered, as if the sun was reluctant to go to bed. Being Monday, Polly had in her arms the last of the week’s wash, mostly belonging to herself and Rosie. She always left their underwear draped over the lavender bushes, as she loved the delicate perfume of lavender on her freshly laundered clothes. She would sort them through carefully, though, as once she had been bitten in a very embarrassing place by a dozy bee loitering in her bloomers.

Before she had a chance to find a space in the jumble, which always appeared on washday, there was a knock on the open door. She turned, and there, with the last of the golden rays of sun making a halo around his head, was an angel. With her arms still full of linen, Polly took a step towards him, and blinded by the dazzle of his smile, or the gloom of the kitchen after the evening sunshine, she fell headlong over Tabatha and into his arms. Her laundry fell everywhere, and she was
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