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About the Book

Arian – named in Welsh for the colour of her silver hair – was both spirited and unconventional, often shocking the residents of World’s End with her wild behaviour. As she began to make a name for herself in the leather and shoe-making trade, she won the backing of the intriguing and charismatic Calvin Temple, a backing that was to prove disastrous when her venture with a French company failed and it looked as though all their money would be lost. In desperation, Arian set out for France in hope of salvaging their investment.

Falling foul of the law in France, Arian was given a grim alternative to prison – a loveless marriage with a man she despised. Would she ever be able to find fulfilment with the man she loved, or was she forced to face a life sentence of unhappiness?

Arian continues Iris Gower’s compelling Cordwainers series, begun in The Shoemaker’s Daughter, The Oyster Catchers and Honey’s Farm.
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CHAPTER ONE

The farmhouse was dark and filled with menace. The walls were closing in on her. In the pale light from the window the outline of the man was silhouetted, he was drawing nearer to the bed where she lay. His hands were rough upon her, pressing her backwards. She was trying to scream but she had no voice. He was on her, hurting her, taking her in an act of violence that should have been an act of love. She must find her voice and then the pain would stop.

The scream pierced the night air and the silence was shattered. She woke to stare up at the stars through the jagged roof of the shed. They were sharp and clear above her in the soft spring air. Around her was the smell of night, the dampness of the grass outside, the pine scents of the wooden walls of the mean shelter that was her home.

Arian Smale sat up, gasping, trying to shake off the nightmare that still seemed so real. She was shivering and yet perspiration beaded her face like tears. But she was safe. They were gone now, the ghosts of her past, all gone. Even the farmhouse was no more.

Arian pushed aside the rough covering of blankets and edged towards the open door, still kneeling. She poised on the hillside, stared down at the town below her, her home town, Swansea.

To the west, the waters of the bay washed the silver shore, calm and peaceful in the chill of the night. In the folds of the surrounding hills, elegant houses stood bathed clean by moonlight, grand structures where the rich of the town lived.

To the east was the familiar surging power of the copper works sprawled along the banks of the river Tawe. Fierce sparks flew towards the heavens, dousing the moonlight. The furnaces were being tapped at the White Rock copper works.

She remained on her knees for a long time, thinking about the past, about the sorrow caused by the men who had been, who had passed through her life. A fine collection of specimens they were, between them they had brought her enough grief to turn her against men for ever.

Her father was Robert Smale, owner of a run-down newspaper, a man who had fancied himself as a gentleman farmer. In drink he had been violent, she’d felt the weight of his hand more than once. His only gift to her, her only inheritance was his love of words.

Her uncle Mike had been no better. Known locally as Mike the Spud, he was a coward who had sold her out to Price Davies, the man who was the source of all her nightmares.

But Price Davies was dead now, like the others, all three men gone from her life but leaving it marked like a soiled footstep in crisp clean snow.

She sighed heavily. She needed company. She was becoming maudlin and fanciful. It was the life she led, living rough, roaming the hillside like a dispossessed spirit trying to find rest. And she was hungry, her empty stomach aching for food.

It was almost dawn. A rosiness was creeping over the land, warming the earth to life, and the folk at Honey’s Farm would be up and about by now, smoke would be pouring from the chimneys and the everyday sounds of the cattle moaning softly in the byres would be heralding the morning.

Irfonwy O’Conner, the farmer’s young wife, would be fresh faced and beautiful in her contentment with her lot, she would welcome Arian, had welcomed her when no-one else had wanted to know her. Fon was a true friend, a woman who deserved all the happiness life handed her so generously.

Arian rose and stretched her arms towards the heavens, she flung back her head and her long hair streamed silver gold down to the waist of her thick flannel skirt. Her shawl slipped to the ground, resting there, a splash of colour on the early morning greyness of the landscape. She felt like some pagan goddess, part of the contours of the hills, part of nature. Such fancies for a woman with nothing.

The trees were springing into life now, down there, below in the valley. Soon the blossoms would appear, the spring would come fully into its own and the world would seem a more kindly place.

She began to walk from the land that had been her father’s once, before he had thrown it all away, towards where the smoke rose as she had known it would, from the chimneys above the rooftop of Honey’s Farm.

The farm door stood open and from inside came the heady smell of bacon. Arian lusted after food. It was a long time since she’d eaten.

Fon O’Conner was plump with approaching motherhood, her spotless apron emphasizing rather than concealing her condition. She took Arian’s arm, concern written all over her honest face. ‘Morning, Arian, come in and sit by the fire, have a bit of breakfast with me, I’ll be glad of another woman’s company, mind.’

Arian moved silently into the welcoming kitchen and watched as Fon deftly lifted bacon from the pan and transferred it to a plate. She looked happy, there were no lines around her young eyes, no bruises on her mind or body. Why should there be? Fon was a happily married woman joyfully awaiting the birth of her second child.

They were about the same age, Arian realized, she and Fon O’Conner, though Arian was so much older in experience. But then Fon had been loved and courted and given a roof over her head by a strong man, she had been cosseted from childhood, she had not experienced the pain of rejection.

‘We are so different,’ Arian spoke her thoughts out loud, her voice cracking with lack of use. ‘You are a good woman and I … well I am a whore, I have known men carnally, I am of little worth.’

‘Rubbish!’ Fon put down the pan and sat at the table, but her hand shook as she poured tea from the brown earthenware pot. ‘You have had a difficult time of it, you were … were …’ Her voice trailed away.

Arian shuddered as the nightmare drew nearer again, taking shape and reality. She felt pain and the stirring of anger.

‘You couldn’t help what that vile man did to you,’ Fon said reasonably. ‘Price Davies was sick in his mind, you must know that.’

Arian didn’t speak and Fon leaned forward and took her hand. ‘I owe you a great deal. If it wasn’t for your courage …’ Her words trailed away.

Arian smiled and her face was illuminated, beautiful in it’s fine-boned thinness.

‘What you have here you’ve won by your own hard work.’

‘Huh!’ Fon twisted her lips into a wry smile. ‘Hard work is right. I have a stepson eating me out of house and home, a real handful is Patrick, and April, growing up she is, and me not knowing enough to talk to her like a mother should.’

Arian nodded gravely. ‘You see, all this is part of your warmth, you take in the children of other women and make them your own.’

Fon didn’t reply, she sipped her tea and watched in silence as Arian ate her breakfast, her manners dainty in spite of her hunger.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ Arian asked at last and then, almost immediately she frowned. ‘You’re not going to tell me to pull myself together, are you?’

‘Right then, I won’t tell you, but you know what I think. That it’s about time you stopped living like a gypsy and found yourself an aim in life.’

‘An aim in life?’ Arian felt the stirring of anger again deep within her. ‘What do you suggest I do?’ Her meekness didn’t fool Fon for one moment. ‘Perhaps I could become a shilling stand-up selling myself in Swansea public bars. That’s all I’m good for, isn’t it?’

‘Don’t talk like that!’ Fon’s voice was sharp. ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Arian.’ Fon rose to her feet. ‘I’ve offered you work and a home here, more than once, but do you take the chance to make a fresh start?’ It was Fon who was angry now.

‘Oh, no, you’ve lost all your courage, you’d rather wallow in self-pity, rather live rough in a run-down hut on the hillside. Forget the past, it’s over and done with. Look to the future now while you have your youth and strength and yes, your beauty.’

Arian rose and clutched her hands together. ‘It was a mistake to come here.’ Her voice shook a little. ‘I thought you would understand, just a little.’

Fon was at her side, holding her close in an embrace, rocking Arian gently as though she was a child. ‘There, there,’ she smoothed back Arian’s tangled hair, ‘I do understand, I understand you’ve been through so much, you’ve suffered, no-one is denying that but you can’t go on brooding over it for ever.’

Arian extricated herself, she felt uncomfortable being close to any human being, even Fon.

‘Thanks for the breakfast.’ Arian straightened her shoulders and stood quite still for a moment, not knowing what to do or where she would go next. She was tired of the open countryside, tired of sleeping rough in the shed or beneath hedgerows, but what else was there?

‘At least let me give you some fresh clothes, yours are soaked with dew. You’ll catch your death if you don’t take care.’ Fon smiled. ‘Go on, you might as well have them, none of my skirts and bodices fit me now.’

‘I’m all right as I am,’ Arian said, ‘you’ve given me enough. I don’t want to live for ever on your charity.’

‘Oh, what am I going to do with you?’ Fon’s voice was filled with exasperation. ‘I’m so sad seeing you like this, your spirit gone, your intelligence wasted. Are you going to allow a pig like Price Davies was to ruin your life for ever?’

The very name of the man who had once been her lover had the power to freeze the blood in Arian’s veins. She shuddered as though the winter winds were upon her and suddenly she felt unutterably weary. ‘Don’t worry, I’m a survivor. Hasn’t your fine handsome husband told you that more than once?’

‘Aye, Jamie has told me that,’ Fon agreed, ‘but he’s a man, a darling man but a man none the less. He doesn’t understand, not really.’ Fon rubbed at her brow, ‘I understand only too well, that it could so easily have been me that man attacked.’

Arian moved to the door. ‘I feel better now, a little food and a little indulgence in self-pity has cleared my mind. I’m going, I’ll leave you to get on with your chores in peace.’

Arian looked round the warm, welcoming kitchen which reflected Fon’s life, where everything was clean and cheerful, and she envied her. But then, not too much. Arian waved her hand to encompass the neat room, the blazing fire, the spotless cloth on the table. ‘I can’t ever see me conforming to what other women feel is a normal way of life.’

‘You will, when the right man comes along.’ Fon followed Arian to the door putting her hand on Arian’s arm: ‘Are you sure you won’t stay awhile, help me with the milking and such? I could do with another pair of hands, you know I could.’

Arian shook her head. ‘It’s not for me. You know I couldn’t settle to it, but thanks.’

Arian found herself hurrying away, back up into the hills to where she had found a sort of peace these last months. She walked past the shed as though driven, onwards, upwards towards the farmhouse that once had been her home, the place she had been born and the place where part of her had died. She needed suddenly to face the ghosts of her past and to fix them in the past where they all belonged.

She breasted the hill and saw, with the same old shock of recognition, the burnt-out shell of the farm building. The chimneys pointed heavenward, jagged, blackened like bad teeth. She moved inside the stone walls and looked up at the sky through the skeleton frame of the roof, and suddenly there were tears in her eyes.

Here her father had beaten her in his drunken excesses, here the man she’d thought loved her had held her prisoner, had raped her. The word fell, flint-like into her consciousness. The man who had hurt her was dead but it did not make the pain go away, and if she couldn’t begin to face the future with some shred of dignity, she too might as well have died in the fire that had raged through the farmhouse.

She stood there for a long time, recalling the past, examining it, exorcising it, and at last Arian lifted her eyes to the open skies above the burnt-out rooftop and made a pact with herself. She would not remain Price Davies’s victim, she would shake off the semi-madness that had gripped her, she would live again, make an effort to force her life into some kind of shape, and sense.

Perhaps if she tidied herself up, took the clothes that Fon had offered, she could go into Swansea, look for a job and then for decent lodgings and then she might just begin to find her self-respect again.

Self-respect, the words seemed nothing more than a distant dream. Could she do it, could she find the courage from somewhere to make a fresh start?

Arian sank down onto a flat stone that now held the warmth of the spring sunshine and tears came to her eyes. She knew them for what they were, tears of self-pity and weakness but she couldn’t stem them, not if hell had her.

‘Damn the woman.’ Calvin Temple stood before the blazing logs that burned brightly in the ornate marble fireplace. ‘I’ll be thankful when the whole sordid business is over and I’m free of her for ever.’

‘Lord Temple, may I speak as a friend as well as your solicitor? Are you sure you wish to go through with this? Divorce is not a pretty thing, even these days. We may be on the threshold of a new century but mud still sticks to both sides and you will come in for some criticism, don’t be misled about that.’

‘Alun,’ Calvin said slowly, ‘could you live with a woman who cheated on you, bore a son and then confessed that the boy had been fathered by another man? Could you live with that for the rest of your life? Because I can’t. I want to sever all relationships with Eline and her bastard child for ever. Is that so difficult to understand?’

‘No, it isn’t,’ Alun replied, looking away in embarrassment, ‘but Lady Temple might accuse you of throwing her out into the street, of bankrupting her, all of which is true.’

‘Don’t call her that,’ Calvin snapped. ‘She is Eline Harries, always will be to me.’

‘But she has rights,’ Alun reminded him gently. ‘She is your wife, at least for the time being.’

‘I know,’ Calvin rubbed at his eyes. Even the mention of her name had the power to hurt him still. ‘I know, but she is living with William Davies under my very nose. How else am I to deal with the situation? I am embarrassed and ashamed.’

He paused and rubbed his eyes. Not even to Alun could he confess that he was hurt beyond reason by Eline’s betrayal.

‘Another thing,’ he said, ‘I couldn’t let my title and my inheritance pass to another man’s bastard and that’s final.’

Alun conceded the point. ‘Of course not, you’re right. Forgive my questions, I see they are futile. Divorce, however unpleasant, is the only solution.’

‘Will it take long, before I’m free, I mean?’ Calvin felt he was supplicating, like a child in difficulties, almost begging to be left some trace of dignity.

‘No, it won’t take long, not with the obvious evidence of your wife’s infidelity,’ Alun said softly. He moved to the door, ‘I’ll be in touch.’

When he was alone, Calvin moved to the window and stared out into the gardens. He saw that the trees in the orchard at the far end of the grounds were beginning to blossom. Spring was touching the earth, the world was warming into life but when would he be able to face life again without feeling as though he was in some way crippled?

Calvin, impatient with his mood, squared his shoulders. He was like a woman with the vapours, he told himself. It was high time he pulled himself together and got on with living instead of merely existing.

Outdoors, it was chillier than he’d thought it would be and yet the bracing air tasted like wine as Calvin set out on foot towards the town. He had little idea where he was going but he needed to shake off the claustrophobic atmosphere that hung over his house. Since he’d been without his wife, Stormhill Manor had not felt the same. It was, now, just another building, it was no longer home.

It was only a short walk into the busy heart of Swansea. The market was thronged with people, and the tang of spring vegetables along with the aroma of freshly baked bread hung enticingly upon the air.

Calvin felt restless. He was a man without direction and he recognized himself as such with a dart of dismay. Money he had aplenty but he needed more than that. He needed an interest in life, a goal, an ambition but one that would not, ever again, involve him falling in love with any woman.

He would eventually need a suitable wife, one who would play the hostess, provide him with heirs and one who would do his bidding without question, but that was something he would think about later on, when his wounds had begun to heal, perhaps.

Calvin suddenly felt the need for a drink of ale. He almost ached for the company of fellow men, and the cheery, smoke-filled bar of the Castle Hotel seemed to beckon him through the portals.

There was a card game taking place in the tap room and now and then a jubilant laugh from one of the players cut through the hubbub of masculine voices.

Calvin sat near the roaring fire and the old chair creaked beneath him. He took off his hat and saw with a sense of satisfaction that the landlord was at his side in an instant, waiting to serve the unusually well-dressed customer whose very appearance shouted wealth and breeding.

‘Ale,’ Calvin said pleasantly, ‘and a toddy on the side will do nicely.’

‘I’ll send the girl along at once, sir,’ the landlord said, his plump face half hidden by a bushy moustache. ‘She’s new, so if she’s a bit slow, like, perhaps you’ll make allowances, sir.’

Calvin stretched his feet towards the blaze and meeting the eyes of the man sitting opposite him, nodded in recognition.

‘You’re looking well, Jamie O’Conner. In town for the day?’

‘Sure, that’s right.’ Jamie was a handsome man with the far-sighted eyes of a farmer. ‘Whenever we meet,’ he smiled ruefully, ‘it’s usually in the company of our womenfolk at some fair or other.’ He coughed in sudden embarrassment. ‘Sorry, I understand you’ve had some difficulties, you and Eline.’

‘That’s right,’ Calvin said briskly. The clink of glasses made him aware of the girl at his side. He turned. She was thin, wraith-like almost, but there was no mistaking the silver hair, upswept now into a knot but the glow undiminished. He had met Arian Smale some time ago, happy and fresh she’d been then, tagging along with a fine young man, Eddie Carpenter was his name, as Calvin remembered.

He sighed. Things changed. The talk about Arian Smale in recent months had pointed to a very different person to the carefree, confident Arian Smale he had first met.

‘Thank you,’ Calvin said. ‘How is your friend Eddie getting along? Is he a doctor yet?’ He looked away quickly. This girl with her haunted eyes and hollow cheeks was yet another reminder of the time when he had been in love with Eline, blindly in love, more fool him. Oh, yes, Eline had taken him places, introduced him to people who, in the normal course of his life, he probably would not have met, worthy people indeed but not his kind, he was better off without them.

‘We lost touch. She took a deep breath as though realizing how surly she must seem. ‘Grateful enough he was for your help though, sir, I’m sure.’

His help?’ Oh yes, he had funded the boy’s training. Calvin had forgotten that, the money had been of little enough consequence. The girl placed the mug of foaming ale on the table and Calvin, glancing at her saw that her eyes were lowered, her shoulders bent in an attitude of subservience. Pity, an unwanted emotion, swept over him. The girl was so pale that her skin was almost transparent. She was, it seemed, beaten into submission by the fate life had meted out to her. Well, whatever stories lie behind her demure façade, that was her business and none of his.

As the girl moved away, Calvin turned his attention to Jamie O’Conner. The man was leaning forwards on the wooden settle, his legs stretched out before him, his pipe clenched between his teeth and he was watching the girl with a look of concern. Calvin wondered what he was thinking. At least the man wasn’t a gossip, he kept his own counsel.

Perversely, Calvin suddenly wished to draw the man out, make conversation with him.

‘Farm thriving?’ He asked casually and Jamie took his time in deliberation before answering the question.

‘Pretty busy this time of year.’ Jamie smiled suddenly and his face was transformed. He was a man that most women would find irresistible and it was clear he was a man at peace with the world and himself. Calvin envied him.

‘Early lambing always means work for everyone on the farm but I’ve got the excuse of coming into town for some seed. Could have sent the labourer sure enough but I felt the urge to bend my arm over a drink as a change from driving a plough.’

Calvin had liked Jamie O’Conner when he’d first met him and now he found himself warming to the man even more. They were from different worlds and yet Calvin recognized the strength of purpose in him.

‘You are a lucky man,’ he said almost absently and Jamie nodded.

‘Aye, I’ve got my land, a fine wife, a son and now another babbi on the way. You could surely call me lucky.’

Calvin raised his hand without turning, calling for another drink. His arm met something soft, and there was a sharp intake of breath behind him and the crash of smashing china.

Calvin was on his feet in an instant and turned to meet the apologetic eyes of Arian Smale.

‘Sorry, sir,’ she said quickly. ‘I hope there’s no ale on your sleeve.’

The landlord hurried across the sawdust-covered floor and bellowed angrily, his face red.

‘For God’s sake, was you born awkward?’ He raised his hand as if to cuff the girl but Calvin grasped his wrist.

‘No harm done,’ he said easily. ‘In any case it was my fault not hers.’

‘She’s a trouble-maker, that one,’ the landlord said staring down at Arian with baleful eyes. ‘Needs teaching a lesson and I’m just the one to do it. Whatever I try to do for her, she treats me like I’m dog shit, pardon my language, sir.’

He turned to Arian, ‘Get out into the kitchen, out of my sight,’ he said. ‘I’ll deal with you later.’

Arian was removing the sacking apron from around her waist with an air of resignation. She ignored the customers and faced the landlord.

‘I’m not going to let you hit me,’ her voice was cold, ‘and I’m not coming to your bed, whatever your threats or promises, I’d rather leave here.’

‘What and go back to sleeping rough?’ The landlord sounded incredulous. ‘Nothing but a tinker you are and what I say is—’

The rest of his sentence was cut off as Jamie shouldered him aside and took Arian by the arm. ‘You are coming home with me,’ he said. ‘You know Fon wants you to stay with us, give her a hand, like.’ He gestured around the room. ‘There’s no need for you to work at this sort of job and you know it.’

‘Thank you, Jamie,’ Arian said quietly, ‘but you’ve got enough mouths to feed without me adding to your burdens. Don’t worry, I’ll soon find something else.’

‘What about working for me?’ Calvin was surprised when the words came out of his mouth. He certainly hadn’t meant to say them.

‘As what?’ Arian was looking at him with suspicion in her eyes. Calvin noticed that the lashes sweeping her cheeks when she looked away from him were dark in contrast with the lightness of her hair.

‘As a servant, what else?’ he said easily. ‘I’ve a housekeeper, new at her job, and a cook who is growing old, and both of them could do with help.’ He shrugged, ‘It’s entirely up to you. I live up at Stormhill Manor if you are interested.’

He picked up his hat and dropped some money on the damp table top. ‘Here, landlord,’ he said, ‘that should compensate you for the loss of your mug of ale.’ He smiled, ‘As for the loss of your barmaid, I don’t think you’ll mind that very much, will you?’

Outside, in the clear air, Calvin took a deep breath. What was he about, taking pity on the girl? She probably was trouble as the landlord claimed. Arian Smale had been involved in several scandals already, considering she was just a slip of a girl. He shrugged as he strode away from the hotel. Arian Smale was nothing to do with him, she could go to hell her own way for all he cared.

Arian hurried from the hotel and regardless of the bite of the rough cobbles against the thin soles of her shoes began to run after the retreating figure of Calvin Temple. His offer had been a genuine one and though she didn’t relish fetching and carrying for the rich of the town, neither did she relish the thought of sleeping outdoors again, not after having had a bed, however humble, in the upper reaches of the Castle Hotel.

‘Sir,’ she said breathlessly, ‘I’ll take the job if it’s still on offer.’

‘How good of you.’ Calvin’s shoulder seemed to hunch away from her as though he was embarrassed at her nearness.

‘Can I come up to the manor now. Please,’ she added as an afterthought.

‘That will be all right.’ Calvin glanced at her with a complete lack of interest that somehow piqued Arian. She knew she wasn’t looking her best, her hair needed washing and her clothes were faded and torn but all the same, she was used to seeing lust in the eyes of any man who took the trouble to really look at her.

She knew about Lord Temple’s troubles. Everyone in Swansea had heard that he’d been cuckolded by his wife, that he’d learned that the child she’d borne was not his and had cast her out without a penny to her name, and that he’d even closed down Eline’s business enterprises, cleverly depriving her of any profit from them.

Arian had worked for Eline briefly, but that was before Price Davies had started his campaign of hatred against her. Arian shivered, pushing away the painful memories.

‘Are you cold?’ Calvin Temple looked down at her, his eyebrows raised, a frown creasing his forehead. He was a handsome man but there was an impatience about him, about the way he moved, even about the way he spoke.

‘I’m all right,’ Arian said with feigned indifference. ‘I’m used to being out in the weather.’

The drive leading to Stormhill Manor was tree lined and long and when the impressive structure came into view, Arian took a deep breath wondering how Eline Temple could have brought herself to give up all this for a love match with a cobbler in some poky rented room.

Calvin Temple led the way into the spacious hallway and when a young servant girl bobbed a curtsy to him, he gestured for Arian to be taken to the kitchens.

‘Tell Mrs Bob to find her something to eat and to see to it that there’s a room ready and some warm, clean clothing, er …’

‘Bella, sir and if it please your lordship, where can I get clothes from, none of us her size, see?’

Calvin glanced first at the maid’s rounded body and then he turned to where Arian stood, slight and delicate.

‘I see the problem.’ He put his hand in his pocket and took out some money. ‘Run out and fetch some clothes then, Bella. You can be trusted to buy skirts and undergarments, can’t you?’

Before Arian could protest, he turned away. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said dryly, ‘it can come out of your first month’s money, you won’t owe me a thing.’

He opened the doors to what appeared to be the library, numerous volumes of books ranging the walls, protected by glass doors. A cheerful fire gleamed in the hearth and a leather-topped desk and chair took precedence over any other furniture in the room.

The doors closed and Arian was suddenly shut out. She almost stepped back a pace as though she’d been slapped and then she looked into the curious face of the maid.

For a moment they stared at each other in silence and then Bella sniffed. ‘I know who you are, that Arian Smale what killed her own father, that’s who you are.’

Arian moved closer. ‘Well if I am,’ she said with menace, ‘don’t you think you should be wary of me in case I feel the urge to strike again?’

This was a prospect Bella obviously hadn’t considered and she backed away nervously. ‘I didn’t mean nothing, I ’spects you had your reasons. Look,’ she said coaxingly, ‘I’ll take you to Mrs Bob’s kitchen and while you have a nice drink of milk I’ll run out to the shops and get you some clothes.’

Arian followed the girl to the regions below the stairs from where the mouthwatering aroma of cooking meat drifted upwards. A woman of uncertain years stood over the huge range, her thick ankles jutting like tree trunks from beneath the hem of her skirt. Her shoes gaped, as though the leather was unable to cope with the spread of her feet.

‘Mrs Bob,’ Bella said with a deference that wasn’t lost on Arian, ‘this is a new maid that the master’s taken on.’

‘Oh, what are your duties, girl?’ Mrs Bob lifted the lid of one of the saucepans and sniffed at the contents before adding a little seasoning.

‘I don’t really know,’ Arian said, ‘I suppose I can do whatever needs doing.’

‘That’s what I call talking good horse sense.’ Mrs Bob looked at her more closely. ‘Don’t talk like no maid to me, though, you been edycated I’d say.’

‘She’s Arian Smale, you know the one that killed her dad,’ Bella chimed in and stepped back quickly. ‘I’d better go and get them clothes then.’ Hastily, she donned her coat and disappeared through the back door.

‘Sit down gel, have a cup of my special tea.’ Mrs Bob indicated a chair and Arian felt that she was being done a great honour.

‘Thank you.’ She sat at the table that had been scrubbed to within an inch of its life and gratefully took the hot cup of tea that Mrs Bob poured for her.

‘What’s all this then, girl?’ she asked, ‘More to the tale than that silly fool Bella knows, I’ll be bound.’

‘It’s a long story,’ Arian said slowly, ‘there was a fight, my father had a gun in his hand, he had already put a bullet into the shoulder of another man when I came into the house. I tried to take the gun away from him.’ She shrugged, ‘It went off, my father was killed.’

‘That’s that then,’ Mrs Bob said, ‘you’ll hear no more about it, I’ll see to that.’ She poured some more tea. ‘There hasn’t been a great deal of luck in your young life by the look of you, Duw we’ll have to see that changes from now. You’ll have a good job by here with us if you work hard and get along easy-like. His lordship don’t bother us too much except when things go wrong. Fair, he is, mind and we won’t have nothing said about him.’

She rose to her feet. ‘Now how about peeling some spuds for his dinner? Thin I want them peeled mind, they cost a pretty penny these days so there’s no wasting good food, understand?’

‘I understand.’ Arian found herself smiling. Mrs Bob might be strict, a martinet even, but she had a good heart. She had taken Arian’s word about the killing without question.

Arian shuddered and pushed the thoughts of her father away into the recesses of her mind where all her unhappiness lay. There were enough bad memories hidden there to last her a lifetime.

By the time she went to bed it was past midnight. Arian lay in the unfamiliar room listening to the breathing of Bella in the bed opposite. The maid had forgotten to buy her any nightclothes when she went on her shopping jaunt and so Arian had climbed beneath the blankets in her shift.

‘Arian,’ Bella whispered and Arian turned over, the springs creaking a protest beneath her.

‘What?’ she asked quietly.

‘Do you mind talking a bit?’ Bella asked. ‘I can’t always get off to sleep straight away-like, a bit afraid of the dark I am, see and Mrs Bob won’t allow no candles in bedrooms.’

‘Go on then, talk if it helps,’ Arian said in resignation. She ached, her eyes were heavy, but Bella’s next words brought her awake at once.

‘My dad used to hurt me,’ she said. ‘I don’t blame you for killing your dad, not if he was like my dad.’

Arian bit her lip in silence and Bella, encouraged, continued to talk. ‘Used to come to me when I was in bed, he did,’ Bella said in quiet despair, ‘used to lift up the bedclothes and get in with me. Hurt me bad, he did, mind, and me afraid to call out for someone, anyone to come and take him off me. Is that why you killed your dad?’

‘No,’ Arian said gently. ‘My father had a gun, he was drunk, all I did was try to take the gun away from him. It was an accident.’ She leaned up on one elbow and looked across at the lump of Bella’s body in the other bed.

‘I’m sorry about what your father did to you,’ she said softly. ‘Some men are just evil.’

‘Not his lordship though,’ Bella’s voice was suddenly warm. ‘A saint he is, a fine man, he don’t do nor say nothing smutty-like, it was awful the way his wife treated him.’

‘Aye, well that’s none of our business,’ Arian said softly, ‘now I’ve had enough of talking, I’ve just got to get some sleep.’ She turned over to face the wall, hugging the rough blankets close to her. She felt warm and protected and for the first time in many a long night, she felt safe even from her nightmares.


CHAPTER TWO

The house in World’s End was typical of those surrounding it; tall, and hidden away in a damp, cobbled court. The room at the back of the building was small and cramped, the walls though freshly painted were marked by patches of damp. The curtains on the window hid cracked panes of glass that none the less shone with much polishing. In one corner of the room stood a bed draped with the same cheap, bright material as the windows. It was clear that no effort had been spared to make a home out of one room.

A young woman sat in her chair nursing a small child, an expression of tranquil happiness on her face. On the hob beside her bubbled a pan of cawl, the succulent smell of lamb and vegetables drifted to the small, cobbled yard outside.

William Davies lifted his head and sniffed the soup appreciatively, glancing through the open door of the small workshop that in reality was little more than a shed, into the single room where Eline sat holding their son, his face softened; she was beautiful and she was his.

William Davies was a strong, handsome man with just a wing of white streaking his hair. He wore the leather apron of the cobbler and in his hand was a dog, the clamp cobblers used for holding the leather-upper to the sole. He was sitting astride a small bench with an iron last between his strong thighs. Nails jutted from between his teeth and he removed one and deftly hammered it into place in the leather sole of the boot he was mending. He paused as though becoming aware of the silence from within the room.

In a quick movement, he rose and stood in the doorway of his mean workshop. Across the small distance that was the back yard, Eline looked up and met his eyes. She smiled and Will felt his blood flow faster. Would he never cease to want this woman who slept in his bed, who held his son at her breast but who was wife to another man?

He left his work, crossed the cold yard in a few quick strides and moved into the warmth of the room where was all he held dear in the world.

He knelt on the floor and leaned forward, his lips longing to feel her mouth open in passion beneath his. ‘Eline,’ he murmured, ‘I love you.’

He kissed her and his hand brushed her breast, touching lightly the silky head of his son. He wanted to hold them both to him, his woman and his son.

‘Come on now, love,’ Eline spoke softly, ‘stop working, you’ve done enough for today, see, the light is going.’

‘I’ll stop working if you come to bed with me,’ he teased. ‘It’s about time I had some cosseting.’

‘It’s about time you washed the smell of leather from your hands,’ Eline said though her voice was gentle. ‘About time you took your son off my hands so that I could cut some bread and put out the supper.’

He sighed. ‘You are a hard woman Eline, I don’t know why I put up with it.’ He eased the baby from her arms and Eline fastened her bodice but not before William had glimpsed the sweet fullness of her breast.

He put the baby into the sagging armchair and placed cushions around the child. ‘Sleep now, son, I want to make love to your mother.’

‘No, Will,’ Eline protested but even as she spoke, her eyes were upon him, aware of his arousal. He took her in his arms and drew her against him, his hands slipping from her waist to the firmness of her buttocks. She drew a ragged breath, and with a sense of triumph he knew she wanted him as desperately as he wanted her.

It was a few short steps to the bed and he gently drew her down, stretching himself out beside her. He buried his head against her breasts, and her hands were in his hair, pressing him to her.

He loved her so much that he wanted to possess her every time he looked into her beautiful eyes and saw his desire reflected there.

He took his time, arousing her to the depths of passion he knew she possessed and when he finally joined with her, she gave a shuddering sigh and clung to him as though she was drowning in a beautiful sea of emotion.

Later, Will sat opposite Eline at the small table in the cramped room and watched as she ate delicately, like a dainty bird. She pushed her dish away and then her slim fingers curled in the handle of her cup. Will, looking at the delicate hands now reddened with work, wondered if she missed the skills that she once held so dear.

Eline had been a successful designer, a worker in leather whose talent, genius some might say, had helped her rise to the heights in the shoe-making business. Not only could she fashion the leather but she could draw beautiful designs and create them in masterly style. But now, because of him, she had lost it all.

‘Why are you staring at me like that?’ she asked, a smile curving her lips.

‘Because I can’t believe how lucky I am to have you,’ he said soberly. ‘Eline, the fine house, the luxurious life-style, most of all your work – do you miss it?’

‘Wait here, bachgen,’ she said softly. ‘Let me show you what I’ve been getting up to in between feeding our son and looking after you.’

She went into the tiny scullery and he heard a drawer being opened. Eline returned, her face flushed with excitement and with some sketches held out before her like an offering.

‘I haven’t entirely given up on my ambitions,’ she said. ‘Calvin thought he’d left me with nothing, but he couldn’t take my love of you and neither could he prevent me wanting to design shoes.’

Will looked in amazement at the fine drawings deftly executed. The footwear seemed to spring alive from the paper, bold riding boots intricately tooled side by side with dainty, feminine slippers. He was silent for a long time and Eline sighed heavily. ‘Don’t tell me, I’ve lost it.’

‘Lost it?’ Will said incredulously. ‘My love, you are better than ever. These are fantastic.’ His face softened, ‘Do you realize that the great Hari Grenfell began her business right here, in World’s End?’ He took Eline’s hand and kissed it. ‘I was her apprentice so I know what difficulties she overcame before she was a success and what Hari can do, you can do, my love.’

He smiled as he looked into her eyes, love flowed between them, an almost tangible thing, and Will reached forward, unable to prevent himself from touching Eline’s cheek.

‘I’ll make your designs a reality myself, my lovely, talented lady,’ he said softly.

A shadow passed fleetingly across Eline’s face. ‘I wish you could have said wife.’ She forced a smile. ‘It will come right, won’t it, all of it?’

‘Once your divorce from Temple is over and done with we’ll be married. I can’t wait for that day to come.’

Eline hugged him, resting her cheek on the top of his head.

‘Are you really going to make shoes from my designs?’ Her voice was almost wistful.

‘Of course,’ Will said at once. ‘I’ll sell them, too, just see if I don’t.’

‘How will you do that?’

‘Quite easily,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’ll take a few pairs around with me as samples, show them to my customers. I’m sure to get some orders.’ He paused.

‘I’m glad you haven’t given up on your designs, Eline, and don’t worry, we’ll soon build up a nice little business here, perhaps in a small way at first but it will grow, I’m confident of it. We won’t always be poor. One day I’ll be able to give you everything you could ever want.’

‘I’ve got that already.’ Eline rubbed at her eyes and he saw a tear glint on her lashes. He stood up and put his hands on her waist. ‘Now, how about a bit more of that soup before I get ideas into my head again?’

Eline pushed his hands away in mock anger. ‘You are insatiable, behave yourself William Davies.’ They smiled at each other and Will knew that he would work day and night to make Eline happy.

It was the next morning when Eline woke that her plan of action became clarified in her mind. She would ask her old landlady for help. Mrs Jessop had enjoyed caring for baby William once, she might just be persuaded to look after him again, if just for a short time every day.

Before Will and Eline had set up home together, Eline had been at her wit’s end how to cope with her life. Calvin had thrown her out of their home, had left her with no means of support. She could hardly blame him; she’d hurt and betrayed him, made him look foolish in the eyes of his neighbours. She knew the pain she’d caused Calvin was unforgivable. No wonder he was bitter.

Still, he hadn’t been blameless; he’d left her destitute, she and her son in fear of starving. It was then that Mrs Jessop’s kindness and sound common sense had saved the day.

With the older woman’s help, Eline had found herself a job scrubbing floors at the public bar of the inn across the road from Mrs Jessop’s boarding house. She’d had a room to call her own and Mrs Jessop had treated her like a daughter. Those were the dark days and she hated to remember them. But now, she had Will, she had their child and with a little bit of effort and planning, she could work again. What more could she want?

Mrs Jessop’s pleasure at seeing Eline was gratifying. She held out her arms and welcomed Eline indoors, settling her in the chair in the best parlour, pressing tea and biscuits upon her and all the time with a happy smile on her face.

‘Well then, how are you getting on with that fine young man of yours?’ She took the baby from Eline’s arms and unwrapped him from his shawl, staring down at the small sleeping face with delight.

‘I can never thank you enough for bringing Will and me together, Mrs Jessop,’ Eline said softly. ‘My only regret, if there is one, is that I’m not married to him.’

‘Well you can’t have everything in life, but then, you’ve got the most important things so no grumbling, is it?’ Mrs Jessop’s eyebrows were raised. ‘There’s this lovely boy for a start.’

‘I know,’ Eline said, ‘and now I think I’ve found the courage to work at designing again, to try to build up a business so that Will doesn’t have to work himself to death.’ She smiled coaxingly, ‘But I’m going to need your help, Mrs Jessop.’

‘Well if you’re going to ask me to look after this little angel face then don’t give it another thought. I’d take him off your hands any time and pay you for the privilege.’

Eline bit her lip. ‘There’s the problem,’ she said, ‘I can’t pay you anything, at least for a start.’

‘Am I asking for anything? You’d be doing a lonely old lady a favour, mind. When do I start, right away?’

Eline laughed. ‘Why not?’ She flexed her fingers, ‘I’m itching to take up a pencil, I can’t deny it.’

‘Will you go to Mrs Grenfell to sell your shoes?’ Mrs Jessop placed the baby over her shoulder and rubbed at his back and Emlyn pulled at her hair, his eyes wide with curiosity.

Eline shook her head. ‘I’ll be working with Will. Between us we’ll make a new start and enjoy ourselves in the process, I shouldn’t wonder.’

‘Not too much enjoying, mind,’ Mrs Jessop laughed. ‘You don’t need no more babies for a while.’ She settled the baby in her lap and gave him a spoon to play with. ‘No harm in going to the Grenfells or the Millers, mind,’ she said pursuing her train of thought. ‘Big business people them and fine folk too, not toffee-nosed like some with money.’

‘I know,’ Eline said softly, ‘but they move in the same circles as Calvin. They meet him socially and might feel they can’t openly side with his faithless wife. I wouldn’t like to be an embarrassment to anyone.’

‘Tush!’ Mrs Jessop exploded. ‘Where there’s business and money there’s no thought of embarrassment, you surely realize that?’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ Eline said, ‘but no, we’ll go it alone, we’ll make a success of it, you’ll see.’

‘Oh, I don’t doubt it,’ Mrs Jessop said. ‘Right, get off with you, talking never did get the work done.’

It was fascinating for Eline to watch the way Will worked at the leather, bringing her visions, sketched on paper, into real solid shapes and designs. The first design he tackled was a pair of heavy riding boots. They were cut to curve around the calf of the leg with support as well as comfort in mind, and the instep was tooled with a fancy design of spurs and stirrups, a motif repeated around the edge of the boot.

She had given him patterns of several pairs of good stout ladies’ boots in a variety of sizes; boots were a necessity especially on the cold winter days. Her one frivolity was a pair of evening pumps in kid with a plunging ‘V’ shape cut over the toes and with beading running from instep to heel. It took Will days of solid working to accomplish the task she had set him and all the time Eline was worryingly aware of the cobbling work he was leaving undone.

‘I can’t see any working woman wearing those,’ Will said, when at last he held up the finished pumps. They sat in the palms of his big hands, small and elegant and quite insubstantial.

‘These, I presume, you will offer to the fine ladies of the town. They are lovely but they are an extravagance, Eline.’

‘I know,’ Eline said ruefully, ‘practical shoes are more likely to sell but I couldn’t resist just one flight of fancy.’

‘I have a good feeling about them,’ Will said firmly. ‘This pair of pumps is likely to bring you more attention and more custom than any of the other shoes, worthy though they are.’

Eline smiled. ‘It’s good of you to indulge me, Will, but I think I’ll stick to the more practical designs for the time being.’

Will didn’t reply but there was an enigmatic smile on his face that Eline did not fail to notice.

‘What are you up to Will Davies?’ she demanded. He drew her to him and his hand moved to her breast but she pushed him away quickly.

‘None of that, not in working hours. Mrs Jessop wouldn’t approve.’

‘Damn Mrs Jessop,’ Will said amiably. ‘She’s not here, is she?’

He drew her closer again and with a sigh, Eline succumbed, her hands on his face, her eyes shining. ‘I love you Will Davies,’ she said softly.

William’s words proved to be prophetic; the fine pumps sold almost immediately to one of his richer customers. ‘I knew it!’ Will said in triumph. ‘I just knew those pumps would appeal to one of my ladies.’

Eline was sitting at the table, her pencil in her hand, the light from the small window falling on her drawings.

‘Oh, so you have “ladies”, do you?’ Eline said, her hands on her hips, her tone severe. ‘I wonder what else you do with them other than mending their shoes?’

‘Oh, I have my methods of charming the customers, but only the beautiful ones of course,’ Will replied.

He leaned forward and kissed her mouth. ‘Now, stop carping and get on with it.’

‘With what?’ Eline was genuinely puzzled. Will slipped his arm around her waist, drawing her to her feet.

‘Now don’t look so appealing or you won’t be getting on with anything except looking after your man properly.’

Eline pushed him away, frowning. ‘Stop your teasing and tell me what you are talking about: get on with what?’

‘Oh, didn’t I tell you?’ Will said innocently. ‘Mrs Walter Rogers wishes for several more pairs of pumps and a new pair of riding boots as well.’ He winked ‘Her lover bought the fancy riding boots and now Mrs Rogers wants a pair just like them. But we mustn’t tell her husband.’

‘Will!’ Eline hugged him. ‘Oh, my love, that is the best news I’ve heard for ages.’

‘Aye, well don’t forget what I had to do to get you these orders, will you?’

Eline leaned back in his arms. ‘What did you have to do?’ she asked, her head on one side, an uncertain smile on her lips.

‘Well …’ Will paused tantalizingly, ‘I had to be nice, very nice to my lady customers.’

‘Oh?’ Eline’s voice had taken on an edge of anger and Will threw back his head and laughed out loud.

‘It’s a good thing that all my ladies have very handsome husbands or lovers otherwise I might have been called upon to make even greater sacrifices.’

Eline slapped him playfully. ‘You monster, let me go, I’ve got an idea for a design.’

‘So have I,’ Will said. ‘I don’t think my ideas and designs can be put off much longer.’

Eline moved out of his arms quickly. ‘Go away, do some more work. We can’t live on love alone, mind.’

‘We could try,’ Will said sighing, ‘but I suppose I’d better be a dutiful husband and go out and earn some wages.’

When he had gone, Eline twisted her hands together. ‘Husband’ – how fine the word sounded when applied to Will. But she had a husband, she was married to Calvin, Lord Temple. She sank down into her chair, her elation vanishing. How she wished he would get the divorce over quickly so that she could be free of him.

She felt a knot of apprehension inside her. She had hurt Calvin badly, he had doted on the son she’d borne within the marriage, the child he thought was his. What if he chose to punish her now by staying married to her, forcing her to live an irregular relationship with Will for ever?

Perhaps she should see him right now while the baby was with Mrs Jessop. It would not be tactful to take her son with her, it wouldn’t exactly endear her to Calvin to flaunt her infidelity in his face.

She took up her shawl from the peg on the door, drew it around her shoulders and stood for a moment looking around the room. What a difference to the life-style she’d enjoyed as Calvin’s wife.

While at Stormhill she had, apparently, everything she desired. The manor was enormous, with huge rooms hung with fine drapes; meals appeared on the long table in the dining room with apparent lack of effort, sumptuous stews and dishes of meat and fish that would tempt the poorest appetite. And yet there she had not been happy, she had wanted something else from life, had known exactly what it was, and now she had it – the love of William Davies – she regretted nothing.

She smiled as she looked round the cramped room; a cheerful fire burned in the black leaded grate and if a patch of damp appeared from time to time on the back wall, a touch of whitewash soon disguised it.

Outside the air was balmy with the scents of spring, the blossoms festooned the few trees that grew in World’s End and the sound of birdsong was pleasing to Eline, smothering for a moment the apprehension that filled her.

How would Calvin receive her, would he have her ordered away from the premises without even talking to her? She wouldn’t be at all surprised. And could she blame him? He had been good and kind, a considerate, loving husband and she, well she had been faithless.

It was a long walk through the maze of streets and up the hill towards Stormhill Manor, and every step she took increased her sense of doubt at the wisdom of what she was doing.

At last she arrived at the gates and began the walk along the tree-shaded drive. It was a strange feeling, looking up at the big house, it was as if living there was something she had experienced in a distant dream.

She hesitated at the front door; should she go to the back like one of the servants? But that was absurd. She was still Calvin’s wife, she must behave as such or she wouldn’t even get past the servant who opened the door.

Eline’s surprise as the big door swung open was reflected in the face of the girl who stood before her. She was dressed in a neat black skirt and a white blouse, and an apron was tied around her slender waist. Her hair, silver and gold in the glimmer of sunlight was tied away from her face but there was no mistaking the sheer beauty of it.

‘Arian!’ Eline said. ‘What on earth are you doing here and dressed like that?’

‘I’m working here,’ Arian stepped back and allowed Eline into the hallway. ‘I suppose I’m a servant. I do any and every job that is asked of me.’

‘Oh Arian, and you showed such promise when you worked for me,’ Eline said. ‘Surely you can find something better than this?’

Arian shook her head. ‘A lot has happened to me since I was in charge of your workshop, you must know that, Eline. Anyway, Lord Temple was kind enough to take me in when I was desperate. I’m grateful now for a roof over my head and some warm food in my belly.’

Eline sighed. ‘You’ve had a bad time of it, Arian, but I don’t suppose you want to be reminded of it. Is Calvin at home? I must see him.’ She wondered briefly if Arian was warming Calvin’s bed. From what she remembered, Arian had hot blood in her veins; she had fallen under the spell of Price Davies quickly enough. But that thought was uncharitable and, to be fair, Arian had been eager to learn from Price Davies; she had learned as much about the shoe trade as the cobbler was willing to teach her. Of course that was before everything went sour on her, before the strange fire at the farmhouse in the hills, the full story of which even now was shrouded in mystery.

Eline chided herself. Who was she to judge Arian or anyone else, come to that? She was living in sin with Will and with a baby borne to one man while she was married to another. Not exactly a pillar of moral rectitude was she?

‘He is in,’ Arian’s voice broke into Eline’s thoughts. ‘Shall I tell him you’re here?’ She looked curiously at Eline. It was clear she knew what had happened between the couple, everyone in Swansea probably knew about the way Calvin had thrown his wife out with little but the clothes she stood up in.

‘Where is he?’ Eline asked softly. ‘I don’t want him to have the chance to turn me away without hearing me out.’

‘In the library, I think,’ Arian said quietly. ‘But don’t tell him I was the one who let you in.’

Her heart was beating swiftly as Eline made her way across the polished floor of the hall towards the double doors of the library. Her hand, reaching for the door knob, was trembling.

Calvin rose to his feet as she entered the room, the pen still in his hand. ‘What are you doing here?’ His voice was hostile, his eyes unfathomable.

‘I’m sorry,’ Eline said, ‘I was afraid you wouldn’t see me if I was announced.’

‘Your fears are well founded. What do you want?’

‘To talk about the divorce. You are still going ahead with it aren’t you?’

‘Why?’ Calvin said bitterly. He moved closer to her. ‘Not regretting leaving me are you, Eline?’

She looked down at her hands. ‘I hurt you, Calvin. You are a fine, decent man. You deserved better.’

He caught her shoulders abruptly and drew her close, his mouth hovering above hers. ‘You are tired of your life of poverty, you want to come back to Stormhill Manor, is that it?’

She shook her head. ‘No, my home is one room in World’s End and that’s just where I want to be.’

She saw him flinch. He was frowning as he released her abruptly. ‘What then, is it money you want? Your motive in coming here is not one of love and I see no regret in your eyes. Clearly you are happy as you are. Surely you haven’t come just to ask futile questions?’

‘I don’t want your money, Calvin. We don’t live well but we manage. I just want to know when the divorce will be over and done with, that’s all.’

‘So that you can marry your cobbler, is that it?’ Calvin said fiercely. ‘What if I were to deny you, Eline, keep you tied to me?’ He turned and caught her close to him once more.

‘You are a fool coming here. I could claim my conjugal rights and not one man in the world would blame me.’ His voice was harsh.

Eline looked up at him without fear. ‘You won’t do that, Calvin, you are far too much of a gentleman to force yourself on any woman, especially me.’

His mouth came down on hers, crushing, bruising, and he held her close to him. There was no tenderness in him and yet Eline felt no fear, simply pain that she had wounded Calvin yet again.

She drew away from him. ‘I’m sorry, I was wrong to come,’ she said. ‘I have no right to ask you anything.’

She walked to the door, her head high and Calvin’s voice stopped her.

‘Eline, you will have your divorce, I’ve set the process into motion. It’s only a matter of months and then you will be free to marry your cobbler. One thing more, I have disowned your son. If you wanted to fight me in a court of law I dare say you would have grounds, the boy was born in wedlock after all.’

Eline turned and looked at him. ‘I think you know that I won’t fight it. I accept you have no responsibility for him.’ Her voice faded as she saw his pain. ‘I’ve done enough to you. All I hope is that one day you will find someone else to be happy with.’

He gave a harsh laugh. ‘I love you, Eline,’ he said and there was a note of despair in his voice. ‘I’ve tried to conceal that fact from myself but now that I have seen you again, held you in my arms … For Christ’s sake why are you torturing me, just get out of my sight.’

She left the house quickly, tears burning her eyes. She had her answer, she would soon be free but at what cost? She hurried down the drive, no longer revelling in the soft sounds and sights of spring. She had ruined Calvin’s life by her faithlessness and that was something she would never be able to forget.

That evening, Will sensed something of her mood and took her gently in his arms, pushed back her hair and looked down into her eyes.

‘What is it, Eline, why the long face?’ He pressed his lips against hers for a brief moment and then held her away from him. ‘Tell me, I know something is worrying you.’

‘You are not going to like it,’ Eline said softly. ‘Promise you won’t be angry.’

‘Come on, stop prevaricating,’ Will said, ‘spit it out. I’m not going to take up wife-beating just yet.’

‘I went to see Calvin today.’ Her words seemed to fall into a well of silence and Eline almost felt the tightening of Will’s muscles.

Very slowly he released her and moved away, standing at the window although it was far too dark to see anything out in the yard.

‘Why?’ The word seemed hard, flint-like, and Eline moved to Will and put her arms around his waist, resting her head against his broad back.

‘I just wanted to know when I would be free,’ she said almost pleadingly. ‘The divorce, it should be over within weeks so Calvin said.’

‘And what else did Calvin say?’ Will’s voice held a chill. ‘Did he ask you to come back to him? Did he tell you he still wanted you?’

‘Please, Will, I meant it for the best but I see now it was a mistake,’ Eline said quickly, fear sending wings of pain through her.

Will turned suddenly and pushed her away from him. ‘He did, don’t deny it, he said he wanted you. Did he hold you in his arms, did he kiss you Eline?’

‘No,’ she said miserably, aware that she did not want to lie to Will but too afraid to explain what really happened.

‘He did, he held you, tried to persuade you to go back to him.’ Will’s voice was low, ‘Don’t lie to me, Eline, please. This is too important.’

‘Yes, yes!’ she said. ‘He said he loved me still, he held me and kissed me but I didn’t consent to it, I told him it was you I wanted. Will …’ She held her arms to him pleadingly, ‘Please Will, I’m sorry I went there. It was foolish but I didn’t mean anything to happen.’

‘You could have rebuffed him,’ Will said. ‘You could have done many things but you didn’t, did you?’

‘Will, I felt sorry for him, he is still my husband after all.’ Immediately the words were spoken Eline knew they should never have been said. Will’s face turned white, his jaw tightened and his eyes seemed to penetrate her very soul.

‘So, you felt sorry for him, he is still your husband and did he claim his rights over you, did your pity extend to the bedroom, Eline, did it?’

‘No!’ Her voice was ragged, ‘No Will, how could you even suggest it?’

‘You let him hold you and kiss you and you felt sorry for him. You’ve just told me that the man is still your husband so why shouldn’t you indulge in a little lovemaking to pass an afternoon? How can I believe anything you say, Eline?’

‘I hate you!’ Eline said fiercely. ‘I hate you Will Davies, seeing how little faith you have in me. I’m sorry I ever came to live with you.’

Will stared at her for a long moment and then, without another word, picked up his hat and coat and left the room. Eline heard his footsteps ringing on the cobbled yard outside, she heard the slam of the gate as if it was a death knell and then there was silence except for the ticking of the clock and the shifting of coals in the grate.

She sank into a chair and put her face in her hands. The tears came hot and bitter and, after a moment, she put her head down on her arms and the sobs racked her body.

Later, she rose and washed her face and patted her hot cheeks with the towel, and misery washed over her afresh. She had made two men unhappy today; the man she was married to and the man she loved, quite a record by anyone’s standards.

She pushed the kettle onto the flames and made herself some hot tea, then climbed onto the bed beside the sleeping form of her son.

‘Emlyn,’ she said softly, ‘your mother is a foolish woman. I wish I was wise and sensible but I’m not, I’m nothing at all without your father.’

She looked at the clock, the public bars would be closing and soon now, surely quite soon, Will would be home. To pass the time, she washed and brushed her hair and then pulled on her nightgown. She climbed onto the bed again and stared at the flickering lamp; it was running low on oil, soon it would go out and then, by then, Will would definitely be home.

But the lamp flickered and fizzled and went out and the smell of oil hung in the air. Now there was just the light from the fire and Eline stared at the embers of coal as if they could give her hope.

The sound of singing came from the street and then faded into the distance, the last of the revellers had gone home to their wives and their beds. She had to face it, Will was not coming home, not tonight or any night, he had finished with her, he had believed the worst and had put as much distance between them as possible.

She snuggled down beside the baby and held his warmth against her breast. Tears came afresh and ran salt into her mouth and Eline’s sense of despair plumbed new depths. She was no good without Will, she was half a person, she would be unable to function without him.

She turned her face into the pillow to muffle her sobs but crying didn’t ease the ache
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