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CHAPTER ONE
Alderby, East Yorkshire, 1844

Sarah clenched her fists and screwed her eyes shut. If she couldn’t see it, it didn’t exist. But try as she might, she couldn’t block out the sound of Parson Yates’s quavering voice or Hannah’s stifled sobs from the pew behind her.

This was the worst day of her life.

Parson Yates had stopped talking now. Silence filled the small church. Then Sarah heard the rustle of clothing and the scrape of boots on the flagstones; the grate of wood on metal and the sharp intakes of breath. Her eyes flew open. Her father’s coffin, lifted shoulder-high, began its slow progress from the front of the church, down the narrow aisle towards the door. Sarah rose to her feet, oblivious to Jane’s angry hiss and vicious snatch at her wrist. She pushed her way past and stumbled into the aisle, falling in behind the pallbearers. Blinded by tears she followed in the wake of the cortege, concentrating on Nathaniel’s boots before her, for they were the only things she could see. She was unaware of Hannah’s frantic pursuit, or Reuben’s gesture to leave her be.

As the brief words of committal broke the silence of the mist-shrouded morning she was comforted by the presence of Nathaniel and Reuben, one each side of her. The fresh earth of the grave yawned at her feet and as her father was lowered into his final resting place, Nathaniel slipped a boyish hand into hers and held it tightly, and Reuben laid a protective arm across her shoulders.

Then it was over. She turned and walked back with Reuben Armstrong, the man who had been an uncle to her all her short life, and his son Nathaniel, her friend and soulmate. Nathaniel’s mother Hannah was waiting for them on the path and Sarah gave her a wan smile. Shortly she would go home and gather her things and go to the Armstrongs’ farm, to the family who had always been there for her especially after the death of her mother two years ago. There was nothing left for her now in the rooms above Alderby’s grocery shop. Her stepmother Jane and stepsister Bella would be glad to see the back of her.

But first there was the funeral breakfast at the Three Oaks. Hannah had explained it was the custom, so folk could share their grief and talk with one another about her father. Andrew Roberts the grocer was well-thought of in Alderby despite being a newcomer, having moved there only twelve years ago with his wife Eleanor and infant daughter Sarah. The Roberts had become good friends of the Armstrongs. Nathaniel Armstrong was less than a year younger than Sarah and the two youngsters had been inseparable since they could toddle.

So Sarah heard Hannah telling the blacksmith’s new wife, a lass from Filey further up the coast, as they sipped a glass of lemonade.

“She’ll miss her father, I’ve no doubt,” said the blacksmith’s wife. “But at least she’s got her stepmother and sister to care for her. Not as if she’s an orphan, is it?”

But I am an orphan, Sarah realised. Jane doesn’t want me. She’s made that clear since Dad died.

She could hear Jane’s low coarse laughter even over the strident voices in the tap room.

My dad’s just been buried, thought Sarah, and she’s laughing!

It was all too much. Hannah was deep in conversation and nobody noticed as Sarah slipped out of the inn and trudged home. Upstairs, she pulled out a canvas bag and collected her scant possessions. Her father had always been generous, always made sure she was well-dressed and well-provided for, but his illness over the last few months had confined him to bed and he had been unaware of the fact that Bella appropriated whatever she wanted from Sarah’s drawers and cupboard. The bag was barely half-full when Sarah had finished. There was one last thing. Her workbox, downstairs in the parlour. She retrieved it and placed it on the top of her other things in the bag. It was more than a receptacle for her sewing things. Under the threads, needles, pins and buttons was a secret compartment cleverly concealed there by Nathaniel. Here she kept the small things precious to her. A quick check reassured her all was safe, and she reached inside and lifted up a locket. Inside was a miniature of her mother and a lock of her hair, and the sight of it brought the tears at last.

For over an hour she sobbed broken-heartedly. The afternoon crept by then as the shadows lengthened she heard the front door crash open and Jane’s raucous laughter. A door slammed and the sound of shattering glass echoed up the stairs. Sarah thrust her workbox into the bag, shoving it under the bed as far as she could. As soon as Jane and Bella fell asleep she would slip out and go to the Armstrongs. Worn out with grief she pulled the covers over her head and waited for nightfall.

She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. The frigid air woke her as abruptly as though she had been doused with cold water as the covers were wrenched back. Harsh lamplight seared her eyes. From behind the glare came the voice of her stepmother, as cold as the pre-dawn air.

“Up, you. Get your things together. I want you downstairs in five minutes.”

“What for?” Sarah sat up abruptly, her heart pounding. Half asleep, she realised she’d slept the night through. Well, no matter, her things were packed. She was ready. Jane, already halfway downstairs, did not answer, and Sarah wondered confusedly why she was up so early. She clambered out of bed and straightened her clothing, used the chamber pot and retrieved her bag from under the bed. Still sleep-muddled, she made her way downstairs to the kitchen.

The front door was wide open. Curious, she crossed the kitchen and peered out. The lamplight fell on the sleek black sides of Polly, the massive Shire between the shafts, and glinted on the buckles on the harness. It was Obadiah Jenkins the carrier.

“What does the carrier want?” Sarah turned to look at Jane, standing in the kitchen.

“He’s waiting for you.”

“What do you mean, waiting for me? I’m not going anywhere …”

Jane gave a sour, triumphant laugh.

“Oh yes you are, madam. I’ve found a position for you up north, scullery maid. Can’t afford to feed three mouths, not now. Think yourself lucky. You’ll be fed and housed and that’s more than I’m prepared to do for you. Now get a move on.”

Sarah stood in uncomprehending confusion for a moment before finding her voice.

“What are you talking about? I’m going to the farm …”

“You’re not. You’ll do as I say. And I want to see the back of you, the sooner the better.”

“No.” Sarah planted her feet firmly on the flagstone floor and glared defiantly at Jane. “I won’t go. You can’t make me.”

“You’ll go, my girl, or it’ll be the worse for you. For one thing, I’m your stepmother and you’ll obey me. For another, I’ll show the constable what I found in your bedroom.” Jane held up a tin canister emblazoned with a skull and crossbones, with the word POISON clearly visible.

“Killed your father, didn’t you? Got tired of working for naught in the shop, when you weren’t at school wasting time, didn’t you? Heard you shout it out many a time. I should hand you in right now and let you hang—oh yes, you’d hang all right, no question, for all you’re only twelve. But for your dear father’s sake—” Jane’s face twisted in a mocking grin— “I’ll say nothing as long as I never have to set eyes on you again. Now go! ”

Sarah stood frozen. Jane could not mean what she had just said. But she watched her shake the tin slowly, rattling the powder within; saw the malice burning in her eyes, and knew that she did. There would be no home for her with the Armstrongs. She would never see Hannah or Reuben or Nathaniel again, not as long as Jane breathed. Everything she knew and loved had been torn from her.

She picked up her bag and walked slowly into the morning.

* * *

“What do you mean, she’s gone?” Nathaniel braced his legs and tightened his grip on the halter rope as the skittish young heifer flung herself sideways in an effort to rejoin the herd. “Where’s she gone?”

“She’s been sent away, up north somewhere Jane said, to work. Told me it was none of my business and she’d do what she thought fit with her.” Hannah’s face was flushed with anger. Over the bawling of the heifer Nathaniel thought he heard a sob catch in his mother’s throat. The rope fell from his hands and he stood stock-still.

Sarah gone? It wasn’t so, couldn’t be so. His gaze followed the cavorting heifer as she plunged back into the herd but he saw nothing. A dull pain spread through him, beginning in his chest and spreading outwards like a tide of anguish. Turning, he broke into a run towards the road that led to the village. From the corner of his eye he saw his father, holding open the gate into the middle field, lift his head in surprise and annoyance. He kept running. His lungs were bursting as he reached the turnoff by the old apple tree and paused, gasping for breath. Behind him he could hear the sound of his father’s boots, gaining rapidly, and as he straightened up he heard him call out.

“Nathaniel! Wait up, lad. Wait.”

He could have ignored the command and would have, so desperate was he to find out the truth, but something in his father’s voice held him there. Authority tempered with concern. His dad would sort this out. He turned and waited.

“What is it, lad?”

“They sent her away, Dad. Sarah. She’s gone. We have to get her back.” He wouldn’t cry. Boys didn’t cry, let alone men and he was almost a man. Still, his lower lip trembled and he fought hard to hold it firm.

His mother had caught up with them now and gasped out a rapid and breathless explanation. A grim look settled on Reuben’s weathered face.

“You spoke to Jane?”

“Aye. I wondered where the lass was, for I knew she would be grieving. So I went to find her, to see if she needed comforting. That’s when that Parkinson woman told me what she’d done. How could she, Reuben? How could she, with Andrew scarcely cold?” Tears poured down Hannah’s face. Reuben drew her to him and held her, and held out his arm to Nathaniel, inviting him in. For a brief moment they sought comfort from each other, then Nathaniel heard his father mutter something before striding off towards the village.

As Nathaniel moved to follow, his dad held up a hand. “Wait with your mother, lad. I won’t be long. And get that heifer away from the bull before there’s mischief done.”

It was over an hour before Reuben returned. One look at his face told Nathaniel he had achieved nothing.

“Some grand house up at the edge of the moors. Scullery maid. Henry Appleby will have a fit. One of his brightest pupils scrubbing dirty dishes.”

Nathaniel saw the colour drain from his mother’s face.

“But where? Did she say where?”

Reuben shook his head. His face, normally good-natured and smiling, was stiff with anger.

“Nay, love. Refused straight out. Laughed in my face, the bl—” Reuben broke off with a glance at his three sons. “I’ll soon find out. She knows she can’t keep something like that quiet.”

“I’ll go there as soon as we know and make sure she’s settled,” Hannah said. “And she’ll have time off, surely, and a holiday each year. It’s not as if we’ll never see her.” Hannah’s voice wavered for a moment. “But oh Reuben, I’ll miss the lass. We’ll all miss her. She was like a daughter. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t be without you lads for all the tea in China—‍” She held out her arms to her sons seated round the table: Nathaniel, her eldest, and his younger brothers Harry and Albert. “But we’re her godparents. We promised her mother, your dad and I, that we’d look after the bairn if anything happened to her.”

“You have to bring her back.” Nathaniel could feel an ominous prickling sensation behind his eyes and scowled to hide it. “You’ve got to! I’ll go myself. I’ll go right now—‍”

“Sit down, lad.” Nathaniel heard the gentleness in his dad’s voice and his scowl deepened. “You can’t go traipsing off up north just like that. Think on. It’s a long walk, you’ve no money, and Sarah won’t be allowed to come back with you, that I can vouch for.”

“But Dad—”

“Enough.” The look on his father’s face told Nathaniel it was useless to argue but he opened his mouth all the same, only to be cut off once more.

“I give Jane Parkinson six months,” Reuben told them all. “If that. She’s bone-idle lazy, no idea about money, and that lass of hers runs rings around her. That shop has no chance without Andrew or Sarah. Jane’ll up and leave before too long, you mark my words, and I’ve no doubt she’ll have forgotten all about Sarah. We’ll go up there and bring her home on the quiet. Write to her, Nathaniel. We all will, and let her know we haven’t abandoned her.”

With that Nathaniel had to be content. For now, he told himself. But the day would come when he would be a man, a farmer, one of the best around, with his own farm, and he and Sarah would run it together, and nobody and nothing would ever tear them apart again.

* * *

Sarah could not remember ever being so tired. Every bone and muscle ached from the jolting and swaying of the cart. Every few miles Obadiah would halt at a hamlet or farmstead to drop off sacks of flour or pick up goods destined for the docks, and Sarah seized these opportunities to scramble down and stretch her legs. A little before midday a sprinkle of dwellings began to appear by the sides of the road and before long the countryside, bleak as it was in the winter sunlight, vanished. The cottages became houses, tall and imposing, then Obadiah was drawing Polly up at one side of a wide market place swarming with sheep, cattle, pigs and people from all walks of life.

Sarah had been to Hull once before many years ago with Hannah, when Hannah’s aunt had died, but she remembered little of that visit. Unlike this teeming town, life in Alderby proceeded at a quiet predictable pace, the same familiar faces and voices, the same well-known places, lanes and country roads. Overwhelmed, she sat clutching the rail in front of her until Obadiah’s voice boomed in her ear, making her jump.

“Down tha get, lass.”

Was he going to leave her here? She looked around in desperation at the milling crowds and tightened her grip on her bag.

“I’ll show tha where to catch t’ coach for York. Leaves this evening. Tha’s got coin?”

He wasn’t going to leave her. Relief washed over her and she nodded. Jane had thrust a crumpled piece of paper at her with barely decipherable instructions, and a grudging handful of small coins for fares. Obadiah took these now and frowned over them.

“Scarce enough for tha fare here. Tha’s got vittles?”

Sarah shook her head and Obadiah’s face darkened. He muttered something under his breath and strode off, leaving Sarah clutching her coins and paper. A couple of youths strolled past, hands in pockets, and nudged each other with their elbows. One of them swung round with a smirk and strutted back to where Sarah stood, and opened his mouth to speak, but catching sight of Obadiah bearing down on him he slunk off into the crowd.

“Here, lass. This’ll keep tha going until York at least.” Obadiah held out a bulging paper bag. “And tek this—” he handed her a silver shilling. “Get thasen summat in York for t’ rest o’ way.”

Sarah thanked him and peered inside the bag to find part of a loaf of bread and some small cakes. “Mr Jenkins,” she said solemnly, “Where is Malton? And Stonegrave?”

Obadiah tipped his greasy cap back and scratched his head. “I don’t rightly know for certain, lass. All I know is I’m to see tha gets the mail coach to York this afternoon. Them other places is further north, I reckon, don’t rightly know where. Does it say so on yon bit o’ paper?” He indicated the piece of paper in her hand.

She peered at Bella’s atrocious scrawl uncertainly. “I’m to catch the coach to Malton from York tomorrow morning,” she said, “and when I get to Malton I’m to ask at the Black Horse Inn about getting a lift to Stonegrave. Someone will be waiting for me there.”

“A long journey for a mite like thassen,” muttered Obadiah. “And all alone. Too much trouble for that one to come with thee.” He snorted contemptuously. “Any road, I got to get on. Climb up here and have summat to eat. When I’m finished I’ll show thee where to catch the York mail.”

An hour later Obadiah had finished his deliveries and loaded up his goods for the return trip. He drew up outside an inn on the High Street, disappeared inside for a moment, then reappeared and beckoned her down.

“Tha can wait inside, lass. Mail coach gets in at four. Soon as the ’osses are changed it’ll be off agin for York so look smart. Tha’ll get in about eight in the morning.”

It was a long night, spent crushed between a heavily-built woman and a bony clergyman, jostled from side to side by the swaying coach and woken every couple of hours as they stopped to change the horses. Her physical discomfort, however, was nothing compared to the pain in her heart.

Her dad was gone. He had always been there, guiding, protecting, teaching, advising. That he loved her more than anyone else, except her mother, she had never had cause to doubt. Why he had married Jane Parkinson so soon after her mother’s death she had never understood. Only in the last couple of months, when he knew he was dying, did he try to explain why he had done so.

“I wanted you to have a mother, Sarah. I won’t be here much longer and Jane seemed … she seemed so kind, so loving. It was all an act, I can see it now, and I regret it bitterly but there’s nothing to be done about it. I’ve made sure you’ll be looked after when I’m gone, though, and I want to you go and live with Hannah and Reuben. They are happy to have you. And don’t cry, my dear.”

She had cried; how could she not cry?

I had a mother, thought Sarah. The most wonderful mother ever. Nobody could replace her. Nobody.

She closed her eyes and the thick foetid atmosphere of the coach’s interior faded, as did the dim blurred silhouettes of the other passengers. She could see her mother as clearly as if she stood before her. Tall, slender, her shining golden hair framing her pretty face. No, pretty wasn’t the right word. Eleanor Roberts was beautiful; more than beautiful, and it was not only an outward beauty but something rare that shone from within. Her voice was soft and she spoke not with the harsh flat Yorkshire accent but like a lady. Indeed, her father called her my lady on many an occasion, sometimes smiling, sometimes with that loving look in his eye that filled Sarah with happiness. Her world was safe. Her mam and dad loved each other, and she knew she herself was loved.

But no more. They were both gone and she had been sent away. Jane said she would be hanged if she went back to Alderby. Terror filled her. What if Jane changed her mind and told her lies to the constable anyway? They would come for her and lock her up, and hang her like they did to wicked people. She sat there stiff with fear and misery.

York was crowded, cold and wet. She made her way tentatively through the milling crowds and bought her seat on the Scarborough coach. The George Inn was filled with market folk, all swinging elbows and careless boots, but by now she was too exhausted to care and growing angry at the world. Defiantly she forced her way through the customers, ignoring the indignant murmurs that followed her, until she found a quiet corner. She waited, watching the clock over the bar, until the hands stood at five to four, then pushed her way outside again. The mail coach swung into the inn forecourt and came to a clattering halt, disgorging several passengers. She waved her ticket at the coachman and scrambled up inside, wedging herself into a corner.

By late afternoon she disembarked in the market place at Malton, and watched as the ostlers changed the horses. Shortly the coach thundered off in a shower of mud towards the coast. Sarah picked up her bag and, gathering her courage, for surely the worst had already happened, pulled open the inn door and walked inside.

It took but a moment to learn that a lift to Stonegrave was waiting in the yard behind the inn. It was getting dark as the taciturn carrier turned onto the Helmsley road. By the time Sarah was deposited at the roadside in Stonegrave it was pitch black. Mercifully a gig was waiting with both lamps brightly lit. A young lad leapt down and came to meet her.

“Roberts, is it?”

Sarah nodded, tired beyond words.

“Up you get, then.” He pushed her bag under the seat and held out a hand to help her up. “I’m Billy Stavely, head stable boy. Won’t take long to get back.”

“Where are we going?” Sarah asked after a silent half-hour.

In the dim lamplight she saw his lint-white eyebrows lift. “Don’t you know?”

“I haven’t been told,” Sarah said. “I’ve just been sent.”

Billy chuckled. “That’s how it is for folk like us. If you b’aint used to it, best you get used to it quick smart.”

“But where—”

“Ravenswood Hall. Here we are now.” He turned into a smooth broad driveway and Sarah saw the lights of a great house ahead of them. “Sir Aubrey and Lady Hester Norville’s home. I’m to hand you over to Mrs Braithwaite the housekeeper when we get there. You’re in the kitchen, I heard. Don’t get on the wrong side of that lot, I’m warning you.”

Sarah bowed her head in despair.

* * *


 

CHAPTER TWO
Ravenswood Hall, 1853

“Don’t think you’re going off and leaving that lot, my girl! Get in there and get them dishes done before you even think about going anywhere.” Rose Jackson jabbed a wooden ladle in Sarah’s direction to emphasise her words and Sarah’s heart sank. She didn’t want an argument, not today of all days. Her birthday, and she was meeting Nathaniel in the field behind the Hall. He would be there waiting for her even now.

She drew in a deep breath.

“It’s my day off, Mrs Jackson,” she said quietly. “I’m not required to work at all.”

“Insolence!” Rose Jackson’s face turned a deeper shade of crimson and a plate narrowly missed Sarah’s head. “You’ll do as I say! If I’ve said it once I’ve said it a hundred times, you’ll …”

The rest of her tirade faded rapidly as Sarah fled out of the back door and across the gravelled yard towards the vegetable gardens. She’d pay for that later but right now it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except reaching the far boundary of the Hall and Nathaniel.

The middens with their obnoxious stink loomed up. She held her breath and ran on, pushing through the long grass to where the road to Oswaldkirk curved round through the copse at the rear of the Hall. The drystone wall came into view and she slowed, struggling to catch her breath.

Was he there?

The sound of clinking metal and the snort of a horse sent her pulse racing. Another moment and she was at the wall and there he was. Nathaniel, her friend, her lover and her soulmate leaning against a tree trunk. Close by, his bay gelding, Pilgrim, grazed on the lush green grass that filled the meadow. Her eyes met Nathaniel’s and happiness welled up within her, spilling out in a joyous smile. He gave her that lazy knowing smile that she loved, and moved to meet her, grasping her hands over the rough limestone wall.

“Hello lass.” His voice was calm but his eyes, dark pools of emotion, betrayed his feelings. “Have any trouble getting away?”

“The usual,” Sarah said. “She threw a plate at me this time.”

Nathaniel frowned. “Did it hit you?”

“Of course not.” Sarah hoisted her skirts and swung a long slender leg over the wall. Nathaniel’s eyes rested on it greedily for a moment before he averted his gaze. “Her aim is as bad as her temper.” The other leg cleared the wall and Sarah pulled her skirts into place, blushing. She must remember that she was no longer the tomboy playmate of their childhood, but old habits died hard. She cleared her throat and stood up straight.

“Did you come up through Easingwold?” She glanced up at him.

“No, I turned off at Raskelf and rode through Coxswold. Some good country up there.” He nodded to himself.

“How are things at Longdale?”

Longdale, Sol Garrowby’s farm, teetered on the edge of survival; had done so for years now but since Nathaniel had begun working there four years ago its slow, relentless slide towards disaster had been halted. That much had she gathered from Nathaniel’s infrequent letters.

Nathaniel shrugged. “Much the same. Sol drinks more than ever. I’m hard put to keep things going. It’d be one of the best farms in the Dales if he did his share. I wish …” He broke off and shrugged. “Anyway, we’ve got some good lambs this year, the best. And young Molly’s getting married in the autumn.”

“And Gilda?” Sarah lowered her eyes to the wall where a brown and orange butterfly slowly opened and closed its wings in the warmth of the morning sun. In the silence that followed her question she could hear the distant cry of lambs and faint voices from the direction of the stables. She glanced up at Nathaniel and met his intent gaze. A shiver slid up her spine.

“She’s fine.” His voice was clipped and neutral but Sarah sensed a shift in the atmosphere. “Let’s go.” He took her hand.

“Where?”

“Anywhere. We’ve got all day.” He bent his head and planted a kiss on her cheek, and she felt the fine dark stubble of his chin graze her skin. The smell of wood smoke and horse and clean fresh sweat filled her nostrils. He turned away and reached into the saddlebag suspended on Pilgrim’s flank.

“Happy birthday lass.” He spun round, one work-hardened hand behind his back, and tipped her chin up gently with the other. She met the brilliant blue of his gaze with steady eyes. “So grown up,” he went on. “Where have all the years gone?”

Where indeed, thought Sarah. She knew those years had changed her. She was not the thin, restless girl with fiery hair who had left Alderby years ago, nor the blossoming girl-woman of his last visit. Now, according to the looking glass in the sewing room, she knew herself to be a woman, full-breasted and fine-waisted, her dress falling softly over the gentle swell of her hips. There her awareness stopped, for she was not given to vanity. She was oblivious to the skin that glowed with youth and health; to the flash of emerald eyes that sparkled beneath finely arched brows, and the gleam of white, even teeth when she smiled. She was pleased in an absent-minded way that her hair was no longer the eye-catching red of her girlhood but unaware of its deep auburn beauty, shot through with golden lights. What little puppy-fat she’d had was gone, revealing high, finely chiselled cheek bones and a strong, determined chin that she rued, on the odd occasion that she thought about it, as unfeminine.

Nathaniel’s deep voice broke into her thoughts.

“Close your eyes and hold your hands out.”

Excitement flared in Sarah’s breast for a moment before she obediently closed her eyes and stood there, waiting with hands held out as the seconds ticked by. She waited for him to speak, to tell her to open her eyes but the words were never spoken. No gift was placed in her waiting hands. Instead, she felt his arms encircle her and draw her to him, then his mouth claimed hers in a heated rush.

For a moment Sarah did not move. Then her eyes opened wide and she jerked her head back with a gasp as the world spun about her and her heart thundered in her breast.

“Nathaniel—”

His arms slackened slightly as she stared up at him and for endless moments they held each other’s gaze. Then she moved closer, imperceptibly, questioningly, and once more their lips met.

It was Nathaniel who stepped back this time, his breathing not quite steady. She felt the tremor of his hands upon her shoulders. He gave a rueful smile.

“Well, lass, that wasn’t what I meant to give you. But it was very nice all the same. Here.” He held out a small bundle. “I hope you like it.”

She gave him a quick uncertain smile and unwrapped it. The folds of cloth fell away and revealed an intricately carved pendant, and her eyes widened with pleasure. She smiled up at him.

“It’s beautiful.” She held it up by its braided leather thong. “What is it? Ivory?”

Nathaniel shook his head and a lock of dark hair fell over his brow.

“Whalebone, actually. I got the piece off a sailor and cut it down.”

“You made this? You did the carving?” She saw the colour stain his cheeks.

“Aye. I copied it though.”

“Where from?”

He cleared his throat and looked embarrassed. “From a coloured plate in a book I … borrowed from the church. Don’t worry, it was put back.”

She placed it on the palm of her hand and looked at the marvel of fine carved lines forming a Celtic knot that framed the heart-shaped centre and the letters intertwined there.

She held it this way and that, then the corners of her mouth lifted in a smile.

“SR and NA,” she murmured. “Our initials. Remember the oak tree, back in Cope’s Wood?”

“I do.” He looked at her. “I remember well.”

Sarah smiled at him.

And do you remember the promise we made to each other, she thought, all those years ago? Ten, we both were. You’d just had your birthday and you carved a heart in the trunk of the tree with our initials, and asked me to marry you. I laughed and told you I couldn’t because I was older than you, by ten months. Then you argued that it didn’t matter, as long as we married in June or July while we were the same age, and I said, yes. You kissed me then, on the cheek, a clumsy boyish kiss and I kissed you back.

“You like it?” Nathaniel reached out and took the pendant from her and held it up. “Here, let me put it on for you.”

Sarah held her chin high as he lifted the thong gently over her head and settled it into place around her neck. The brush of his fingers on her skin took her breath as he centred it over her bodice, and she saw the heat in his eyes.

“It’s exquisite. I love it,” she said.

As I love you, Nathaniel. No longer as a childhood playmate but as a woman loves a man.

The realisation was too new, too precious, to speak aloud.

She watched him turn and walk over to his horse, now grazing under the trees at the edge of the road. He took up the reins and brought the animal back to her.

“Can you ride up behind me?” He eyed her skirts doubtfully and catching his gaze she half-smiled, remembering the simpler clothes of her childhood. She nodded.

Nathaniel swung himself up into the saddle with a lithe and effortless movement and reached a hand down to her. She passed her bag up to him then hesitated. No longer a twelve-year-old hoyden, she had several petticoats as well as a long skirt with which to deal. In the end she hoisted them up over her knees and lifted a foot into the stirrup, grasping Nathaniel’s hand. With a swift easy movement he pulled her up and she settled herself behind the cantle of the saddle.

“All right?”

“Yes. Just let me sort these petticoats out. Oh, damn!” There was a ripping sound and Nathaniel laughed.

“Nice language for a lady.”

“I don’t care. That was my best petticoat.” Sarah’s protest was cut short as the gelding, unused to the double burden, gave a skittish plunge. Sarah clamped her arms tightly around Nathaniel’s waist as they took off at a brisk canter. Half a mile on Nathaniel eased Pilgrim back to a steady walk and they followed the road in silence, meeting no one as the day grew warmer. Sarah sat with her cheek pressed against Nathaniel’s shirt, breathing in the scent of warm cotton, shockingly aware of the taut muscles and the heat of his flesh beneath her fingers. Aware as never before that he was no longer a boy but a man. Around them the hum of bees in the wildflowers by the roadside filled the air and birdsong echoed across the valley. Along the far horizon, glimpsed through the trees that lined the winding road, lay the brooding presence of Scawton moor.

The forest thickened, enclosing them in a cathedral of deep green through which ran a river, its deep pools reflecting the tracery of boughs above. In a little while they reached a bend in the river where the shallow water danced and sparkled over rocks. Beyond lay a wide still pool. A scatter of white clouds from the sky above was reflected in its waters and here and there a fish broke the surface, gulping at the insects that hovered and flashed over the water. The ground rose sharply to the north of the pool, disappearing into a thicket of young oaks and sycamores. Nathaniel reined in and swung a leg over the horse’s neck, landing neatly on the sandy bank. Reaching up, he grasped Sarah round the waist and lifted her down.

Once more his mouth found hers. Pilgrim dropped his head and began to graze, as oblivious to the two lovers as they were to his meandering feast.

“We must stop this, lass.”

Pilgrim pricked an ear at the hoarseness of his master’s voice and sidled round a thicket of sycamore saplings, searching for the soft green summer grass that grew beneath them.

Sarah merely tightened her grip on Nathaniel’s shoulders as his mouth trailed soft kisses down her neck.

“No,” she breathed. “We mustn’t.”

“Sarah.” Nathaniel’s reply was strained. “We must. I should never have started it.” He slid his hands up over her shoulders and caressed her cheek with the back of a hand. “You’ll come to me on our wedding night as you are at this moment. As I will to you.”

Sarah’s heart leapt. “We’ll marry? When, Nathaniel?” She stepped back abruptly and her face fell as frustration and disappointment filled her. “How can we? I’ll not be allowed—it’s not permitted for servants to marry.”

“And I’ve no way of providing for you, not just yet, but soon, my love. Another year, two at the most, and I’ll shake the soil of Longdale from my boots and walk on my own land, somewhere in the Dales. And I’ll come for you. You’ll love the place. There’s something about it—I can’t describe it. The air is like wine, fresh, crisp and heady. In winter the hills are white and silent, and in summer the colours are breathtaking—golden gorse and purple heather. And I’m earning a fair wage, Sarah. Not a fortune, but enough to save. I’ve got a bit put aside. Before long I’ll have enough to put down on a place of my own. On that very day I’ll ride up to the Hall and fetch you.” He took her hands in his. “Let’s see how Rose Jackson likes that.”

Laughter danced across Sarah’s face. She’d look forward to that day, oh how she would. All the misery Rose had inflicted on her since the day she arrived at Ravenswood Hall rose within her, try as she might to supress it. The laughter died and her breath caught in a sob.

Nathaniel drew her to him in a gentle embrace. “I know, lass. I know what she’s put you through. If God’s good she’ll get her comeuppance one day and if I can make it sooner rather than later I will.”

She laid her cheek against his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heart, safe and secure in his arms. After a little while common sense asserted itself. She could wait, knowing Nathaniel’s promise would be fulfilled before too long. They had the whole day in front of them. As if he had read her thoughts Nathaniel straightened up and smiled down at her.

“What shall we do then, if we’re to behave ourselves?” He arched an eyebrow and gave her a mischievous grin. “We could go and look at the abbey. I know you’ve always wanted to see it.”

“Rievaulx? How far is it?”

“Six or seven miles. An hour, hour and a half.”

It was more like two hours later as Nathaniel drew rein at the crest of a low hill and they looked down into the shallow wooded valley in which nestled the massive ruins of Rievaulx abbey. The towering arches, flanked by crumbling walls, loomed above the countryside and dwarfed the cottages scattered in its shadow. They rode on, following the grassy wagonway and dismounting in the shadow of the south wall.

Sarah tilted her head back to peer at the ruined windows far above, splendid even in their desolation.

“It must have been beautiful once,” she mused. “How did it come to be in such a state? Henry the Eighth, I suppose.”

“Aye.” Nathaniel nodded. “It’s seen some troubles, for all this is such a peaceful place.” In the silence that followed his words, the sound of his stomach rumbling brought a smile to Sarah’s face.

“It’s time we started back. Here—” she reached into her bag and retrieved a couple of thick crusty pies, oozing gravy and smelling enticingly of prime beef. “I made extra last night. Rose retired early with a headache possibly connected to the empty brandy bottle I found at the back of the pantry.” She smiled as Nathaniel sank his teeth into the rich pastry and gave a grunt of satisfaction. For several moments they ate in silence. Pilgrim, too, made the most of the ample grazing at his feet.

All too soon the simple meal was finished and the ride back begun, but Sarah told herself she would remember this day forever. The day Nathaniel had asked her to be his wife.

The light was beginning to fade as they dismounted at the back of the Hall grounds. Nevertheless, they lingered, unwilling to say goodbye for it would be months, even a year or longer before they could meet again. Nathaniel tethered Pilgrim and walked Sarah slowly towards the back of the great stone edifice of Ravenswood Hall, three storeys high and a hundred yards long. Hand in hand they made their way through the orchard. As they reached the glasshouses the rumble of a wheelbarrow brought them to a halt and Nathaniel drew Sarah into the dimness of a potting shed. Someone passed by, whistling a tuneless melody, and the sound of boots crunching over gravel faded into the distance. Nathaniel peered cautiously out of the doorway.

“All clear. Come on, lass, before we’re seen and I get you thrown out on your ear.”

They made their way to where the back door that opened into the kitchen came into view and here Nathaniel halted, turning to face Sarah. He kissed her softly one last time and she clung to him, breathing in deeply the scent of him, storing the comfort of it deep in her memory. Then he pushed her gently away.

“Get yourself in, lass, before I change my mind and kidnap you. I’ll ride by on my way back to Longdale. If I can’t get to see you I’ll leave you a note in yon hollow tree.” He turned once and smiled at her as he walked away and she stood, bereft, until he vanished from view.

She was late. The kitchen was empty. The sounds of plates being scraped reached her ears and she knew that supper was over and the table in the servants’ hall was being cleared. There would be nothing left for her. Rose would be sure to make a point of that.

I don’t care, she thought, I’ve eaten well enough today—I couldn’t eat another thing. And Nathaniel and I are going to be married. A wave of joy surged through her and she lifted her skirts and danced lightly round the great scrubbed table that filled the centre of the kitchen.

“That’ll be enough of that, thank you very much. And where do you think you’ve been all day, madam?”

Sarah’s steps faltered as Rose’s scowling face appeared in the doorway.

“It was my day off, Mrs Jackson,” she replied. “I know I’m a little late back but it’s only half-past eight.”

“There’s no supper left. You’ll have to go hungry,” Rose went on. “And no more than you deserve after defying me this morning. Get in that scullery and do them breakfast dishes now, and all the rest of the crocks. We couldn’t get to the sink for the breakfast stuff so you can do the lot. Get in there and get them done.”

Sarah’s mouth closed in a grim line, strangling the retort that sprang to her lips. It would only make things worse. Silently she turned away into the scullery and began on the mountain of greasy dishes stacked haphazardly on every surface.

Violet Pickersgill, one of the kitchen maids, came in and dumped an armful of supper plates on the shelf under the window and gave Sarah a sly smile before slipping out again.

She could hear the murmur of low voices just outside the scullery door as she bent over the sink, scraping away at the congealed food set hard in the saucepans but she worked on, ignoring the sound. Not until a finger jabbed her sharply in the back did she drop the pan she was scrubbing and spin round to meet the triumphant scowl of the cook.

“Like mother, like daughter, and my word it’s true. You’ve been with a man all day, haven’t you? And as if that wasn’t bad enough you brought him back here—” Rose shoved her face at Sarah, showering her with spittle as she went on with her tirade. “—almost to the house, carryin’ on with him in plain view of young Pickersgill here. Mortified, she was. Scandalous. We’ll see what Lady Hester’s got to say about this, you mark my words. You’ll be out on your ear this time, and no mistake. And no more than you deserve.”

Sarah stared at her in horror. There was no way out of this one; the rules for the female staff were clear-cut and strictly enforced. No followers; no male callers. As she turned back to the sink the dishes blurred before her. The day she had thought was the most wonderful day of her life was spoilt; ruined.

* * *


 

CHAPTER THREE

After farewelling Sarah, Nathaniel kept riding through the long summer twilight for he was keen to reach home, and Pilgrim showed no sign of tiring. Alderby was a fifty mile ride that would take him most of tomorrow to accomplish. He kept to a steady trot, mindful of the shadows cast here and there by the trees that grew along the edge of the road; he was unwilling to risk a fall.

For many miles his thoughts were only of Sarah. He could hardly believe that she had said she would marry him. He’d had no intention of asking her, not yet, but seeing her again after the intervening two years had reminded him that time was passing and he could not risk losing her. That she loved him he had never doubted, but he had taken a chance asking her now, with nothing behind him. Well, almost nothing. Sufficient perhaps to put down on a small farm, one that would take all the hours God sent to build up into something fitting for his beloved. Old Tom Morwell’s little farm might be on the market before long, he mused. The old man had four score years behind him and no kin wanting to take over the farm. Not that he wished the man gone for he had become a good friend to Nathaniel.

At the crest of a hill he raised his arms in triumph and clenched his fists with joy. Pilgrim responded by breaking into a canter, tossing his head and dancing sideways along the downhill lane. Laughing, Nathaniel eased the big gelding back to a trot and rode on to York where he took a bed for the night. It was a city he knew well, for Sol Garrowby sent him there for supplies each quarter, a trip that necessitated an overnight stay.

The next day dawned grey and wet with ragged clouds streaming across the sky, driven by a fierce gale. He put off his departure as long as he dared. The wind died a little by midmorning and braving the steady rain that fell from louring pewter-coloured clouds, he set off once more. By mid-afternoon the clouds vanished and the sun poured down on steaming fields and muddy roads. Eager to reach home, he kept going after sunset by the light of the rising moon. Full and golden, it all but turned the summer evening back to day.

Just outside Alderby the road was blocked by a fallen tree and he was forced to detour around the back of Dick Newsome’s turnip field and alongside the village midden. A sour breeze floated up from the patch of waste as he passed. A group of ravens, taking advantage of the brilliant moonlight, scavenged in the rubbish, watched by a keen-eyed owl hovering overhead. Whether the owl was attracted by something fleeing from a raven’s beak or simply seized by bad temper he would never know, but as the owl collided with the ravens in an explosion of feathers an unearthly screech filled the air. Pilgrim shied violently. Nathaniel, half-asleep, lost his seat and hit the ground hard.

He came to moments later and climbed groggily to his feet. Pilgrim stood waiting, quiet and subdued.

“Not your fault, old boy,” muttered Nathaniel. “I should’ve had my wits about me.” He shook his head and winced, wiping away a trickle of blood from his forehead. Something at his feet glinted in the moonlight against a charred timber spar and he bent and picked it up, frowning at the pain in his head. It was a metal belt buckle, tarnished from some intense flame but still solid. He slipped it into his pocket; perhaps it would clean up and come in useful. Taking hold of the reins he swung into the saddle and rode on. Shortly he paused beside the water trough by the Three Oaks and let his weary horse drink its fill. Five minutes later he was turning it loose in the home field.

The front door was never locked. He lifted the sneck quietly and made his way upstairs to his room. It was cold and smelt of damp and the bed wasn’t made up but he wrapped himself in a couple of blankets and was instantly asleep.

* * *

“You’re home then.” His mother’s voice cut through the tangled nightmare that had disturbed the last of his night’s sleep. Nathaniel opened his eyes, squinting against the painful glare of the morning sun.

“Harry saw Pilgrim when he went to let the cows out after milking. When did you get in, lad?”

Nathaniel heaved himself into a sitting position and rubbed his eyes. “Somewhere between midnight and dawn I reckon,” he said, and yawned. “Did you get my letter?”

“Aye, we did and we were hoping you’d make it home but you said you weren’t certain what day. How long have you got and what have you done to your head?”

He shrugged and the sudden movement made him wince.

“Fell off near the midden.” He lifted a tentative finger to his head. “I’ll have to leave the day after tomorrow.”

His mother’s face fell. “Well then, best you get up and put in an appearance. It’s washday and I’m up to my ears in soapsuds, but the others are all downstairs having a cup of tea. Come on down and let me see to that cut.” She squeezed his shoulder and smiled down on him, happiness lighting up her face. Nathaniel listened to her brisk footsteps on the stairs and closed his eyes, rubbing his temple in an attempt to dispel the nagging ache there. Fleeting memories of the nightmare that had disturbed his brief hours of sleep returned. They were no doubt the aftermath of his fall. He could not recall the substance, just the fear and anguish, the sense of being pursued and hunted, and he rose from the bed with a shudder. If it was washday his discarded breeches could use a wash. He picked them up and shook them to dislodge the dried mud, and something fell to the floor with a clatter and lay glinting in the morning light. It was the belt buckle he had found last night near the midden. He bent down and picked it up, and looked at it closely. It was cleverly wrought; a writhing dragon danced around the edges, its lashing tail forming the crossbar. There was something old about it, something in the design that spoke of skilled craftsmanship and he slipped it into his bag. He needed a new belt. He had the leather for it, and now he had the buckle.

Cold water from the scullery tap refreshed him and drove away the remnants of sleep. He walked into the kitchen to greet his family, filled with the pleasure of coming home. It had been too long since his last visit.

His father was there, and Harry—grown into manhood now—and his young brother Albert, all seated round the kitchen table. An enormous teapot sat in the centre of it, beneath a brightly coloured tea cosy. Beside it was a plate piled high with scones that oozed butter, with a pot of blackberry jam beside it. Nothing had changed, he thought, looking around him at the familiar surroundings. The great iron range still filled the room with warmth and the aromas of cooking. On the hearth before
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