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      in memory of the night we sailed
      

      
      out of Harstad

      
      and felt

      
      the call of the North
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      Chapter One

      
      The icy wind, born in the frozen wastes of the Arctic, had blown thousands of lonely miles across the cold, grey sea. It swirled
         over the bleak North Yorkshire moors, beating at the stunted heather, rippling the pools of melted snow and chilling the drifts
         which remained on the north-facing slopes of the gullies and valleys. The snows of January 1780 had felt an unusual touch
         of warmth so early in the year but now the wind reminded them that, on these desolate heights, February could bring the worst
         of the winter.
      

      
      It howled with extra vigour as it swept over the edge of the moors and lashed at Pickering, overlooking the fertile vale on
         which the market town based its workaday prosperity. It sent merchants, their trading done, hurrying to the comfort of their
         fireside in their solidly built mansions; it drove housewives to hasten their last purchases in the market so that they could
         sooner seek the shelter of their cottages and warmth in the cup from the kettle on the reckon; while poorer folk were sent
         scurrying to their hovels hoping that the rotting thatch would hold against the buffeting.
      

      
      Its chill bit deep into Ruth Harwood’s bones as she stumbled along the soggy path between Pickering and the tiny hamlet of
         Cropton, crouched on a spur of a hill five miles to the east of the market town. Her slim, abused body sought warmth in the
         tension which gripped her shoulders, hunched against the frenzied wind.
      

      
      She drew her torn shawl tighter around her worn, fustian dress, holding it at her throat with her right hand while her left
         gripped the piece of ham hidden beneath its folds as if her very life depended on it. If she returned home without it, or
         was late, she would feel the savage slash of her step-father’s belt, and in his most sadistic moods he used the buckle end
         on her. She shuddered, recollecting the ugly weals and blue-black bruises which marked her.
      

      
      Ruth quickened her slithering steps. She must snatch a few precious, prearranged minutes with David Fernley. They were the
         only comfort in a harsh and drab life. He was the only person who gave her hope. She needed to know he was nearby, that he
         would always be there, otherwise her whole world would collapse and she would not be able to face the emptiness.
      

      
      She turned towards a byre standing in the corner of a field a quarter of a mile from the cottage in which David lived with
         his mother and father, his brother and two sisters.
      

      
      How Ruth envied them their closeknit family life, happy in spite of the harsh existence. But at least Kit Fernley had a steady
         job as a confined labourer to the squire. He worked hard, tilled his own little plot around the cottage for potatoes and vegetables and was allowed to keep and graze
         a cow. Hopefully, one day, she would be taken into that family group when she married David. It was that thought, held in
         her own secret mind, which made life bearable.
      

      
      The day darkened. Ruth, her eyes troubled with anxiety, glanced upwards. The strengthening wind drove the first clouds from
         the north scudding across the sky. Spots of rain stung her pale face. She broke into a half run and stumbled through the sacking
         hanging over the byre door just as the first swish of heavy rain soaked the old, stone building.
      

      
      She stood, her chest heaving, her slender body relieved to be free of the buffeting, her eyes piercing the gloom, looking
         for David. The light which filtered through holes in the roof, and through the tears in the skin across the windows, revealed
         only the cow, which lay contentedly chewing its cud among some old straw at one end of the byre.
      

      
      Panic seized Ruth’s heart. David was not here! Why? Where was he? She had felt sure he would be waiting. Oh, he must come.
         She must see him, if only for a few moments, just sufficient to draw strength to endure her mother’s spiteful tongue and step-father’s
         fists. How long could she wait? She frowned and turned in anxious agitation to the doorway.
      

      
      Dropping the ham on the floor, she drew the sacking back and peered through the veil of lashing rain, but there was no one.
         The wind howled, its shrieks filled with mockery.
      

      
      With a sigh she let the sacking fall into place. David had said he would be here. She had never known him break a promise.
         She could wait a few minutes. Ruth slid the shawl from her head and let it drape round her shoulders. She ran her hands through
         her lank hair, remembering the time thirteen years ago when, as a child of five, she sat on her mother’s knee while her mother
         ran a brush gently through it, making the copper-tinted tresses shimmer in the autumn sunshine. Those had been happy days,
         poor though they were. But suddenly they were shattered when, that Christmas, her mother had married Nathan Cornforth, the
         brutal man who was not Ruth’s father.
      

      
      He had resented her as an intruder and, in spite of her mother’s pleading, had refused to let his step-daughter take his name.
         So Ruth had grown up with her mother’s maiden name, evidence that she was a bastard, a stigma which marked her life and made
         her the butt of other children’s cruel teasing. Only David stood up for her and protected her from the barbs.
      

      
      Her step-father, a day labourer who, with his drunken ways, inspired no confidence, survived on the good nature of the squire
         who had compassion on an ever increasing family. Some said it was because of Ruth but her stepfather afforded her no credit
         for that and never let her forget that she was not his true daughter.
      

      
      At first, the mother had comforted the child whenever her husband was absent for she dare not show one morsel of affection
         for her in his presence. But, as Ruth moved into teenage years, her mother’s solace waned and vanished in a sea of jealousy.
         Rebecca Cornforth saw her daughter developing into an attractive young woman. She envied Ruth her youth and beauty and the lithe, firm body which any man would be glad to take. Ruth’s proud, high cheekboned features,
         her air and carriage reminded Rebecca of her father, so different from the man she married.
      

      
      In envy, Rebecca sided more and more with her husband against her daughter. She gave her the poorest of rags when she had
         finished with them and Ruth could not remember the last time she had had something unworn. She came to expect her only food
         to be scraps thrown from the table, not knowing that, secretly, her mother was delighted to see her daughter lose weight and
         with it the attraction she had noticed reflected in her husband’s lascivious eye.
      

      
      Ruth glanced at the doorway. If she did not go soon, she would be late with her step-father’s meal and that raised the spectre-like
         image of him, fist raised, his face taut in sadistic pleasure as he relished the pain he would inflict on her. She should
         go but she wanted to stay. She fiddled nervously with the ends of her shawl as she paced up and down.
      

      
      Suddenly she stopped, her mind frozen by the half-heard sound. She inclined her head, listening intently. Had she been mistaken?
         She strained to hear above the lashing rain. No! There it was again. It grew louder. Someone was running. David! It must be.
         The thought sent joy coursing through her.
      

      
      Three quick steps took Ruth to the doorway. She jerked the sacking aside and saw a figure, dark against the rain, bent to
         the buffeting wind, shoulder half-turned as if forcing a way through it, running towards the byre. Nearer and nearer. David!
         A smile broke across her face. She ran her free hand through her hair, conscious of a desire to look her best.
      

      
      She stepped to one side as David burst through the doorway out of the rain. She let the covering drop back into place and
         swung round to face him. He was throwing off the piece of sacking which had kept the shoulders of his sleeved waistcoat dry
         as he ran from home. His buckled shoes and hand-knitted stockings below knee-breeches were spattered with mud. There was laughter
         in his eyes as he held out his arms to her.
      

      
      She flung herself to him and buried her head against his chest. She drew comfort and confidence from the feel of his tall,
         straight body, broad for its eighteen years, toughened by an unyielding life on the land, which brought little reward. His
         face beaten by the sun and wind, swept by the rain, already bore marks of that life but there was still the thrust of youth
         about his dark, deep-set eyes and a determination about his firm lips which strengthened the feeling of protection she drew
         from him.
      

      
      ‘Thee’s trembling, luv.’ David eased her gently away from him so he could look into her eyes.

      
      She met his searching gaze. ‘I thought you might not come when it was silin’ down.’

      
      ‘Rain wouldn’t stop me. Sorry I’m late but I had to talk to Pa and Ma.’ David paused. Concern clouded his eyes. He raised
         a hand and gently fingered the bruise on her left cheek. ‘Ruth … ?’
      

      
      ‘That’s nowt,’ she hastened to reassure him as she took his hand in hers and started towards the corner of the byre. ‘That
         was last night.’
      

      
      David frowned. ‘Why?’

      
      She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Why?’ She gave a half laugh as she flopped into the hay. ‘He don’t need a reason when he’s drunk.’
      

      
      David stood staring down at her, fury and anger threatening to burst free. His knuckles gleamed white through his clenched
         fists. How could anybody lay a hand on Ruth? How could anybody get pleasure from inflicting pain on her? His lips tightened.
      

      
      ‘Is thee telling me everything? That drunken sod didn’t … ?’ The words demanded the truth, and then came sharp with resolution:
         ‘If he did, I’ll knock t’ living daylights out of him?’
      

      
      Ruth’s attention was riveted on David standing over her. He looked so tall, so powerful, those clenched hands ready to avenge
         her. She saw his muscles ripple beneath his coarse shirt. His jaw was tight and his eyes half closed as if visualising a confrontation
         with her step-father. Ruth had never seen him like this before. He had never threatened what he would do. He had expressed
         his horror at the beatings but had never mentioned retaliation. She felt herself gripped by a strange elation, a feverish
         belief that the end of her troubles was in sight.
      

      
      ‘No, there was nowt else, and I’ve had worse thrashings,’ she started. Uttering that word had reminded her that she must not
         be late home. ‘Davey, I can’t stay long, or I really will catch it in t’ neck. It’s market day, remember?’
      

      
      David knew only too well what that meant. He dropped into the hay beside her and took her hands in his. ‘Been thieving again?’
         he asked, knowing his frown of disapproval meant little against Ruth’s step-father’s threats.
      

      
      ‘What else can I do?’ Her eyes questioned him. ‘If I don’t get his meat he’ll beat me.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, but if thee gets caught – it’s deportation!’ His voice was cramped with horror. He dreaded the worst, the loss of Ruth
         for ever.
      

      
      ‘David,’ she said gently, ‘I won’t get caught. Better to risk that than a belting. He allus comes home drunk on market day,
         and if I cross him I pays.’ Her brow furrowed. ‘I must be off.’
      

      
      ‘Not yet!’ David tightened his grip on Ruth’s hands, preventing her from rising. ‘I’ve summat to tell thee.’

      
      Her eyes fixed on David, puzzled at the gravity on his face as he stared at their linked hands.

      
      ‘Well?’ she prompted.

      
      David looked up. ‘I’m leaving – gannin’ t’ Whitby!’ The words came sharply, beating at Ruth like the rain lashing the byre.

      
      Her eyes widened in disbelief. She gaped at him. Incredulity turned to horror as the nightmare bit into her numbed mind.

      
      ‘What! You can’t! Why? why?’ Her voice rose like the cry of a stricken bird doomed to die on the moorland wastes.

      
      Ruth’s distress tore at David’s heart and he wished he could spare her the pain. He ran his broad, rough fingers down her
         smooth cheek with the same caressing touch which had so often given comfort to the girl he loved. Then, she had responded
         with warm, reciprocal feeling. But now there was no reaction. It hurt him to see her grey eyes filling with tears.
      

      
      ‘I’m gannin’ for us, lass,’ he explained, his voice gentle. ‘It’s the only chance we’ll have. There’s nowt here for us. I can get work only now and again. What sort of life’s that?’
      

      
      ‘We’ll manage. I don’t want you to gan.’ The sadness in Ruth’s eyes was touched with pleading. ‘You’re the only joy I have.’
         Her words choked on a sob. Nausea gripped her. She saw compassion and sorrow in David’s eyes, but there was also a grim determination
         which she had never seen before. It drove her into a deep well of despair and her very being seemed to crumble as if her lifeblood
         was draining away. She could no longer hold back the tears and as they flowed, like a moorland stream in spate, she slumped
         against him, her head buried hard against her chest. Sobs racked her body. Life would be hell without David near. She wished
         she could curl up in a corner and never wake up to the loneliness which awaited her.
      

      
      He let her cry, holding her close, stroking her hair with the lightest of touches and rocking gently as a mother would comfort
         a young child.
      

      
      When he felt the sobs subside, David spoke with a voice which caressed. ‘I’m gannin’ because I love thee. We’ll be together
         soon, lass, I promise.’ He eased her from him and gently raised her head with a finger under her chin. He looked deep into
         her eyes, then, leaning forward slowly, kissed each of them in tender compassion to drive away the last of the tears.
      

      
      ‘But why gan, Davey?’ Ruth asked, still bewildered by his announcement.

      
      ‘There’s nay future here,’ he replied.

      
      ‘But your pa’s all right …’ started Ruth.

      
      ‘Oh, aye,’ cut in David, ‘Pa’s content as a confined labourer – he’s certain of work and regular money. And with Ma skivvyin’ three days a week at the hall, they manage. But there’s
         only occasional work for me and John. He’s prepared to bide his time until he’s a confined labourer. I’m not.’ His voice hardened
         with determination. I want something better than a life of poverty in Cropton. I want a decent home, and fine clothes for
         thee. I’ll have a better chance to get them in Whitby. I know I can do it. I will do it! One day thee’ll be proud of me.’
      

      
      Ruth listened in amazement as the words poured out unabated, like a moorland fire once it has a hold on the tinder-like heather.
         The tenacity and eagerness in his voice transmitted their passion. She could feel his excitement as he looked into the future.
      

      
      ‘Then tak’ me with you,’ she begged.

      
      The brightness in David’s eyes clouded over. ‘I can’t. Thee’ll be all alone in Whitby after I sail with the whaleships.’

      
      Ruth’s breath caught in her throat. ‘Whaleships! Not the whaleships!’ Her eyes widened with horror and wild despair. ‘I’ll
         niver see you again! You’ll die in the Arctic!’
      

      
      David gave a half smile as he placed his hands firmly on her shoulders. ‘Course I won’t. I’ll be back in five or six months.’

      
      ‘Months!’ she groaned, rolling her eyes in distress. ‘What on earth gave you such a fool notion?’

      
      David pulled her gently to him and cradled her against his chest. ‘I was nine …’ he started.

      
      ‘Nine?’ Ruth jerked her head up in surprise.

      
      ‘Aye. Pa took me to Whitby when he went to see about selling hides and sheepskins for the squire.’ David’s mind spanned the years, recalling the busy, bustling Yorkshire port which sent its ships to all corners of the known world; the
         ships with their tall masts soaring high above the quays, their rigging trellising the sky; the pungent smells of fish and
         rope; the incessant screeching of the gulls as they wheeled in graceful flight, or flapped frenziedly in fight for some tempting
         tit-bit; and, not least of all, the river and sea swirling into unity between the protection of the two stone piers.
      

      
      ‘Pa showed me the whalers,’ he went on, ‘and told me they sail far to the north, to hunt big whales from tiny boats so that
         we can have oil for our lamps. I’ve wanted to sail with them ever since.’
      

      
      ‘You niver told me,’ she pouted.

      
      ‘Told no one until today. Told Ma and Pa this afternoon, that’s why I was late,’ he explained.

      
      ‘What did they say? Didn’t they try to stop you ganning’?’ Ruth would have been surprised if David had secured their blessing
         readily.
      

      
      ‘Course they did,’ he said, ‘but I finally persuaded ’em. So now I can gan and earn good money on a whaleship. After the first
         voyage, I’ll come for thee.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t know if they’ll tak’ you on for this season.’

      
      ‘If not, I’ll find some other work and gan to the whaleships next year.’

      
      ‘Then you’ll be gone longer,’ she cried. The prospect of even longer without him made her voice sharp with despair. ‘What
         will I do? Please don’t gan!’
      

      
      ‘I must, luv.’ David frowned. He knew the pain he was causing, but he also knew that the only way for a better life was to go now. Ruth would come to realise it and would thank him one day.
      

      
      She twisted round, pushing herself from his arms, and facing him with fury in her eyes. She sniffed back her tears and brushed
         her hair away from her cheeks. ‘You’re only thinking of thissen. What about me? You’re leaving me to a livin’ hell with no
         one to turn to.’ Her words blazed at David as she tried to shame him into staying. She sprang to her feet and her face flamed
         angrily down at him. ‘You don’t care about me. If you did you’d stay, or else tak’ me with you.’ Her lips curled in contempt.
         ‘You’re just abandoning me. You won’t …’
      

      
      David had scrambled quickly to his feet. He grabbed Ruth and jerked her to him. His eyes met hers, unflinching. ‘I’m not abandoning
         thee! It’s to help thee escape, to get a better life for us, to be rid of poverty.’
      

      
      ‘If you loved me …’ Her cry was cut off.

      
      ‘Course I love thee. That’s why I’m gannin’.’

      
      ‘It’s not.’

      
      David crushed her to him and his lips came down fiercely on hers, stifling the hurtful words which threatened to engulf them
         both. Ruth gasped at his unbridled passion. He had never kissed her like this before. She resisted for a brief moment. Then
         she was swept along on a tide of sheer joy, her anger forgotten.
      

      
      Her arms came up around his neck and she clung close to him as she returned his kiss. Her mind, cleared of its boiling fury,
         began to see a way in which she might still persuade David to stay. Show him what he would be missing if he went, show him
         how she could please him even more. So far their loving had gone no further than cuddling and kissing. There had been times when the temptation to give way to their desires was great but Ruth had always held back,
         remembering what had happened to other village girls who had gone too far. But now, she was prepared to go to the limit if
         it would hold David to her.
      

      
      Her lips trembled and sent a renewed hunger coursing through David’s veins. She felt his passion intensify and in the sensation
         her legs weakened. Her knees gave way and she sank into the hay, taking David with her, their lips still pressed together.
      

      
      ‘Ruth, Ruth, I do love thee, I do. Niver forget it,’ he gasped when their lips parted.

      
      ‘And I love you,’ she whispered. She caressed his face with her hand. It strayed across his chin and down to the buttons on
         his shirt. She unfastened two of them and slid her fingers teasingly across his chest.
      

      
      David pulled her closer and there was desire in his kiss and eagerness as his hand smoothed her breast.

      
      Her fingers moved across his belly to the top of his breeches. Soon she would have David in her power, able to bend him to
         her will, able to make him stay and forget Whitby and the whaleships. She pressed her warm, soft body closer to him, whispering
         into his ear, ‘I love you, David.’
      

      
      He moaned under her gentle caressing hands and she sighed as his finger marked the furrow between her breasts. ‘I’m yours,
         David, take me!’
      

      
      Suddenly he broke the kiss and rolled away from her. He lay spreadeagled in the hay, his eyes fixed on the roof, his body
         heaving with deep breaths as he fought to bring his craving under control.
      

      
      Ruth, her mind pounding as it was torn between her own desire and the thwarting of her plans, sat up and stared wildly at
         him. ‘What’s the matter?’ she snapped. ‘I thought you said you loved me.’
      

      
      ‘I do, Ruth, I do.’ David turned his head and saw annoyance in her eyes. ‘But this is not the way; this is not the time. When
         I come back from the whaleships, when I can tak’ thee to Whitby, when I know our future’s safe, then I’ll love thee as you
         want me now.’ He sat up and came closer to her. He pressed her pouting lips with his fingers but she took no notice and kept
         her eyes downcast. ‘Please, try to understand,’ he went on. ‘What I’m doing will be best. It’ll mean a new life, we’ll be
         better off and you’ll be able to forget all the brutality you’ve suffered.’
      

      
      The word startled Ruth. She glanced up at him and he was disturbed by the frightened look which flashed into her eyes like
         some cornered animal. ‘Oh, God, I’ll be late. He’ll be waitin’ for me.’ She scrambled to her feet, straightened her clothes,
         and grabbed her shawl from the hay. Panic gripped her as the vision of her step-father, belt in hand, drove all other thoughts
         from her mind. Maybe, just maybe, he had lingered at the inn longer than usual, maybe the rain had deterred him from leaving
         Pickering. Maybe she would still be home before him.
      

      
      David was on his feet beside her. ‘Calm down, Ruth, calm down,’ he urged.

      
      ‘Could you if you knew you was going to get a belting? I must be off.’

      
      As she turned, David grabbed her by the arm. ‘I’ll come with thee an’ see he don’t touch thee.’

      
      ‘An’ what happens after you’ve gone? I get it worse.’ Ruth was wild-eyed. Desperately she shook herself free from David’s hold. She ran across the byre and bent for the ham.
      

      
      ‘Ruth, I’ll see thee afore I go tomorrow,’ he called.

      
      She froze. She straightened slowly and looked round at him. ‘Tomorrow!’ she gasped.

      
      David nodded. ‘I must beat the snow that’s coming. Thee knows how it can be on the moors between here an’ Whitby.’

      
      ‘So we won’t be coming to our byre any more.’ Ruth’s voice trailed away in dejection. She stared at him for what seemed an
         eternity. Disappointment, hurt, betrayal and accusation all crossed her face and raised an agonising torment in David’s very
         soul. Broken-hearted, tears streaming down her face, she turned, pulled the sacking aside and ran out into the pouring rain.
      

      
      David gazed at the sacking swaying in the wind. He flung himself forward and tore it down.

      
      ‘Ruth!’ The wind tossed his word away. His eyes narrowed to pierce the gloom of the driving rain. There was no one. Ruth had
         gone.
      

      
      Mud squelched through Ruth’s toes as she slithered and slipped towards the hovel she called home, though there was no home
         there as far as she was concerned. All it provided was a dry corner and a roof over her head.
      

      
      She was not aware of her wet clothes clinging miserably to her body. She was empty of all emotion, numbed by those three words:
         ‘I go tomorrow.’
      

      
      She gasped for breath, but dared not slacken her pace. Maybe she would be in time. Maybe …

      
      A figure appeared in the doorway of the cottage.
      

      
      Fear struck.

      
      Ruth’s step faltered. She saw her step-father, big, powerful, his shoulders hunched like some demon about to strike. He reached
         to his waist. A moment later he held his belt between his hands and then let one end drop beside him. The buckle dangled near
         the ground! She stopped, frozen by the thought of the hard metal biting into her flesh.
      

      
      ‘C’m on, y’ bastard!’ the voice boomed at her. ‘C’m ’ere!’ Ruth could not move. ‘C’m on! Where y’ been? Whorin’ again? Where’s
         my meat? Hell, if you’ve lost it …’ His voice trailed off in a snarl. ‘Fetch it!’ The words came with such viciousness that
         they startled Ruth. They jerked her back to reality. There was no escaping. Slowly she moved towards the cottage.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      David stepped into the kitchen, into the familiar world of the early Tuesday routine of the Fernley household, a routine which
         must be followed even if one member was about to break the family unity which, less than twenty-four hours ago, had seemed
         impregnable.
      

      
      In the centre of the big kitchen his father sat at the head of a scrubbed, whitewood table. His mother, at the opposite end,
         was spreading dripping on an oatcake. Betsy and Jessica on one side and John on the other were eating frumenty from wooden
         bowls. Above the turf fire a kettle hung on a reckon, puffing steam gently from its spout, and beside it fresh oatcakes were
         cooking on a backstan.
      

      
      David would always remember this homely scene, as well as that of his parents sitting of an evening in the two wooden chairs
         beside the fireplace, the long hard day’s work over, his father weary but contentedly smoking his pipe, his mother knitting
         or sewing, to eke out his father’s wage.
      

      
      Kit Fernley, Cropton born and bred, had impressed the squire by his ability and hard-working manner so that he had been offered
         a secure job on the farm, ensuring some stability and measure of comfort for his family. The hard days in the open had taken
         their toll and David had seen the lines on the weather-beaten face deepen recently. It hurt him to see the broad, powerful
         shoulders begin to assume a slight stoop and he knew that the years of scything, of lifing heavy sacks, of handling sheep
         and cattle, of being soaked by the rain and snow and penetrated by the wind were ageing his father with aches and pains. But
         Kit never complained and there was always a sparkle in his dark eyes so very much like David’s.
      

      
      ‘C’m on, lad, what’s kept thee?’ Kit said, pointing to the empty place at the table. He was sorry to see his son leave but
         hid his own feelings knowing that he had to be stong for Martha, his wife.
      

      
      ‘Been packing, Pa.’ David dropped his cloth bag beside the door.

      
      ‘Got everything?’ his mother asked, as he crossed the reed-covered floor.

      
      Their eyes met.

      
      Hers were filled with sadness brought about by the first major upheaval in the family. His pleaded for understanding and her
         blessing.
      

      
      Martha was a Pickering lass whom Kit had met one market day when love had blossomed to the exclusion of anything else. When
         they married, he was made a confined labourer and the squire offered him a rent-free, tied cottage.
      

      
      It hadn’t been easy raising four children on Kit’s wage of a pound a month. The daily labour of household chores seemed never ending but Martha also fitted in three days a week skivvying
         to earn a few coppers more.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Ma, couple o’shirts, my jump-jacket, a jersey and my shoes. I’m wearing my boots, sitha,’ replied David, pointing to
         his feet. He knew his mother would want to know every detail so she could approve.
      

      
      ‘Stockings?’ she queried.

      
      ‘Two pair,’ said David, as he pulled out his chair and sat down. He looked across at Betsy, who had not even glanced up when
         he came into the room. She kept her head down close to the bowl as she toyed with her frumenty. David spotted the tears she
         was trying to keep hidden. ‘Hi, Betsy, no crying,’ he said and added, ‘Thanks,’ to Jessica who had brought him a warm oatcake
         from the hearth.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want thee to gan,’ Betsy muttered. David was her favourite. Maybe it was the bond which sprang naturally between
         youngest and oldest, or maybe it was because David never tired of doing things for his fourteen-year-old sister, who not only
         carried her mother’s rosy features but also her good-natured temperament. Without doubt, David knew that she was destined
         for a life in the farming community around Cropton.
      

      
      ‘But I’ve got to,’ he replied.

      
      Betsy sniffed and shot an accusing glance at her brother. She felt he was deserting her without any thought as to how she
         felt.
      

      
      ‘Hast tha, lad?’ Kit’s voice came gruffly, half questioning, half challenging. He had been shocked by David’s announcement
         and a wakeful night spent worrying had not improved his morning temper.
      

      
      David glanced sharply at his father. ‘Pa, we went through all this yesterday. Thee knows why. I thought thee’d agreed.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, lad, but do thee really know what tha’s gannin’ to?’ Kit urged, looking up from the dripping he was spreading on a freshly
         cooked oatcake.
      

      
      ‘Pa, thee showed me the whaleships. I once met a young chap in Pickering who’d been whaling. He said it’s an exciting life.’
         David’s eyes brightened as he recalled the tales he had heard. ‘We’ll sail to the edge of the ice, and its daylight all the
         time up there.’
      

      
      ‘How can it be?’ snuffled Betsy derisively, half to herself.

      
      ‘It is,’ whispered Jessica, leaning towards her sister. ‘Shh, don’t interrupt.’ Jessica wanted David to go on. She sensed
         the eagerness in his voice. Her eyes, dark like David’s, gazed admiringly from an oval face framed by dark hair cascading
         to her shoulders. She was pleased her parents had agreed. At sixteen, hers was a deep sisterly love, unlike Betsy’s adoration.
         She knew she would feel David’s departure but it would be in the more grown-up way of a girl on the verge of womanhood. She
         dreaded the break in the family, the first loss in her life, but she wouldn’t hold David back, for she realised he was going
         to do something on which he had set his heart and she wanted him to achieve his ambition. She saw in David’s departure the
         possibility of her own escape from farm life which held little attraction for her. It was difficult for a girl to satisfy
         the restless burning within her, but with David in Whitby the possibility of doing so was greater. She wanted him to succeed
         not only for his sake but for hers too.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get paid good brass,’ he went on enthusiastically as if there had been no interruption. ‘Everyone gets a share of the
         catch when the ship gets back to Whitby. After six months this lad had come home with twenty pounds.’
      

      
      ‘What!’ Martha flopped back in her chair and stared disbelievingly at him.

      
      ‘Rubbish!’ sneered Kit. ‘He’d no such thing. Get such damn’ fool ideas out of your head.’

      
      ‘It’s not rubbish, Pa. He told me …’ David started to protest.

      
      ‘You’ll believe owt if you believe that,’ Kit mocked. ‘Besides, lad, remember, if it’s right, it’s nobbut for six months.
         What’s he do for the rest of the year?’ He eyed his son shrewdly, figuring he had made a point.
      

      
      ‘It’s more than you get,’ retorted David. He bit sharply at his oatcake.

      
      ‘Maybe it is, lad, but you’s forgettin’ I’m allowed a cow, so I get milk, I can keep a pig and some hens, and I lives rent
         free on top of twelve pounds a year.’ Kit reached for another oatcake.
      

      
      David swallowed. ‘Aye, Pa, but there’s a chance for promotion in whaling – there’s nowt in farming but hard work every day
         of the year.’
      

      
      This talk of big money upset Martha who hoped it wasn’t turning John’s thoughts the same way. She glanced at her younger son
         to reassure herself.
      

      
      Although John was staring goggle-eyed at David, she felt sure he would not follow his brother to Whitby. John was too much
         of the land. At seventeen there was still a lot of boy in him, though Martha had no doubt that, with David gone, John would approach manhood sooner. He was a fine, strong lad, happy to be helping his pa, even when there was
         no casual work for which the squire would pay him. His brown eyes always shone, and his square-cut face always glowed with
         pleasure after a day in the fields or out on the moors. He had an affinity with animals, always looked forward to lambing
         time and was eager to help when a cow was calving.
      

      
      No, John would never leave Cropton, nor would Betsy, but Jessica? Martha’s motherly intuition told her that Jessica might
         be another story for she was a lot like David.
      

      
      Wanting to prevent an argument developing, Martha stood up. ‘Finish your oatcake, lad, I’ll get some frumenty. What did Ruth
         say?’ Martha went to the hearth and lifted a pan which had been set close to the hot turf. She stirred the contents and spooned
         some into David’s bowl.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t want me to gan,’ he replied.

      
      Martha nodded but did not press the matter when David offered no more.

      
      The mention of Ruth set David wondering if Ruth was all right. Had she reached home before her step-father? Was he right in
         leaving her or should he take her to Whitby? But what would she do when he had sailed with the whaleships?
      

      
      ‘You finished, Betsy?’ Martha broke into his thoughts as she returned the pan to the hearth.

      
      ‘Yes, Ma,’ she replied sulkily.

      
      ‘Then, sup up your cocoa and get thissen ready for school,’ ordered Martha gently. She knew how much her youngest would miss
         David.
      

      
      ‘Don’t want t’ gan, an’ don’t want me cocoa!’
      

      
      ‘Now, none of that,’ Martha scolded. ‘You need a warm drink this cold morning.’

      
      ‘Come here, Betsy,’ David intervened to head off trouble. When she glanced sheepishly at him, he winked at her and inclined
         his head for her to come to him.
      

      
      She gulped her cocoa, slid off her chair and, with mouth set tight, came round the table.

      
      David fished among the coins in his breeches pocket, coins which he had saved secretly over a long period for the day he would
         leave for the whaleships.
      

      
      ‘Here you are,’ he said, putting one arm around his sister and holding up a halfpenny in the other. ‘Do as Ma says. No more
         crying, and treat thissen to some goodies at Mrs Simpson’s.’
      

      
      Betsy’s eyes brightened at the sight of the coin and the thought of sweets. ‘Oh, Davey, thanks.’

      
      He grinned and gave her a hug as she took the money. Her tears forgotten, and with David’s parting assuming some excitement
         for her, Betsy ran from the kitchen.
      

      
      Kit drained the last of his tea. ‘Well, I must away. Valley Field today.’ He pushed himself from his chair and went to the
         outside door from which he took his cloth coat from a peg. ‘Coming, John?’ he asked as he shrugged himself into it.
      

      
      ‘Aye, Pa,’ said John. He stood up and turned to David. ‘Sorry thee’s leaving, Davey, but best of luck.’ He held out his hand
         and felt it taken in a firm grip.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, John,’ said David. ‘Tak’ care of thissen, and Ma and Pa.’

      
      John nodded. There was a lump in his throat. He slackened his grip, slapped David on the shoulder and went for his coat.
      

      
      Kit crammed a round, felt hat on his head, and drew himself to his full height for the parting. He eyed David. ‘Well, lad,
         this is it.’
      

      
      He stood up and came to his father. Their hands met in a grip of deep affection. David saw a dampness in his father’s eyes.
         ‘Tak’ care, lad. Remember your promise. Back in six months if you don’t get work.’
      

      
      ‘Right, Pa.’ David’s voice broke.

      
      Kit knew it was no time to linger. He gave his son a friendly slap on the shoulder and without another word he and John hurried
         from the cottage.
      

      
      David turned slowly back to the table to see his mother standing beside his chair, the pan of frumenty in her hands. As usual
         she was wearing a white apron over her voluminous black dress and a mob cap covering her head. He could never recall seeing
         her with her hair down.
      

      
      ‘Some more, Davey? You need summat warm in thee. I put some raisins in specially.’ Martha started spooning into his bowl.

      
      ‘Thanks, Ma,’ he said as he sat down.

      
      ‘Ma, can I set David?’ Jessica glanced at her mother hopefully.

      
      ‘All right, lass,’ said Martha, straightening from placing the pan on the hearth. ‘But get bucket on the fire, it’s still
         washday, tha knows.’
      

      
      Jessica sprang from her chair, delighted at her mother’s approval. She grinned at David who returned her smile.

      
      Martha sat down at the table. ‘We’ll all miss thee, David.’ She swallowed hard, holding back the tears.

      
      ‘And I’ll miss you.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll pack thee some food. Goodness knows when thee’ll next get a meal.’ Martha went on, needing to be busy. ‘Thanks, Ma.’

      
      Betsy, dressed for school, ran into the kitchen. Still clutching her coin, she kissed David. ‘Bye, Davey.’ She turned, kissed
         her mother, and hurried to the door.
      

      
      ‘Bye, Betsy,’ he called. ‘Be a good lass.’

      
      Jessica had brought the large bucket to the fire and was filling it with water from the pump in the yard. Soon it would be
         bubbling and steaming, boiling the clothes. Soap made for the village folk from mutton fat by hall servants under instructions
         from the squire’s lady would be flaked into the water. The smell, wafted on the steam, would soon fill the kitchen.
      

      
      When Jessica had finished filling the bucket she went outside again to the trough and removed the wooden wash tub, kept immersed
         so that it did not dry out and crack. She brought it inside to the stone sink under the window and, after bringing some more
         water from the pump, cleaned the tub ready for the clothes to be pounded with beating sticks.
      

      
      By the time she had done this, David had finished his breakfast and Martha had packed oatcakes, cheese and her home-made backstan
         cake into David’s shoulder bag.
      

      
      As he left the table Jessica reached for her brown cloak and woollen shawl from a peg on the door.

      
      ‘Wrap up well, Jess,’ Martha said. The moment she had dreaded all night was near. ‘That wind’s too lazy to gan round thee.
         You too, Davey. It’ll be a might cold on the tops. And put your pattens on, Jess, to keep your feet dry.’
      

      
      David shrugged on his coat and pulled a felt hat on to his head. He turned to his mother. ‘I’d best be off.’
      

      
      Martha came to him with outstretched arms. Tears streamed down her face as she enfolded her son and hugged him tightly.

      
      ‘Tak’ care, lad,’ she whispered, unable to raise her voice.

      
      ‘I will, Ma.’ He kissed her on the cheek and eased himself from arms unwilling to release him. He picked up his cloth bag
         and took the shoulder bag with another word of thanks. ‘Ready, Jess?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she replied, pinning the shawl beneath her chin.

      
      David went to the door and stepped outside without another word. If he paused once more he knew he would succumb to the emotion
         which was tightening his throat.
      

      
      Martha, her shoulders drooping, leaned against the doorpost and watched her son, with Jessica beside him, stride across the
         valley towards the slope rising to the moors.
      

      
      Reaching a small wood close to the foot of the slope, David felt that the break had been made, that now he could pause and
         look back. The cottage was a mere outline through the gently rising mist. Smoke curled and hung above the roof. A figure still
         stood in the doorway. David waved. He saw an arm raised in acknowledgement. He turned his back on home.
      

      
      They started up the long gentle slope leading out of the trees towards the moors. Their feet slipped and slithered on the
         soft earth. David held out his hand to help his sister.
      

      
      ‘I’m pleased you’re gannin’, Davey,’ she said.
      

      
      David glanced at her with curiosity. ‘Glad to be rid of me?’ he jested.

      
      ‘Nay, you know I’m not.’ Jessica smiled wryly. ‘I’m pleased because it’s what you’ve always wanted to do.’

      
      ‘I thought no one knew,’ said David, surprised at his sister’s observation.

      
      ‘I did because I’m like you. One day I’ll leave Cropton, too. One time when you comes home you’ll have to tak’ me back to
         Whitby.’
      

      
      David stopped, stunned by her words. He knew he should tell his sister that girls did not think this way, that she should
         get such foolish notions out of her head but how could he? Wasn’t he doing just what Jessica wanted to do? He couldn’t criticise.
         He turned and looked hard at her. ‘Be patient, Jess. Remember, I might not find any work. I might be forced to come home.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll find a whaleship, I know you will.’ Jessica smiled, pleased that David had not disapproved.

      
      ‘I won’t if we don’t get on.’ He laughed. He turned and started up the hill, taking Jessica with him. ‘Tell no one, Jess,
         not yet.’ There was a serious warning in the look he shot her and she knew he did not want their mother and father to suffer
         more pain.
      

      
      ‘I won’t,’ she promised.

      
      ‘I told Ruth I’d see her before I left,’ said David, changing the grip on his cloth bag.

      
      ‘Right, I’ll leave thee at the top of the hill. I’ll get back and help Ma with the washing.’

      
      The roughness of the tufted grass gave way to the confusion of dead brown, bracken. The snows of the late year had held it under pressure through January until the recent unusual thaw. Now the fronds lay sodden and broken as if
         resigned to a further beating before the freshness of spring brought a new life.
      

      
      They reached the top of the hill and stopped. The bracken drifted into the short remains of the heather which stretched to
         the far horizon. With the hillside no longer offering them protection against the wind, they pulled their clothes more tightly
         to them.
      

      
      ‘Looks as though I’ll be just in time,’ commented David, indicating the heavy clouds to the north. ‘Winter’s returning. A
         couple of days and the tracks across the moors will be impossible.’
      

      
      ‘No lingering, David, please.’ There were tears in Jessica’s eyes.

      
      ‘All right, Jess. Goodbye then.’ He looked hard at his sister, then embraced her.

      
      ‘Goodbye, David, tak’ care of thissen.’ She stepped back and stood with the wind plucking at her shawl, gazing at him. She
         wanted to remember him this way. His face filled with brotherly love for her, his eyes bright with determination. David a
         man, the boy gone forever.
      

      
      ‘Davey! Davey! The distant cry, on the wail of the wind, intruded momentarily.

      
      Brother and sister looked at each other. Had they heard a voice or was it imagination?

      
      ‘Davey! Davey!’ the cry came again, battling to pierce the gale.

      
      David and Jessica spun round to see a figure, half running, half stumbling along the edge of the hill.

      
      ‘Ruth!’ David gasped. He dropped his bags on the track and, with Jessica close behind, plunged through the winter-stunted heather.
      

      
      Ruth stumbled, reaching out as if she would hold on to the two figures before they vanished. She fell and struggled to her
         feet, only to trip again and lie still, no longer able to summon the strength to struggle on. She began to sob, her face buried
         in her arms in the cold, wet mud.
      

      
      David was on his knees beside her. He turned her over and gasped with horror at the sight which met his eyes.

      
      Ruth’s right eye was half closed with an ugly blue weal spread around it. A gash on her forehead in which the blood had congealed
         ran to her eyebrow. Her left cheek was cut and her lips gashed and swollen. Her dress, torn down one side, revealed dark bruises.
      

      
      ‘Oh, my God!’ Jessica’s eyes widened with shock.

      
      Ruth flung her arms round David’s neck. ‘Davey, tak’ me with you. You must! I can’t go back!’

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      ‘He was waiting for me when I left you. He was drunk. I got belted for being late. This morning he started on me again.’ Ruth
         shivered. ‘He niver let up, reminding me I wasn’t his, calling me names. I could tak’ it no longer. I told him I’d soon be
         gannin’ to Whitby with you.’ She paused and swallowed hard, drawing strength to go on.
      

      
      ‘What then?’ pressed David.

      
      ‘That made him worse.’ Ruth shuddered at the memory. ‘He said I had to stay to work for Ma. When I said I wouldn’t, he went
         wild – hitting me and kicking me, taking no heed of Ma’s shouts, shoving her out of the way when she tried to stop him.’ The words choked in her throat.
      

      
      ‘Damn t’ man!’ David seethed with anger. ‘What sort of animal is he? I’ll beat the daylight out of him.’

      
      ‘No, David, no!’ cried Ruth. ‘Just tak’ me with you.’ she pleaded. Then winced and held her side.

      
      ‘Ruth, you aren’t fit to travel to Whitby. You’d not get as far as Saltersgate,’ he pointed out.

      
      ‘David’s right, Ruth, you couldn’t get there in your condition.’ Jessica lent support to her brother.

      
      Ruth looked wide-eyed at each of her friends, her face creased with desperation. ‘What am I going to do?’ Tears of despair
         filled her eyes. ‘I can’t go back.’
      

      
      David looked at Jessica. ‘Tak’ her home, Jess. Ma will look after her.’

      
      ‘But I can’t put on her. Besides, that pig’ll find me,’ wailed Ruth. ‘Please stay, David. Please!’

      
      His brow furrowed with worry. He was badly shocked by Ruth’s condition, and tussled with the right thing to do. Should he
         stay, marry Ruth and settle for a life on the land? It would be the simplest way out and would please Ruth and appease all
         the fears she had of further confrontations with Nathan. But there was doubt in David’s mind, for that road would lead to
         nothing but a life of unrelenting farmwork. His lot would never be better than his pa’s – a measure of security, a bare living,
         but back-breaking, soul-destroying graft, day after day. To derive any satisfaction from that you needed to be born with the
         smell of the land in your nostrils and the feel of earth in your hands. It was not the same for him as it was for John. That
         visit to Whitby nine years ago had convinced him. Now a new life was within his grasp; he couldn’t give it up. It meant so much to him and
         Ruth.
      

      
      He looked hard and pityingly at her. ‘I must gan. It’s for the best. I’ll warn Nathan to leave thee alone,’ he reassured her.
         ‘And Pa will see you comes to nay harm. You must gan back with Jessica. There’s no other way. Ma will understand.’ He helped
         her gently to her feet.
      

      
      ‘It’ll be all right,’ confirmed Jessica, taking Ruth by the arm. ‘You’ll be safe with us.’

      
      ‘David, stay,’ she moaned with tears streaming down her face.

      
      A cold bite came into the wind. It whirled and clutched at the three figures on the edge of the moors.

      
      ‘I can’t, luv,’ he said. ‘Jess, tak’ Ruth now.’ He kissed her on the cheek. ‘Bye, luv, I’ll be back to marry thee in the autumn.’

      
      Marry! The word gave Ruth hope. ‘Stay and marry me now!’ she cried, excitement in her voice.

      
      ‘I can’t, luv. I’d miss the whaleships.’ He swung round quickly and strode off in the direction of the Cornforth hovel.

      
      ‘No, Davey! No!’ screamed Ruth as she struggled to be free of Jessica whose grip tightened to detain her.

      
      In spite of Ruth’s cries, David kept on walking, letting the wind whisk them away until he could hear them no more.

      
      As he hurried along the rough path, through the stunted heather and dead bracken where the moors dipped to the slope, the
         picture of Ruth’s bruised and battered face haunted him and stoked the fires of his anger.
      

      
      When an ill-kempt cottage came into view, surrounded by mounds of rubbish overgrown with briars and nettles, he cut down the
         hillside. A child came out of the open door and, after a few paces, stopped, stared for a moment, then turned and ran inside.
         A few moments later he saw Ruth’s mother appear and lean against the doorpost. One after the other, seven children pushed
         past her and stood around the doorway staring in his direction.
      

      
      David was within two hundred yards of the cottage when he saw Rebecca Cornforth lurch and stagger, pushed roughly out of the
         way by her husband who stumbled out of the cottage and stood swaying, feet astride, in front of his family.
      

      
      The three youngest children broke away from the group and ran towards David. He did not alter his stride when they reached
         him and skipped around beside him.
      

      
      ‘Our Ruth’s gone,’ laughed the youngest, looking up at David with a satisfied grin on her grimy face.

      
      ‘I’m glad,’ shouted the girl beside her, and wiped her running nose on her jumper sleeve, shiny with repeated use.

      
      ‘So, ’m I,’ agreed the bare-footed boy in torn trousers and dirty, patched shirt who ran on David’s right. ‘Pa whipped her
         good an’ hard. Should’ve seen it.’ He chuckled at the recollection. David was shocked by the perverse delight in the boy’s
         tone which was now matched by his sisters’ giggles.
      

      
      ‘Thumped her reet hard.’

      
      ‘Should’ve seen t’ blood.’

      
      ‘Tore her clothes.’

      
      ‘Y’ could see her …’ grinned the boy lecherously.
      

      
      David glared at him but did not alter his stride towards the cottage. Nathan Cornforth’s hunched shoulders belied his height
         and hid some of his power in his immense frame. David met the glare which came from dark angry eyes hooded by bushy eyebrows.
      

      
      For a brief moment he had his doubt! Could he teach this hulk of a man a lesson? He had to! He must! The memory of Ruth fuelled
         the anger inside him and he did not alter his stride.
      

      
      ‘Don’t ever touch her again, Cornforth!’ hissed David, his eyes narrowing with the warning. He stopped in front of Nathan.

      
      ‘Like ’ell you’ll tell me what to do!’ Nathan snarled and spat in contempt. ‘Hast she come snivellin’ to thee?’

      
      ‘She’s being taken care of. She won’t be coming back here. Thee leave her where she is. Touch her again and I’ll kill thee.’
         The words came sharp and incisive and David drew strength from his own boldness.
      

      
      Nathan’s lips tightened. ‘You send that hussy back home. She has to help her ma.’

      
      ‘She ain’t coming,’ snapped David.

      
      ‘Ain’t she?’ Nathan’s laugh was harsh and contemptuous. He’d have to show this whippersnapper who was boss. He launched himself
         at David.
      

      
      The speed of the movement from such a big man, still the worse for drink, almost caught David unawares. At the last moment
         he slipped the charge and drove his fist hard into Nathan’s face. It jerked him to a sudden stop. David swung round and punched
         him hard on the side of the head, sending the big man stumbling sideways to pitch to the ground. David moved again swiftly and smashed his fist into Nathan’s nose. Blood spurted. He struck again but Nathan
         ducked under the blow and grasped David’s legs. A sharp tug brought him crashing to earth, driving the breath from his body.
      

      
      With a snarl of triumph, Nathan flung himself forward and smashed his fist into David’s cheek. His head reeled. Through half-glazed
         eyes he saw the powerful body on its knees towering above him. Nathan’s fist plunged downwards. David twisted his head and
         the blow glanced along his temple, causing Nathan to lose his balance. David rolled over, driving his knees into Nathan’s
         side.
      

      
      He scrambled to his feet but Nathan was just as quick. The two men circled each other, their eyes never wavering, each watching
         for a sign of attack. Nathan flicked his blood running from his nose. David ignored the trickle from the gash in his cheek.
      

      
      Nathan sprang, his movement so quick that, although David took a step back, Nathan caught him in a bear hug. David winced
         under the pressure. Nathan’s face was close, an evil grin of triumph from which whisky and beer fumes issued. ‘Now y’ll pay
         y’ bastard.’ He crushed harder. David’s mind felt as if it would explode. He must escape or else he was finished. He staggered
         under Nathan’s weight, altered his stance and brought his knee sharply up into the other man’s crotch.
      

      
      Nathan grunted from the pain searing through his body. His face creased in torment. Sensing his grip was about to slacken,
         David snapped out of the stranglehold. Nathan doubled up, trying to alleviate the agony which coursed through him. David sucked
         in air, and struck hard at Nathan’s face, lancing the flesh above the eyebrow. Nathan swayed. He flung a blow which cut David’s forehead but
         did not stop David’s fist swelling his eye and lacerating his cheek. Nathan staggered. David sensed victory. His eyes gleamed
         in triumph as a measured punch took Nathan on the side of the jaw and sent him crashing to the ground. Breathing heavily,
         Nathan struggled to get up. His mind urged him to fight but his body was unwilling. He sank back as David towered above him.
         Once more he tried to push himself up but David shoved him back with his foot.
      

      
      His chest heaving, his mind oblivious to the yells of the children and the abuse streaming from Ruth’s mother, David glared
         at the man on the ground. ‘I’ve told thee – lay your hands on Ruth again and I’ll kill thee!’
      

      
      He stepped back. Rebecca scuttled to her husband and dropped on her knees beside him. She glared at David, her eyes ablaze
         with hatred.
      

      
      ‘She got what she deserved,’ she yelled. ‘Stuck-up brat! Just like her father? Damned hussy, too big for her shoes!’

      
      ‘She’s being take care of. Don’t try to bring her back,’ snapped David. He swung round and hurried away, pausing to douse
         his blood-stained face in a water trough.
      

      
      ‘Don’t want ’er back! You can ’ave ’er! Hope the scheming bastard does for thee as y’ deserve,’ Rebecca screamed after him
         as she restrained Nathan, who cursed her for not letting him get after David. But she knew that, in his present state, Nathan
         would only absorb more punishment.
      

      
      David climbed the hillside, striding out of his system the fury which burned deep. The sharpness in the wind as he topped the rise cleared his mind. The sky had darkened even more ominously. David frowned. He did not like the signs. He
         needed to be across the moors. He found his bags and lengthened his stride.
      

      
      Martha straightened from her wash-tub and stood staring unseeingly out of the window. A tear ran down her cheek and plopped
         into the water in the tub. Her son had gone. Would she ever see him again? Had the struggle all these years been for nought?
         She sighed, wiped her cheeks and was about to turn her attention back to her washing when she saw two figures appear across
         the vale. Jessica – and she appeared to be helping someone.
      

      
      Martha moved quickly to the door and stepped outside. Annoyed that her eyesight was not what it used to be, she narrowed her
         eyes to try to pierce the distance. The figures came nearer. Who was it? What was wrong? ‘Ruth!’ Martha gasped and started
         forward to meet the two girls.
      

      
      ‘Oh my God!’ Martha was shocked by the sight of Ruth’s bruised and battered face on which the blood had congealed. ‘What happened?’
         She thrust the query at both girls as she looked quickly from one to the other.
      

      
      ‘Her pa did it,’ said Jessica. ‘She was on the moor, coming to find David. He asked if you’d look after her, Ma, said not
         to let her pa tak’ her back, and when he comes home from Whitby he’ll marry her.’
      

      
      Martha stared aghast at Jessica. Another lass in the house, maybe against her mother’s wishes. Maybe there’d be trouble from
         Nathan. And marry! David had said he would marry her! This was too much to take in. Martha’s mind felt in a whirl but the
         practical woman exerted herself. First things first. ‘C’mon, lass, let’s get thee inside and tidied up.’
      

      
      ‘Get some water, Jessica,’ said Martha when they reached the house.

      
      She went to the kettle which was always hanging on the reckon and poured some water into a bowl. She tested it and cooled
         it with water from the pump while Martha help Jessica to undress in front of the fire.
      

      
      Both Martha and Jessica were shocked by the bruised and lacerated body.

      
      Seeing the horror on their faces, Ruth said, ‘I’m always like this.’ She looked appealingly at Martha, her eyes wide. ‘You
         won’t send me back, Mrs Fernley! You won’t! Please.’ There was fear in the rising tone of her voice.
      

      
      ‘Not if we can help it, lass,’ said Martha.

      
      She and Jessica busied themselves cleaning and dressing Ruth’s battered body as gently as they could. When Martha was satisfied
         that they had done all they could, she turned to Jessica. ‘Tak’ Ruth and give her some of your clothes, you’re about the same
         size.’
      

      
      When the door closed behind the two girls, Martha sank wearily on to a chair. What a day this had been so far! She knew of
         the friendship between her son and Ruth but she had not expected talk of marriage – not yet. She realised that in the deep
         recesses of her mind she hoped it would never happen. Something held her back from feeling joy at David’s choice. There was
         something about Ruth which she could not put her finger on, something which made her feel that, although she felt sorry for
         her, Ruth was not right for David.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Out on the desolate moors, the wind forced David to hunch his shoulders. He grimaced at his aching body, legacy of Nathan’s
         blows, but did not alter his stride. He had won! There was a new life ahead and he was determined to seize it and give Ruth
         everything she desired. He strode on towards Saltersgate, the carrier and Whitby.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      David paused at the edge of the hill. To his right the trackway from Pickering plunged over the escarpment and stretched across
         the dark moors to be lost in the wild horizon. Below him, beside the track, he saw a building, black in the fading light.
      

      
      David drew a deep breath of satisfaction. Saltersgate Inn! He was ready for a bed. It had been a hard walk, not helped by
         the pain from his encounter with Nathan. He cut down the slope, sending rivulets of stones rolling before his feet.
      

      
      He eyed the building apprehensively as he approached it. No light gleamed between the cracks in the wooden shutters. Its silence
         gave it the air of a dead place, its menace heightened by the wind moaning round the chimney pots and setting the sign creaking
         eerily on its iron bar fixed high on the wall. He glanced upwards and saw a crudely painted wagon and horses, the wagoner
         depicted curling a long thronged whip above the horses’ heads. Even the sign had an air of menace about it.
      

      
      David shivered with misgiving and hesitated before thumping on the blackened door. The noise echoed back at him from the depths
         of the inn and when it died away it left only a ghostly silence. He shuffled uneasily and glanced about him in the gathering
         gloom, nervous of what the shadows might hide.
      

      
      Suddenly he jumped, startled by the sharp clatter of bolts being drawn back. The door creaked open slowly, revealing a huge
         hulk of a man holding a lantern high.
      

      
      David blinked in the light which sent shadows rippling across the man’s face as the wind teased the flame. They made the scarred
         and rugged features look even more frightening. He saw hostility in the deep-set eyes which glared at him.
      

      
      ‘What’s tha want?’ snarled the innkeeper, his thick lips curling with contempt and suspicion.

      
      ‘I … I’ve … er … I’ve come for the carrier to Whitby,’ spluttered David.

      
      ‘Old Silas ain’t ’ere yet.’ The reply was curt with irritation. The innkeeper started to close the door.

      
      ‘Can I wait?’ put in David quickly. ‘I want a bed for the night.’ He eased the bag on his shoulder.

      
      ‘Not ’ere. No room.’ The man spat in the dirt at his feet. ‘Tha can wait in t’ stable.’

      
      Though David suspected the man was lying, he didn’t challenge him. The stable would do.

      
      ‘Where’s that?’ he asked.

      
      ‘In t’ yard,’ snapped the man with an ill-humoured inclination of his head to David’s right.

      
      He glanced round, saw a gateway and nodded. When he looked back, his word of thanks froze on his lips as the door groaned shut. The bolts were rammed home, signalling an end to their brief encounter.
      

      
      He stared blankly at the door, shrugged his shoulders and turned towards the yard, hoping the carrier would be more friendly.

      
      He found the solid wooden gates, hanging on heavy iron crooks in a six-foot wall. Walking into the yard, he glanced at the
         back of the inn. In spite of a tiny ray of light showing at one end of a shuttered window and sneaking below a door, it was
         just as dark and forbidding at the rear.
      

      
      David shuddered. If the inn was full, why wasn’t there more noise and more light? He felt uneasy. He didn’t like the eerie
         atmosphere which hung over the place. It was as if the inn was waiting for some dire happening.
      

      
      He glanced round. A single-storey building ran from the house on his left. In front of him across the yard was another long
         low building. To his right was what he judged to be the stable. He hoped the carrier wouldn’t be long, he’d like some company.
         Leaving the stable door open to allow what little light was left in the sky to penetrate the darkness, he picked himself a
         corner and spread the straw more comfortably. He sat down with his back propped against one of the stalls and fished in his
         bag, thankful that he still had some of the food which his mother had packed for him.
      

      
      He ate ravenously and, as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, wished he had a drink. Maybe the landlord would sell
         him some ale, though he didn’t relish facing him again. Weariness after his walk, and despondency at the way he had been received
         by the
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