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  Chapter 1

“Hello love.” Bill greeted Moira with a peck on the cheek. “Let me take your bag.” 
Moira still wasn’t used to his gentlemanly ways. Very few of the men previously in her life had shown such consideration. Neither had they called her ‘love’. She soaked up the term of endearment, holding tight to whatever promises it held.
She smiled as Bill put her bag on the tray of his truck and hurried around to open the passenger door. Although it was only a short drive from Whipsnade Farm to Bill’s property, merely swapping one farm for another at the end of her training, Moira wanted to make an occasion of it and had discarded her land girl’s uniform. Swapping, biscuit-brown, baggy overalls for a cinnamon-hued dress that hugged her curves and accentuated her hourglass figure. Her freshly washed hair, now more strawberry-blonde than red after three months in the outdoors, sat in soft curls on her shoulders. Careful to avoid snagging her last pair of rationed silk stockings, Moira edged one leg up into the truck. Her dress’s rear split parted, and she paused to glance back at Bill. Was that anticipation she saw in his smile as he watched the split rise revealing her shapely leg?
“I’m so glad you applied for me to be your land girl.” Moira batted her eyelids. She planned to be much more than that.
Bill shifted awkwardly, cleared his throat, and rushed around to the driver’s side of the vehicle. If Moira wasn’t mistaken, his clean-shaven face, coloured as bright as the Besame Victory Red lipstick she wore.
The truck’s cab filled with the aromas of tobacco and aftershave. Moira inhaled deeply, reassured that she’d made the right decision. There would be no more scowls from Duncan, the Whipsnade Farm manager every time she wanted a cigarette; Bill was a smoker too. Memories of the dance they’d attended at the Orari Hall were as vivid as Bill’s Old Spice scent. He certainly had the moves and Moira always maintained that if a man had rhythm on the dance floor it would follow him into the bedroom.
Bill’s farm was one over on the opposite side of the road. This would be the third time Moira had been in his house but only the second time Bill knew about. On her first visit she’d found no one at home except the ethereal presence of his late wife. Her photos, happy images of momentous occasions and loving poses with her husband, were neatly assembled on the sideboard. Moira had felt threatened by the portraits, imagined there would be no possibility of a relationship between her and Bill with this woman’s influence so real and potent, but when she had returned to the house at Bill’s request, all but one of the photographs had been removed. She could live with a sole photograph. The six-by-four inch black and white image of a woman was just that, a record of someone passed. Moira was real, she was here in the present and she would make sure Bill knew that.
“Here we are then,” Bill announced as he parked the truck by the back door. “Welcome to your new home. Come on in.” He grabbed Moira’s bag off the back of the truck and strode ahead to open the door for her.
Moira paused, hopeful that Bill might do something romantic and carry her over the threshold. She looked at him, but saw no sign in his tanned and weathered face of any romantic intent and laughed at her foolishness. She wasn’t usually taken to whimsical fantasies; what was she doing now?
“The bathroom is in here.” Bill opened the first of several doors off the living room. “We passed the toilet, out the back, off the porch. Sorry about that, not quite the luxury of the Whipsnade homestead.”
“That’s fine,” Moira replied as she glanced around the living room. It was just as she remembered it; newspapers neatly stacked in the corner, firewood piled ready on the hearth and only the one photograph  still on the sideboard.
“I’ll put your bag in here.” Bill had moved onto the next door and stood to the side so Moira could enter.
Sunlight filled the room. It was warm and welcoming but obviously not Bill’s room. A single bed with a floral bedspread sat in the middle of the room, the mahogany bedhead matched the bedside tables and dresser. All very nice, but a single bed. Sleeping alone was not what Moira had planned. Her imagination had pictured a double bed, with Bill in it.
She coughed, choking back the reply that was threatening. At least she stopped before blurting out her frustration and disappointment. After all this was only the first day. Having to start in a single bed in a separate bedroom didn’t mean she had to stay there. Moira had been able to tempt Bill before and she could easily do so again.
“It’s lovely,” she said. “Thank you.” She turned to face Bill, stepped forward and kissed him. Her lips lingered longer than was necessary for a simple thank you and it had the desired effect. Bill dropped her bag to land with a thud on the wooden floorboards and wrapped his arms around her. She felt every inch of his body against hers, and every ounce of lust that surged in his loins.
When they finally broke apart, Bill cleared his throat.
“Sorry about that, totally ungentlemanly of me.” He fidgeted, uncomfortable, his face flushed as he moved awkwardly on the spot as if he needed to escape. “I’ll leave you to settle in, unpack your bags. I’ll go make certain the truck is ready for you to drive the others.”
Before Moira could say thank you again, Bill had gone. She smiled to herself, a satisfied grin, secure in the knowledge that no, she wouldn’t be in the single bed for long.

      [image: image-placeholder]Moira, along with Grace, Betsy and Alice were the first group of women to volunteer as land girls and be sent to Whipsnade Farm for training. Christchurch city with its shops and dances was a train ride away, so Moira took the opportunity to learn to drive the farm truck and leapt at any chance to practise her skills. Today, that meant driving Grace and Alice to their next assignments. When she returned, Bill had a cup of tea waiting and they sat quietly at the table like an old married couple.
“Right, there’s a fence at the back of the farm that needs fixing.” Bill downed the last mouthful of his drink and stood ready to go. “You’d best get your overalls and boots on.”
If Moira had been hoping for an easier assignment, she was wrong. Bill’s farm was like a poor second cousin to the grandness of Whipsnade with a small flock of sheep, a dozen milking cows, several beef cattle for fattening and some pigs. Although the numbers were less, that didn’t reduce the workload.
Moira placed her empty cup and saucer on the bench and looked down at her red toe peepers as she walked to the bedroom. Her shoulders slumped; she sat on the single bed to remove her shoes. So far, this wasn’t going according to plan. She’d assumed Bill asking for her to be assigned as his land girl was just a ruse; a cover up so that they could be together without the judgement or condemnation of others but, putting her into a separate bedroom with a single bed and now, after a mere half hour, expecting her to change and go fencing; it appeared she had misjudged the situation. She put the toe peepers in the bottom of the wardrobe and silently promised them it wouldn’t be for long.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Can I drive?” Moira asked as they left the house. The use of Bill’s truck was another advantage of being at his farm that she wanted to retain. There would be milk to take to the factory and Moira hadn’t entirely forgotten that was where Jake worked. No harm in keeping him in the background in case things with Bill didn’t progress the way she hoped.
“Sure. We’ll just grab the posts, wire, and some tools first.”
Moira stood to the side and lit a cigarette while Bill loaded the truck. Mid-morning, the temperature was steadily rising, and he stopped to roll his shirt sleeves up. Blowing her cigarette smoke skywards, Moira smiled. The mere sight of Bill’s tanned and muscled forearms had her insides pirouetting.
The pigs, two sows and a boar, were in the paddock next to the cowshed. Even with rings in their snouts they’d managed to create mudholes. The sows’ bellies sagged low to the ground; two rows of teats swollen as if they were feeding. Moira couldn’t see any piglets and hoped there were none. She’d ended up in a mudhole at Whipsnade trying to catch the little blighters.
“Have you sold the piglets already?” she asked.
“The sows haven’t farrowed yet,” Bill replied. “I try to time it with calving so that I’ve got the whey to feed the weaners.”
Moira stifled the swear word that formed by dragging on her cigarette. Milking and feeding pigs would start again soon. More physical work. There didn’t seem to be any escaping it. She knew she was supposed to be grateful, getting the opportunity to do her bit for the war effort but working in a shoe shop was certainly easier.
The track out to the back of the farm needed grading and Moira seemed to find every hump and hollow possible. The worn springs of the truck seat poked and prodded and made conversation difficult. They passed the cow paddock where all, but one of the herd sat lazily chewing their cud. The remaining animal appeared agitated, pacing backwards and forwards down the fence line as if it wanted to escape.
“They’re close to calving,” Bill said. “I’ll come back and check on that girl later.”
Moira felt for the beast, giving birth certainly wasn’t on her agenda any time soon, if at all.
“Pull up here.” Bill pointed to the broken strainer post they’d come to fix. “Sorry about that,” he apologised when they finally stopped. “I haven’t been able to back blade the track since they took the tractor. It’s annoying to think of it smelted down as steel for guns.”
“Can’t be helped then,” Moira conceded. She turned off the key and waited for Bill to be a gentleman and come around and open the door for her.
Another disappointment: he grabbed the shovel off the back of the truck and went to study the fence line without appearing to give her a second thought.
Reluctantly, she joined him by the sagging wires. At Whipsnade Farm, Duncan had insisted she dig a hole for a strainer post; the memory of the aches in her arms and shoulders from doing so, was still raw. She didn’t fancy having to do it again.
“Too hard to get the broken post out. I’ll just have to dig another hole to the side.” Bill began scraping the grass and topsoil aside.
Moira’s sigh of relief was carried away on a gentle breeze. “I’ll undo the staples on the broken post.”
“Thanks, that would be helpful.”
The mound of fresh earth grew as the hole got deeper. Bill stopped often, to catch his breath and wipe away the sweat beading his brow with the back of his hand.
“How did the others like their postings?” he asked, removing his shirt, and tossing it toward the truck.
Moira gulped. She wished she could look as relaxed as Bill’s shirt hanging casually from the side mirror, but answering his question would either involve lying or revealing Grace and Alice’s secret. She returned the pliers and bent staples to the truck while she pondered her answer. Moira considered Grace and Alice her friends, but their swapping places was going to be discovered sooner or later, it was just a matter of time.
“Unlike me, they’ve both gone to places where they know no one,” she replied, neither lying nor revealing.
“I hear Miss McPherson is like a mother to the women who work under her.”
“Miss McPherson?” Moira feigned a lack of knowledge.
“At the linen flax mill. She’s been there forever.”
“I don’t know her.” That was the truth, Moira had heard the factory manager speak about Miss McPherson, but she hadn’t met the woman. She momentarily considered offering to dig the hole to distract Bill from the conversation but the effort to keep a secret that wasn’t hers, was too much.
“I’m certain she will look after Alice,” Bill continued.
“Yes … umm … possibly,” Moira stumbled over her words.
“What do you mean ‘possibly’? Her reputation as a good boss is well known throughout the community.”
“I’ve no doubt about Miss McPherson. It’s just that … umm … Alice isn’t at the flax mill.”
“Pardon, I thought you said Alice was assigned to the flax mill. Did I hear wrong?”
“No, you heard right.”
“Well, I’m sorry, Moira. I’m a simple man, not a simpleton but you are confusing me.” Bill stood, his hands rested on the top of the shovel handle, a frown creased his forehead.
“Grace swapped places with Alice,” Moira blurted. “Alice is at Orari Estate and Grace is at the flax mill.”
“Why ever would they do that?”
“It was Grace’s idea.” Moira hoped Bill wouldn’t let the secret go further. “Alice didn’t have a clue until it happened, but she sure appeared grateful.”
Bill shook his head in disbelief and resumed digging. “Well, I never,” he murmured into the depths of the hole.

      [image: image-placeholder]The following day dawned bright and sunny, but it didn’t reflect on Moira’s mood. She’d spent a restless night tossing and turning in her single bed. After the double bed at Whipsnade, it was hard to get used to the narrow space where stretching out a limb left it exposed to the cool night air. The thought that Bill was asleep through the wall was even more frustrating. He’d excused himself shortly after dinner, claiming the fencing had done him in. The kiss he’d bestowed on Moira’s forehead was the extent of his affections. She had lifted her face, paused in anticipation that Bill’s next kiss would be on her lips but when she reopened her eyes it was to see him turning away from her towards his bedroom. She was still contemplating how to remedy the situation when she heard a steady rumble from behind the bedroom door. There was no point disturbing the snoring man.
“Good morning, my dear,” Bill announced cheerfully when she emerged from the bedroom. “I’ve made porridge. Did you sleep alright? I hope so, we’ve got another big day ahead.”
Moira turned away from Bill and sighed, the exhalation left her lungs as deflated as the rest of her felt but she didn’t want him to see it.
“What are we going to do today?” she asked, deflecting his question while serving herself a big bowl of steaming porridge.
“There’s an area down by the creek I want to get fenced off. When the spring floods come, as they always do around here, I need to be able to keep the animals safe. I’ve lost a few sheep over the years, been carried away in the rushing waters. I can’t afford to lose any more.”
The thought of more fencing, or more importantly, the outcome of more fencing leaving Bill too tired for anything else didn’t sit well. Moira pondered various solutions as she stirred some milk through her porridge. There was no other choice. She was going to have to do as much fencing as Bill, to get in and get her hands dirty, not sit back and look pretty. The latter hadn’t worked, hopefully the former would. Glancing down at her fingernails, Moira silently apologised to them as if they were a precious friend she would never see again.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Park up over here,” Bill suggested when they arrived at the creek. “Not too close, the weight of the truck might cause more subsidence.”
Moira could see where the paddock dropped away, an existing fence suspended in mid-air between two posts sagged ineffectively, floodwaters having gouged out its footing. She parked the truck several feet away, pulling the handbrake on hard to ensure the vehicle didn’t become one of the river’s victims.
“Aargh!” Moira groaned as soon as she opened the truck door. “What’s that stink?”
“Bugger,” Bill muttered under his breath. “That’s the odour of a decaying carcass, another one dead.”
He grabbed a shovel off the back of the truck, although it was unlikely, judging by the stench, that there would be anything much left to bury.
Moira reached the embankment before Bill had time to warn her. The sight of the semi-decayed carcass, an eyeball staring blindly, and entails picked over by a scavenging magpie doubled Moira over. Regurgitated porridge spilled from her mouth. The vomit was indistinguishable from the dirty woollen sheep’s flesh being slowly devoured by a wriggling mass of maggots.
“Come away, love.” Bill dropped his shovel, put his arms around Moira’s shoulder and led her away from the river edge, rubbing her back in calming circles.
Moira heard the term of endearment; she almost burst into laughter that it took a dead sheep to get Bill to comfort her. She wiped a dribble from her chin, feeling not the least bit beautiful. Now was not the time to take that comforting further. Moira grabbed her smokes from her overall pockets. She needed to draw on the nicotine, to calm her nerves and overpower the lingering smell of dead sheep and vomit.
“I’ll get used to it,” she said, hoping to convince both herself and Bill. “I’ll have to if I’m going to be a farmer.”






  
  Chapter 2

“We’ll get the fence in so hopefully there won’t be any more dead animals for you to get used to.” Bill shovelled some earth over the carcass to smother the stench. 
“Right, where do we start then?” Moira took one last long draw before stubbing out the cigarette. With the odour dispersed she wanted to get busy, to distract herself from the image of the carcass.
“I think we’ll build the fence back here. A straight line from there to there.” Bill pointed left to right. “I’ll lose a bit of paddock but at least the animals will be safe. We’ll string a wire first and then if you lay the posts out, one every ten feet, I’ll start digging.”
Bill handed Moira the free end of the roll of wire he’d made a rough loop in. “You take that to the post over there and hook it over.”
Moira did as she was asked, pulling on the wire so the spinning jenny would release another coil as she walked across the paddock. When the loop was hooked over the post, Bill cut sufficient wire from the coil to tie off both ends. He made another loop in his end, unravelled the spirals until the wire was straight and strung the loop over the opposite post, hammering in a staple to keep it secure.
Bill taught Moira how to use the wire strainers and then how to tie off the wires so none of the tension was lost.
“You can lay the posts out now, if you want.”
Carrying posts wasn’t something Moira wanted to do but she kept her end desire in mind as she slid the first one off the truck. It was heavier than she expected but if she hooked both arms under and balanced the weight on her chest, she was able to carry it the short distance required. Soon there a was a line-up of parallel posts laying on the ground next to the wire.
There was still half a dozen postholes to be dug when Moira had finished her task. Despite the ache in her arms, she grabbed a shovel and began digging. At least by the river the ground was soft. Digging was much easier than at Whipsnade. The sun was high in the sky by the time they had lifted each of the posts into its respective hole, shovelled the dirt back in and rammed the earth to pack it in tight.
“We’d better stop for lunch.” Bill lifted his hat off his head to wipe the sweat from his brow. “You’ve been working really hard. I don’t want to wear you out.”
If she hadn’t been so sore, Moira would have laughed. Every muscle in her body ached. She arched her spine, tried to stretch out the kinks, pressing her palms into her lower back for support. She wondered what Bill’s wife had died of. Perhaps she had been worked into an early grave. Judging from the photos Moira had seen, she was a petite woman. Moira couldn’t imagine her doing farm work.
“Did your wife help you with the fencing?” she blurted without thinking.
Bill’s jaw dropped, his head jerked back, and his spine went rigid. Moira swallowed. She should have kept her mouth shut. All that hard work to get her in his good books and she’d probably ruined it all with one stupid comment.
Bill walked unsteadily to the truck and climbed in the passenger seat without speaking. Moira took this as a yes and climbed in the driver’s side. The trip back to the house passed in silence. It was almost as if Bill’s wife was seated between them keeping them apart. Bill lit his pipe and puffed away while he stared into the distance.
It wasn’t until they were sitting at the table, halfway through a cup of tea, that Bill finally broke the awkward silence.
“Miriam was ill for some time before her death. She couldn’t leave the house often and I needed to take care of her. The fence should have been fixed a long time ago, but I just never got around to it.” Bill reached over the table and placed his hand on Moira’s. “I am very grateful for all your help. You do know that, don’t you?”
Moira nodded and smiled meekly. She saw the glassiness in Bill’s eyes and a grown man crying was more than she wanted to deal with. “We’d better get back to it then.”
They worked together over the afternoon and slowly and steadily the fence took shape. Wires were tightened and tied off. A barbed wire on the bottom to ensure the animals didn’t go under the fence and another on the top to deter animals from trying to jump over. Moira braced the posts while Bill hammered in the staples. Each hit of the hammer reverberated through the post and into Moira. She tried hard not to flinch to prove to Bill she was up to the task.
“A job well done,” Bill said as he hit in the last staple. He moved over to Moira, put an arm around her shoulder and stood back to admire their handiwork.
The weight of Bill’s arm was almost more than Moira’s shoulders could bare. She gritted her teeth determined not to reject the physical touch even though every muscle ached.
The sun had dipped down behind the Southern Alps radiating an orange glow to the underside of the hovering clouds.
“Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight,” Moira repeated the saying.
“You are my delight.” Bill squeezed Moira into her side and kissed her forehead.
“Ouch!” Moira winced involuntarily.
“What’s wrong? Are you alright? Did I hurt you? Do you need to sit down?”
“I’ve just found a few muscles I didn’t think I had.” Moira turned towards Bill and reached out wanting to return to his embrace.
“We’d better get you home,” he said, holding her at arm’s length.
“No, I’ll be fine,” she claimed, annoyed at herself for ruining the moment.
“No.” Bill’s tone was firm. “You go and sit in the truck. I’ll just put the gear on the back, and we’ll head home to pour you a nice hot bath.”
The mere thought of a steaming bath made Moira feel better. She climbed into the truck, closed her eyes to the flare of the orange sky, slumped against the door and fell fast asleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]Noises from the kitchen woke Moira. She edged one eye open and stretched, allowing wakefulness to seep in gradually. Daylight edged its way through the gap where the brown velvet drapes didn’t quite meet. They weren’t drapes she recognised, certainly not the floral drapes from her new bedroom at Bill’s. Her body stirred, she spread her limbs and felt the softness of the sheets on her skin. Her heart skipped a beat; she was naked in a strange bedroom. Whose bedroom, was it? Why was she naked? What had happened? Why couldn’t she remember?
She lifted the sheets and scanned her body. The cool air tingled her breasts. Although every muscle ached there was no evidence of anything sordid. There was a hint of maleness though, an indentation in the mattress beside her, a scent that held remnants of Old Spice. She sniffed. She knew the odour of fornication. A tiny smile crept across her face. Had she had sex or was it merely her wanton imagination?
“Blast.” Moira cursed. Had she broken the vow she’d made to herself, never to have too much to drink that she couldn’t remember?
She retraced her memories desperate for answers. She swallowed. Her throat wasn’t parched, her head didn’t throb with a hangover. She hadn’t been drinking, not since the dance at the Orari Hall.
The Old Spice was Bill’s. She was in his bed. She laughed. She’d got where she wanted to be, but she still couldn’t remember what had happened.
“Morning, love.” Bill opened the bedroom door. “It’s good to hear you laugh. I thought I must have worn you out.”
“I think you might have.” Moira smiled suggestively, hiding her memory lapse. If they’d had sex, she wanted to encourage Bill. “But I’m not complaining.”
“I’ve made the porridge, and the toast is cooked if you want to get up.”
Moira folded the bedding back, exposing one breast and gifting Bill a tempting peak beneath the blankets. His Adam’s apple bobbed as his eyes followed the curves of her body. He cleared his throat, looked skyward and hurried across to pull the curtains back.
“It’s another lovely morning but those clouds are threatening. I reckon the weather will turn by lunch time. We’re in for a bit of a storm. We’d better get all the jobs done before it arrives. And Mrs Terrill will be turning up soon. We’d better get this bed made before she gets here.”
“Mrs Terrill?” Moira screeched. How had the conversation gone so quickly from sex to the neighbour?
“Yes, you remember her, don’t you? She does the housekeeping at the Whipsnade homestead.” Still stunned, Moira nodded, grateful no words escaped her gaping mouth.
“She’s been helping me too …” Bill’s eyes glassed over. “Ever since Miriam died.”
Moira threw the bedding back and climbed out of bed. Now the energies of two people too many were in the room, there was no point in her lingering. Bill stumbled back as Moira pushed past him.
“Where are my clothes?” she demanded.
“I folded them and put them on the chair in your bedroom.”
Moira scanned the room, her frustration rising. There was no pile of clothes she recognised as hers.
“Next door,” Bill mumbled.
Moira stomped from the room like a petulant toddler. Her room. He obviously didn’t want a ‘their’ room. She was still just a land girl. Was Bill another man using her for what he could get? She thought he was different. Was she such a bad judge of character?

      [image: image-placeholder]Breakfast was cold by the time Moira managed to temper her frustration and make it to the kitchen dressed in her overalls. Bill was nowhere to be seen. She swallowed loudly; a pang of guilt pulled at her heart. Had she overreacted? Was he going to replace her as his land girl? Would she have to find somewhere else to live? Life had been simpler before the war. Wistfully, she wanted to go back to selling shoes Monday to Friday, dancing away her Saturday nights and sleeping away her Sunday mornings.She slathered some crunchy toast with honey, so much that it was more toast on honey than honey on toast. It was easier to eat that way and had the desired effect of sweetening her mood so she could smile at Bill when he walked back in the door with a billy in his hand.
“Do you have a house cow?” She hoped her happy tone would start the day afresh.
“Yes, but this morning’s milk is already in the safe.” Bill pointed to the cupboard with its mesh doors that let the cool air flow through. “I’ve been feeding the scraps to the pigs. If you don’t want those crusts, put them in this billy and we’ll let the pigs enjoy them.”
Bill’s face lit up whenever he spoke about his pigs. Moira felt nothing to signal she would ever share his delight in the mud-wallowing animals. Would thoughts of her ever have that effect on him?
“The sow looks like she’s started farrowing,” Bill continued enthusiastically. “We’ll have to go on piglet duty. We don’t want her squashing any of her newborn.”
“That’s great.” Sarcasm peppered Moira’s response but it was lost on Bill.
“Mrs Terrill will be here soon.” Bill glanced from the bedroom to the back door. “Did you make the bed, love?”
“Isn’t Mrs Terrill coming to do that? Isn’t she the housekeeper?"
“Well.” Bill scratched his head as if he was wondering whether to continue. “She was but this will be the last day Mrs Terrill comes. I plan to tell her we’ll be able to manage on our own. You can cook and wash, can’t you?”
Moira’s eyes went wide. The tea leaves in the bottom of the cup she’d been holding mirrored the storm clouds brewing both above the Southern Alps and in this very room as the cup clattered back onto the saucer. A land girl and a housekeeper. That wasn’t what she signed up for. Sure, everyone had to make sacrifices in war time, but she could only go so far.
Bill shifted awkwardly. “I’ll just go make the bed before she gets here.”
Moira’s frown drew a straight line above her narrowed eyes. “Why?”
“Don’t get me wrong,” Bill almost pleaded.
It seemed Moira had been misunderstanding Bill’s intentions all the way. Irritated, she went silent, and he continued.
“Mrs Terrill is a lovely lady and I’ve really appreciated all that she has done for me.”
The ‘but’ that was surely coming hung in the air, allowing silent seconds to pass.
“But she does like to gossip, and I don’t want our business to be everyone else’s business.” Bill winked. “If you know what I mean.”
Moira tilted her head to an inquisitive angle and spoke in an uncertain tone that resonated the doubts churning her stomach. “I’m not sure I do.”
Bill glanced out the window before coming to Moira’s side. He brushed an errant curl away from her face and gently placed his hands either side of her head, tilting it until their eyes met; his, the brown of earth, grounded and wise, hers the flecked hazel of leaves blowing about in the wind. Powerless, Moira surrendered to the moment. When Bill’s lips brushed hers, it was as if the air was siphoned from the room. All doubt was removed as their lips meshed, speaking a language that needed no sound to be understood.
A knock at the door forced them apart. Bill straightened with a start and smoothed down his clothes as if it had been more than a kiss. He rushed to the bedroom and pulled the door closed on the still unmade bed.
“Mrs Terrill, how lovely to see you.” Bill greeted the woman who strode into the room as if she owned it.
His face coloured a deep scarlet. Was it embarrassment or guilt that made him wring his hands behind his back? Mrs Terrill looked from Bill to Moira and back again, the corners of her mouth turned up in a knowing smile.
“I thought you’d be out on the farm already,” she said.
“The house cow is milked, the pigs are fed. Just waiting for Moira to finish her cuppa and we’ll be on our way to move the sheep and check on the cows.”
“Mmm. Right.” Mrs Terrill nodded but everything about her countenance said I don’t believe a word you’re saying. “I’ve made you a shepherd’s pie for dinner. I’ll get onto the housework and be out of your way.”
“Thank you.” Moira’s gratitude was genuine. It was one meal she didn’t have to cook.
“Yes, I am grateful for all you’ve done for me,” Bill added. “I’m sure Moira and I can manage everything going forward though. You deserve a break and Mr Terrill will appreciate your company at home.”
“Oh … oh … I didn’t …” Mrs Terrill raised her eyebrows and gave Moira a dismissive glance. “I thought land girls were here to do farm work, not extras in the house. It’s not like that at Whipsnade. Captain Boyle wouldn’t hear of it if he wasn’t away fighting.”
Moira disguised her snigger behind her hand, pretending she had a cough. She doubted the extras she’d been wondering about, ever since she’d arrived at Bill’s; were the same extras, Mrs Terrill was referring to.
“Whipsnade is a training farm,” Bill explained. “It’s not quite the same on a real farm. Everyone must pull their weight.”
“Well then, I’ll be off.” Mrs Terrill huffed and turned on the spot, the shepherd’s pie still in her hands. “Mr Terrill will be having shepherd’s pie for dinner after all. Just as well it is his favourite.”
The woman bustled her way from the house before Bill or Moira could protest. Moira had been going to offer to return the dish after they’d enjoyed the pie, but the food was the least of Bill’s worries.
“That didn’t go quite how I’d planned,” he said. “I hate to think what story will do the rounds now. She probably saw us through the window.”
“It’ll be fine.” Moira shrugged her shoulders. Her name had done the rounds on the grapevine so many times she now paid no heed to the gossips. “There must be much more important things than us to talk about.”
Bill shook his head. “I’d better go and make that blasted bed. A bit like shutting the gate after the horse has bolted but I hate climbing into an unmade bed.”






  
  Chapter 3

The storm clouds held their bounty until the clock’s hands clicked past four in the afternoon but then they let go with a fury. Rain pelted against the windows and wind rattled the panes as the temperature dropped into single digits. 
“I’d better go and check that sow.” Bill put another log of wood on the fire. “You are alright to cook the mince and potatoes, aren’t you?”
“It’s unlikely to be as scrumptious as Mrs Terrill’s pie but I think it will at least be edible.” Moira had spent the last quarter hour peeling potatoes and carrots into a pot. She added half a teaspoon of salt from the salt pig and moved the pot to the top of the coal range to cook.
Bill came up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist and peered over her shoulder.
“Are you going to make rissoles with the meat? They’re my favourite. Especially with heaps of onion. There’s one in the bottom drawer. And the mincer is in the cupboard under the sink.”
He kissed her neck and was gone before she could protest.
Chopping the onion brought tears to her eyes. Moira always said, life was too short for silly tears. She wasn’t one to cry but she didn’t wipe them away. It was easier to think they weren’t hers if she blamed the onion. It allowed her to deny the tightness in her chest, the uncertainty, her inability to see where the future might go when the present wasn’t quite going according to plan.
“Aargh,” she growled. “You’re probably just hormonal, you silly woman.”
The man kisses like he wants to devour you. He hugs like he never wants to let you go. So, what if he can’t demonstrate his affections in front of others. It’s not a crime. There are worse things that could happen.
Moira found the mincer in a box in the cupboard. She’d never used one before, fortunately the image on the lid of the box gave her some inkling how the various pieces went together. She tightened the clamp onto the end of the bench, attached the handle and selected the cutting blade with holes that looked like they would result in minced meat.
The first cut of meat she fed into the spout was too big and jammed the mincer. No matter how much pressure she put on the handle it wouldn’t turn so she had to pull everything apart, cube the meat and start again. She turned the handle until globules of mince emerged from the cutting blade to fall on to the bench.
“Blast!” She glanced around the kitchen to check that there was no one to witness her mistake. Embarrassed she grabbed another bowl to catch the mince.
When that bowl was full, Moira tipped the diced onion in with the mince and mixed the two with her hands, cringing each time the raw meat squelched between her fingers. The things one must do to keep a man happy. She was still lost in her thoughts, moulding handfuls of mince into balls and flattening them between her palms, when the door burst open.
“Quick, I need your help.” Rain dripped from Bill’s raincoat, spattering on the floor. “The silly sow has farrowed out in the weather. I’ll likely lose the lot if they’re out overnight.”
Moira left everything where it was, rinsed her hands and followed Bill out to the porch where her raincoat hung on a hook.
“I made a nice warm home too.” Bill helped Moira into her coat.
It was obvious he was talking about the pig, but Moira acknowledged it was also true about the house she’d moved into.
“We’d better hurry, before it gets dark.” Bill reached back inside to grab a torch and a tabby cat darted between his legs to the warmth of the house. “That’s right, Buster, you keep warm by the fire.”
Moira imagined the cat curled up in front of the fire, licking itself clean. She’d happily swap places, give her fingernails a much-needed manicure but she did the right thing and followed Bill.
Ominous clouds blackened the sky, hiding the view of the alps and dumping their fill in persistent heavy drops. With rain pelting her face, Moira could barely see twenty feet in front of her let alone the sow out in the paddock. The thought of chasing piglets around in this weather filled her with dread.
“The sow’s over here.” Bill led the way, beside the boxthorn hedge. “At least she sought a little shelter.”
In the lee of the hedge, the sow lay on her side, stretched out, eyes closed, and a trail of afterbirth at her rear. Her four trotters created a makeshift pen between which lay a mass of wriggling pink piglets. Moira was scared the sow had died until the pig raised its head, squealed loudly, and pushed out another tiny piglet.
“How many is that?” Moira exclaimed. Merely witnessing the birth had drained her of energy. Thank goodness humans weren’t so prolific in their offspring.
“I counted twelve before. She’s only got a dozen teats. That last one, the runt of the litter, it’ll likely die.”
“Shouldn’t you help it?” Moira emphasised the ‘you’. Even though the newborn’s baby-pink skin was bereft of hair from head to hoof, she had no intention of touching it.
“If it has the strength to get to a teat, it’ll live. If it can’t do that, it’s better it dies now than later. We’ll just stand here, provide them with a bit of shelter, wait a few minutes to see if its strong enough.”
It sounded harsh. Moira thought of Alice. Petite Alice, the land girl who’d rescued every abandoned newborn at Whipsnade and was likely now doing the same at Orari Estate. Where was Alice when you needed her? She wouldn’t begrudge standing out in this weather, rain pouring down her back soaking the legs of her overalls, dripping down into her gumboots to wet her socks. Moira never dreamt she’d say it, but perhaps she needed to be more like Alice.
The runt’s natural instincts had it squirming, eyes still closed, away from the birthing canal. It followed the mucous trail of those who’d gone before, little grunts of effort signalling its journey. It burrowed between its mother’s trotters, then stalled as if the effort had sucked the life from it, but it was only a momentary pause to gather strength for the biggest battle it faced. An older sibling needed to be pushed out of the way, off the teat that would provide the sustenance crucial to survival. The runt wormed its way between two slightly bigger piglets and rested again.
Moira knew life was all about the timing and for this thirteenth piglet time appeared to be on its side. Whether it was the tiny grunts it emitted or the swollen belly of the piglet beside it, that freed up a teat, it didn’t matter. The outcome was the same. The runt wrapped its jaw around its mother’s swollen teat and sucked.
“We’ll give it another five minutes,” Bill said. “Then we’ll relocate them to the shed.”
Moira glanced around the paddock. There were no buildings she would call a shed, just a few sheets of rusty corrugated iron nailed to an a-frame.
“Where?” she dared to ask, unsure if she wanted to know the answer. “And how?”
“Just over there.” Bill pointed to the a-frame. “I’ve already filled it with hay and there are wooden bars at the sides to give the piglets somewhere safe to go.”
“Won’t they be safe with the sow?”
“Not when the sow decides to lay down or roll over,” Bill replied, shaking his head. “I’ve had them squash the entire litter. Such a waste.”
“And how are they going to get from here to there? Do you have a trolley or something?”
“We’ll carry the piglets.”
Moira gulped. She spread her hands in front of her, inspected her short nails, and the callouses on her upturned palms. Squelching in mince was nothing compared to what Bill was expecting of her now.
“Then hopefully we can just get out of the way and nature will take care of the rest,” Bill continued. “You don’t want to come between an angry sow and her offspring if she thinks you’re trying to steal them away.”
That’s exactly what they would be doing. Was a pig intelligent enough to realise they were merely trying to help? Moira hadn’t a clue, but she dearly hoped so. Being chased around a paddock by an enraged animal more than twice her size didn’t enthuse her.
As the sated piglets gradually released the sow’s teats, Bill picked them up two at a time. They flopped into his hands and thankfully remained that way when he placed them in Moira’s. She expected them to be heavier but guessed each weighed only a couple of pounds.
“Quick, run them over to the shed.” Bill murmured as if to keep their mission secret from the sow. “Put them in the hay at the side, behind the bar.”
Moira hunched over to shelter the piglets from the rain and took off towards the shed. Unable to look where she was going and where she placed her feet at the same time, she lost her footing and rolled her ankle in a ditch.
“Ouch!”
She paused to catch her breath, but the jolt stirred the piglets and they started to wriggle and snuffle, tiny grunts that Moira prayed would be lost in the noise of the rain. Panicked, she turned back, glancing over her shoulder to check the sow remained by the hedge before casting aside her pain, and continuing to the shed.
The rain had wet the hay closest to the opening and Moira had to crouch to place the piglets in the dry behind the bar Bill had been adamant was necessary to keep them alive. The comforting smell of hay filled the tiny space and Moira wanted to sit down to rest her ankle.
“Here, crawl in and I’ll pass you these ones.” Bill came up behind her with another four piglets.
Moira hadn’t heard him approach over the drumbeat of raindrops on the corrugated iron. Her head jerked up in fright.
“Ouch!” Her head hit the wooden frame supporting the roof reinforcing her dislike of pigs. “Can’t the little blighters walk in themselves?”
“Too young,” Bill replied matter-of-factly. “Not until they’re about eight hours old. Quick, we need to get the last piglets. The sow’s starting to realise something is amiss.”
The last thing Moira wanted was to be trapped at the back of the shed with an angry sow between her and the only escape. She grabbed the piglets from Bill, hurriedly plonked them into the hay, and scrambled from the shed.
They rushed back to the sow. Moira followed Bill, mirroring his footsteps so she avoided further injury. The sow wrenched her head around, her snout sniffed out the intruders and she squealed a warning as Bill grabbed the last of the litter. He passed the runt to Moira and took off with the other four.
The thirteenth piglet may have been smaller than the rest, but it was feistier and thrashed about full of fight in Moira’s hands. She wrapped her fingers around its girth, hugged it into her chest and rushed to keep up with Bill.
The sow’s screech increased in pitch and volume until it was a battle cry announcing her charge across the paddock after them. Her short legs, swollen teats and recovery from birthing did nothing to dampen her maternal instinct to protect her offspring.
Terror and panic quickened Moira’s heartrate. Blood pulsed at her temples. Her heartbeat thundered in her chest. She cursed the runt, clasped against her chest. It should have died, then she wouldn’t be feeling she was about to be mauled.
Bill had already dropped the piglets into the hay and turned to grab the runt from Moira when she finally made it to the shed. With the sow fast approaching, there was no gentle placement of the last piglet but an unceremonious dumping between the others. It was almost as if Bill had decided that it didn’t matter if the runt of the litter lived or died.
He grabbed Moira’s hand and together they scurried out of harm’s way, not stopping to catch their breath until the gate was shut and latched. The sow gave them a final grunt before disappearing into the shed, nudging, and sniffing each offspring to ensure they were present and alright, before lying down to offer herself as a milk bar again.
“Good job, well done.” Bill was still holding Moira’s hand and raised it to his lips.
She lapped up the affection, her hand felt safe in his, protected by its weathered strength although not safe enough to return the kiss to a hand dirtied by a sow and her litter. Instead, Moira tilted her face up towards Bill’s, let the raindrops drip from her hood, and leaned in to kiss him.
In the pouring rain, Bill released her hand and enclosed her in his arms. There was no one or nothing to bear witness to the passion expressed in their kisses.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hand-in-hand they made it back to the house with the promise of more surrounding them with a frisson of anticipation. In the shelter of the porch, Bill pulled Moira to him, and his lips found hers. Finally, Moira was going to get what she wanted. Nothing was going to stop it this time and she would remember every detail. If only, they could be rid of the constraints of raincoats, boots, and overalls.
“Shall we take this inside by the fire,” she murmured between kisses.
“What? Yes, of course. Sorry, I got carried away.” Bill pulled away to undo the buttons of his coat.
“I like it when you get carried away.” Moira placed her hand on Bill’s chest, widened her eyes and smiled suggestively. “I’ll like it even more when we are inside in the warm.”
Raindrops beat out a rhythm on the porch roof that echoed their ardour. They separated, long enough to clamber out of their wet weather gear, cast aside coats and boots to be left strewn about the porch. This was no time to be tidy, their ragged breathing paused only when Moira came into Bill’s arms. Another kiss to fuel the desire sparked between them. This time. Nothing could be allowed to ruin the moment
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