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About the Book

Annie Swinburn had killed a man – the killing was timely and well-deserved, for Francis Morton had been evil in every possible way. But Annie knew that however justified her crime, only the rope and the gibbet awaited her if she remained in the slums of Hull. And so she ran – up river, along the wild and secretive paths of the great Humber – a new and unfamiliar territory which was to lead her into a new and unfamiliar life.

Her first refuge was with Toby Linton, well-born, estranged from his father, and – with his brother Matt – earning a dangerous living as a smuggler. Annie led a double life, as smuggler, and as a pedlar roaming the remote countryside of the Wolds. It was this new existence which led her, once more, into allowing herself to love, in spite of all the things that had gone before.

But even as a newer, richer world began to overtake her, she could never forget the shadow of the man she had killed, and the family she had been forced to abandon.

Set in the majestic countryside of the Yorkshire Wolds and the great Humber river, Annie is the companion volume to Valerie Wood’s The Hungry Tide which won the first Catherine Cookson Prize.
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Prologue

Did other rivers, streams and creeks fall into these mighty waters, cascading down hills and surging through valleys to swell the rushing waters of the mighty Humber? Annie wrapped her shawls around her. A wind was rising, cold and sharp, coming in from the sea. It disturbed the water’s dull surface, agitating it into frothy white crests and she saw by the increasing undercurrent that the tide was on the turn. The river was on a journey and she was compelled to follow it.


Part One


1

They’re coming. They’re coming. They’re coming. Gibbet. Gibbet. Gibbet. Tha’ll swing. Tha’ll swing. Tha’ll swing.

At each detaining suck and slurp of the mud around her boots, Annie thought she could hear the menacing warning echoing in her ears.

She glanced over her shoulder. The fog was eddying around the middle of the river, hiding the banks of Lincolnshire on the other side. But as the grey dawn broke, the vaporous mantle started to lift, rising to reveal the muddy brown waters lying just below the footpath where she was so desperately running, away from the town of Hull and the consequences of her wrongdoing.

‘Oo – oh, who’ll help me?’ She wailed, and then in fright put her hand over her mouth and looked again over her shoulder to see if the constables were following her and listened for a hue and cry.

A painful stitch in her side slowed her down, and as she gasped short, dry, rasping breaths to relieve it, she became aware of a melancholy moaning. She stopped and listened, but the sound also stopped. She hurried on and it started again. A whimpering lament of distress. She closed her open mouth. It was there again; inside her head, filling her mouth, her ears, her throat, shaking her body with its intensity so that she could no longer stand. Her trembling legs gave way beneath her and deposited her onto the muddy path.

‘Oh dear God, what have I done?’ On her knees she rocked and cried. ‘I’ll get found out. They’ll come for me.’

Wide-eyed with terror she hunched into herself and listened again, this time the only sound was the familiar lap of the river, the heavy-winged flight of cormorants as they swooped low over the water, and the thud of her own laboured breathing.

They won’t have found him yet. She took deep shuddering breaths. ’Course they won’t. ’Tide will have covered him. They might never find him. Francis Morton’s face swam in front of her and she screwed up her eyes to stop the tears and obliterate the vision.

‘I’m that tired,’ she mumbled. ‘Dare I stop?’

She hadn’t slept all night. She had gathered together her meagre possessions, her last few coins, her boots and shawls and morsel of bread, and left the dark damp room which she and her children had called home. She had kept to the narrow alleys until she reached the edge of the town, then with a brief backward glance, had slipped out of the broken, decayed walls and headed for the river.

In that dark hour before morning she’d hesitated on the Humber bank and surveyed the deep waters as she had done every day of her life; from her childhood on the wharves to her wifehood in the mean house in the rat-infested alley on its banks, and contemplated that all she knew was that beyond the spit of Spurn the river emptied itself into the yawning mouth of the German Ocean; but up river, of that she knew nothing. Having no patient mother or wise father who might have explained the river’s direction, she had only hearsay that the river split into two, dividing itself and going separate ways.

And what then? Did other rivers, streams and creeks fall into these mighty waters, cascading down hills and rushing through valleys to swell the rushing waters of the Humber? She’d wrapped her shawls around her. A wind was rising, cold and sharp, coming in from the sea. It disturbed the water’s dull surface, agitating it into frothy white crests, and she saw by the increasing undercurrent that the tide was on the turn. The river was on a journey and she was compelled to follow it.

* * *

The sun was breaking through the clouds. Lying low on the skyline it transformed the dark water to a pale mirror of gold and shimmered through the gossamer strands of dispersing mist, and she realized that shipping, schooners and cutters, colliers and trading luggers, would soon be moving up river, and that the footpath by the bank, and the old road just beyond it, would start to become busy with travellers making their way between the towns of Hessle and Hull.

I’ll have to hide, she thought, glancing along the narrow shore. Maybe I can sleep for a bit, and then move on again tonight. It wasn’t far, she had heard, to the town of Hessle, only five or six miles, though she had never been. But she knew of the town, where they built ships, and a ferry since ancient times had run a passage across the shortest stretch of the Humber to Barton in Lincolnshire.

She could see the banks of that country now as it appeared through the fog, and wondered if she could get there. Nobody would know me there, she considered; but she started to tremble at the prospect of someone remarking on the sight of a strange woman travelling alone across the water, and asking questions.

The sound of voices and the jangle of a harness startled her and she jumped down onto the pebbled foreshore and pressed herself into the side of the bank. She didn’t look up until she judged that the travellers had passed, then peered over the top to see the retreating figure of a man holding the reins of a mare, which pulled a small cart in which a woman was sitting.

‘They’re off to ’market,’ she mouthed. ‘I’d best be sharp and find somewhere safe.’

She hauled herself up the grassy bank onto the road and scurried along it, afraid of being seen. Beyond the road lay fields and meadowland and between the grassy areas were strips of scrub, common balk, overgrown with hawthorn and bramble, which marked the boundary and divided up the ownership of land.

Into the thick of this she scrambled, sliding down into the ditch at the road side and into the undergrowth, not heeding the thorns which tore her hands and pulled the threads of her shawl and skirt. She scrabbled on her hands and knees as far into the thicket as she could, pulling aside the prickly stems of dog rose and blackthorn and noting the red hips and blue-black, plum-like fruits which hung there.

I wonder if I can eat them? Her stomach was beginning to gnaw with hunger. She fished from beneath her skirts for the parcel of bread which she had hidden there, and chewing slowly to make it last longer, she ate half of it. Then, rewrapping the remaining piece, she pinned it carefully back beneath her skirt, placing it next to a small bag of coins.

As she lay in her small dark cave, her shawls pulled about her and her head resting on her hands, she heard voices from time to time, the sound of laughter and the measured clip of donkeys’ and horses’ hooves, and she shrank further into the undergrowth, praying that she wouldn’t be seen from the road. The day drew on and towards midday as the warmth of the sun reached her, she dropped off into intermittent sleep.

Her body twitched as she dreamed and she moaned softly. ‘Me poor bairns. Me poor bairns. What’ll become of us? Lizzie, I did it for thee.’

In her dreams she saw again the smiling face of Francis Morton. Then his smile became rigid as the knife in her hand struck, his teeth turning black as blood oozed from his mouth and covered his shirt, and his eyes stared accusingly at her.

She sat up with a cry. ‘Oh, dear God. They’ll hang me. I’ll swing from ’gibbet.’ Her hands touched her throat as if feeling the rope, and then locking her thin arms around her knees, she rocked, moaning softly. ‘What’ll happen to me bairns? Their ma a murderess!’

Tiredness took hold of her again, and brushing a pile of dead leaves into a pillow, she lay down and gazed up into the canopy of branches and shrubs above her, watching the patterns of sunlight as it filtered through.

Lizzie will be all right, she thought. Maria and Will will take care of her. They promised when I asked them. They’ve been good friends to me. ’Onny ones I’ve ever had. They said they’d take care of her, even though they’ve bairns of their own to feed, and Maria expecting another.

Happen I shouldn’t have been so hasty, but I was that angry. I thought Francis loved me. When I asked him, he said he did. But when I caught him in ’house—, and our Lizzie, poor bairn, being so frighted, well me blood was up. I couldn’t help myself. In God’s name, I couldn’t.

She touched her cheekbone and felt the tender swelling and the cut which still oozed blood from the blow Francis had given her and cried softly. I seem to have spent my whole life weeping. I’ve had no happy times that I can think of. None that lasted anyway. Alan never made me happy. I thought he would, when he married me, but he was nowt but a bully when he was at home. I was allus glad when he went back to sea, glad of those long voyages to ’Arctic, and I can’t say that I was sorry, not really sorry, when he died.

She sat up and wiped her eyes with the end of her shawl, and thought of the day when she was called to the office of the ship-owner, Isaac Masterson. ‘Mrs Swinburn,’ he’d said gently. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you of your husband’s death.’

Maria’s husband too, Will Foster, had suffered terrible injuries on the ill-fated voyage of the whaler, the Polar Star, but he had been a hero, while Alan had died because of his own drunkenness.

She sniffed. Makes me wonder why we’re here at all, when there’s only misery and pain.

And me two lads. What of them? Will they make out without me? I’ve never been a good ma, even though I loved them. I never knew how. She nodded as she sat in her damp hollow. They’ll be better off without me. Seamen’s Hospital will look after them. Ted, he’s not well, poor bairn, and Jimmy, why, I could do nowt with him, but he’ll look after himself will Jimmy, when he’s big enough; he’ll grow just like his fayther.

Convincing herself that her children would manage at least as well without her as with her, she waited, sometimes dozing, sometimes peering through the branches towards the narrow road and listening to the slap of the water on the pebbled shore.

As the sun started to sink she brought out the remaining piece of bread and nibbled half of it. She was very hungry, yet dare not eat more, and once more she carefully wrapped it and put it down beside her. She leaned forward and pulled a handful of hips and the small blue fruit which hung so temptingly above her.

‘These is hips, I know, and I don’t think they’ll harm, but these plums, if they are plums, dare I try them?’

She ran her finger over the waxy skin, disturbing the bloom, and on impulse sank her teeth into the flesh.

‘Aagh. Aagh. I’m poisoned. I’m poisoned. I’m done for. God forgive me for me sins.’

She spat and retched as the bitter juices stung her tongue and scorched her throat and she reached for the lump of bread and tore off a piece, chewing furiously.

‘Tha’s lucky. Tha could be lying dead. How stupid thou art, Annie. Never did have any gumption. That’s why tha’s in such a fix.’ She muttered and grumbled, hunger making her lightheaded, and she eyed the remaining piece of bread. ‘Shall I eat it now? Or shall I wait until I really need it? It’s not ’first time I’ve felt hunger.’

She lay down again and waited for darkness. There had been many times in her life when she had felt the pangs of hunger. When she was a child living beneath the river wharves she had had many days without food, when the other children had not had enough to share with her – until she had learned how to scavenge and beg for her own bread, she had known how to exist on very little sustenance.

I wonder what happened to me own ma? Who was she? Will my bairns forget who I am? No. No. They’re older. They’ll remember me. I was only a babby when she went.

Instilled in her mind was an image of a woman who suckled her, who sat with her beneath the wharves, and who laughed and smelled of warm milk and liquor, and who one day, when she reached for her, had gone and left only emptiness in her place.

Other hands had taken her and fed her on watery pap until she was old enough to fend for herself. The ‘River Rats’, people used to call them, and named them as thieves and ruffians. They lived on the refuse that others had discarded, searching in the mud when the tide had turned for anything that they could find and sell and turn into food.

And as for her father: the man who appeared from time to time claiming her as his own, demanding what little she owned as his, and giving her a beating when she objected; he too had disappeared, and she wasn’t sorry.

As dusk fell, she roused herself and prepared to leave her leafy shelter. She could hear the wind blowing strongly and she wrapped her shawls tightly around her head, tucking her lank fair hair inside. She reached for her bread. It was dark in the hollow and she couldn’t see it. She searched the ground where she had been lying.

‘It’s not here! It’s gone. Me bread. Where’s me bread?’

Her fingers touched some dry crumbly fragments and she peered at them. ‘Me bread! Summat’s eaten me bread!’

Furiously she banged the ground with her fists. All that was left of her precious bread was a small pile of crumbs. She heard scurryings beneath the branches, of mice or birds, of cats or rats. Whatever it was, had she been able to catch the offending creature she would without any compunction have strangled it with her bare hands.

There was a heavy swell on the river, white flecked waves spilling over onto the shore as she climbed down. I’ll walk here until dark, she thought, and then go back onto ’road. She felt nervous. She wasn’t afraid of the dark, but this was unfamiliar territory, a new country, an open space full of strange sounds, and the further she travelled, the higher the white cliffs which edged the shore became, intimidating her by their loftiness.

Even the Humber, her own river, which she had always lived alongside, seemed like a stranger, showing her a different face from the one which she had known from the confines of the town walls, longer and lonelier, and somehow threatening. While the vessels running for their home port before darkness fell, seemed to turn their surging sails accusingly towards her.

She remembered the old tales she had heard long ago from superstitious old women. Stories of the ghosts who roamed the river bank. Ghosts of the dead who had been carried in their coffins towards the churchyard in Hessle, in the time long before there was a place to bury them in Hull, and who were swept away by the turbulent waves, along with the grieving mourners who carried them, down into a watery grave. They waited, in the darkness, so it was said, their skeletal fingers dripping with slimy strands of river weed, stretched out to waylay travellers along the riverside path.

‘I don’t believe it. It’s just an old tale.’ She picked up her skirts and ran along the deep shingle, stumbling in her fright over the scrubby bushes and wild shrubs which reached out to trip her. But the shadows seemed to dance menacingly about her, and as the smudgy darkness fell, fiendish spooks and demons whispered in her ear, and with them, she thought she could hear the intimidating laughter of Francis Morton.

With relief she watched the moon emerge, sailing high above the water, lighting up the Lincolnshire coast and pointing the way with Neptune’s Path across the river, and it lit also the path on the shore, shining white on the pebbles beneath her feet. As she neared the Hessle creek, she could make out by its light the silhouette of boatsheds and the masts of boats which lay anchored in the water.

She crept silently towards the inlet and looked over. There was the ferry, held at anchor, its mast and rigging traced black in the moonlight, gently swaying on the water. It was a busy harbour, packed tight with boats, and on the bankside masts and canvas rigging were laid and crates stacked high one on top of another. She froze as she heard the sound of a man cough and then spit, and then saw the swinging beam of a lantern.

‘’Watchman,’ she breathed, and sank low behind a crate. It would be off to the magistrate if she was found and then all would be finished, she’d be sent back to Hull to a fate she didn’t dare contemplate.

As she watched, another figure emerged only yards from where she was crouched. She followed his progress as he dodged behind crates and boxes as if he was stalking the figure of the nightwatchman. He dashed across towards a boat which was lying beached on the quay, and hid behind it. She saw his face quite clearly in the moonlight. He was young, younger than her, she thought, his face unshaven, and merry as if he was having great sport. His dark hair was long and curly, and she saw a glint of an earring in his right ear.

She shifted her position, standing on tiptoe and peering above the crate, to be able to see him more clearly and he looked up, alerted by the slight sound, and saw her. For a moment alarm showed on his face, and then a grin appeared and he put a finger warningly to his lips.

Something told her that she should go, that things were happening here that could embroil her. Tha’s in enough trouble of thine own, she told herself. Tha doesn’t need any more.

Silently she edged backwards until she reached the riverside path again. She retraced her steps until she came to the stone bridge which crossed the haven and took another path climbing higher and leading away from the river, and up across a grassy sward to a small wood. Here she rested again. Her legs ached from walking on the deep shingle and she leant back against a tree and contemplated what she should do next.

Sleep must have overtaken her for she opened her eyes to the beginning of day. The sun was not yet fully up but a pale flush filtered through the trees and touched her cold cheeks with warmth. She looked around at her surroundings and found that she was on the edge of a copse, smaller and thinner than she had thought the night before, when the trees seemed blacker and denser than they were.

The copse edged a paddock where a stringy horse and an old goat were tethered and beyond the paddock was a cottage with a hedge of hawthorn around it. Annie dropped to her stomach and slithered along the ground until she came to the hedge, and lay in the damp grass peering through a gap.

A glimmer of light burned in the cottage window, and above the thatch the chimney-pot discharged a thick gush of spiralling wood smoke, whilst through the half open door drifted the tantalizing smell of something cooking.

She wasn’t so much hungry now, for she was well beyond the stomach rolling pangs of emptiness, but had the pinched and stabbing muscular cramps of an unfed belly which cried out for sustenance.

She wrinkled her nose. Could it be mussel and onion stew like we used to make down by ’river when I was a bairn? ’Mussels that were big and tender and salty, and if anybody had managed to pinch bread, we used to dip it into ’stew and it would be soft and pappy, and even them without teeth could chew it.

Or a drop of fish broth would be tasty. I used to make that for me bairns when Alan left me without money, and I’d bring home some fish heads from ’dock side and boil them with ’taties. Or eel pie like Maria’s ma used to make. She had ’knack with paste had Maria’s ma, all golden and crusty it was, not heavy and lumpen like mine.

She licked her dry lips as she hallucinated over the sweet white fleshy strands of eel, and its dark succulent skin which she used to draw through her teeth, and she lifted her head and sniffed, drawing in a deep breath to catch the aroma which floated towards her.

It was getting much lighter, the sun was rising with its pale light suffusing the sky with pastel streaks of rose and yellow and lighting up the house in front of her. She saw now that it was a low dwelling, a mere hovel, and she felt relief because of it. Perhaps the residents of this abode had also known hunger and would therefore be glad to share their morning meal with her. Or, she sank down again in despair, more likely they would turn her away as a beggar because there wasn’t enough for another mouth.

A shadow moved across the grass in front of the window and a donkey lifted its head and ambled forward. She envied it for its ability to eat grass, she had tried that too, but there was no nourishment in it.

Painfully she got to her feet and stumbled round the hedge. She wiped her face with the end of her shawl and smoothed her matted hair, and with weak and listless knuckles knocked timidly on the door.


2

‘What does tha want?’

A scrawny old woman in a bonnet and apron over her black dress stood in the doorway, one hand held up against the door frame, the other on her hip.

‘Can tha spare me a bit o’ bread, or a drop o’ soup? I’ve had nowt to eat for—.’

‘No. Clear off. We’ve nowt to spare for beggars.’ The woman made to shut the door.

‘Oh, please. I’m no beggar. Just down on me luck.’

‘Tha’s beggin’, so that makes thee a beggar. Be off with thee.’

There was no mistaking her meaning and Annie turned away, then looked back; behind the woman she could see a man about to put on his coat.

‘A drink o’ water then?’

The woman pointed down the garden. ‘’Well’s over yonder. Get a sup and then go.’

‘Who is it, Mrs Trott?’ The man came to the door and peered over the woman’s shoulder. He was tall and stopped and as gaunt as the woman, but he looked kinder, Annie thought.

‘Just a beggar woman. We’ve nowt to spare for likes o’ them.’

‘Oh, come now. She’s onny a lass. Give her summat. We’ve enough.’

Annie hesitated. She didn’t want to cross the woman by appearing too eager, but she was so hungry. She closed her eyes as a dizzy spell came over her and she felt herself sway.

‘She’s badly, poor lass. Fetch her inside, Mrs Trott.’

‘Tha’s daft. Tha allus was. Taking in beggars and ne’er-do-wells. We’ll never sleep safe in our beds.’

The woman grumbled and muttered, but roughly took Annie’s arm and pushed her through the door into the cottage.

‘Tha’ll sit there and not move while I dish thee some soup. I’m not having me home ransacked while me back’s turned.’

Annie sank down onto a wooden stool by the fire where the woman indicated. The old woman could say what she wanted, call her every name she could think of, she wouldn’t care. Just so long as she gave her some of the soup that was bubbling in the pan over the fire.

Mrs Trott ladled some into a bowl and then cut a hunk of bread and handed them to Annie.

‘Think thy self lucky that he was at home.’ She cast a thumb towards the old man who was hovering at the door. ‘Tha’d have got nowt if it had been left to me.’

‘I’m very grateful.’ Annie’s eyes and nose watered as she dipped the bread into the hot soup. ‘Fish stew. It’s ’best food in ’kingdom.’

Mollified the woman shrugged, then turning to the table cut another piece of bread and handed it to Annie.

The man smiled and turned away. ‘I’ll be off.’

‘Tha’s leavin’ me alone wi’ beggar then?’ Mrs Trott folded her arms about her and called him back. ‘And tha’ll be surprised if tha finds me dead wi’ a knife in me back when tha comes home.’

With a cry Annie rose to her feet, slopping the soup down her skirt and onto the floor. ‘No, please. Please, don’t say that, I’ll not harm thee. I’ve got no knife. I’ve got no knife.’

She collapsed back onto the stool, racked with sobs. ‘I’ve got no knife. Honest to God.’

‘Now look what tha’s done, woman. Tha’s frightened poor lass to death. Have some pity. Enough’s enough.’ His voice, which had been slow with the wide-vowelled words of the district, grew sharp. ‘There’s some wi’ short memories.’

‘Take no notice.’ He bent over Annie and patted her arm. ‘She’s nervous of strangers, that’s all. Eat up tha soup. We can’t afford waste.’

Annie obediently ate whilst the man stood over her, her tears salting her lips as they flowed unchecked. The woman’s words had unleashed terror into her heart and she could see with infinite clarity the flash of a thin blade as it penetrated flesh.

The man left, casting a severe look at Mrs Trott who sat stony-faced at the table, not looking at Annie but staring at the door.

‘Can I do summat for thee, to repay thee for tha kindness? Fetch water, or bring in wood?’

Annie didn’t want to leave the warmth of the fireside, she’d do anything to stay longer. Her belly was full with bread and soup and she just wished that she could curl up on the bed at the other side of the fireplace and sleep.

The woman watched her closely as Annie’s gaze fell on the feather bed. ‘Aye, tha can shake ’bed for me. Feathers get up me nose and I sneeze all day, and when tha’s done that tha can fetch me in a bucket o’ water.’

Annie heaved the bedding outside and shook it so hard that feathers flew and dust filled the air. The old woman obviously hadn’t shaken it in a long time.

Next she took a pail to the draw well, and as directed, wound the handle of the windlass, lowering it down and drawing up a bucket of sparkling spring water. She cupped her hand and took a drink.

‘By. That’s best water I’ve ever drunk. Better than river water by far.’ Annie spoke freely.

‘Tha’ll be from Hull, then?’ Mrs Trott gazed suspiciously at her.

‘Wha—, what makes thee think that, mistress?’

‘They drink river water in Hull. I know, I, – I had a relation once from there. She’s dead now.’

‘Aye. I worked there for a bit. Now I’m on me way back to me own country.’

‘And where would that be?’

Annie swallowed hard. ‘York. I come from York.’

‘I know of it,’ Mrs Trott nodded. ‘It’s a goodly way from here, and a long way to walk, if that’s what tha intends? And wi’ no food either?’ she added.

‘I was robbed,’ Annie responded swiftly. ‘There’s a lot of ruffians in Hull. They took me money. All I had. That’s why I had no food or owt. They took it all.’

She followed the woman inside, carrying the brimming bucket of water and splashing it over her boots. She noticed as she entered that there were clumps of mud on the floor, mud from the river bank that must have dropped from her boots when she came in.

She bent to scoop it up. ‘I’m sorry, – on tha clean floor an’ all. I’ll clean it up if tha’ll give me a floor clout.’

Mrs Trott fetched a cloth and handed it to her. Annie rubbed enthusiastically at the wide wooden boards, spreading the mud and leaving a brown stain.

‘Give it here.’ Mrs Trott snatched back the cloth. ‘I can see tha never kept a tidy house. Brought up to be a lady, was tha? Why, it’s worse now than it was afore tha started.’

Annie stood shamefaced. She never had been housewifely, and as she glanced from under her lowered lashes, she saw that Mrs Trott was, that the room, though poor, was clean. The floorboards, wide enough for a ship’s deck, and the table top, were scrubbed to paleness and the hearth swept free of ash.

‘Aye,’ she answered with a sorrowing sigh. ‘Me ma would never learn me. She said as she wanted better things for me, ’wanted me to be a lady’s maid, or summat like it.’ She hid her red, roughened hands beneath her shawl as she spoke and hoped that Mrs Trott hadn’t noticed them. ‘She’d turn in her grave if she thought I’d come to this.’

Mrs Trott humphed and gazed with narrowed lids. ‘And did tha ma give thee ’fancy petty, or did tha get it by some other means?’

Annie looked down to the hem of her skirt. It was muddy and torn and where the torn flap dangled, a glimpse of yellow satin showed. It was her only piece of luxury. When she had gathered her belongings before her swift departure, she had dressed in all the clothing she possessed; her cotton shift and flannel petticoat, her black woollen skirt, a grey woollen shirt that had been Alan’s, two shawls and her old, worn boots.

She had almost left behind the shiny petticoat with its edging of lace, not wanting to be reminded of him who had given it to her. But the habit of acquisition, acquired at an early age, when something unwanted could be sold for food, had never left her, and she had reluctantly drawn it on beneath her skirt.

‘It was me ma’s,’ she began, and then saw the hankering gleam in the old woman’s eyes. ‘Onny thing I’ve left to remind me. I’ll never part with it, never.’

Disappointment showed in Mrs Trott’s face. ‘Tha can stay ’till after supper. I can’t be fairer than that.’

Annie stayed silent, then sighing turned as if to leave.

‘Tha can sleep one night. Then tha must be off.’

‘Can I sleep in ’feather bed?’

‘Nay.’ Mrs Trott looked shocked. ‘That’s Mr Trott’s bed.’

Annie considered. ‘Can I have a sleep now, while he’s out? Then tonight I’ll sleep anywhere tha says.’

A frown creased the woman’s forehead, but Annie lifted the hem of her skirt. ‘It’s best satin tha can buy. Feel it. Go on, feel how shiny and slippery it is.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t think I can part with it. What would me poor ma think?’

‘All right.’ Mrs Trott gave in. ‘Tha can sleep in ’bed ’till he comes home. But tonight tha’ll sleep on ’floor. I’ll not share my bed wi’ strangers.’

Annie slipped off her top skirt and then slowly as if unwilling, whilst Mrs Trott waited anxiously, she stepped out of the petticoat and handed it over to her eager hands. She unfastened her boots and the cloth which bound her feet to avoid blisters, and sank into the softness of the feather bed.

‘Them’s us own ducks.’ Mrs Trott nodded, at the mattress, stroking the petticoat lovingly. ‘Tha’ll not sleep on better, even if tha got to be a lady, which tha won’t.’

Annie didn’t answer. Sleep was stealing over her as the warmth of the bed claimed her, and within seconds she drifted away. Then some innate alarm woke her and she felt urgently about her waist for her bag of money. It was there, beneath her flannel petticoat. Reassured, she clasped it in her hand and fell fast asleep.

It was whispering which woke her, and begrudgingly she lifted heavy eyelids. The room was gloomy as the light outside had faded, but by the glow of the fire, she saw Mrs Trott sitting on the stool by the fireside, and opposite her, with his back to the bed where Annie lay, was a man. His hair lay in curls on his shoulders, so it wasn’t Mr Trott, whose hair on his head was sparse and grey, though he had an abundance of beard; the man turned his head as he was speaking and she saw the glint of gold in his ear.

She closed her eyes quickly and listened, but they were speaking with such low voices that she couldn’t catch their words. She was certain that it was the man she had seen last night skulking about the haven. Should she pretend that she had never seen him? He may wish that she hadn’t, for he could only have been up to mischief. From her life by the river, she knew enough about shipping and its cargo to know that there could be valuable goods lying in the crates by the waterside. Then too, he may wish to know why she had been there, alone, in the darkness.

There was the scraping of a chair as someone stood up, and the fall of footsteps near the bed, she opened her eyes and gazed into a round, dimpled face and a smiling mouth with a gap between the front teeth.

Brown eyes looked down at her. ‘Don’t be afraid. I’m a friend of the Trotts’. Are you well rested?’

‘Aye,’ she said, and reached for her skirt which was lying at the end of the bed.

He moved away and turned his back. A gentleman? She slipped on the skirt and stood up. Nay. Why would there be a gentleman here, chatting so intimately with Mrs Trott?

‘Mrs Trott tells me that you are travelling to York.’ He smiled amiably and lit the lamp which Mrs Trott had brought to the table.

Annie nodded. She felt uneasy. This man wouldn’t be so easy to mislead. Behind his charm was an intelligence superior to hers.

‘Aye, that was my intent.’

‘It’s a very fair town. One that I know quite well.’

She was dismayed. Now she was caught. If he should question her of the whereabouts of the place she had claimed as her home, she couldn’t tell him. She knew not a street or alley by name.

‘You’ll know the Shambles of course? Petergate? Whip-Ma-Whop-Ma-Gate? Jubbergate? Yes of course, you will,’ he added, as dumbly she nodded in agreement. ‘And no doubt you’ll be familiar with the snickets and ginnels which are buried in the heart of the town? Yes indeed, who wouldn’t know those familiar streets who had lived their lives there?’

She stared as he drew a chair to the table. What was he talking about? What language was he using? He indicated that she should be seated and then pulled a stool towards her and sat down.

Mrs Trott removed the steaming kettle from the fire and made a dish of tea, bringing it to the table and putting a cup in front of him.

‘Why, Mrs Trott, how absent-minded you are becoming,’ he joked. ‘Where is a cup for Mrs er—?’

Annie gave a small gasp. ‘Annie. Annie, – er, Hope.’ Alan had been well known in Hull. He frequented all the inns and taverns, and the cock and dog fights. This man might well know his name.

‘Hope! What an excellent name, for it is all we have left in these hard times, is it not, Mrs Hope?’ Smiling, he looked steadily at her.

‘Forgive me,’ he said, standing up. ‘My name is Tobias Linton, Toby to my friends.’

Mrs Trott begrudgingly brought a dish of tea to Annie and as she placed it on the table, Mr Trott came through the door.

‘’House is full o’ gossipers as soon as me back’s turned,’ he said dryly. ‘Tha’s back early Toby. I thought tha was in York.’

‘Indeed I was, all of yesterday and night. I rode out at midday today. I thought if I was lucky I might catch a bit of supper with the Trotts.’ He glanced towards Annie as he spoke and in his eyes was a question.

He knows it was me, she thought. He’s wondering if I’ll give him away. Well, it’s nowt to do with me what he was doing on ’quayside, or why he should lie to Mr Trott.

‘Ah. I almost forgot. I’ve brought you a gift.’ He rose from his stool and went to fetch a bag that was lying near the door. ‘Pheasant,’ he said triumphantly, bringing out a brace. ‘The best of the shoot.’

Mrs Trott’s eyes gleamed greedily, but the old man frowned. ‘Are they ’Squire’s bods?’

‘They are,’ grinned Toby. ‘And he sent them with his compliments. At least, he would have done, had he known about them. You know well how generous he is.’

A flicker of a smile touched Mr Trott’s mouth, but he shook his head. ‘There’ll be ’devil to pay if tha gets caught.’

‘Nonsense, Henry,’ Toby replied airily. ‘What could he possibly do? Put me in gaol like a common thief?’

‘Somebody’s been hanging about ’haven.’ Mr Trott ignored Toby’s comment. ‘Last night’s watchman told me that summat’s been shifted about – crates and that.’

‘It’s as well tha wasn’t there then, Mr Trott. Happen tha might have been blamed if owt was missing.’ Mrs Trott busied herself by the fire, putting on extra wood and lifting a cauldron on to a hook above it.

‘Nowt was missing, that were funny part of it. He said it was as if they was onny looking. Well, if I find anybody mooching about when I’m on tomorrow night, they’ll feel ’strength o’ my truncheon, make no mistake about it.’

‘The villains won’t dare come if they know you’re on duty, Henry,’ Toby stretched lazily. ‘Everybody knows what a law-abiding citizen you are, and that you wouldn’t think twice about defending your master’s property! Well, Mrs Trott, are you going to offer me some bread and cheese, or do I go on my way with a hungry belly? I must be off. I have business to attend to.’

Annie watched as Mrs Trott fussed over him, scooping out the soft middle from a crusty cheese onto a plate, and plying him with extra bread, and cajoling him to stay longer for a sup of stew.

‘Mrs Hope will stay and help you eat it. I hear that you are staying the night, good lady? The Trotts’ will look after you well, have no doubt.’ He rose to leave and bent towards Annie. ‘Sleep well. I may see you tomorrow before you set off on your journey. It’s a long way to York, you must take great care on the road.’

Annie helped Mrs Trott to clear away the dishes after supper. She belched appreciatively. ‘Thank thee for taking me in. I can travel well now on a full stomach.’

Mrs Trott opened up a wooden chest and brought out two blankets and handed one of them to her. ‘Aye, well tha can sleep in front o’ ’fire tonight. Mr Trott will want his own bed.’

She caught Annie’s questioning gaze. ‘I sleep on ’floor yonder. Allus have done.’

Annie looked at the bundle of bedding at the back of the room where Mrs Trott had thrown the other blanket. She nodded. ‘Shall I keep ’fire going?’

‘Course tha’ll keep ’fire ’going,’ she snorted. ‘What sort o’ dowly wife is it who lets ’fire out?’

Annie sat crosslegged, gazing into the flames while the old woman settled herself onto the floor and wrapped her blanket around her. Mr Trott sat on a bench at the side of the hearth, sucking on a clay pipe.

Presently a gentle whistling and snoring flowed from Mrs Trott’s side of the room and Mr Trott tapped out his pipe on the hearth and commented. ‘She’s away. Like a kettle o’ steam she is once she gets going, huffing and puffing all ’night long.’

‘Wouldn’t she rest better on ’bed?’ Annie ventured.

‘Aye, she would, but she’d rather act ’martyr on ’floor than have a bit o’ comfort.’ A note of bitterness had crept into his voice and she looked up wonderingly.

‘I’m going to have a tankard o’ ale,’ he said, rousing himself. ‘Would tha like a drop? Help thee sleep.’

She refused. ‘I’ll not need any rocking, even though I had a sleep during ’day.’ She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. She wished he would go to bed so that she could lie down and rest.

‘Go on, get into ’bed,’ he said. ‘I don’t need much sleep, I can doze here by ’fire just as well.’

‘Nay,’ she protested. ‘I’ll not take thy bed. Has tha a job o’ work to do tomorrow?’

‘Not in ’morning. I’m on nightwatch tomorrow night down at ’shipyard. I’ll not need to be up ower early. Go on,’ he persuaded. ‘We’ll not tell Mrs Trott.’

She needed no further bidding and in the dimness of the room she slipped out of her top clothes and into the comforting softness of the feather bed.

Sleep must have come almost immediately for when she awoke with a start some time later, she felt alert and fully rested. For a moment she wondered where she was, and then remembered. Mrs Trott was still snoring, the pitch having changed from a shrill, rousing, clarion call to a full-throated snort. But it wasn’t Mrs Trott’s snoring which had so rudely awakened her, but the shaking of the bed as someone crept in beside her.
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She edged away to the other side of the bed and felt the roughness of the cold wall against her nose. She lay perfectly still, not daring even to breathe. It wasn’t the old woman beside her, she was still snoring, and she’d said that she wouldn’t share her bed with strangers, and Mr Trott had verified that she preferred the floor.

It had to be Mr Trott. Perhaps, she thought, he had forgotten that she was there and had routinely climbed into his bed. Or – the other possibilities crossed her mind, and she involuntarily shuddered.

A hand touched her shoulder. ‘Mrs Hope, art thou awake?’

She didn’t answer but feigned sleep. Then she felt a pair of bony knees clad in flannel come close to her.

‘I’ll not harm thee.’ Mr Trott’s voice was soft and quavery. ‘I just felt ’need, ’need of some comfort, that’s all, and tha seemed lonely like me. I’ve not felt ’warmth of a woman next to me in a long time.’

She turned her head towards him. She could smell the ale on his breath. ‘Mrs Trott?’

‘Nay, she’s a cold woman. She’s never shared my bed. Never in fifteen years.’

She suddenly felt sorry for Mr Trott, sharing his life with a disagreeable, mean old woman. She knew what it felt like, knew only too well what misery life was without the warmth of loving arms. Alan had never been loving, always demanding when drunk, and indifferent when sober.

Gently she put her hand over his, which lay still on her shoulder, and patted it. ‘Stay then,’ she whispered. ‘It’s all right. Onny, keep still. Go to sleep.’

Sleep didn’t come back to her. She lay quietly, not moving, feeling his presence next to her and hearing his breathing becoming regular as he dropped into slumber. Soon, he too started to snore and his resonant rasp and gurgle swelled into a fanfare, and joined in a discordant serenade with Mrs Trott’s sibilant wheeze.

There’s no wonder they don’t sleep in ’same bed, Annie brooded, they’d blow each other out. Tha could set sail down ’Humber with ’power of these two.

She saw daylight easing its way through the cracks of the shutters, and with sudden forethought, removed Mr Trott’s arm from about her waist and slid out of bed. She built up the fire with the kindling by the hearth and put the kettle on to boil. Then she wrapped the blanket around her and sat watching the flames catch hold of the dry wood and kindle into crackling life.

‘Humph.’ A snort aroused Mrs Trott and she sat upright. ‘Hast put ’kettle on?’

‘Aye. It’s almost on ’boil.’

Mrs Trott blinked as if she had forgotten why Annie was there. She gazed at her through narrowed accusing eyes. ‘Tha didn’t let ’fire out then? Tha’s been stoking up all ’night by ’look of it. Tha’ll have to fetch more wood in afore tha goes.’

Annie nodded. She’d be glad to be away from this parsimonious woman. ‘I’ll go now and collect a bundle.’

Mrs Trott folded her blanket. ‘Mr Trott still sleeping? It’s not like him, he’s generally up afore me.’

Annie smiled thinly. ‘He’s resting well. Happen we should leave him to his dreams.’

She wrapped her shawls around her as she went outside. Rain-clouds were gathering and the river looked dark and unfriendly. I’m going to get very wet if I set off today, she pondered. But I’m not sure if I could spend another day in that house, even if I was asked.

She wandered down to the riverside path. Pieces of timber and driftwood were lying on the shoreline and she jumped down on to the narrow strip of shingle to gather them into her skirt.

‘Good day, Mrs Hope.’

She turned to see Toby Linton leaning against the bank, shallower here than on the other side of the haven, and idly tossing a pebble in his hand. She smiled. It was good to see a friendly face, even though she was wary of him.

‘G’day, sir.’

‘Has the old woman sent you out for fuel?’

‘Aye. She thinks I’ve been building up ’fire all night and using up all her kindling.’

He laughed. ‘She’s had a hard life. She doesn’t like to think she’ll ever be without the essentials, not even kindling. Here, let me help you.’

‘They’re a strange couple,’ she said as she handed him some pieces of wood. ‘Not like a proper wedded pair.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Well, she sleeps on ’floor for one thing, and he sleeps in ’feather bed on his own.’

He kept hold of her hand. ‘And what of your husband, Mrs Hope. Does he sleep alone in a feather bed, whilst you’re roaming the river bank?’

The sudden question startled her and she pulled her hand away, dropping the wood. ‘Me husband’s dead. I’m a widow.’

‘I’m sorry. You’re young to be widowed. You must be only my age, twenty-two – three?’

She shrugged. ‘Where I come from, ’life we lead, widowhood is common. And my age? I’m more’n that I think.’

How could she know when life had begun. She had little memory of childhood. Life had always been the same, searching for vittals and scrounging for money. Only when she had met Maria and her mother, had she realized that there was another type of life, different from her own. Maria’s mother’s house had seemed like a king’s palace, with a proper bed, a table and a chair and a fire in the hearth.

She gazed out across the river seeing again the compassion on the lined face of her friend’s mother and feeling the touch of her fingers as she’d stroked her cheek.

‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’ Contrition showed in his eyes, he had obviously mistaken her pensiveness for sorrow. ‘Curiosity overcame me. I’m sorry.’

She bent her head and sighed. ‘Aye. I’m all alone in ’world. There’s nobody to care what happens to me.’

‘No children from your marriage to comfort you?’

She hesitated. Could she deny her bairns? ‘They’re gone from me. I don’t want to talk about it.’

I suppose I was very young, she reflected. I’d just started my flux when I met Alan by ’river bank. He’d come looking for a woman and saw me. He kept coming back all that summer and I didn’t know why. Then Maria’s mother saw him and told him that he ought to marry me if he wanted me, and give me a home. She wasn’t often wrong, but she was wrong about him.

‘And so now you go to York? Back to your own town?’

There he goes again with his questioning. I haven’t asked him anything, yet I could. Why is he living here, looking like a beggar in his shabby clothes, but with ’talk of a gentleman? There’s summat not right.

‘But why, Mrs Hope?’ He didn’t wait for her reply. ‘Why do you come this way? Surely you know that there’s a better way to York from Hull? The turnpike road is safer, and you could, no doubt, get a lift much easier along there, than on the deserted lanes across country from here!’

She bit her lip. She didn’t even know where York was. She only knew that it stood well back from the sea, and that travellers and merchants from Hull took their goods there to sell.

‘’Cos of river,’ she muttered. ‘I feel safer by ’river. I was going to follow it as far as I could.’

A smile turned up his lips and she knew he wasn’t persuaded. ‘You know the river well? Its moods, its tides?’

She nodded, looking at him warily. ‘Well enough.’

‘And the sea, do you know the sea?’ He laughed at her, dimples creasing his cheeks.

‘Nay.’ Anger suddenly flared as she realized he was having a game with her. ‘I don’t know ’sea, only that it flows beyond Spurn, and it’s to be treated wi’ caution. Why’s tha asking me all these questions?’

‘Oh, I have my reasons.’ He didn’t appear at all offended by her outburst. ‘You may think it idle curiosity on my part, but I can assure you it is not.’

She eyed him suspiciously. ‘Tha’s nowt to do wi’ ’law?’

He gave a great laugh. ‘Not I!’

She remembered the pheasants. ‘Tha’s not above ’law?’

He shook his head. ‘No-one is. Though it might seem so, to some who receive unwarranted discipline from others more corruptible than they.

‘But, Mrs Hope – Annie? Surely you’ve nothing to fear from the law?’

Her face paled but she shook her head. ‘Nay. Not me. Never. But, but I had a f– friend. Then I found out that he had a wife, and he thought that I would tell or ask for money, and he’s sending his cronies to look for me.’ Her imagination ran on, but she spoke truthfully as she added. ‘I’m fearful for me life.’

He stared unblinkingly at her as if he was weighing the implications. Then he smiled. ‘And that’s why you came this way? You didn’t think they’d search on this road?’

She hid a sigh of relief. ‘Aye, that’s ’reason.’ She nodded. ‘That’s it.’

He came towards her and took hold of both her elbows. ‘I don’t believe a word you’re saying, Annie Hope, if that’s your name. But it doesn’t matter. Why should it? We all have our secrets, and if you choose not to tell, why, that’s perfectly all right by me.’

She stared back at him. He had such a smiling face, full of mischief, full of life, and she felt she could trust him. Yet fear held her back. I can tell nobody, she considered. Never in my lifetime. I’m sentenced to carry ’burden until ’final roll-call at doomsday.

He was still talking. ‘And, we must make the most of this life, Annie. I can call you Annie? Life is such fun if we make it so, and we must, for we get only one. So why don’t you?’

‘Why don’t I what?’ She was bewildered. Life had never been fun for her; and she hadn’t caught all that he was saying.

‘You were not listening! I said, why don’t you stay a little longer? I could put some work your way. Why, I believe we could be a good team, you and I. I knew it when I first saw you.’

‘What sort of work?’ She eyed him suspiciously.

‘Oh!’ He gazed out at the river in contemplation. The rainclouds were hovering, black and menacing above them and a few drops of rain started to fall. ‘Just selling a few things.’

‘Hawkin’ tha means? A common hawker?’

‘Not exactly. I need someone to deliver goods to my regular customers whilst I get on with other business. Of course, if you could sell them other goods too, then you would make some extra money.’

It was tempting. If I could make some money, she thought, then I could pay to go over on ’ferry. She forgot for a moment why she was running, then she remembered.

‘Nay. I can’t. I have to be off. If them folks should come looking for me!’

‘No-one will find you,’ he said persuasively. ‘We won’t give you away. No-one knows you’re here. Only the Trotts’, and I’ll talk to them.’

‘Will I have to stay wi’ them?’

He grinned. ‘Unless you stay with me. And you may.’

I could become fond of him, she thought. He’s got a happy nature. I could laugh with him and forget me troubles. But nay, I’ll not be tempted again.

‘I’ll stay wi’ Trotts’, I’m not promising I’ll stay long, mind, but just ’till it suits me.’

Mrs Trott grumbled, as Annie thought she would. Mr Trott agreed, quite eagerly, – too eagerly, she contemplated. He said, speaking for Mrs Trott also, he emphasized, that they would be glad of the company. They didn’t see many people, being just off the river path. It wasn’t like living in the town of Hessle itself, where there was always something lively going on.

‘Only time we see’s folk to have a chat, is when we go up to common wi’ pigs and sheep. Tha can maybe help me wi’ them, Mrs Hope. Mrs Trott doesn’t like to go, and my back is playing me up.’

‘I know nowt about animals,’ she said, horrified at the thought. ‘I’ve onny ever seen them in ’market.’

The Hull market was littered with crates of live hens and ducks, squawking and cackling and feathers flying, and pigs snuffling on the end of a rope, or sometimes escaping and causing chaos as they upset the market stalls.

‘Tha’ll have to do summat to earn tha keep,’ Mrs Trott began, but an admonishing glance from Toby stopped her.

‘Annie will be helping me,’ he said. ‘I’ll arrange for her keep. You’ll not be out of pocket.’

Mrs Trott’s face became red and flustered and she protested that it wouldn’t be necessary, but Annie felt antagonism, and something more, maybe jealousy, directed towards her.

After Toby had left, Mrs Trott gave her a bucket of corn and told her to feed the poultry round the back of the house. ‘But don’t collect ’eggs. I’ll not have anybody upsetting ’henhouse.’ She glanced at Annie. ‘I’ve got a sick hen, I don’t want her disturbing.’

Annie took the bucket. She had no desire whatsoever to go into the henhouse. She’d seen it already, it was dark and smelled of warm damp hay and was full of feathers.

‘I don’t allow anybody in there,’ Mrs Trott insisted. ‘Not even Mr Trott.’

‘I won’t go in,’ she answered; but wondered why if feathers made Mrs Trott sneeze, didn’t she let someone else gather the eggs?

She didn’t care for the hens clucking and scuttling around her feet as she threw the corn, nor the messy white splodges that she stood in. The ducks were even worse. They had turned the muddy pool where they dipped their heads, into a quagmire. They thrashed their wings as she approached and waddled away complaining with squawking vigour. She found a clutch of large, pale-green eggs hidden in a clump of grass and took them to Mrs Trott, who was locking the creaking henhouse door with an iron key, which she then put in her pocket.

‘Them’s no good.’ She took them from Annie and threw them to the hens. ‘They’ve been there all ’summer. They’re daft, ducks are, allus hiding eggs and then forgetting where they’ve put ’em.’

‘Who is Toby Linton?’ Annie asked later as she sat with the Trotts and ate bread and cheese and drank a cup of ale. ‘Is he a gentleman?’

‘Aye, he is.’ Mrs Trott was sharp. ‘So mind thy manners.’

‘But a friend, all ’same.’ Mr Trott answered more mildly. ‘A squire’s son who chose a different sort o’ life from his fayther.’

‘Chose!’ Mrs Trott’s voice rose. ‘Nay, he never did. It was that flinty faced, strait-laced old fayther who chose for him, and for Matthias. Turned them both out he did!’

Mr Trott shook his head. ‘Mrs Trott won’t hear a word said against either of ’em. But it can’t have been easy for ’Squire to bring up two lads without a wife. He did ’best he could, I’m sure.’

‘He could have had help, ’best there was, but he refused it.’ Mrs Trott’s lips drew into a thin line and she got up from the table. ‘He’s a mean old man. He was mean when he was young and he got meaner as he got older. Thank ’good Lord his sons took after their poor mother and not him.’

‘But it’s no life for a gentleman,’ Mr Trott insisted. ‘If his brother should choose a life at sea, so be it; but Toby does nowt worthwhile. He had a choice, he could have been a soldier, or he could have taken ’cloth, but he wanted neither, and now he’s nobbut a tradesman selling goods. And he’s worth better’n that.’

He too got up from the table and unhooked his coat from behind the door and put it on. He put on thick socks and pulled on his boots and Mrs Trott fetched him a scarf and fastened it around his neck.

She seemed unfeeling at first, Annie thought, as she watched them. But perhaps I was mistaken. Mrs Trott wrapped up the remaining bread and cheese and put it into his coat pocket, and taking the pan from the fire poured soup into a jug.

‘There now, will that do thee?’

‘Aye, don’t fuss, woman. There’s enough vittals to last a week.’ He picked up a stout stick. ‘I’ll be off. I’ll see thee in ’morning.’

The light was only just fading from the day and Annie stood in the doorway and called to him. ‘Tha’s lucky to be in regular work!’

‘Aye, that’s what I tell myself in ’middle of ’night, when wind is blowing off ’river and there’s nobody on quayside but me.’ He stood with his stick in his hand and his shoulders bent. ‘That’s what I allus say – tha’s very lucky, Henry Trott, very lucky indeed.’

The evening dragged on. Mrs Trott didn’t seem disposed to talk and Annie had nothing to do but gaze into the fire and wonder about Lizzie and Ted and Jimmy, and if Mrs Trott noticed the tears which coursed down her cheeks, she made no comment as she sat on the opposite side of the hearth mending a tear in a pair of Mr Trott’s breeches.

Presently she got up and went to the blanket chest and brought out Annie’s blanket. ‘Here, tha might as well be in bed as sitting doing nowt. Tomorrow Master Toby will want thee to start work.’ She pointed to the feather bed. ‘Tha can have ’bed seeing as Mr Trott’s out all night.’

Annie was curious as to why Mrs Trott should be so well informed of Toby’s intentions, but she took the blanket and made no comment, except to ask if Mrs Trott wasn’t tired too, for she sat down again by the fire and made no attempt to go to bed.

‘Nay, I’ll sit for a bit,’ she muttered, ‘and finish my mending. But don’t tha mind me. Go off to sleep. Tomorrow’ll be a long day.’

She lay quietly, but she wasn’t in the least tired. Shifting barrels of fish makes thee tired, running from ’law makes thee tired, she mused, not scattering corn to hens or gathering kindling. She lay silently, just thinking, and wondering what life had in store for her, or if in fact she had any life to look forward to, when she became aware as the evening drew on, that once or twice Mrs Trott put down her mending and surreptitiously glanced across her way.

Sleep was about to close over her. The bed was warm and she had disposed of her melancholy thoughts, trusting that the morning would bring her better fortune, when she heard the door creak open and then quietly close. She kept still, the old lady had probably stepped outside to relieve herself; but after several minutes elapsed and she hadn’t returned, Annie threw back the blanket and tiptoed to the door.

She opened it a crack and listened. Could she hear whispered voices, or was it only the trees shedding their rustling leaves? She opened it wider and wondered whether to call to Mrs Trott, to ask if she was all right; but as she peered around the door she saw the swing of a light and heard the creak of the henhouse door.

Thieves. She was aghast. Stealing an old woman’s hens. Then she heard again the hum of voices. One of them was Mrs Trott’s. The other was Toby Linton’s.
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