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REPLENISH THE EARTH




Anna Jacobs




Chapter 1





Late February, 1735 



A fire of seacoal glowed dimly in the grate and a shaded candle flickered in one corner of the room. The sound of the sick woman gasping for breath woke her daughter, who was dozing fitfully in a chair by the bed, and Sarah leaned forward anxiously. When her mother sighed into sleep again, she leaned back, closing her eyes as worries chased one another round her mind. 

How would she manage once her mother died? The small annuity would die with her, and then Sarah would not only be alone in the world, but penniless and without friends or relatives.

She glanced down at her capable hands, reddened from all the washing, and spread them before her. Strong hands in a tall, strong body. Could they earn her a living? She fingered one strand of the honey-coloured hair lying loose about her shoulders, smiling wryly. Her mother said her hair was beautiful, and perhaps it was when it was curled and fussed with. But Sarah had no time for such frivolities these days. Shed only had time to care for her ailing mother during the past few weeks.

Sarah. We must - talk. 

She glanced up again to see her mother gazing at her anxiously. You need to rest, not talk, Mother. 

I need to - tell you something. 

Sarah knew it would do more harm than good to try to prevent her mother speaking, so she smiled at the figure in the bed.

You look pretty when you smile, dear. Life  hasnt been kind to you. You deserve better.

Let me get you a drink first, then you shall talk. Sarah limped across to the tiny fire and swung the kettle over the flames, rubbing her bad hip, which always ached in the cold weather. Here, try the new cordial the apothecary mixed yesterday. He thought you might find it an improvement on the other. And thats the strongest he can make it, she thought. Pray God it will ease the pain for as long as need be! 

When Im gone . . . 

Ah, Mother, dont! 

I must! I worry for you. Afterwards, Sarah - you are to see the lawyer, tell him . . .  

I saw Mr Peabody last month to collect our money. He knows about your illness. 

Not him! Her fingers tightened on Sarahs hand. You must go and see my fathers lawyer - Mr Jamieson - at the Sign of the Quill in Newbury Square - and you must ask him for help. 

Sarahs mouth tightened to a narrow, bloodless line. I want nothing to do with any of your family! If they disowned you when you married Father, then they disowned me, too! 

No! No! You must see him! You must! 

I wont ask for their charity! And I doubt theyll offer any help. 

The thin fingers dug into her arm. You cant deny - my last wish. My father must be dead by now, but my brother wont refuse to help his niece. And you - you must accept - that help. Her face was deathly white and tears were running down her wasted cheeks. Promise me! 

Sarah could hold out no longer. Very well. I promise. 

The grip on her arm relaxed and her mother let out a long sigh of relief. I can go in peace now. Youll keep your promise, I know. 

She watched her mother sigh into sleep. She would keep the promise. But she doubted itd do any good, except to humiliate her. Well, shed faced humiliations more than once since her father died. You didnt die of it.

* * * * 

In Dorset, Will Pursely took the lawyers letter out to the copse and sat on the fallen log where he often sought refuge when things grew hard to bear, for he didnt wish to add to his mothers worries. The trees were leafless still, but the buds were getting fatter by the day and soon the tender green would burst forth. It was his favourite time of year. There was such promise in the surging growth of spring. Or there had been in other years.

For a moment or two he sat there, breathing in the cool, fresh air, enjoying the sound of the wind rustling the bare branches, letting the peace seep into his bones. Then, with a sigh, he unfolded the letter and studied it again. But no amount of reading would make the words say anything different.



My dear Mr Pursley, 

I am in receipt of your letter of the second of this month, and I deeply regret that I can offer you no longer lease upon the home farm than a yearly tenancy. The will of Squire Bedham is still not resolved and in those circumstances no long-term plans can be made. 

However, I sincerely hope that I shall be in a position to offer something more permanent by the time this new lease comes up for renewal. 

In the meantime, I should be obliged if you would continue to act as our agent in Broadhurst, collecting the rents on the same terms as before.

Yours most sincerely

Samuel Jamieson



But what the devil do I do about the farm? Will asked the piece of paper, shaking it angrily. I need some more cows and I see a chance to get them. But that would mean taking a risk. Hed already lost the main thing he cared about - his familys farm, where he had been brought up and had expected to bring up his own sons in due course. Unfortunately, after his fathers death, it had been taken away from him by the new landowner, Matthew Sewell. He could feel anger stir in him at the mere thought of that so-called gentleman, who had quickly gained a reputation as a harsh master.

Will knew he was lucky to get the lease of this place at such short notice, but it didnt feel like home and it was small - heart-breakingly small after Hay Nook Farm. He slapped his palm against his thigh in frustration. What worth was a years lease to a man who thought in terms of planting trees for the timber they would one day provide for his descendants, and breeding better stock over several generations of animals? 

For a moment, bitterness scalded through him, then he tossed back the lock of dark hair that always fell across his brow and unfolded his long limbs. There was work to do done, always work to be done. No use sitting here feeling sorry for himself. 

But if his mother had invited that silly Jen Tapper to tea again, he would walk out, he surely would, and go down to the village inn till shed left. He hated young women mooning over him with foolish expressions on their faces. Didnt think much of Jen Tappers face, anyway, come to that. She looked just like a cow hed owned once, with her big eyes and heavy features. It had been a silly cow, but not nearly as silly as she was, however skilled she was in a dairy. 

A man married more than a useful pair of hands. He needed someone he could live happily with, and bed happily, too.

It would be a long time before hed consider marriage again. Once hed lost the farm, Amy Barton hadnt wanted him any more. Her father had come to see him the very next day to break off the engagement. And shed married someone else so quickly that Will felt furious every time he saw her flaunting her full belly. 

One day, hed have his own land again and shed be sorry. 

With a growl of anger at the whole world, Will went back to dig the garden, slamming the spade into the ground and turning the soil until his arms ached. Soon be time to plant some vegetables. You didnt need more than a years lease to grow and harvest those, at least.

The following day, he drove his mother into the village to sell her cream cheese and butter at the small weekly market, though she had little to offer nowadays compared to her former produce. 

While he was strolling round the village green, looking at what else was on offer, he found himself facing his enemy. 

Sewell blocked his path deliberately, arms akimbo. Still here, Pursley? I thought I told you not to renew your lease on that hovel? I dont want trouble-makers in my village. 

Behind him, the bully boy who accompanied him everywhere snickered.

Will folded his arms across his chest. Im not answerable to you, Sewell.

Squire Sewell to such as you.

Bedhams have always been squires in this village, Will retorted. 

There are no Bedhams left.

Theres an heir still to be found. And hell be squire, not you.

Sewell slashed suddenly out with his cane. Less of your impertinence, fellow.

Will felt the sting on his cheek and snatched at the cane, taking Sewell by surprise. He sent it spinning across towards the duckpond and when the bully moved towards him, he smiled and made sure he was ready to defend himself. Come on, then, fellow! I could fancy a turn-to just now. Tis a pity your masters a bit old for fighting, but Ill make do with you.

The man hesitated, looking to Sewell for orders.

Thad Honeyfield pushed through the crowd which had gathered to watch and came to range himself at Wills side, hefting his blacksmiths hammer suggestively. A couple of other men moved forward from the crowd and stood behind them. 

The people who owed their livings and cottages to Sewell took care to move a step or two backwards, but lingered still to watch.

After a moments pause, Sewell shook his head and gestured to his man to stand back. You have no place in this village now, Pursley. When will you recognise that?

I dont agree. I just had my lease on the home farm renewed, so it seems to me I do still have a place here.

No one would call that tiny patch of muck a farm! Sewell scoffed. Turning on his heel, he strode off, pausing once to toss over his shoulder, Youll regret this.

Will watched him go, then turned to his friend. Thanks, Thad. But dont put yourself in danger for me.

The blacksmith shrugged. Im already in his bad books because I refuse to sell him my land - he cant bear that I have two whole acres to call my own, that one. He must own every single thing in the village, it seems.

Both men watched Sewell climb into his coach and be driven off.

What was he doing here today? Will wondered aloud. He doesnt usually honour our small market with his presence.

He came to see Mr Rogers.

If hes been bothering Parson - 

He hasnt. Mrs Jenks wouldnt let him into the house.

They both smiled. Parsons housekeeper would rout the very devil himself if he tried to disturb her beloved master, who was still recovering from a fever.

As his friend walked back to the forge, Will turned and glanced towards his mother, who signalled that shed sold her produce and wanted to go home. She was looking anxious and he knew the encounter with Sewell would worry her. 

Why could that man not let well alone? Hadnt he already turned the Pursleys out of their home? And done the same to one or two others. Did he want to grind the whole world under his heel? 

* * * *

Elizabeth Mortonby lingered for another week, drifting mostly in a merciful haze of laudanum, then slipped away quietly in the night, so that Sarah woke to a silent room and knew at once what had happened. Loneliness seemed to surround her like a high wall but she wouldnt let herself weep. What good would it do?

Widow Thomas, the landlady, flew into a rage when told of the death and was loud in her complaints that she had been deceived as to her lodger's health. A death on the premises was bad for business. Heartless wretches, they were, to damage a poor widow's livelihood! They wouldnt have got the room if shed known how ill Mistress Mortonby was, that was sure! 

Would you kindly make the necessary arrangements as soon as possible, Miss Mortonby, because a corpse lying around will upset the other lodgers!

You can be sure that I shall do things in a proper manner.

The vicar was sent for, but the curate came in his place, for it was a raw February day and the vicar was fond of his creature comforts. Mr Rawby, a studious young man recently ordained, peered at the corpse, but seemed disinclined to approach it too closely. He offered up a cursory prayer for the soul ofer, Elizabeth Mortonby, agreed to hold the funeral service the very next morning and volunteered to inform the sexton for Misser, Mortonby. 

He always had trouble remembering their names, Sarah thought bitterly, but he had no difficulty with the names of richer parishioners. 

She had to brave the weather to make the practical arrangements for the coffin and its transportation to the church, and returned to a cheerless room, whose fire had gone out. Conscious of the still figure on the bed, she could eat nothing, but she did light the fire again and brew herself a dish of weak tea with some of the tea dust at the bottom of the caddy. 

Later, two men came with the coffin, a poor affair of splintery wood and clumsy joints. The older one smiled sympathetically at Sarah. You sit down over there, miss, and well be as quick as we can. 

Thank you. 

In between helping, the younger man gazed round the room, but said nothing. 

Your mother, is she? the older man asked, squinting at her from under his lank hair. 

Yes. Sarah dug her fingernails into her palms, determined not to give way to her grief in front of these strangers. 

Pretty she must have been once, the man went on. Here, Bill, you take the feet. That's it! Gently does it. He arranged the body, then stepped back to study it with the eye of a connoisseur. They dont always look this peaceful. Some of them has a terrible look on their face, like they've gone straight to hell. 

Sarah knew he meant well, but she wished hed finish what he had to do and go. 

Well set it on the floor or youll have nowhere to sleep tonight. 

They had no trouble lifting the coffin. Her mother had weighed almost nothing at the end. 

Nail it down, shall I, miss? 

Yes . . . no . . . I . . . just a moment! She went to bend over the cheap, crudely-varnished box for a last look at her mother. Kneeling down, she kissed the wasted cheek one final time, noticed the locket round Elizabeth's neck and hesitated. It was gold and contained miniatures of her mother and father, not very good ones, but it was all she would have to remember them by. Steeling herself, she unfastened the locket and then, after further hesitation, slipped the gold wedding ring from her mother's finger. 

Her mother would understand her desperate need, she was sure, but she still felt guilty, as if she were committing a theft. Poverty was a harsh master. Dropping the locket and ring on to the table, she watched bleakly as the coffin lid was secured. 

The rest of the day dragged slowly past. She went out to buy a pie from a seller crying his wares, came back and tried to read. Unable to concentrate, she went to stand by the window and watch the people go past. Such a busy street, so many ragged people shivering their way along it. 



* * * *



In the morning, Sarah toasted and ate the last piece of stale bread, then put on her best dress, which she wore only to church on Sundays. The dark blue silk was faded and worn, and the dress offered little warmth on such a bleak day, but it was all she had to honour her mothers passing.

On a sudden impulse, she threaded the gold ring on the chain holding the locket and fastened it round her neck. They didnt show under her high-necked gown, but she could feel them and that comforted her.

When the men came for the coffin, she was sitting ready, her features set in a calm expression. She didnt intend to give way to her grief in front of these strangers, or in front of the curate, either.

After the funeral, at which she was the only mourner, she returned to Furness Road to find the door to her room, which she had locked carefully, standing ajar. That jerked her out of her lethargy. Dear heaven, no! She pushed it open and sobbed aloud at what she saw. 

The place had been ransacked and the thief seemed to have vented his annoyance at such poor pickings upon its meagre contents. Pieces of threadbare clothing were strewn around and her precious few books were tumbled on the floor, their spines broken, their pages spilling out. Worst of all, her mothers papers had been tossed into the hearth and had caught light. The grate was now full of ashes with only one or two singed corners remaining. Her mothers marriage lines, her fathers letters, everything gone!

She choked on another sob and went to find Widow Thomas, who vowed she had seen and heard nothing, and grew angry when her lodger insisted on sending for the parish constable. 

He came within the hour and examined the room, but could offer her little hope of catching the culprits. Times is very lawless and with no reward offered, well, whos to take an interest? 

When hed gone, the landlady came up to rap on Sarahs door. I shall be obliged, miss, if you will leave my house immediately. 

But weve paid until the end of the month! 

I want you out now. Deaths and constables! What next, I ask! 

And suddenly it was all too much. Sarah took a step towards Widow Thomas, the pent-up anger exploding out of her in a rush of words. If you even try to turn me out before Im ready, then Ill hire a bully-boy to come and smash your front door down - and Ill tell him to smash anything else he fancies while hes at it. See if I dont! 

Widow Thomas gasped and backed away, but Sarah was between her and the stairs, and she could only retreat to the end of the landing, stuttering in fright. Well, I - I - your mother just buried. A day or two - you shall have a day or two.

And the rent? 

I shall refund what is not used. 

Sarah stood there for a minute longer, then laughed scornfully and moved away. I have to go and see my lawyer now. I trust you will keep an eye on my room while Im gone? I should be very angry indeed if anything happened to whats left of our things. Who knows what Id do then? 

She held the womans eyes for a moment longer, then walked out. 

Even though the sky was heavy with clouds and she would be lucky to escape another drenching, she regretfully refused the shrill offer of a passing sedan chair.

Her iron pattens were soon encrusted with mud and who knew what else. Since she didnt dare spend even a halfpenny on paying one of the urchins to sweep a crossing for her, she picked her own way among the refuse and slops, crossing streets when she could behind some wealthier citizen who could afford to have a path swept clear. 

Impatiently, she waved away the pie seller who accosted her, as well as the hawkers of ballads and newssheets, clasping her purse firmly inside her worn rabbit-fur muff, instead of leaving it hanging by a tape beneath her skirt. Pickpockets were everywhere. It had nearly broken her mothers heart to be reduced to lodgings in Furness Road. 

After a while, Sarah came to a more respectable area, where the streets were cleaner and people better-dressed. She asked directions from a motherly-looking woman standing in a shop doorway, and so found her way at last to Newbury Square. Wearily she limped round it in the drizzling rain, studying the signs swinging above the doorways. 

When at last she found the Sign of the Quill she didnt let herself stop to think, but strode immediately up the steps and into the hallway, pushing open the door, anxious to have this humiliation over and done with. She was sure the lawyer would only tell her to go away, sure her uncle would refuse to do anything for her. But she had promised her mother to ask for his help - and she would keep her word.

Inside was warmth and order, with a cosy fire reflected in the gleaming oak panelling. She pushed her damp hood back and tried to think what to say. An elderly clerk was standing writing at a high, sloping desk by the window. The lad standing at the desk next to him didnt even raise his eyes from his work, but kept his quill scratching across the paper as if his life depended upon the speed of it. The older man set his quill down on the inkstand and looked questioningly at the newcomer. 

I would like to see Mr Jamieson, please, she said firmly. This is his place of business, is it not? 

Is he expecting you, madam? 

No. 

Then Im afraid Mr Jamieson cannot see you today. Hes a very busy man. Perhaps you could leave your name and come back next week? 

She could see his glance straying back to the papers on his desk, so let the anger that had never really subsided since her confrontation with the landlady rise again. My business is urgent. I must see Mr Jamieson today! 

May I inquire as to the nature of your business, madam? 

No, you may not! 

They stood arguing for a while, with the clerk becoming less civil by the minute and Sarah standing her ground. She would carry out her mothers last wish, and do so today.

Suddenly, a door on the other side of the room banged open, and a small stout gentleman came storming out. He had on a maroon waistcoat beneath his grey jacket, with grey knee-breeches, and an old-fashioned, full-bottomed wig crowning his rosy face. 

What is all this noise? he demanded. Did I not expressly tell you, Pickersleigh, that I was not to be disturbed? 

Sarah stepped forward before the clerk could speak. Are you Mr Jamieson, sir? 

I am, madam.

Sir, I beg you to grant me a few moments of your time. Its very important. 

He frowned at her, then pressed his lips together as if holding back a refusal. 

My name is Mortonby. I . . .  She stopped in bewilderment as the room grew instantly still, even the lad by the window stopping work to gape at her openly. 

Mortonby? Did you say Mortonby? Mr Jamieson took a step towards her, his expression eager now. 

Yes. 

Your mothers name? Her maiden name?

Elizabeth Bedham. But . .. 

Aaah! Mr Jamieson let out a long exhalation of satisfaction. You have seen our notice, no doubt, madam? The broadsheet? 

No. Sarah was bewildered, the anger ebbing suddenly and a great weariness taking its place. 

Then how did you know we were looking for you? 

I didnt, sir. My mother died yesterday. She made me promise to come and see you. Sarahs voice trembled for a moment and she had to fight for self-control. 

His voice became gentler. Im sorry to hear that, very sorry. But what am I thinking of, keeping you standing here like this? Pickersleigh, send out for a pot of chocolate and some pastries. The lady is wet and chilled, and could use some refreshment, no doubt. Leave your pattens by the door and come this way, my dear Miss Mortonby. I have a fine fire in my room. Dear me, have you hurt your foot? 

No, sir. Ive been lame since birth. She was used to such questions, but he coloured and tried to hide his embarrassment by whisking out a handkerchief and blowing his nose loudly. 

Pray take a seat, maam! Pickering, the chocolate, the pastries. At once! 

Sarah sank into a huge, leather-covered armchair and held her hands out to the blaze, the muff dropping forgotten to the floor. Such an extravagant fire and sea coal four guineas the chaldron this winter! It was a long time since shed enjoyed such wonderful warmth. Why were you seeking me, sir? 

First, can you prove who you are? Im not doubting your word, my dear, but twould all be much easier if you could prove your identity. Papers, your mothers marriage lines, for instance? Anything, really? 

Her heart sank. My room was ransacked while I was at the funeral. They burned all the papers. Perhaps he wouldnt believe her now.

Then is there someone who knows you? A clergyman, perhaps, someone who could vouch for your identity? 

Not a clergyman. We have moved about so much, but, her face cleared, would a lawyer do? My fathers lawyer? Mr Peabody has known me all my life. My mother had a small annuity, which he administered. 

Mr Jamieson beamed at her. Elias Peabody? Sign of the Red Seal, Hotham Gardens? 

Yes. Do you know him? 

I am not personally acquainted with the gentleman, but I know of him. His testimony would be quite acceptable. Ho there! He sent the young man who answered his call off to find Mr Peabody, then turned to beam at Sarah. My dear lady, it is my pleasure, my very great pleasure, to tell you that if you are indeed Miss Mortonby, you have been left a legacy. Not a great fortune, you understand, but still . . . Miss Mortonby! Oh, my goodness! Pickersleigh, come quickly! 

For the first time in her life Sarah had fainted clear away. 

She came round to a vile smell and feebly pushed away the burning feather, ruins of a quill, that the clerk was waving under her nose. Im sorry. She tried to sit up straight, but felt distant and dizzy still.

The outer door banged and the boy came in, staggering under the weight of an enormous tray containing a bulbous pewter chocolate-pot and a platter of sticky pastries. 

Mr Jamieson brightened. There you are at last, Thomas! Put it down there, put it down! Now, my dear Miss Mortonby, I shall pour you some chocolate and youll take a pastry, will you not? Thatll make you feel better, Im sure. 

This was such a rare treat that Sarah found herself eating and drinking almost as heartily as her host. She wouldnt now need to spend money on an evening meal . . . but perhaps that didnt matter any more? The tide of questions could be stemmed no longer. 

A legacy, you said, Mr Jamieson? 

Yes, indeed. Not a fortune, but enough to provide for you in modest comfort, once the house is sold. 

House! Ive been left a house? she asked, dazed at the prospect. All her life she had lived in rented rooms. The thought of owning a whole house of her own was an astounding idea! 

On certain conditions. He regretted the words as soon as hed spoken them and added hastily, But those conditions need not concern us now. 

What conditions? Why need they concern us no longer? she asked quietly and a little grimly. 

My dear . . .  

I insist you tell me. 

Well, the bequest is from your grandfather and is upon condition you change your name to Bedham and -  He hesitated.

And? she prompted.

And that your mother does not reside in the house with you or - or ever visit it. 

She said nothing, but he heard the quick intake of breath and leaned forward to say earnestly, He was not a forgiving man, Im afraid, and he grew quite strange after his sons death. Sad to say, the only reason you have inherited the house is because there is simply no other family member left.

She banished her anger resolutely. No use being angry at a dead man. And at least her mother could no longer be upset by the unkind conditions. He must have been very bitter.

Yes. With reason.

Whatever the reason for inheriting, it seems like a miracle to me. Tell me about my house, if you please. Where is it and why must it be sold? 

Well, the house is Broadhurst Manor, of course, your mothers old home. And it must be sold because its been let run to rack and ruin, and is now scarcely habitable. The roof leaks, the place reeks of damp, the gardens are overgrown . . . Oh, it must certainly be sold! And very fortunately, I have a buyer already waiting - indeed, he is pressing for a sale. There is some land, you see, as well as the house. We shall get you a fair price, dont worry! 

She leaned forward, her expression eager. But surely the house, or part of it, could be made habitable? Broadhurst has belonged to my mothers family ever since the Great Queens day - Elizabeth, you know. She beamed at him, joy flooding through her suddenly. My mother used to tell me all about her home, but I never thought it would belong to me one day, never expected to see it. I - I still cant quite take it in. Surely it can be restored, at least in part . . . ? She looked at him pleadingly. 

I doubt it, my dear. At least, not without great expense, and there is little money to spare until you sell. Mr Sewell is offering a fair price and might even be made to raise it a trifle. He smiled at the thought, clearly looking forward to haggling about that. 

And what does this Mr Sewell intend to do with the Manor? Has he the money to restore it? 

Mr Jamieson sighed and avoided her eyes. Im afraid he means to pull the house down. Its the land he wants, you see, to form a deer park. Even the cottages on the estate are to go - well, theyre in poor condition, too, and the people surly. They say a bad landlord makes for bad tenants, do they not? Though it is not your grandfathers fault theyve been sore plagued with cattle sickness in the district lately. No, that at least was not his fault. But as a result, some of the tenants have been unable to pay their rents in full for the last few quarters. You mustnt be thinking yourself a rich woman. There will be very little money until the place is sold, my dear. 

Sounds in the outer office announced an arrival. Mr Jamieson excused himself and left Sarah to ponder on the news. It was a few moments before he returned, accompanied not only by Mr Peabody, who smiled at her warmly, but also by the young gentleman who had gone to fetch him. Even the clerk, Pickersleigh, came into the room. She felt embarrassed to be the object of their stares.

This is the lady in question, said Mr Jamieson in a formal tone very unlike his former manner. I would be obliged, Mr Peabody, if you would tell us who she is and what you know of her. 

Her name is Sarah Mortonby and I have known her ever since she was born. I know her mother, too, Elizabeth Mortonby, née Bedham. I administer a small annuity which her husband set up for her soon after they married. 

Ah! said Mr Jamieson in tones of satisfaction. Then I shall call upon you all to witness this due and proper identification. 

By Jove, yes! exclaimed Mr Lorrimer enthusiastically, for he was still young enough to see the romance of it all. 

Certainly, sir, said Pickersleigh more formally. Shall I prepare the deposition? 

Naturally. Three copies, I think. No need to make it very long. All quite straightforward. Youll stay and take some chocolate with us, Mr Peabody? 

Delighted! Mr Peabody eased his ageing bones down carefully into one of the armchairs and nodded to Sarah. How is your mother, my dear?

Shes dead. I buried her today. 

His face fell. Why didnt you let me know? I would have wished to attend the funeral. 

Sarah flushed. I - it was a small affair - just myself. I couldnt afford more. 

It will be necessary for you to come round to my rooms - when it is convenient, of course. There are certain formalities. And money is owing. One third of a quarter, to be precise. 

I hadnt expected - I thought the annuity stopped at my mothers death.

And so it does - but not before her death! We are a full month into this quarter and the interest is accrued monthly, though it is only usually paid out quarterly. 

Sarah couldnt prevent herself from sighing in relief. I didnt know. I thought I was destitute. 

Her voice quavered on the last word and Mr Jamieson looked across at her anxiously. Was she going to faint again? Poor lady, she must have felt desperate! Imagine a Bedham reduced to such circumstances! 

I, too, have some money for you, my dear, he said encouragingly. I have your rents, such as they are, from last year. 

How much? If it was unladylike to ask, Sarah didnt care. 

I have in hand thirty-two guineas, eleven shillings and sixpence. Im sorry it isnt more, but there is some other money outstanding, to be paid as times improve.

It seems quite a fortune to me! 

My dear, said Mr Jamieson gently, when we sell, I have every confidence that we shall get more than a thousand guineas for your estate. With such a sum, you will be able to buy a small house somewhere more convenient - Tunbridge Wells, for instance, is a fine healthy town - and then you can invest the rest, hire a maid and live comfortably for the rest of your life. Either Mr Peabody or myself would be happy to advise you on how best to invest your money. 

Sarah wasnt really listening to him. My mother often spoke about Broadhurst, she murmured in a bemused fashion, though I never thought to see it for myself. 

But Miss Mortonby, Ive just told you how it is! I cannot advise you even to visit the place. Let me arrange to sell it and -  

Sell it! She sat bolt upright and looked him full in the eyes. Sell Broadhurst! Oh, no, Mr Jamieson, I couldnt sell my mothers home, not without seeing it first, at least! And if it is at all possible, I should very much like to live there! 

No, no, no! Believe me, pray believe me, it is not to be thought of! The place is a ruin! 

It would seem very splendid to me, Im sure, after Furness Road. 

He clicked his tongue. Furness Road! Dear me! I hadnt realised things were so bad. Tch! Tch! We must find you better lodgings immediately. Have you any money left? 

Sarah laughed, fumbled for the muff and untied the strings of her purse, emptying its contents into her lap. Oh, yes, sir. See - I have six shillings and five pence three farthings. 

She laughed again at the expressions of sheer horror on the two lawyers faces.




Chapter 2



Three weeks later Sarah leaned her aching head against the hard back of the stage coach seat and wondered yet again whether she was doing the right thing. For shed flown in the face of the two lawyers' considered and unanimous advice, and had insisted upon going to inspect her inheritance before she made a final decision about selling it, this in spite of all the warnings and dire prognostications of Mr Jamieson and Mr Peabody about the dangers that faced a lady travelling round the countryside on her own.

It had been a pleasant few weeks, for it was years since shed eaten so well and that made her feel in much better health and spirits. Shed watched in the mirror as her face grew daily plumper, her cheeks rosier and her hair shinier. 

Such a pleasure it had been to visit the shops with money in her purse! On one of her early outings shed spent a delightful hour or two at a linen draper's, choosing the material for two new gowns. That hadnt really been an extravagance, because she had nothing decent to wear. She looked down at her skirt. Should she have chosen black, out of respect for her mother? No! The dresses would have to last for years and she didnt want to be in permanent mourning. Her mother would have been the first to agree about that. 

Elizabeth Mortonby had always taken a great interest in clothes and one of her favourite pastimes had been to go out for a stroll in one of the great London parks and watch the fashionable world taking the air. After they got back to their room, her mother would discuss in minute detail what the ladies were wearing and what she would have liked to wear herself. 

Sarah had finally chosen a dark blue calimanco, which she made up herself with a contrasting quilted petticoat in a blue and red figured chintz, which was not only fashionable, but warm. The other material was less sensible, but she assuaged her conscience by telling herself that it had been very reasonably priced and she would wear it only for best. It was a patterned lilac paduasoy, and she made it up into a simple closed gown, which showed off the beauty of the material. She was a good needlewoman and had contrived a modest imitation of the latest London fashions which would have delighted her mother.

She had also purchased fine lawn for her caps and kerchiefs, cambric for her under-petticoats and bodices and, rather guiltily, some lace, just a little, to trim her caps! And of course shed visited a good staymaker.

In addition, she had ordered not one, but two new pairs of shoes from a shoemaker recommended by her new landlady. She wriggled her toes happily inside them at the thought. Shed never had such well-fitting shoes before. The cobbler had built up the sole of the left one very skilfully to reduce her need to limp. 

When the tedious two-day coach journey from London to Poole was at last over, Sarah ate a hearty meal and stayed at the coaching inn overnight. Shed asked about a conveyance to take her to Broadhurst, but was told that the inns small carriage wouldnt be available until later in the morning. It was frustrating, but there was nothing she could do about it. 

But oh, she longed to see her familys home. She knew Mr Jamieson had written to Mr Pursley, the agent and tenant of the home farm, asking him to get things ready at the Manor, so was hoping to stay there.

By the time they arrived in Broadhurst, it was well into the afternoon and already dusk was threatening. Sarah felt happiness spread through her just to know that her mother and several generations of her mothers family had once lived in this village, and that gave her a sense of coming home shed never experienced before. 

The carriage stopped at the only inn, The Golden Fleece. It was an old-fashioned, half-timbered building, and stood beside a triangular village green. The inn looked tidy and well cared-for. 

A burly landlord came out to greet her, took her inside and handed her over to his wife. 

My name is Mort-er, Bedham. Sarah still had trouble remembering her new name.

The landlady nodded. Will Pursley told us you were coming.  She studied Sarahs face. Are you really Miss Elizabeths daughter? You dont look at all like her. 

She always said I looked like her grandfather. 

You do, too. Eh, a fine old gentleman he was. And to think youve come home at last! 

Sarah found herself being ruthlessly hugged, something she wasnt used to, but enjoyed. After that she was swept upstairs to the comfort of a cosy bedroom with a blazing wood fire. Chilled and hungry after her journey, for the heated bricks at her feet had grown cool long before they reached their destination, she ate her fill of a tasty chicken pie, some small cakes and a rather wrinkled apple. She finished this off with a dish of tea, clasping the little china bowl in both hands as she sipped, enjoying its warmth. 

When Mistress Poulter herself came to clear the things away, Sarah asked if there was a gig available to take her to the Manor in the morning.

Oh dear, its hired out till noon, Im afraid. But Jem shall drive you then, I promise you.

I can walk, surely?

Best not, mdear. Tis over a mile outside the village and the lanes in a terrible muddy state after the rain weve had lately.

Sarah felt too drowsy to argue, but she didnt intend to sit around all morning when she was so close to her new home. She had never, she thought, as she snuggled down in the big, soft feather bed, felt quite so happy in all her life.

The only sadness was that her mother wasnt here to share her good fortune with her.

* * * *

The following morning after Sarah had broken her fast, she went to stand by the window of her bedroom and stare out at the village, then took a turn around the green. She was surprised when she saw so few people, but supposed they were mostly busy at work by this hour.

Eager to see her house, she decided to walk there. Can you give me directions for getting to the Manor? she asked the landlady. It doesnt seem likely to rain and I shall enjoy a stroll.

Oh, my dear, I dont think thats wise.

My mind is quite made up.

Mistress Poulter opened her mouth to protest, caught her guests eye and closed it again. After chewing her thumb for a moment as if uncertain what to do, she gave the necessary directions. 

Donning her rather old-fashioned cloak and the stouter of her new pairs of shoes, Sarah set off. The morning was cold and the ground damp, but today the sun was shining. She had no trouble following the landladys directions and finding the lane leading to her house. It didnt seem well used. High banks at each side were covered in tangles of dead vegetation and there were deep ruts in places, half-filled with mud, around which she had to pick her way with great care. 

For the first time she began to wonder whether she should have waited for the trap. Or at least, sent for Mr Pursley to act as her guide.

Not used to being alone anywhere, and unaccustomed to the quiet of the countryside, she looked around her a little nervously as she walked. What a fool I am! she thought after a while. Anyone would think there were wolves and brigands in the woods. The place will be very pretty in spring when the leaves are out, I dare say. But today, she couldnt deny that there was a sad feel to the damp brown landscape and try as she would, she couldnt shake off a feeling of apprehension.

Suddenly, a dog came bounding down the slope on her right, a great shaggy creature, barking furiously. Sarah cried out in dismay as it leaped up at her, sending her sprawling on the ground. A mans voice shouted angrily from somewhere and the dog, which had been standing next to her, still barking but wagging its tail furiously, rushed off again. 

As she struggled to her feet, she found a strong hand under her arm making the task easier. She looked up to thank her rescuer and found herself gazing at a man of about her own age, whose face might have been deemed handsome had it not been marred by a scowl. For a moment, she forgot everything as she stared at him. He looked so healthy and strong, not pale like the gentlemen she had seen in London, nor shrunken and furtive like the people who frequented Furness Road. 

It was unusual to find a man so much taller than she was. It felt - strange. It must be that which was making her heart pound and her pulse race. Or perhaps it was his stare, for he had the kind of eyes which seemed to probe right into you. Such dark, compelling eyes.

She realised hed said something and found herself blushing like a ninny and stuttering as she tried to understand his question. What was wrong with her today? She must be more tired than shed realised. Then she noticed the streaks of mud on her cloak and skirt, and that jerked her out of her silliness. Was that your dog, sir? 

Im afraid so. 

You should keep such a brute under better control! 

He took a step backwards and his apologetic expression was replaced by the scowl. Santos not dangerous! And anyway, its his job to warn us of strangers walking along the lane. You should have kept to the public highway, madam. This lane leads nowhere but to Broadhurst Manor. 

She gave him back scowl for scowl. As the new owner of Broadhurst, I have every right to come this way, so you had better keep that ill-trained brute under more control in future, because I have no desire to be attacked every time I walk to and from the village! She began to limp on. 

Wait! He hurried after her. Youve hurt your foot. Please let me . . .  

Im not hurt. She set off again, but slipped on a patch of muddy ground and if he hadnt caught hold of her, would have fallen again. 

For a moment, she couldnt move, because shed jarred her bad hip. She closed her eyes and clung to him as pain washed through her. 

His voice was a growl of sound from just above her ear. You are hurt.

I just - twisted my leg, she said, through gritted teeth. It will pass in a moment.

His voice was gentler. Hold on to me.

She had no choice but to do so until the waves of pain had subsided. Most of the time she had no trouble walking, but just once in a while she jarred whatever it was that was wrong inside her. When she thought she could move without stumbling, she tried to pull away from him, but he kept hold of her arm, his eyes anxious. 

Are you sure youre all right now? 

Yes. 

You must have hurt yourself badly.

I was born lame, sir. Todays fall has merely jarred my bad hip. The pain will soon pass. She could hear how sharp her voice was, but couldnt help that. She hated to display her weakness to anyone. Thank you for your help.

Im sorry about Santo. He turned to the animal and said, Friend, loudly, several times, patting her arm. It wagged its tail even more furiously at Sarah and panted vigorously, its pink tongue hanging out of one side of its mouth as if it was grinning. 

She couldnt help smiling at it, then stole a quick glance sideways. The man was standing so close to her she could feel the warmth where his body was shielding hers from the chill breeze. His dark hair was tied back in a plain bow - his own hair, not a wig - and his skin had that fresh colour to it that came from working out of doors. His eyes were so dark as to seem almost black, and he had a straight, well-formed nose and wide, generous mouth, though this was set in a grim line at the moment to match the frown lines on his forehead. And although he was dressed in working clothes, they were not poor mens clothes, but good, hardwearing stuff, a neat leather jerkin over a woollen overshirt to keep out the cold, knee breeches of broadcloth over knitted woollen stockings, and sturdy leather shoes with the low heels of a working man. 

Are you really the new owner of Broadhurst? he asked abruptly. 

She was glad of an excuse to feel annoyed with him. Anger was something she knew, something that kept you going, not like this - this other feeling he inspired, a feeling she definitely didnt trust. Why should you doubt what I tell you? She drew away from him, relieved to find that her leg would hold her now.

Id not expected the new owner to walk up a muddy lane and arrive unannounced. 

Well, I havent got a carriage, and if the state of my house is as they tell me, I dont suppose I ever will have. If thats any of your business. 

He laughed, a short, mirthless bark. Oh, but you do have a carriage! Two, in fact. Theyre mouldering away in the coach house at the Manor. But you wont be able to use them, because there arent any horses left to pull them. 

Well, they can just stay there and moulder, then. Ive no money for horses, or for a coachmen to drive them. 

The scowl returned. Then I take it that youll be selling the Manor to Sewell? 

Thats my business, I think. 

She saw him open his mouth as if he was going to speak, then breathe deeply and clamp his lips shut. What a surly fellow he was! Still, if he was a tenant, he had a right to worry about his future, and she had lived with uncertainty about her own future for the past year and wouldnt willingly inflict it on anyone else. Im not selling. Honesty compelled her to add, At least, I hope not.

He looked at her in both surprise and distrust, as if he didnt quite believe her. Youre not? But - how shall you manage? 

As best I can. And I take leave to tell you that you are impertinent, sir! 

He stiffened. I cry pardon! I meant no impertinence, Mistress Bedham. I was just - I should have introduced myself before now. Im Will Pursley, you see. I lease the home farm from you and in addition, your lawyer has appointed me to act as your agent, collecting rents and so on. He said youd be arriving, but not exactly when. And the lawyer hadnt said she was so young. Will had expected an older woman, not one with pretty hair and clear grey eyes.

Ah, yes. Sarah inclined her head. Mr Jamieson has spoken of you. Then she looked up at the sky which looked grey and full of rain. Perhaps you could call on me at the inn tomorrow to discuss how things stand? For the present, Im eager to see my house and must be on my way.

Youll be quicker if you cut through the woods. Ill show you the path.

She wasnt sure she wanted to spend any more time with him, but her hip was still aching and he seemed to take her acceptance for granted. Only burning curiosity made her continue. And hunger - such a great hunger for a home of her own that it was nearly devouring her. Very well. Thank you.

Simple courtesy made him offer her his arm, but she hesitated before taking it. Touching him made her feel - strange. But in the end she laid her hand on his arm and they set off, with him letting her set the pace, thank goodness, which was very thoughtful. 

He led her along the side of the lane, avoiding the worst of the mud. Since he made no attempt at small talk and she had never learned the art, they moved in silence, their breath clouding the air around them and the only sounds, the soft muddy beat of their footsteps on the ground. The sounds they made were accompanied by the panting of the dog, now loud, now faint as it quested to and fro. 

At one point, a sheet of muddy water stretched across the whole lane and without asking, Mr Pursley set his hands on her waist and lifted her over it as if she weighed nothing. Sarah could feel her face grow warm with embarrassment. She wasnt used to the feel of a mans hands on her body.

He stared at her as he set her down and seemed about to say something, then clamped his lips shut again.

They came to a long, high wall, made of some local stone, and in it a gateway, with the wooden gate hanging useless from one hinge.

This leads through the woods to the house. He pushed the gate to one side.

Only when she thought things over that night, did she realise how instinctively she had trusted him. And yet shed learned, in places like Furness Road, to trust no one, especially a man. But for all his surliness, Will Pursley had a wholesome air to him. One look at his face showed you an honest man. 

Another thought followed that one in the safety of her bedchamber: he was a handsome man, as well.

The path through the woods was better drained, but still he kept an eye on the going, ready to point out a smoother route or guide her away from boggy ground.

You seem to know these woods well, she commented when the silence became too heavy.

Aye. Ive made it my business to know them since I took over as agent. And to keep a watch for people who shouldnt be here, but who try to make free of the game - and of other things, too, perhaps.

I thank you for your care. What other things, she wondered, might people be seeking here?

Quite soon the trees began to thin out and the house came into view in the distance, surrounded by grassy meadows and occasional clumps of trees. She stopped, letting go of his arm to clasp her hands at her breast, unable to hold back a cry of sheer joy. 

Broadhurst Manor lay nestled in the hollow below them as if it had always been there and had put down great roots to anchor itself securely to the land. It was four stories high at the front, if you counted the attics, and a storey less at the wings, which stretched backwards from where they stood. It was built of mellow red brick, with a neat portico over the front door and two broad, shallow steps leading up to it. 

Sarah fell instantly in love with it, as if something within her recognised it. Its beautiful! she breathed, totally forgetting her companion as tears welled unheeded in her eyes. And it was hers! She who had owned so little before, who had never had even a small house to live in, now possessed a handsome manor house. From where they stood it looked sound enough, and she couldnt understand why Mr Jamieson considered it uninhabitable. 

It could be beautiful, Mr Pursley allowed, If someone cared enough to look after it. Then he shook his head and the frown returned, not aimed at her, but as if it was his habitual expression. 

They moved slowly forward towards the curving driveway and as she began to see more details, Sarahs heart sank. The windows were dull, one or two broken and gaping open to the weather. Grass was growing in the gutters, and there were dead branches and other debris scattered over what had once been a gravelled forecourt, but which now sprouted patches of dead weeds from the previous summer. 

This couldnt all have happened in the year since her grandfathers death. He must have allowed the place to degenerate while he was still alive. How could he have done that? She would have boarded up the windows herself rather than leave them open to the weathers assault. There were broken roof tiles lying here and there on the ground, recent falls, by the looks of them. There must have been bad winter storms to do this. How much did it cost to get in a tiler? And a glazier? How bad were things inside the house? 

Too bad for her to live there? Oh, please, no!

She stopped and pressed a hand to the hip that was aching furiously now. When she saw that Mr Pursely had noticed, she snatched her hand away, but the damage was done. 

How did the house get like this? she wondered aloud to distract his attention from herself.

He ignored her question. Never mind the house, you need to rest that hip, Mistress Bedham.

She nodded and let out a shaky breath. Useless to deny it. The house still lay some two or three hundred yards away. She might get there, but would find it difficult to return to the village on foot afterwards. I think perhaps Id better return to the inn. I need not trouble you further. I can manage on my own, now that I know the way. And would be able to go slowly, with rests to ease the hip.

Nonsense! You arent fit to walk far, so if youll sit here in this arbour, Ill go and fetch my trap. He brushed the dead leaves off a rotting wooden bench and guided her to it, making sure she had sat down before he stepped back. Tis only a short walk to the home farm through the woods.

She could only nod and admit, Id be grateful for your help, sir.

* * * *

She looked so white, Will ran all the way home, wondering how to warn her about Sewell and how best to help her settle in. For upon this woman depended his own future, his only hope of staying in the district. And he was determined to stay there, just as he was determined one day to make Sewell pay for what he had done.

She looks like she needs cosseting, he told the horse as he harnessed it. But shes a Bedham all right. Shes not only got their height and colouring, but that stubborn chin, just like the old Squires. 

As the horse clopped along the track to the big house, he could see her sitting in the old arbour, heedless of the dirt and spiders, her head leaning back and weariness in every line of her body. Something tugged at his heart, as it had when shed leaned against him, fighting to hide the pain. It was strange, this urge he had to protect a stranger, a woman he had only just met.

He jumped down and helped her up into the trap, driving it gently back to the village via the farm lane, which was the longer way round, but in much better condition than the one she had arrived by.

At The Golden Fleece, he helped her down and wasnt surprised when she clung to his arm again to cross the muddy ground to the door, limping badly now.

Prue Poulter met them at the door, her face anxious. Whats happened?

Will answered. Mistress Bedham has had a fall and needs to rest.

Sarah tried to pull herself together. She didnt need anyone to speak for her, even though he meant it kindly. I shall be all right now. I must thank you again for your help, Mr Pursley. I hadnt realised how long a country mile can seem. 

She saw him give Prue what could only be a quick warning glance. Warning of what? But the grinding ache in her hip was only too real and she knew that she must rest it for a while.

He stepped back. Ill come and take you to see the house myself tomorrow afternoon, Mistress Bedham. I cant come in the morning, as I have someone to see, but I know my way around that house as well as anyone, and shall be happy to be your guide. He should know the house - hed had to make quite a few emergency repairs lately to stop the old place going from bad to worse. 

He was striding back to his cart before Sarah could say anything. 

Well! She turned to the landlady. Does he always take charge like that and tell folk what to do?

Prue shrugged. If theres something to be done, you can always rely on Will Pursley to get it done. And Ill feel better if you have him with you tomorrow, my dear. For she, too, was afraid that Sewells men might waylay the newcomer and she was uncertain whether to warn her guest about him and his bullies, or hope Sewell would not dare act against one of his own class. 

Upstairs, Sarah lay down on the bed, sighing in relief as the pain eased a little once the weight was off her hip. She couldnt stop thinking about what shed seen. How forlorn Broadhurst Manor had looked - and yet, how lovely it could be, for there was a harmony to the lines of the house that pleased her greatly. 

If its at all possible, she said softly as she got ready for bed that night, pinching out the last candle and pulling the covers cosily around her, I would like to live there. 

There must be some way, she muttered a few minutes later, as she slid towards sleep. There must. 

And why she should dream of Mr Pursley that night, she couldnt think. In the morning, she had to wonder at how unsettling her dreams of him had been - the feel of his hand on hers, the strength of his shoulders, the firm line of his lips. Shed never had such dreams in all her life before. But then, shed never met a man like him. So strong. Not a mincing town gentleman, well not a gentleman at all, but a man of character, open-faced and quietly confident of himself. 

And handsome enough to turn any womans head.

Oh, she was being foolish! She drifted off to sleep on the less disturbing thought that tomorrow she would see her new home properly, go inside, take possession. 

It would be hers for a time, even if she was forced to sell it. But shed only do that as a final resort.

Whatever anyone said.
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