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      Chapter One

      
      As the farrier released the big grey mare’s leg and straightened his back, Jonadab Oaks consulted a heavy turnip watch which
         he fished from deep in an inner pocket.
      

      
      ‘About noon, Jeth,’ he announced. ‘We’ll knock off for dinner.’

      
      As he rose stiffly from the bench where he had been watching the blacksmith at work, he glanced round with pride at the little
         forge; it had been created from one of the loose boxes surrounding his stableyard.
      

      
      ‘It were a good idea o’ mine to mek this forge,’ he said complacently. ‘It’s better for thoo to give me a day every few weeks,
         instead of us trailin’ all t’hosses up t’village every time.’
      

      
      ‘Aye.’ As the lad led the horse out, Jethro Brown wiped his dripping forehead with a large red and white kerchief. He smiled
         inwardly to hear Jonadab congratulate himself on the idea of having his own blacksmith’s forge at Aumery Park Farm. Jethro
         knew that the idea had stemmed from George Oaks, Jonadab’s second eldest son. Before putting the proposal to his father, George
         had gone up to Fadmoor and discussed it with the local farrier.
      

      
      Over the previous twenty years, Jonadab had built up a good business breeding heavy horses for use by the breweries, railways
         and even the army. Although George had foreseen the convenience of fitting out a small forge at their own farm, he knew from
         experience that his father must be approached with the utmost tact where any innovation on the farm was concerned.
      

      
      Jonadab had the dourness of the true north-Yorkshireman. His life was lived within rigid constraints so that, for him, conduct
         was strictly divided between good and evil, black and white. Life held no grey areas for Jonadab Oaks. For almost fifty years
         he had struggled to mould and guide his family by his own strict moral standards and when one of them ‘fell by the wayside’, as he phrased it, he took it as a
         personal affront.
      

      
      ‘T’missus’ll have plenty to spare, if thoo wants to join us for dinner.’ The invitation was perfunctory, rather than pressing.
         Jonadab knew, and Jethro knew that he knew, that the farrier would have brought his own snack to eat at midday.
      

      
      As he made his way back to the farmhouse, Jonadab looked round with satisfaction. He loved the farm, tucked away in the remote
         valley of Sleightholmedale. Here he had been born, seventy years before, and here his forbears had tilled the land and tended
         their stock for as far back as anyone knew. Although only a tenant-farmer, he loved this land with a fierce pride.
      

      
      It was almost the end of October; the sky was cloudless and the air crisp and clear. The trees of the broad-leafed woodland
         that clothed the sheltering hills, glowed in the light of the sun in a tapestry of rich autumn colours.
      

      
      As he leaned on his walking-stick and surveyed his fields, Jonadab’s eye was caught by a movement along the road. Half-closing
         his eyes, he squinted against the sun to see more clearly. Two riders were approaching and, after a few moments, he recognised
         his daughter, Tamar Lassiter and her twelve-year-old son, Hilary.
      

      
      ‘Aah hopes as ’ow there’s plenty, Mother,’ he said, upon entering the kitchen. ‘Our Tamar’s just coming down t’road wi’ yon
         lad of hers.’ Annie’s face broke into a delighted beam.
      

      
      ‘By, that’s grand!’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s not often she brings young Hilary.’

      
      ‘He’s riding an’ all – not in a carriage,’ answered Jonadab. ‘Aah do feel she meks him a namby-pamby.’

      
      ‘Nay, Jonadab,’ remonstrated his wife. ‘He’s a delicate lad and she has to look after him.’ Her husband’s only reply was a
         grunt as he drew his Windsor chair up to the huge, well-scrubbed deal table which almost filled the cosy kitchen.
      

      
      Martha, their youngest daughter, bustled about, setting two extra places at the table and putting two more plates to warm on the hob. Although married to Jonadab’s shepherd, Bob
         Lamb, and the mother of a young girl, she and her husband still lived at the family farm with her parents.
      

      
      Annie Oaks rose stiffly from her rocking-chair next to the fire. She had become rather rheumaticky of late and spent her days
         by the warmth of the range, knitting innumerable pairs of woollen socks for the men of the family. As she went to take her
         place at the other end of the long table, the door opened and the kitchen suddenly seemed to be full.
      

      
      The first to enter the kitchen was Tamar, and at the sight of her daughter Annie wondered, not by any means for the first
         time, how she had managed to produce such a beautiful and vivacious woman. Although she was now turned forty-one, Tamar Lassiter’s
         looks were unfaded. The dark sheen of her black hair was, as yet, untouched with grey and although the unusual amber eyes
         had darkened slightly to a light hazel, they were still shot with golden lights and fringed by sooty lashes. She crossed quickly
         to her mother and, as she bent to kiss her cheek, Annie caught the whiff of rose-scented perfume which always surrounded Tamar.
      

      
      ‘Kiss Gran, Hilary,’ she instructed, as she drew off her gloves. The boy who came forward, rather diffidently, was tall for
         his age but slightly built. His hair was of an incredible silvery fairness, adding to his appearance of fragility. He had
         been a sickly child, susceptible to chest infections, but now seemed at last to be developing a stronger constitution.
      

      
      ‘I rode all the way here,’ he told the assembled family proudly. ‘It’s the longest journey I’ve ever made on horseback.’

      
      ‘Well done, lad,’ replied Annie.

      
      ‘Aye,’ rejoined his grandfather, thankful for any sign of manliness in what he considered to be a puny weakling.

      
      Tamar and Hilary’s entrance had coincided with that of her brother George and Martha’s husband, Bob. Although George Oaks
         lived at Cherry Tree Farm, just over a mile further down the little valley, the two farms were worked together and he took his midday meal at whichever was the closest to his work.
      

      
      He and Bob Lamb had attended to Tamar’s horses and while they were washing their hands at the kitchen sink, Martha was busy
         placing the dishes on the table.
      

      
      ‘There, this’ll stick to your ribs Hilary,’ she laughed, as she carried a huge steak and kidney pudding to place it before
         her father.
      

      
      Once the food was served, not a word was spoken. Jonadab’s opinion, that good food should be given the attention it deserved
         rather than be eaten to the accompaniment of conversation, had been drilled into them too deeply to question his authority.
      

      
      He fully realised that there was a purpose behind Tamar’s visit. Both she and Hilary had an air of suppressed excitement,
         but Jonadab applied himself to his meal, refusing to be hurried. Tamar helped her sister to clear the table, a fact which
         gave her father grim satisfaction. She had married above her class, and was the wife of Sir Stephen Lassiter, a wealthy landowner.
         Although she had adapted successfully to her new station in life, her father took care, whenever she came back to the Dale,
         to ensure that she did not forget her humble origins.
      

      
      When they were all served with pint pots of tea, Jonadab’s piercing blue eyes shafted towards his daughter.

      
      ‘Well?’ The word was almost barked at her. Tamar, however, was her father’s daughter. He had kept her waiting when her news
         was eager to burst out. Now he must wait!
      

      
      Taking a deep draught of the tea, she surveyed him over the rim, eyes wide with affected innocence.

      
      ‘Yes, Father?’ Her demure tone, however, did not deceive Jonadab.

      
      ‘Come now,’ he answered, glancing at the long-case clock that stood in the corner of the room. ‘It’s obvious thoo’ve summat
         to say, so spit it out. I haven’t all afternoon to waste.’
      

      
      Tamar looked round the table to make sure that she had everyone’s attention.

      
      ‘Victoria’s coming home from Canada next week.’ She paused for a moment so that her next statement would make its full impact. ‘Our Joe and Mary are coming with her.’ The excitement
         among her listeners was proof of the shock resulting from her announcement.
      

      
      ‘Oh, oh!’ Annie could say no more for a few moments. Tears coursed down her face as she lifted up her pinafore and dabbed
         at her cheeks.
      

      
      Even George, normally undemonstrative, felt his face break into a grin.

      
      ‘Our Joe coming back? By gum, that’s grand,’ he said.

      
      Tamar was bombarded with questions. Laughingly she held up a hand.

      
      ‘Just a minute!’ she protested. ‘I’ve no idea how long they intend to stay, nor even if they’re eventually going back to Canada
         at all.’
      

      
      This last statement caused another spate of questions. George glanced at Bob Lamb.

      
      ‘You’ll be wondering what’s up,’ he said. ‘It’s over twenty years since our Joe and his wife went to live in Canada. We never
         expected to see ’em again.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, the Lord be praised.’ Annie’s hands were clasped together while her face shone with joy.

      
      Jonadab’s voice suddenly cut through the babble.

      
      ‘So!’ Although the tone was quiet, he stilled the excited clamour which surrounded the table. ‘We’re expected to kill the
         fatted calf because the prodigal son is returning, are we?’
      

      
      The voices died away as the rest eyed him uncertainly.

      
      ‘Nay, Jonadab! Surely you’re pleased that they’re coming back?’ Annie’s tone was disbelieving. She looked for some softening
         of her husband’s expression, but there was none. He sat upright, one hand clasping each of the chair arms. His eyes glared
         out from under the jutting eyebrows like shafts of ice blue.
      

      
      Annie eyed him with apprehension. He was even more short-tempered nowadays than he had been in his youth and she knew from
         long experience that he needed careful handling. She felt, however, that on this issue she must stand firm.
      

      
      
      ‘He’s your eldest son,’ she protested. ‘You must be glad that we sh’ll see him again.’ She had feared that she would reach
         the end of her life without this longed-for reunion and could not accept that Jonadab did not share the joyous exultation
         which flooded the whole of her being.
      

      
      ‘Nay. He’s no eldest son to me,’ came back the reply. Slowly Jonadab pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. Placing his
         hands on the table, he leaned forward and looked round the family. ‘An eldest son’s place is by his father’s side, working
         his family’s land,’ he stated flatly. ‘Joseph gave up that privilege when he chose to leave this Dale.’
      

      
      Before he could go on, he was interrupted by George. ‘I can’t believe what I’m hearing, Faither! Our Joe has been lost to
         us for over twenty years and you’re casting a shadow over his homecoming. Surely you’ll be glad to see them?’
      

      
      All in the room seemed to hold their breath while they waited for his answer. He sighed deeply.

      
      ‘Aah sh’ll be glad to see them,’ he acknowledged, at last. The admission brought a sigh of relief from his wife. He continued
         to speak, however, struggling to make them comprehend the emotions which the news had raised in him.
      

      
      ‘We’re told they may not go back. On what terms are they coming, then? ’E can’t expect to come back ’ere and take our George’s
         place.’ His eyes dwelt for a moment on George, registering the look on his son’s face. ‘Oh, aye! That ’adn’t occurred to thoo,
         ’ad it?’ he said dryly. ‘Mebbe thoo’ve forgotten as ’ow he deserted us when we were struggling to build this farm up. Now
         we’re successful, back ’e comes – and for why, might I ask?’
      

      
      George’s face mirrored a variety of emotions as he considered the implications of what his father had said. His happiness
         at the prospect of seeing Joe again was now clouded with doubt.
      

      
      Tamar studied their father. She recognised with a sinking heart the tell-tale signs of rising anger. The vivid blue eyes,
         undimmed by age, glowed out from beneath brows that were still black, in contrast with his iron-grey hair. The slightly flared nostrils were white with anger and his lips were compressed into a hard, thin line.
      

      
      Little Maria Lamb, sensing the tense atmosphere, clambered up on to her mother’s lap, burying her head in Martha’s bosom.

      
      ‘Hilary, take Maria out to see the horses.’ Tamar spoke quietly, but firmly. Hilary’s bottom lip protruded in a slight pout
         but, catching his mother’s eye, he thought the better of a protest. Rising from his chair, he held out his hand to his little
         cousin, who ran to him eagerly, anxious for his attention. When the door closed upon them, Tamar addressed her father.
      

      
      ‘When Joe and Mary went to Canada, they hadn’t much option,’ she pointed out. ‘There was no room for them to live here and
         life was not made easy for them up at the Butlers’ farm.’ Turning to her brother, she added, ‘I’m sorry George, but you know
         it’s true.’
      

      
      George nodded. Joseph’s mother-in-law, Ann Butler, was his mother-in-law also and had lived in his home for several years.
         She had been a hard and domineering woman when younger, but was mellowed by age. He realised that the fact that she lived
         in his house had changed her attitude from when Joe had lived beneath her roof.
      

      
      Martha Lamb’s gaze shifted from one to the other. She had been a child when Joseph and Mary had emigrated, but vaguely remembered
         her eldest brother as a pleasant, easy-going young man – very similar, indeed, to George. The reason for his departure had
         not been discussed openly at the time, so she was disturbed to discover that his return was not an event of unalloyed happiness
         to all the family.
      

      
      Tamar again looked across the table at her father, who had sunk back into his chair.

      
      ‘I shall be happy to see them again, Father.’ Her tone held a slight defiance. ‘They have been very kind in allowing Victoria
         to stay with them for a year.’ Before she could continue, however, Jonadab was on his feet again.
      

      
      ‘Aye! And that was a lot o’ daft!’ he exclaimed. ‘Why should she be sent to Canada – and in such a rush an’ all?’

      
      Tamar bit her lip in vexation. Her father always managed to seize upon items she was not prepared to discuss. After the merest hint of hesitation, she replied, ‘Victoria had been
         disappointed in love and I felt that she needed a change.’
      

      
      Her father’s grunt of derision was expressive enough to need no words, but nevertheless he followed it up.

      
      ‘Plenty of lasses are disappointed in love, as you call it. They ’as to get over it as best they can. She’s lucky Stephen
         has t’money to pay for trips overseas.’
      

      
      There had been times in Tamar’s life when, if not actually hating her father, she had felt extreme dislike. Now, although
         she tried to quell it for her mother’s sake, she felt that feeling rising once more within her.
      

      
      She and Jonadab were like setting a spark to tinder, she thought ruefully. They could not be together for very long before
         the flame of disagreement flared up.
      

      
      Looking to where her mother sat at the foot of the table, she noted how crumpled and wizened Annie’s rosy face had become.
         It was brought home to Tamar, suddenly and unexpectedly, that her mother was an old woman. Going to Annie’s side, she put
         an arm round her shoulders and pressed her cheek against the older woman’s.
      

      
      ‘Come on! Cheer up, Mam,’ she murmured. ‘It’ll be all right, you’ll see. We’re all delighted that Joe and Mary are coming
         back and we shall have a grand family reunion.’
      

      
      Jonadab’s chair scraped on the flagged floor as he rose from the table.

      
      ‘There’s too much to do for us to sit ’ere gossiping,’ he said. ‘Come on lads; come back to work.’

      
      He allowed his son and son-in-law to go out first, then stood in the doorway, looking back at his wife.

      
      ‘No doubt you’ll be putting t’flags out and mekking a fuss when they comes,’ he said, ‘but mark my words; there’s none so
         blind as them as can’t see.’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      As Jonadab was making his cynical prophesy, the ship carrying the members of his family was already approaching Liverpool.

      
      Victoria Lassiter shivered and drew her cloak more closely round her. Peer as she might, she was unable to penetrate the dense
         fog through which the ship nosed its way.
      

      
      She had stood by the rail, straining for her first sight of England, until the fog that enshrouded the River Mersey had chilled
         her to the bone. Men’s voices, calling instructions, drifted eerily through the mist like disembodied spirits and, with a
         sigh of disappointment, she turned to go down below.
      

      
      The fog had thickened since she had come up on deck and she paused to get her bearings. As she did so, her uncle’s voice came
         to her. Although he sounded quite close, she was unable to see him through the swirling veil.
      

      
      ‘Victoria, are you there?’ He sounded anxious, and she was quick to reassure him, calling out as she moved towards him.

      
      ‘Here, Uncle.’

      
      As they met, he took her arm and together they went towards the companion-way.

      
      ‘This is a fine homecoming,’ he smiled. ‘A real pea-souper to greet us.’

      
      ‘Mmm, yes,’ Victoria answered almost absentmindedly. Glancing sideways, she studied her uncle.

      
      Physically, he was obviously her Uncle George’s brother, although there the similarity ended. Over the past year, during her
         stay in Canada she had often tried to assess how he would fit in with his family in England.
      

      
      It was over twenty years since Joseph and Mary had emigrated and she was aware that they could have no idea of how far they had drifted from those they had left behind. What her Grandad Oaks would make of his eldest son when they
         were reunited she could not envisage.
      

      
      Jonadab was a strict and unyielding man. This she knew, but she acknowledged also that he tried to be scrupulously fair. In
         contrast, Joseph’s hardness crossed the bounds at times and became vicious and then he in no way resembled the Joe talked
         of with such affection by his family.
      

      
      She was bound to acknowledge that her uncle and aunt had made her welcome in their home. A year ago her lover, Thomas Forster,
         had been killed in a riding accident, leaving her pregnant, and she had been packed off to Joseph’s farm in the Northern Province
         of Canada before anyone at home could learn of her condition.
      

      
      Victoria nibbled her bottom lip and swallowed hard as she thought of her baby, Tommy, left behind. Resolutely she pushed the
         thought to the back of her mind. Victoria had inherited from Tamar not only her stunning beauty, but the ability to concentrate
         her mind on those things that were important at the time, while tidying away into its deepest recesses anything that she felt
         unable to face.
      

      
      Tommy was secure in the charge of her maid Gertie, who had married in Canada and taken Victoria’s child as her own. She tried
         to turn her thoughts now to her homecoming to Thorsbury Manor, where she would take up the threads of her life again with
         no taint of scandal to blemish her name.
      

      
      Mary Oaks looked up as they entered the cabin. She had obviously been pretty in her youth, thought Victoria, but middle age
         had faded her looks and petulant lines were etched from her nose to the down-turned lips.
      

      
      ‘Will the fog delay our landing?’ she queried. ‘I’m dying to get on dry land and walk on firm ground again.’

      
      Joe shook his head. ‘We’ve taken a pilot aboard and those chaps know the river like the back of their hands, even in the fog.
         It shouldn’t be long before we’re ashore.’
      

      
      When they did eventually disembark it was too late to continue their journey, so Joseph called a cab and asked the driver
         to take them to an hotel near the station.
      

      
      
      With the coming of dawn the fog lifted and so did their spirits as they started out on the last leg of their journey to York.
         The outlook, as far as Normanton, was depressing, being mainly through congested urban scenery. Mary wrinkled her nose in
         disgust as the train passed mills, factories and streets of mean little houses.
      

      
      ‘Has England grown into one big town?’ she asked pettishly.

      
      ‘No, Auntie Mary. It’s lovely at Thorsbury, where we live,’ answered Victoria. ‘I’m sure too, that you’ll see very little
         difference in Kirkbymoorside since you left. Of course, Sleightholmedale never changes.’ She smiled as she added the last
         sentence. She could not imagine Grandad Oaks allowing anything to change, down in the Dale.
      

      
      Now that she was once more in England, Victoria was impatient for the journey to be over. She was longing to see her parents,
         whom she knew would be staying in York for a few days, to await their arrival. Victoria was more homesick now, on this last
         leg, than she had been during her whole year in Canada.
      

      
      Once they left the little mining town of Normanton behind, the train ran into open country. Mary leaned forward and looked
         out of the window with mounting excitement. She took in the varied chequerboard of the fields, Some were of green pastureland
         while those bordering were either the rich brown of newly-ploughed earth, or the stubble of the recent harvest, bleached almost
         cream by the action of rain and sun. The scene mirrored the picture of the Home Country that she had carried in her mind throughout
         the long years of her exile. The small groups of trees and denser patches of woodland, clad in a variety of autumn shades,
         were suddenly both welcoming and comforting to her.
      

      
      Sinking back into her seat, she closed her eyes against the unexpected prick of tears. Although her children and more than
         twenty years of her life were back in Canada, she had an overwhelming sense of having come home.
      

      
      Opening her eyes, she glanced from Joe to Victoria. ‘Don’t the fields and trees and hedges look lovely after the great expanses of the prairie?’ she exclaimed. Before Victoria had time to express her wholehearted agreement, however, Joe answered
         his wife.
      

      
      ‘They’re old-fashioned and impractical,’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose that Father’s farming methods have changed in all the years
         we’ve been away.’ He looked across at Victoria, questioningly.
      

      
      She thought of the valley, with its even pace of life; of the cosy farmhouse nestling deep in the Dale, protected by the steep
         wooded hills on the one side and the majestic sweep of the moors on the other. She smiled.
      

      
      ‘Grandad isn’t one for great change,’ she answered, ‘although Uncle George more or less runs the farm now, because Jonadab’s
         more interested in his horses. Anyway, I don’t think you’ll find things much different from when you left.’
      

      
      Mary’s face was clouded. ‘Things’ll be different for me,’ she said sadly. ‘Father and Elizabeth have both died and my old
         home is sold. At least I shall see Mother again.’
      

      
      The group fell silent, chastened by Mary’s sorrow. Joseph felt a mixture of emotions. Although he had agreed to accompany
         his wife on the trip and was anxious about leaving his own farm in Canada in the hands of his son, Georgie, he also felt an
         overwhelming sense of homecoming. The unrelenting toil of building up his own spread had taken its toll on him and he felt
         much older than his forty-four years. The thought of returning to the peaceful valley of his youth was tinged with nostalgia
         and a yearning for the quiet life, as he remembered it. With his wife’s reminder of her loss, he now felt guilty that in his
         eagerness to see his former home and his family again, he had overlooked the fact that Mary’s return would be less happy.
         He fell into a sullen mood.
      

      
      Victoria was seated facing the engine and was the first to break the silence.

      
      ‘Oh, look,’ she cried excitedly. ‘York Minster!’

      
      Her uncle and aunt rose and went to the window, looking ahead to follow her pointing finger. They had never visited the city
         before and found the sweep of the medieval walls, leading towards the twin towers of the great cathedral, an impressive sight.
      

      
      ‘My word, but it’s a grand view,’ was all that Joe could say before they were pulling into the station and all was bustle
         as they prepared to leave the train.
      

      
      Catching a porter’s eye, Joe soon had them and their luggage into one of the cabs that were lined up outside the station.

      
      ‘Young’s Hotel,’ ordered Joseph, as they settled back.

      
      ‘It isn’t fair,’ remarked Victoria. ‘I do hope Mama and Papa are there already. I’m dying to see them.’

      
      ‘Well, the ship did make good time,’ her uncle replied. ‘I do hope we haven’t taken them unawares.’

      
      As the cab turned into High Petergate, Mary and Joe gazed in awe at the size and grandeur of the Minster, now seen at close
         quarters.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to go in if we’re here long enough,’ remarked Mary.

      
      Joe hesitated. ‘I feel that we should press on and get home as soon as possible,’ he protested. The nearer he got to his childhood
         home, the more impatient he felt for the long journey to be at an end. And, although he would not admit such a motive to the
         others, he was also keen to receive the letter from Georgie that he was certain would be waiting for him on his arrival at
         Sleightholmedale.
      

      
      By the time the cab drew up outside the Hotel, Victoria was almost breathless with excitement at the thought of seeing her
         parents again. While the Hotel porter organised the luggage and her uncle paid off the cab, she hurried through the doors
         and up to the reception desk.
      

      
      ‘Are my parents, Sir Stephen and Lady Lassiter in the Hotel?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Lady Lassiter has booked in, but has gone out to do some shopping, madam. I don’t think she expected you until tomorrow.’

      
      Victoria’s face fell and she turned back to her aunt, her whole attitude mirroring the keen disappointment which engulfed
         her.
      

      
      
      Joseph joined them, to find them standing in silence, aimlessly gazing around the foyer.

      
      ‘What’s up?’ His tone was testy. He had expected Tamar to be awaiting their arrival, ready to set out on the journey to Thorsbury
         Manor. They were staying there overnight before carrying on to the family home, down in Sleightholmedale.
      

      
      ‘We’ve taken Mama by surprise,’ explained Victoria. ‘She didn’t expect us until tomorrow.’ She paused for a moment, considering
         and then went on, ‘I wonder why Papa hasn’t come?’
      

      
      Feeling a draught, she turned and saw her mother entering the Hotel.

      
      ‘Mama!’ She hurried forward, throwing herself into her mother’s arms.

      
      Joseph and Mary were speechless as they took in Tamar’s appearance. Although Victoria had taken photographs of her family
         to Canada, Tamar’s portrait had failed to convey her vibrant beauty.
      

      
      Recalling the Tamar of twenty years ago – rebellious, turbulent and inclined to pertness, Joe found it hard to believe that
         this composed and elegant woman was indeed his sister. The hair, which had once tangled about her face, framing it in an unruly
         mass, was now dressed and coiffed in fashionable curls; she seemed to be taller but this, he realised, was her deportment
         – that of a woman confident in her beauty and also, of her status. Tamar had developed into a lady: not merely through her
         title but far more subtly, through her self-assurance and deportment.
      

      
      Looking over Victoria’s shoulder, her eyes found them, standing a little apart, unsure and uncomfortable.

      
      ‘Joe! Mary!’ She swept forward, arm outstretched, smiling with delight. ‘Oh, how lovely to see you again after all these years.’
         Suddenly everything was all right. This was the old Tamar, bubbling over with pleasure in the meeting.
      

      
      Automatically, she took charge. Their luggage was transferred to their rooms, while they were whisked into the dining room.
         The staff obviously knew her and she received their obsequious attention as though born to it.
      

      
      
      During lunch she explained that they were to stay overnight in York. Stephen was on business in the West Riding, where he
         owned woollen mills, and would come by train from Leeds the next morning.
      

      
      Victoria was disappointed not to see him immediately, while Joe was frustrated by the enforced delay. Only Mary was pleased.
         Now she would have the opportunity to visit the Minster and explore the city.
      

      
      While they ate, Tamar studied her daughter. Although there was no let-up in her conversation with Mary and Joe, asking about
         their children Georgie and Jeanette, and bringing them up-to-date with family news, her eyes constantly strayed to Victoria.
      

      
      She was relieved to see that the pregnancy and birth seemed to have had no ill-effects upon the girl’s appearance. Victoria
         was as lovely as ever – a little fuller in the bust, perhaps but that was an advantage, she decided.
      

      
      Both mother and daughter were eager to be alone. There were so many questions to be asked and answered on both sides that
         they were anxious to be rid of Mary and Joseph’s company for a time.
      

      
      ‘Did I hear you say that you’d like to go round the Minster, Mary?’ Tamar smiled at her sister-in-law. ‘It’s only round the
         corner, so perhaps you’d like to go there this afternoon. We shall be leaving for home as soon as Stephen arrives in the morning
         so it may be your only chance.’
      

      
      Although Joe was not particularly keen to visit the Minster, he reluctantly gave in to Mary’s persuasion and, after arranging
         that they should all meet for dinner, the pair set out.
      

      
      Tamar led the way upstairs to her bedroom. As the door closed, Victoria burst into tears.

      
      ‘Oh, I’ve missed you all so much, Mama,’ she wept. ‘Even Hilary, although I know I sometimes used to get impatient with him
         when he teased me.’
      

      
      Tamar sat on the bed, holding Victoria and gently rocking her until her sobs subsided and, giving a shaky smile, she dabbed
         her eyes and blew her nose.
      

      
      
      ‘What about the baby?’ Tamar asked, after a brief hesitation. She was reluctant to say anything which would undermine her
         daughter’s self-control again, and yet the child was her grandson and she was curious and anxious to hear about him.
      

      
      Victoria’s eyes misted over again, but she managed to maintain her composure.

      
      ‘He’s lovely.’ She paused for a moment, her gaze far away. ‘I didn’t want to leave him. It broke my heart, Mama.’ Her lower
         lip trembled, but she swallowed hard, rose from the bed and went to her valise, which she had placed just inside the door.
         Taking a photograph from it, she passed it to her mother.
      

      
      Looking fondly at the picture of the baby in the arms of Gertie, Victoria’s maid, Tamar was relieved to see no obvious resemblance
         to her daughter in the child’s face.
      

      
      ‘I would have liked a portrait of myself holding him,’ Victoria said wistfully, ‘but I thought it better to have him taken
         with Gertie, since he’s supposed to be her child.’
      

      
      Tamar was pensive for a moment, moved to see her daughter’s suffering. However, she believed in the adage that time was a
         great healer. Gertie was illiterate so that Victoria would probably never hear any more news of the child whom she had to
         leave in a far-off land.
      

      
      ‘He’ll be well looked after, darling,’ she said. ‘Gertie will love him as her own.’ Then she rose from the bed and addressed
         Victoria briskly. ‘Put on your cloak and bonnet and let’s go out and see what we can find in the way of new clothes for you.’
      

      
      It was the best thing she could think of to cheer up her daughter: and it worked. The rest of the afternoon was spent happily
         on a shopping spree, so that over the evening meal, both groups were animated, the conversation full of their activities.
      

      
      During their exploration of the Minister and the quaint, narrow streets of the city, then in their bedroom later that evening,
         Mary and Joseph had discussed Tamar at some length.
      

      
      Although they and their families at home were able to write, their efforts were laboured so that letters were necessarily brief, starkly setting out essential news. Thus, although
         they had been aware that Tamar had married above her station and that her husband had inherited a baronetcy, they had not
         fully realised quite how large a gap had been opened up between Tamar and the rest of the Oaks family, including themselves.
      

      
      Joseph could not help but feel rather piqued. As the owner of two thousand acres of prairie, he had expected to come back
         to England and impress his family and those of the neighbouring farms, with the way he had got on in the world.
      

      
      Although he and his partner, Mary’s brother Jack Butler, had amassed what seemed to be a great deal of land, the prairielands
         of the North West Territory were only just becoming established as wheat-growing areas. So it was that their years in Canada
         had been a time of toil and struggle. Jack preferred the solitary life of a trapper and it was his fur-trading that had provided
         the steady income to sustain Joe’s family during the early years of their voluntary exile.
      

      
      Until Victoria’s arrival in Canada, he had expected to be able to keep up the pretence which his letters home conveyed. He
         and Mary had been overwhelmed when their niece came, accompanied by a maid and obviously unused to housework.
      

      
      Since their arrival in York, it had been brought doubly home to them that the Lassiters’ circumstances in life were far beyond
         their own. The Hotel and its furbishments were of such a high standard that they felt ill-at-ease and even inferior. Yet Tamar
         was obviously quite relaxed in the surroundings and accepted the staff deference as her due.
      

      
      ‘I can’t get over our Tamar,’ Joe remarked, as he and Mary undressed that night. ‘She’s like a different lass from when she
         was young.’ He smiled at his memories of life down in Sleightholmedale.
      

      
      ‘She was a bit of a handful,’ he reminisced. ‘More than a match for our mam. Mind you,’ he chuckled, ‘Faither could always
         tame her.’
      

      
      He and Mary were unaware that Victoria had been born before Tamar’s marriage and that Stephen Lassiter was not her real father. So Jonadab had not, in fact, managed to tame his
         wild and wilful daughter …
      

      
      Stephen Lassiter arrived soon after breakfast the following morning. Joseph was on his way downstairs when he saw the hall-porter
         open the main door. Recognising the man who strode into the reception hall with such assurance, he paused halfway down the
         stairs and drew into the shadows to study his brother-in-law. The photograph carried by Victoria made him easily recognisable,
         but what had not been apparent was his unusual fairness.
      

      
      Although Joe knew that Stephen was in his mid-forties, his hair was of such a silvery sheen that he appeared, at first sight,
         to be prematurely white. His voice, low and well-modulated as it was, carried clearly as he asked for a page to be sent to
         tell Tamar of his arrival.
      

      
      Turning on his heel, Joe took to the stairs, two at a time, and went back to join Mary in their room.

      
      ‘What’s up?’ she asked. ‘I thought you were going down to sit and read a paper until Stephen arrived.’

      
      ‘He’s just come,’ Joe answered, then paused. He had developed self-confidence, even cocksuredness, during his years abroad
         and was unsure how to put into words his diffidence in approaching Stephen. In a new country, where everyone started out equal,
         he felt as good as any man – ‘and better than most’ – as he often bragged. At the sight of Stephen Lassiter, however, he had
         been swept back into his youth, when members of the ‘Quality’ caused him to feel abashed and inadequate.
      

      
      Mary regarded him with curiosity. ‘Didn’t you speak to him, then?’ she enquired.

      
      ‘No. He was busy at the desk, so I thought I’d wait till Tamar was with us, to introduce us,’ he answered. As he spoke, there
         was a rap on the door, and Victoria’s voice came to them.
      

      
      ‘Uncle, Auntie!’ she called, in excitement. ‘Papa’s here. Are you ready?’

      
      As they joined her on the landing, Mary found the girl’s enthusiasm infectious. They would not be travelling to Sleightholmedale until the following day, it seemed, but even Thorsbury
         Manor after weeks of hotels and travel would be a relief.
      

      
      They went downstairs to where Tamar and her husband were standing amid a flurry of hotel staff, who were busily engaged in
         bringing down their luggage and stacking it in the hall.
      

      
      ‘What time is your man due, Sir Stephen?’ the head porter enquired, as they approached.

      
      Stephen consulted his watch, flicking open the case with an immaculately manicured nail. ‘He was told to be here at ten, so
         he should be along any time now,’ was his reply.
      

      
      At that moment, Tamar turned and caught sight of them. ‘Here are Joe and Mary,’ she smiled, placing a hand on her husband’s
         arm to draw his attention. As Joseph walked forward, Stephen’s eyes seemed to assess him shrewdly, before his face broke into
         a smile and he stepped to close the gap between them, hand extended.
      

      
      ‘How good to see you at last!’ he exclaimed, seizing Joe’s hand in a firm grasp. As he greeted Mary, equally warmly, the porter
         came to tell them that the coachman had arrived.
      

      
      The fact that Mary and Joseph passed the journey in comparative silence went unnoticed owing to Victoria’s incessant chatter.

      
      During her stay with them, they had found her withdrawn, aloof even and knew that their children had considered her unfriendly
         – indeed, stuck up! Now, asking eagerly for news of friends, neighbours and employees, they saw a vivacity at which they could
         not have guessed.
      

      
      For their part, Joe and his wife were overwhelmed by the obvious wealth of the Lassiters. To be conveyed in the travelling
         coach, manned by their very own coachman was impressive enough, but Stephen’s comment as he leaned to look from the window:
         ‘This is where my estate begins,’ reduced them to complete silence.
      

      
      The coach trundled on through mile upon mile of rich, well-tended farmland. When at last they crossed over a four-arched bridge,
         approaching wrought-iron gates guarded by twin lodges, Victoria cried, ‘Oh, please tell Robert to go down the village, Papa!’
      

      
      Here was even more to add to their astonishment. Passing the lodge gates, the coach mounted a hill and went through some trees,
         before turning left to go down the village street.
      

      
      On the right-hand side snuggled cottages of honey-coloured stone, topped by roofs of weathered, rusty-hued pantiles. Although
         small, the cottages were neat and tidy and their good state of repair bespoke a caring landlord. Down the opposite side of
         the village, behind a wooden fence which ran the whole length of the street, was a fairly narrow strip of dense woodland.
      

      
      Victoria leaned forward to look at the trees. ‘Those are the Walks,’ she told her uncle and aunt. ‘In spring and summer they
         are the loveliest place you can imagine – like a fairyland of flowers.’
      

      
      ‘Why are they called the Walks?’ asked Mary.

      
      ‘Because that’s where we walk.’ Victoria had lived at Thorsbury for as long as she could remember and accepted as normal the
         fact that part of the estate was private, for the sole use of the family at the Manor.
      

      
      ‘Can’t you walk anywhere you want to, then?’ Her uncle was intrigued.

      
      ‘Of course, but the Walks are specially for us. The estate-workers don’t go there – except the gardeners, of course.’

      
      ‘What if they did?’ Joe pressed on. He had forgotten the almost feudal relationship between master and man, back in England.

      
      Tamar laughed. ‘They wouldn’t dream of going into the Walks, so the question never arises.’

      
      Before the topic could be pursued, they reached the bottom of the village and Thorsbury Manor was revealed to a stunned Joe
         and Mary.
      

      
      In the pale autumn sunlight, the south front of the mansion seemed to shine with an almost airy lightness. ‘Magnificent’ was
         the word which sprang to Joseph’s mind, as he gazed incredulously at his sister’s home. Although Thorsbury Manor was far larger
         than he had ever imagined, the whiteness of the stone and the innumerable windows, all reflecting the sun’s rays, gave the building an insubstantial quality, almost like a mirage.
      

      
      On the right they passed a great stable block built of brick, and then the coach drew up before the portico. The double doors
         were opened by a butler, and Tamar ushered them inside.
      

      
      ‘Have luncheon served, please Hodgetts, when you’ve shown Mr and Mrs Oaks to their room.’

      
      ‘Certainly, m’Lady,’ was his reply. Then turning to Joseph and Mary, he said, ‘This way, if you please sir, madam.’

      
      Once in the privacy of their bedroom, Joe looked at Mary with an expression of near-bewilderment on his face.

      
      ‘To think we’d no idea of all this,’ he said, in amazement. ‘Nobody gave us any indication that Tamar’s husband was as rich
         as this. I expected the Manor to be just an extra-big farmhouse, but this is like a palace. Did you see the size of all them
         stables round that courtyard that we passed?’
      

      
      ‘He seems to own the whole village, as well as several farms,’ Mary rejoined. ‘I wonder what Victoria thought of our place,
         when she’s used to luxury like this.’
      

      
      ‘Whatever she thought, she was glad enough to come to us,’ Joseph answered, ‘and don’t you forget it. For all their money
         and position it was us they turned to when trouble struck.’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Joseph Oaks was no longer the patient easy-going man he had been in his youth. Twenty years in a new country had made him
         sharper. The necessity to beat his rivals in an effort to acquire land had changed him. He was now harder and less tolerant
         than the young man who had sailed trustingly into a new life, all those years ago.
      

      
      Consequently, he took no pains to hide his disappointment when he learnt that they were not after all, to proceed on to Sleightholmedale
         the following day.
      

      
      ‘Don’t spoil Mother’s day,’ Tamar remonstrated. ‘She’s getting as many of the family together on Sunday as she possibly can.
         You’re a farmer yourself, and must realise that Sunday is the only day they can come.’
      

      
      Catching his wife’s eye, Joe forced a grin. ‘Aye. I expect our Mam’ll be putting on a fine spread,’ he conceded. He was irritated
         by Tamar’s use of the word ‘Mother’. Annie Oaks had always been ‘our Mam’ to her children and he considered that his sister
         put on too many fine airs and graces. Unaware that a different life-style had changed him, he failed to appreciate that Tamar’s
         altered life-style had forced her to change from the girl he remembered.
      

      
      Sensing his brother-in-law’s impatience, Stephen made every effort to keep his time at Thorsbury full of interest. While Tamar
         chatted to Mary, bringing her up-to-date on family news, Stephen showed Joe the stable block and the horses. Here Joe learned
         that his father had not only made a reputation for himself as a breeder of fine shire-horses, but that he specialised in greys.
      

      
      ‘It’s so useful to be able to pick them out at a distance,’ said Stephen. ‘The men don’t slack when they know that the horses
         can be clearly seen moving against the brown of the soil.’ He smiled reflectively. ‘Your father gave me that tip,’ he said.
      

      
      
      Joe felt a sense of surprise. He had automatically assumed, perhaps because of Stephen’s accent and his gentlemanly bearing,
         that Tamar’s husband would consider himself to be above the Oaks. Joe’s recollections of his father had not been of a man
         to inspire affection. Respect, yes. Affection? Not really.
      

      
      As they went round the buildings, it was brought home to Joe that Stephen knew every man and every horse by name. He enquired
         about families and the men answered him with a friendly deference, obviously holding him in high esteem.
      

      
      The more Joe was shown, the more he realised that Tamar’s husband was a far wealthier man than he could have believed. He
         had no way of knowing that when Stephen had inherited the estate, some fifteen years earlier, it been in a run-down condition.
         His father’s ill-health over many years had meant a great deal of hard work on Stephen’s part, to pull the estate round.
      

      
      Once the stables and horses had been inspected, the two men mounted up and Stephen took Joe on a tour of his lands. From the
         pretty little village, to the extensive woodlands and the farms, all Joe saw gave more evidence of Stephen’s care and firm
         control.
      

      
      ‘You should see it,’ he told Mary that night. ‘Nothing second-rate. Everything stinks of money, and all handed to him on a
         plate. When I think of how we’ve had to work and scrimp and scrape for what we’ve got, it doesn’t seem fair.’
      

      
      Mary was perturbed by Joe’s bitterness. She was enjoying the novelty of their stay in the Lassiters’ luxurious home. She found
         both Tamar and Stephen pleasant company and was at a loss to understand her husband’s attitude.
      

      
      ‘He seems very nice,’ she pointed out.

      
      ‘Anybody can be nice, with what he’s got,’ was Joe’s uncompromising answer.

      
      ‘Anyway, he’s made Tamar happy. She’s settled down and seems really content.’

      
      ‘Of course she’s content! Wouldn’t you be, in her shoes?’ He was determined not to bend, even a little, in his resentment of Lassiter.
      

      
      As he climbed into bed, he gave a sigh of satisfaction. ‘Anyroad,’ he said, ‘I can best him for youngsters. Their Victoria’s
         no better than she should be and that Hilary’s a pasty-looking namby-pamby: not a man like our Georgie.’
      

      
      Mary’s patience was at an end.

      
      ‘We’re the last to criticize Victoria,’ she said sharply. ‘Have you forgotten that Georgie was on the way when we got married?
         Anyway, we gave our word not to breathe a word about Victoria’s baby, so don’t forget.’ There was no reply from her husband
         as he blew out the light.
      

      
      Although chilly, the weather remained dry and clear, with no trace of the fogs which had heralded their arrival in Liverpool.
         The party set off for Sleightholmedale immediately after Sunday breakfast, Tamar and Mary travelling in the coach with Victoria
         and Hilary, while Stephen and Joseph accompanied them on horseback.
      

      
      ‘I thought you would see more this way than from inside the coach,’ Stephen remarked and despite himself, Joseph appreciated
         his brother-in-law’s thoughtfulness.
      

      
      As they rode through the Vale of Pickering, Joseph gazed avidly round, drinking in the scenery. He still considered that the
         small fields, split up by hedges or patches of woodland and coppices were wasteful and out-of-date, but he had to admit to
         himself that they possessed a beauty that was lacking in the wide expanses of the prairies.
      

      
      When they rode up the steep, cobbled main street of the little town of Kirkbymoorside, he was surprised and relieved to see
         that the last twenty years appeared to have left it unaltered. It could have been only a week or so since his last visit,
         so little had it changed.
      

      
      His excitement mounted as they left the town and, still climbing, made for the spot where the road branched, the left-hand
         turn leading to the little Dale which had been his home for half his life. The lumbering coach had slowed to walking pace
         and Joe felt like surging ahead, so eager was he to reach the family farm and see his parents again. He curbed his impatience,
         however, and eventually they reached the top of the steep hill which led down into the valley.
      

      
      Although many of the trees were already bare, the branches interlaced overhead, so that they appeared to be entering a tunnel.
         The road, which snaked down the side of the escarpment, was tricky to negotiate, being carpeted with fallen leaves. The layer
         beneath was damp and slippery, but the covering that overlaid it was dry and brittle, making the surface deceptive, so that
         the horses placed their hooves gingerly.
      

      
      Once they emerged into the sunlight at the bottom of the hill, the sight of his family home made Joe’s throat constrict and
         his eyes filled with tears.
      

      
      The long, low farmhouse, nestling under its roof of thatch, was just as he had pictured it in his mind. The duckpond appeared
         smaller than his memory had portrayed it but, on the opposite side of the road, the sparkling spring which chuckled down the
         hillside to fill the mossy stone trough was unchanged. He smiled as he recalled how he and his siblings’ daily task had been
         to fill the water-barrels for household use.
      

      
      They had reached the door and, as Joe dismounted, it was opened by his brother George, who stood there smiling rather self-consciously.
         His hand came out to shake Joe’s but suddenly they were embracing, slapping each other’s shoulders, and twenty years were
         swept away.
      

      
      Once inside the kitchen, Joe’s breath caught in his throat to see the way that his mother had aged. His father appeared little
         different. His hair was tinged with grey but, despite his slight limp, his stance was as upright as ever, and the piercing
         blue eyes were as challenging. Categorized by her husband, in her youth, as a ‘fine figure of a woman’, Annie Oaks seemed
         to Joe to have shrunk. Instead of spilling out of her rocking-chair, as he remembered, there was room enough and to spare.
         Her cheeks were still rosy, but wrinkled and wizened, like an apple stored too long. She rose slowly and stiffly to her feet
         and then held out her arms. Once clutched close to her, Joe felt like a lost child who had come home, at long last.
      

      
      
      After the emotional reunion with his mother, Joe shook his father’s hand.

      
      ‘Thoo’s back, then.’ Jonadab’s statement was as matter-of-fact as if Joseph had just returned from a trip into town. No one
         could guess the depth of his feelings to see his eldest son once more in what Jonadab regarded as his rightful place.
      

      
      Once they were all squashed in round the huge deal table, Joseph gave a sigh of satisfaction and looked about him. The kitchen
         had not changed. He could swear that even the crockery was the same as in his youth. The tall water-barrels still stood by
         the shallow stone sink. Whose job was it to fill them now, he wondered. Sniffing appreciatively, he decided that the kitchen
         even smelt the same. The appetising aroma of dinner mingled with the pungent scent of the herbs hanging in bunches from the
         rafters to dry.
      

      
      Once they were at the table, Joe could study his family in more detail. George seemed little different. He was broader and
         his face had lost the vulnerability of youth, but the two of them were still, obviously, brothers. His sister Martha had been
         a child of eight when they had emigrated and was now a married woman, with a toddler and another on the way, by the look of
         it. Her husband, Bob Lamb, seemed a nice enough chap, he thought.
      

      
      Ann Butler, his mother-in-law, had mellowed with the coming of old age, he decided. Gone was the domineering woman who had
         driven him and Mary to emigrate. She was more subdued and seemed to devote her attention to her grandchildren. Edward was
         George’s son by his first wife Elizabeth, and Annie was the daughter of his second wife Sarah. Both of George’s wives were
         Mary’s sisters, so that his mother-in-law was also George’s mother-in-law. He had never thought the relationship complicated
         until now, looking at them anew.
      

      
      Sarah provided the greatest surprise. She had been only a child when they had left. Now, in adulthood, she had grown so much
         like her sister, Elizabeth, that the resemblance was uncanny. Upon comparing notes later, both Mary and Joseph agreed that it was as though Elizabeth
         had never died. Was this, they wondered, the reason for George’s marriage to Sarah?
      

      
      Once the meal was over, Mary went to sit in the parlour with her mother and Sarah. Now that she was back in England, she felt
         the death of her father even more keenly than when she had first received the news. With a stab of guilt, she heard her mother’s
         voice.
      

      
      ‘It was the shock of our Jack going off to join you and Joe in Canada that caused his heart attack. If Jack had only talked
         to us, Father would have taken it better, but just disappearing and leaving a note made him very bitter.’ Mary could not tell
         her that it was Jack’s fear of his parents which had caused him to keep his departure secret. He had dreaded the scene that
         would have ensued, had he been open.
      

      
      Seeing the sadness on their faces Sarah broke in, ‘The rest of the Oaks will arrive this afternoon, but our Jane’s living
         in Middlesborough and couldn’t come. Christy’s expecting at any time, but wants you and Joe to go and stay with her and her
         husband in Leeds for a week.’ Mary produced photographs of Georgie and Jeanette, and the talk became a bridging of the twenty-year
         gap.
      

      
      As Jonadab took up his walking-stick and led the men outside, Joe was surprised to see Tamar and Victoria don aprons and begin
         to clear the table, along with Martha and the maid, Lydia. Upon seeing his expression, Tamar glanced towards the door. Seeing
         that her husband had left the kitchen, she lapsed into the dialect of their childhood.
      

      
      ‘Faither sees Aah dissent get too big for mi boots,’ she laughed. Joe joined in the laughter. Perhaps she hadn’t really changed,
         despite the rise in her fortunes.
      

      
      Joe had been right in one assessment of his father. His farming methods had not altered. The fields were exactly the same
         size and bore the same names as when he had worked them.
      

      
      As they strolled round the familiar landscape, Joe wallowed in feelings of nostalgia. He forgot the harshness of life in the
         Dale; the severe winters and unremitting toil were superseded by memories of the cosiness of family life and the companionship of working with his brothers. He thought of the life he had led here, in the tranquil valley, compared
         to his present life on the prairies and his mind went to his son.
      

      
      ‘Has a letter arrived for me, Father? From Canada?’ he asked nonchalantly, trying to conceal his anxiety.

      
      ‘A letter? For thoo – ’ere?’ Jonadab looked at him suspiciously. ‘Why should thoo be getting letters ’ere?’

      
      ‘I told our Georgie to write and keep me up-to-date, that’s all. But it’s early days yet. It takes a while for the mail to
         get through. I expect he’ll be writing soon.’ Joe tried to make light of the matter, reasoning that it was, indeed, too early
         for his son to have much to report, but inwardly he fretted.
      

      
      Jonadab grunted a noncommittal response while mentally querying his eldest son’s reply. Was there, as he suspected, an ulterior
         motive for Joseph’s return? He walked on in silence.
      

      
      As they passed the foreman’s house on their way back to the buildings, the door opened and a burly man crossed slowly to the
         neatly-stacked pile of sawn logs. Upon seeing the group, he raised a hand to Jonadab.
      

      
      ‘Afternoon, gaffer,’ he muttered and, after a nod, seized a couple of logs and went back into the cottage.

      
      ‘Who’s that?’ Joe asked his father.

      
      ‘Toby, Lydia’s husband,’ was the answer. ‘We’ve had ’em both since they were bairns. Aah took ’em from t’workhouse.’

      
      ‘What happened to Bert Weald?’ Joe wanted to know. He had liked and respected his father’s foreman.

      
      ‘Dorcas caught pneumonia and died,’ explained George, ‘so Bert retired and went to live with his daughter and her husband
         at Appleton. We sometimes see him in Kirkby on market days.’
      

      
      When they eventually reached the buildings, Joe’s opinion of his father’s reluctance to move with the times underwent a revision.
         He knew from Stephen that Jonadab had become a well-known horse-breeder. Indeed, the first two grey mares had been bought
         while Joe was still living at home and he could recall the excitement created by the purchase of the pair.
      

      
      Now, it seemed to Joe, the whole farm was geared mainly to the raising and schooling of heavy draught-horses. The dairy herd
         was reduced to just two house-cows and not only were all the old buildings used for the stabling of horses, but a whole new
         range of stables and loose boxes had been constructed, surrounding a covered yard. Far from being the old stick-in-the-mud
         that Joe had presumed, Jonadab had branched out into an entirely different type of farming, and it had obviously paid off.
         The surrounding moorlands still supported flocks of sheep but down in the valley, the heavy horse reigned supreme.
      

      
      ‘Aah’ve even got mi own smithy,’ boasted Jonadab, showing off his latest venture with pride.

      
      Not for the first time, Joseph wondered how much their father was worth. ‘Not that we’ll ever know – not till he’s six foot
         under,’ he thought. His father still ruled with a rod of iron, he could see, and kept his business to himself.
      

      
      Upon returning to the house, they found that the rest of the Oaks family had begun to arrive. He had vaguely known his sister
         Beth’s husband, John Smithson, as a young man living in Gillamoor, before he and Mary had left for Canada. He seemed to be
         quiet and unassuming and Beth appeared happy enough. She had always been more placid that the fiery Tamar, who would never
         have settled into the life of a farmer’s wife.
      

      
      His eldest sister, Ann Waind, arrived from Bransdale with her husband John. Joseph had always liked the dependable and steady
         John and was pleased to find that he was now a respected cattle-breeder and a judge at Agricultural Shows.
      

      
      The whole house was filled with a laughing chattering throng, all happy to welcome Joseph and Mary. When everybody was supplied
         with food, Jonadab tapped his mug with his spoon, to gain their attention.
      

      
      As the talk died away and all eyes turned to him, he stood up and looked round the room.

      
      ‘While thoo’s all here, Aah’ve summat ti say,’ he announced. Knowing his fondness for springing surprises, all his family eyed him with apprehension. What was he up to now?
      

      
      Satisfied that all eyes were focused on him, he paused for a few seconds, to give more impact to what he had to say.

      
      ‘As thoo knows, Aah’m seventy now, and t’time’s come for me ti retire.’ This was the last thing that any of them had expected.
         Jonadab was as dominant and strong-willed as he had ever been and the idea of him relinquishing the reins seemed unthinkable.
      

      
      George’s heart raced. Had his brother Joe’s return to his native land given their father the idea of reinstating him to his
         position as the eldest son, despite all that he had said? He felt sick at the thought. His whole life had been devoted to
         this farm and he loved the little Dale in all its aspects. In the spring, when the hedges were clothed with perfumed drifts
         of May-blossom and the grass was starred with the gold of celandines and carpeted with blue speedwell, his heart lifted with
         joy. Now, in October, when the trees flaunted the myriad fiery shades of autumn and the purple of the moors was dimmed to
         a more sable hue, he felt at peace with the mellow mood of the countryside. His life had been dedicated to this land. Surely
         his father would not pass him over, even though Joseph was the eldest son.
      

      
      Joe’s mind was running along similar lines. Why had his father chosen this particular time to make an announcement? Faced
         with the possibility that his father could, perhaps, name him as his successor, Joe wondered whether or not he would wish
         to take over Aumery Park Farm. He knew that Mary would probably like to stay in England, but he had a lot of hard work and
         money invested in Canada and was not sure that his son and daughter would want to leave their home.
      

      
      Only the youngest son, Jonadab Junior, was unaware of the undercurrents rife in the room. He had been only twelve when Joseph
         and Mary had left England and he had grown into a true son of his father. While Joseph and George took after their mother’s
         side, being just over medium height and stocky of build, Jonna was tall and lean, having inherited their father’s rangy build. The two elder sons had their mother’s
         velvety brown eyes and hair of almost chestnut brown, while Jonna’s startling blue eyes contrasted sharply with his black
         hair. His wife, Maisie, was the only child of a wealthy farmer in the neighbouring village of Skiplam and Jonna’s future was
         mapped out securely. He would inherit his father-in-law’s farm and had no real interest in what became of Aumery Park Farm.
      

      
      Jonadab was enjoying himself. His clear blue gaze seemed to George to be looking into his mind and reading the hopes and doubts
         which tussled there.
      

      
      No sooner had his thoughts been mirrored in his open expressive face, than George was put out of his misery. As though from
         a distance, he heard his father’s voice.
      

      
      ‘Aah’ve had a word with Sir James and he’s agreeable for George ti tek over t’tenancy.’

      
      Not until then had he realised that he had been holding his breath. Now, as he let it out in an almost-silent sigh, he caught
         Joe’s eye. The look of disappointment crossed his brother’s face so swiftly, that George was not even sure that it had ever
         been there. It was replaced by a broad grin, as Joe seized his hand in congratulations.
      

      
      Jonadab had still more to say, however. ‘Oor George and Sarah’ll move up here this next week; Mrs Butler an’ all, of course,’
         he added, turning to her. He did not ask her, everybody noticed. He told her. ‘Oor Martha and Bob will go ti live at Cherry
         Tree Farm,’ he continued. Then, turning to Joseph. ‘There’ll be no room here, so thoo and Mary will ’ave ti stop at Cherry
         Tree wi’ Martha and Bob while you’re in England.’
      

      
      The smile disappeared from Joe’s face as though it had been wiped off. He had envisaged their stay being in the cosy, thatched
         farmhouse which had been his boyhood home. He had pictured them sitting round the fire in the evenings, while he impressed
         his father with accounts of the vastness of his lands and the huge amounts of corn produced there. Now he was to be packed
         off a mile down the Dale, to a farm which had not been rented by the Oaks, when he had left. Martha was like a stranger, having been a mere child at the time of his emigration, while her husband Bob
         was a complete stranger – and yet it was with them that he and Mary were to be lodged during their holiday.
      

      
      Looking across, he saw his father’s sardonic gaze fixed on him. As his brown eyes met the piercing blue ones he knew, with
         certainty, that Jonadab had organised this deliberately: he did not want him and Mary with them at Aumery Park Farm.
      

      
      George was equally taken aback at his father’s suggestion – nay, it was an order – that he and his family should move into
         the main house. For a moment he was dismayed but then he caught sight of Sarah’s face as she sat by the window, nursing their
         daughter. It was suddenly transformed as though illuminated from within. Since her marriage to George three years earlier,
         she had felt that she lived in her dead sister’s shadow. She knew only too well how striking was her resemblance to her eldest
         sister.
      

      
      ‘As like as two peas in a pod,’ her mother often told her, little knowing how demoralising Sarah found the statement. She
         never felt totally sure that George really loved her, or whether she was merely a substitute for Elizabeth, in his eyes. Living
         in the house which had been his and Elizabeth’s marital home, surrounded by furniture for the most part chosen by her sister,
         she often expected her husband to actually address her as ‘Elizabeth’. Now she was to be given the chance to move out – into
         a house which bore no trace of George’s first wife. The only memories here for George were childhood memories. To Sarah, it
         seemed like the answer to her prayers and she looked across towards her father-in-law, eyes shining and lips parted in a smile.
      

      
      George had expected to meet some resistance from Sarah, but she was so obviously delighted at the thought of the move that
         he felt relieved. He knew that his mother-in-law, Ann Butler, would enjoy his mother’s company so he supposed his father had
         pleased more folk that he’d upset, with his unexpected decision.
      

      
      So engrossed was George with his own thoughts, that he missed Martha’s gasp. Jonadab caught it, however, and swivelled his attention to her, in time to see the little gesture of
         pleading as she looked towards her mother.
      

      
      ‘It’ll do oor Martha good, an’ all, to run her own home. She can’t be tied ti her mother’s apron strings all her wedded life.’

      
      Annie was fair flummoxed, as she would have put it. She knew that she was becoming frail and depended upon Martha to run the
         home as she, herself, had always run it. Martha followed Annie’s recipes – made the butter and cheese following her mother’s
         directions exactly. She knew how to make Annie’s special beeswax polish, which kept the rich patina on the old oak furniture.
         For some reason known only to himself, Jonadab had arranged this series of moves, like a calculated game of musical chairs.
         Who was to be pushed out and why, she had no way of knowing – all she knew was that her home would be dominated by Sarah and
         Ann Butler.
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