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One



Lincolnshire, 1910


‘Hello. I hope you’re not poaching my father’s fish.’


Rosie looked up from her crouched position on the bank of the stream near the stepping stones. Standing above her was a handsome young man with black hair and the bluest eyes she could ever remember seeing. He was tall and athletic, with a strong, square chin that might have been cut from granite. She hadn’t heard him ride up on his black stallion, whose sleek coat matched its rider’s hair. She rose slowly to her feet and stood facing the young man squarely. She knew exactly who he was; Byron, the only son of William Ramsey, who owned the Thornsby estate and most of the dwellings in the village. She had often seen Byron riding around the estate although she had never been this close to him before. But she was not afraid of him; Rosie Waterhouse was not afraid of anyone. With her wild red curls and her quick wit, she was a match for most folk. And now, as she smiled up at him, her green eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘I didn’t know your dad owned the stream, an’ all.’


Byron threw back his head and laughed, the sound carrying on the breeze. ‘Just the bit that runs through his lands. If you want to fish here, you need to get a licence.’


Rosie cocked her head on one side and regarded him saucily. ‘I don’t reckon they’d let me have one, d’you?’


‘Probably not. How old are you?’


‘Fourteen. How old are you?’


Byron blinked at her boldness, but answered her anyway. ‘Twenty.’


He dropped the horse’s reins, allowing it to graze contentedly. He moved towards her. ‘But I, of course, am allowed to fish here whenever I want to. So, let’s see if we can catch a trout for your tea, shall we? I see you’ve got some string and a hook, but what we really need is something to use as a rod.’


He glanced around and saw a fallen branch, from which he broke off a length of about four feet.


‘This should do it,’ he said, coming back to stand beside her.


For the next hour they sat side by side on the bank, hardly speaking but concentrating hard on the end of the gnarled branch for any sign of movement. At last, the end of the makeshift rod twitched and Byron hauled it out of the water.


Rosie gasped to see a huge fish on the end of the string. Byron despatched it expertly as it lay twitching on the grass between them.


‘There,’ he said, smiling. ‘That should feed you and your family for a couple of days.’


‘There’s only me an’ my dad. Mam died when I was two, having another baby. A little boy. He died an’ all.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that. It must be hard for you, not having a mother.’


Rosie shrugged. ‘I don’t know owt different. I can’t really remember her.’


‘Where do you live?’


Now Rosie knew to be careful exactly what she said. ‘On the edge of the village. Me dad works for you sometimes. Your farm bailiff sets him on at busy times like harvest and ’tatie picking.’ She grinned. ‘I come and help then.’


‘Oh yes. Jack Pickering. He’s a good man. He sees to the day-to-day running of the estate and keeps an eye on our two tenant farmers. And our own farm too, of course, though nothing much escapes my father’s eagle eye.’ He paused and regarded her. ‘You’ll have been busy recently, then, with the harvest. It’s mostly gathered now though. So, what does your father do in the winter?’


‘Hedgin’ an ditchin’ mostly,’ she answered promptly. ‘Your tenant farmers use him too if they’re too busy to do it themselves.’


Byron laughed. ‘Or too idle. It’s quite a hard job.’


‘And he’s the local rat and mole catcher, too. Everyone fetches him in to do that.’


Byron paused. He was beginning to realize who she was. Softly, he asked, ‘So, what’s your name? I can’t go on calling you “little girl”, can I?’


She ran her tongue around her lips. ‘Rosie.’


‘Rosie – what?’


She hesitated a second, but there was no way she could not answer his question. ‘Waterhouse.’


Byron stared at her. ‘You must be Sam Waterhouse’s daughter.’


Rosie nodded.


‘Ah, that explains it then,’ he said softly, almost more to himself than to her. She was the daughter of the local poacher. For a few moments he seemed lost in thought. Then he cleared his throat. ‘I’ll meet you here again this time next week and I’ll bring you a pole with a hook on the end and teach you how to fish with that.’


Rosie said nothing. Her father already had such an implement – a gaff, he called it – but it wouldn’t do to tell Byron Ramsey that. She merely nodded, shocked by what he had just said. She could hardly believe it. The son of the estate owner, who virtually ruled the lives of almost everyone in the village, was offering to teach her how to poach fish from the stream that ran into the huge lake in front of the manor house, then out again, twisting and turning on its way towards the coast.


‘My father keeps the lake well stocked with fish – trout mostly – but some escape down the stream.’ Byron gathered up the reins and mounted his horse. ‘I’ll see you next week. Same time, same place.’ With a salute and a grin, he turned and spurred the animal into a gallop.


Rosie’s gaze followed him until he was out of sight and her young heart felt as if it was doing somersaults in her chest.


It was a strange coincidence that on the same evening when Byron had caught Rosie trying to poach fish, her father should decide that it was time she learned the tricks of his trade.


‘I’m not a church-going man, Rosie, as you well know,’ Sam began. ‘In Mr Ramsey’s eyes, I’m a rogue he’d love to slam in gaol before throwing away the key, but I do have my own principles. I never kill for sport, only to feed oursens and others in need. And I kill as humanely as possible. I try never to let an animal suffer if I can help it.’


Rosie regarded him with her piercing green eyes. ‘But the master kills for sport, doesn’t he? He allows the local hunt to come across his land chasing a poor, defenceless fox until their hounds catch it and tear it to pieces. And he holds shooting parties every autumn that kill hundreds of birds they’ve raised ’specially just to be shot at. And at those times,’ she added, with a tinge of accusation in her tone, ‘you go as a beater to frighten the birds into flight for him and his gentry cronies to shoot down.’


Sam sighed. ‘Yes, I do, and I can’t pretend I like doing it, but needs must. I need to earn a bit of money for things we can’t provide for oursens. We live well off the land, Rosie . . .’ Like everyone in the village, Sam had a patch of ground behind his cottage where he grew vegetables and rhubarb. He also kept hens, ducks and a few geese. ‘We’re even lucky enough to have our own apple and plum trees. Not everyone has. And then there’s fruit from the hedgerows and mushrooms in the woods and – I go poaching.’


‘On the master’s land,’ Rosie said softly, her gaze never leaving his face.


‘Aye, I do, and it’s illegal – you’ve got to understand that – but, to my mind, wild animals don’t belong to Mr Ramsey.’


‘But they’re on his land and you’re trespassing.’


To this Sam had no answer, except to say, a little sadly, ‘So, do I understand that you’d rather not learn my ways?’


Rosie smiled now and her whole face lit up. ‘Oh no, Dad, I want you to teach me everything you know.’


Sam and his daughter lived in the tiny cottage where he had been born, half a mile to the south of the village of Thornsby, set on the edge of the Lincolnshire Wolds and close to woodland; all of it belonging to the Ramseys’ estate. Houses and cottages clustered around a small village green with the road in and out of the village running from north to south. The church with its small cemetery stood on a hill top at the northern end. The only time Sam ever went near the church was to visit his wife’s grave three times a year, to lay flowers on her birthday, their wedding anniversary and Christmas Day. The village had one shop, run by Ben Plant and his wife, which sold everything one could think of – and more besides – from milk and meat to candles and soap. The carrier called twice a week to replenish the stock of items that Ben couldn’t source from the local farms. The village had one pub, the Thornsby Arms, and a wheelwright-cum-carpenter, who was also the local undertaker. The only ‘upholder of the law’ in the village, other than William Ramsey’s gamekeeper and the estate bailiff, Jack Pickering, was PC Douglas Foster, who lived in a police house near the village green where he had a small office. He patrolled the village and the surrounding land, most of it belonging to William Ramsey’s large estate, on his bicycle, reporting to a larger police station in the nearby market town of Alford. He was a benevolent man and tried to be a friend to those under his watchful eye rather than an enemy.


William’s Ramsey’s estate covered just over two thousand acres of farmland, woodland, parkland, streams and lakes. The farmland was divided into three small farms. One, Home Farm, was managed by William with the help of his estate bailiff. The other two, Bluebell Farm and Blackberry Farm, were run by tenant farmers. During his lifetime as a poacher, Sam had visited all corners of the land belonging to William Ramsey and would do so again, but tonight he would stay close to home. He and Rosie would venture into the wooded slope just above and to the east of the village. Beyond that, the land sloped down again through cornfields to a huge lake, overlooked by Thornsby Manor, a grand mansion in the vale where the Ramsey family lived.


Sam had learned his dubious profession as a boy from the local poacher at the time, nicknamed Little Titch, and now he planned to pass on the tricks of his trade to his daughter, Rosie. Sam’s wife, Agnes, had died giving birth to a stillborn son when Rosie was two. Sam had never remarried after his wife’s death, preferring to concentrate on bringing up his daughter, but he had received a lot of help from the villagers, many of whom were grateful to the poacher. Without him, they might well have gone hungry during hard times. Sam, still a comparatively young man at thirty-four, had one special friend; Nell Tranter, a widow who lived about half a mile from Sam’s cottage on the outskirts of the village with her son, Nathan. He was a year older than Rosie. Nell’s husband had been killed in an accident at threshing time on the estate only a year after Sam’s wife had died. To avoid an inquiry and a scandal, William Ramsey had made over the cottage to Nell and he paid her a small pension. And if the whispered rumours were to be believed, there had been bribery in other quarters too.


‘I know it’s hush money, Sam,’ Nell had said tearfully at the time. ‘But what can I do? I’ve a son to bring up.’


‘Aye, I know, lass, an’ it’s not easy, I can tell you. But if you need owt, you only have to say. Me and Jim were good mates.’ It had been Jim Tranter who had often found casual labouring jobs on the estate for Sam when work was plentiful.


Nell had smiled through her tears. ‘And if I can do anything to help you with Rosie, you must tell me. There’ll be times when she’s growing up she’ll need a woman to talk to, just as I’m sure Nathan will need a father-figure in his life.’


Sam had chuckled. ‘I don’t know that I’m a very good role model for him, Nell, but I’ll do me best.’


She had touched his arm. ‘That’ll do for me, Sam.’


And so, with the friendship between Sam and Nell deepening, the two youngsters were thrown together. Not that either of them minded. Nathan grew tall and strong, with broad shoulders, brown hair and warm brown eyes. Even from the time they were in the school playground together, Nathan was Rosie’s champion. Not that she needed him. With her fiery temper, she was a match for anyone and it was often she who gave someone a tongue lashing on Nathan’s behalf, saving him the bother of using his fists.


As daylight began to fade, they got ready. Queenie, Sam’s lurcher, wagged her tail furiously in anticipation.


‘Now, just after harvest, is a good time for you to start,’ Sam explained. ‘Partridge are ground-roosting birds and can no longer hide in the corn. Even rabbits and hares are more visible.’


It was a mild night, a little windy, with the clouds scudding across a bright moon as they set out.


‘It’s not a perfect night,’ Sam continued, beginning his first practical lesson. ‘Bad weather’s the poacher’s friend, especially if you’re using a gun, though a misty night’s the best time for that. It muffles the sound.’ Sam was thin and wiry but stronger than he looked. His face was tanned from being out in all weathers and his curly hair was still the same vibrant colour as his daughter’s. Tonight, he was dressed in his poacher’s garb: a dark shirt, black jacket and trousers, the latter secured around the waist with binder twine. On top, he wore a voluminous coat with several deep pockets for carrying the equipment he needed for setting snares and traps. Beside him, Queenie trotted obediently.


‘You used to have two ferrets. I remember them. You used to carry them in the pockets of your coat.’


‘Aye, and I did well with them, but they can be a lot of trouble. I’d rather it be just the two of us and Queenie now.’ As they came to the edge of the woods, Sam whispered, ‘No more talking now. Quiet as you can. Poachers need to move like ghosts.’


Rosie had fastened her long hair beneath a russet-coloured velvet hat to prevent it being caught by thorny brambles. Wearing a similar-coloured coat and carrying a leather bag over her shoulder, she trod carefully, trying not to make the undergrowth snap beneath her feet. The noise, in the black night, would sound like a gunshot. The trees rustled above her head, the moonlight, fitful between the branches, cast eerie shadows. Damp bracken brushed against her skirt. Scurrying animals and an owl’s hoot were the only sounds to unsettle her. But she was undaunted; Rosie was used to the woodland at night. Maybe tonight was to be her first lesson in poaching, but it was by no means the first time she had ventured among the trees after dark.


They came out of the far side of the woods and stood looking down the gentle slope of the recently harvested fields, the stooks still standing awaiting collection.


Rosie gasped at the sight in the moonlit field. ‘Just look at all the rabbits. There’s dozens of them.’


Beside her, Sam chuckled. ‘What did I tell you? Now, we’ve got to find a run. Let’s start here and work our way round the edge of the field.’


‘What am I looking for?’


‘Rabbits are creatures of habit and always use the same route. They run at nightfall and daybreak. You look on the ground for signs where they’ve hopped along.’


When the clouds uncovered the moon, he squatted down and pointed to the ground. ‘See, here and here – the flattened grass.’


From his pocket he pulled two sticks joined together with a piece of string. To the end of one of the sticks was attached a loop of wire with a slip knot. He dug both sticks into the ground, carefully placing the loop of wire over the path the rabbit would take. ‘Mind you get it at the right height. About six inches off the ground.’


They caught four rabbits, resetting the snare each time.


‘That’ll do for tonight. I don’t need to start feeding half the village yet, not while there’s still plenty of work to be done on the farms. But come winter . . .’


Her father didn’t need to say any more. When harsh weather came, the need for farm workers on the estate lessened and many, who were only casual labourers, found themselves out of work with only parish relief or the workhouse to turn to. That was when they looked to Sam for help.


As they retraced their steps through the woods, Rosie heard voices. Beside her, Sam hissed, ‘Down. Get down. Not a word.’


Queenie whined softly but Sam put his hand on the dog’s collar to quieten her. Rosie crouched behind a bush, straining to hear the words. There were two of them; two men. She managed to stifle the exclamation that rose to her lips as one spoke, for now she recognized his voice. Byron Ramsey. Rosie held her breath but then, as the other man spoke, she let it out slowly in a sigh of relief. She recognized his voice too.


‘There’s nowt to see tonight, Mr Byron.’ Amos Taylor’s voice drifted through the trees. The estate’s gamekeeper was getting on in years now and rumours were rife in the village that William was planning to retire him. Amos had served the Ramsey family all his life and was respected by everyone in the neighbourhood. The keeper wondered why Master Byron had suddenly shown an interest in coming out into the woods tonight. He’d never done so before. Amos hoped Sam was not about, as he remembered the whispered conversation he had had some years earlier with the poacher in a secluded corner of the village pub, the Thornsby Arms.


‘As long as you only take rabbits and hares and birds like rooks and pigeons, we’ll get along very nicely, Sam. And even a few fish from the stream, but mind you never touch his game birds and stay away from the lake itself. The old man’ – he’d referred to William as old, even though his employer was actually a year younger than he was – ‘has no idea of what goes on, but he trusts me. As a young man, I worked for his father, Edward Ramsey. He knew that the local poacher – which in them days was Little Titch – kept the poorer folk in the village fed when labourers’ jobs were scarce in the winter. Mr Edward was a kinder soul than his son, I have to admit, but Byron’s more like his grandfather.’ Amos had wandered a little, reminiscing about what he remembered as the good old days. ‘But I know you do the same for the villagers as Little Titch did, so, as long as you stick to the rules, I’m willing to turn a blind eye. Don’t let me down, Sam, else it’ll be my livelihood and your freedom gone.’


Sam had nodded as if giving his word, but he knew that when times got really hard, he would not stick to such a promise. He was not averse to shooting pheasant or partridge alongside rooks and pigeons if the opportunity came along. But shooting was a precarious way of poaching. The echo of a shotgun in the blackness of the night could bring the gamekeeper and his dogs running. And Amos would be honour bound to investigate the sound of a shotgun.


Now, crouching in the darkness of the woods, they heard the voices grow fainter until Sam said softly, ‘Time we was going home, lass. The daylight’s no friend to the poacher.’ Luckily, they had already collected up their poaching equipment and were ready to leave.


They paused briefly at the edge of the woods furthest from their home to watch the two figures moving away from them towards the manor, the huge lake in front of the mansion glistening in the early morning light.


‘I’m going to live in that house, Dad. One day I’ll be mistress of Thornsby Manor.’


‘Aye, an’ pigs might fly. No one in yon house would ever look at the likes of us, so don’t you go daydreaming, lass, for summat you’re never going to have.’


He’d turned away, but his dismissive words had not been able to wipe the smile from Rosie’s face or to destroy her hopes. ‘One day, Dad,’ she’d murmured. ‘One day, you’ll see.’



   






Two



By the time Rosie went to bed, as the daylight crept across the fields, her head was buzzing with all that she had learned. But there was one secret that she did not share with her father: her meeting with Byron Ramsey. Her night vigil with Sam, however, had taught her one important lesson; caution.


‘Trust no one, not even the villagers who seem friendly. And ’specially not the keeper.’ Sam was referring to Amos.


‘Does he know what you do?’


‘Oh yes, though up to now, he’s not been able to catch me.’ His face sobered. ‘I won’t tempt fate by saying “never” because there’s time yet, but Amos is getting old and he likes to be in his warm bed at night instead of tramping the fields looking for the likes of me. I wonder why he was out tonight?’ He frowned and a worried note crept into his voice. ‘We have an understanding of sorts, but he still has to do his job. His first loyalty has to be to William Ramsey. He gives him his livelihood and a roof over his head.’ Then Sam chuckled, a deep, infectious sound, as he added, ‘He nearly had me once, years ago now.’


‘What happened?’ Rosie whispered, almost as if she feared the walls of their cottage were listening. She pictured the gamekeeper in her mind. He was tall and thin and stooped now. His grey, almost white, hair was thinning but his weather-beaten face still broke into a smile whenever he met Rosie. If she could have got to know him better, she was sure she would have liked him, but, sadly, Amos was her enemy.


‘I was hedgin’ and ditchin’,’ her father went on, ‘and I’d set a couple of snares an’ caught two hares. I’d taken up the snares and hidden them and the hares in the hedge further along from where I was working. Amos comes up behind me with his two dogs and they were sniffing around. I was sure they were going to find the hares and me snares, but, as luck would have it, I disturbed a rabbit in the hedge bottom and the dogs gave chase.’


‘Have you ever been caught?’


Sam shook his head. ‘No, lass, but I’m not daft enough to think I couldn’t be. It’s dangerous to get complacent.’


‘But the villagers know you’re a poacher, don’t they?’


Again, Sam chuckled again – a low rumbling sound deep in his chest.


‘They’ll not give me away. They’ve too much to lose themselves if they do.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘I never sell what I catch. I give away anything we don’t want to the poorest in the village. Any money we need, lass, I earn from the little jobs that Jack Pickering puts my way. Selling owt – especially to dealers – can be dangerous. If you don’t take the price they offer – say for a brace of pheasants – they’ll turn you in to the police.’


Rosie’s eyes widened. ‘Will they really?’


Sam nodded. ‘Little Titch got caught that way.’


Tales of the legendary ‘Little Titch’ had peppered Rosie’s childhood. He’d lived all his life in a small hovel at the edge of the wood about a mile from where Sam and Rosie lived now and further still away from the village. He’d had a tiny patch of ground where he’d grown vegetables and kept chickens and even a pig. After his parents had died, he’d continued to live there on his own. He’d never married; indeed, he was a recluse, but he never shunned the villagers’ kindness to him and in return he, too, had kept many of them fed through hard times. And, Rosie had been told many times, he had taught Sam Waterhouse all he knew about poaching. But, despite Sam having kept him supplied with food as he’d become too infirm to go out for himself, the old man had died alone in his hovel one harsh winter a few years ago.


‘He’d dealt with a butcher in the next village for years.’ Sam went on with his story. ‘And then suddenly the feller wouldn’t pay a fair price and when Little Titch refused his paltry offer, the butcher told the local bobby that Little Titch had offered him a brace of pheasants.’


‘What happened?’


‘He was up before the magistrate, who happened to be old man Ramsey.’


Rosie’s eyes widened. ‘Mr William?’


‘No, no. His father. Edward Ramsey.’


‘Was Little Titch sent to prison?’


‘No. He made a grovelling apology, telling them about the hard time he was going through and promising it would never happen again.’


‘And did it?’


‘What?’


‘Happen again?’


‘No.’


‘So, Little Titch gave up poaching?’


Sam laughed. ‘Nah. ’Course he didn’t. He just minded he never got caught again.’


A week after her first meeting with Byron, Rosie hid in a thicket of small trees and bushes on the bank of the stream close to where she’d been fishing. Although Byron had been so kind, she was remembering her father’s motto. Trust no one. She heard the horse’s hooves long before she saw him. He dismounted just in front of the thicket, but he did not see her, for Rosie kept still and silent; she just watched. She saw him glance about him as if looking for her. Then she saw that he was carrying a pole with a sharpened hook on one end. He let the horse loose again, but the animal stayed close, grazing contentedly. Byron sat down on the bank, still glancing to his right and left every so often. Rosie left the thicket on the side furthest away from where he was sitting and approached him from several yards away as if she had just arrived.


‘There you are,’ he said, standing up. ‘I thought you’d forgotten.’


Rosie shook her head. ‘No, I wouldn’t forget,’ she said simply.


‘I’ve brought you this,’ he said, holding out the pole. ‘I’ll show you how to use it.’ For the next hour they fished in the river, catching three fish. It was a much easier method than with a crooked branch, a piece of string and a hook.


Rosie carried home the fish with pride, but her pleasure soon evaporated when her father saw them.


‘You didn’t catch these with your bit of string and a hook,’ he said sharply. He examined the fish more thoroughly. ‘You’ve caught these with a gaff. Who’s taught you how to do that, because I haven’t?’


Suddenly, Sam – her kindly, loving father – was very angry. ‘Sit in that chair, girl, and don’t you dare leave it until you’ve explained yourself.’


But Rosie did not sit down. She stood on the hearth, planted her feet firmly on the rug and stood facing him with her arms akimbo. ‘Byron Ramsey brought me a pole with a hook on it and showed me how to use it.’


Sam gaped at her. ‘He – he helped you to poach his father’s fish?’


‘Yes, he did. He caught me one day last week fishing in the stream with my string and hook, so he brought me a gaff. And he’s promised to teach me how to tickle trout, an’ all.’


‘Why? Why would he do that?’ Sam’s eyes narrowed. ‘What did he want in return?’


Young though she was, Rosie knew the facts of life. Nell had explained it all to her at Sam’s request.


‘I can’t talk to a young lass about that sort of thing, Nell. Will you do it?’ he’d said.


Nell had laughed. ‘’Course I will, Sam, but on one condition.’


‘What’s that?’


‘That you have a man-to-man chat with my Nathan.’


Now, Rosie blushed at her father’s blunt question. And then indignation swelled in her. ‘Do you think I would let anything happen?’


‘You’d have no chance if he wanted to – to . . .’


‘He’s a gentleman,’ Rosie snapped.


‘There’s no such thing. All he sees is a young girl he could have at will. You’d not stand a chance against him. That’s all village girls are to young men of his class. They’ll use them and then cast them aside.’


Rosie felt the tears prickle. ‘You’re wrong, Dad. I know you are.’


‘Then he’s leading you on to trap you as easily as I snare rabbits and hares. He wants to catch us out and report us as poachers. Both of us, but he’s trying to do it through you to get at me. You’ll see, Rosie, we shall have the local bobby knocking at the door.’


Rosie said no more, but, stubbornly, she refused to stop meeting Byron. She was more careful now, though, about what she told him. When he asked her to show him how to set a snare, she lied and said she didn’t know. Byron smiled. He didn’t believe her, but he was a kindly young man who guessed the reason for her reticence. He said no more, but he was careful never again to ask her to show him the tricks of her father’s trade; a trade that would probably become hers as time went by.


‘And now,’ he said the next time they met. ‘I’ll show you how to tickle trout. We need to look for big rocks in the stream. Maybe we can find one close to the bank, so we don’t have to go paddling.’


They walked together along the bank, always careful to stay hidden beneath trees or behind bushes from anyone who might be watching.


‘There’s a big stone there,’ Rosie said softly, pointing to the middle of the stream, ‘but it’s not very near the bank.’


Byron nodded. ‘It’d be a good one, but I’d like to find one close to the bank for your first try. Ah, look, here we are . . .’ He glanced around, making sure they were still hidden.


‘Now, lie down on your front, with your hands in the water.’


Rosie hesitated for a moment, remembering her father’s warning, but then she shrugged and did as Byron suggested. He lay down beside her and dabbled his right hand in the water. ‘Now,’ he said softly, ‘very slowly and gently, feel right under the rock to see if a trout is hiding there.’ He demonstrated as he spoke. Rosie watched as he felt beneath the rock. ‘No,’ he said, ‘nothing there just now. Let’s try further down the stream, but not too far. They won’t go where it gets really shallow.’


For the next hour, they searched for rocks close to the bank. ‘Now you try,’ Byron said at last. Rosie lay on her stomach, slowly putting her hand into the water and feeling beneath a rock. ‘I – I think there’s something there.’


‘Careful, then. Put your fingers beneath his belly and stroke him gently.’


‘He moved,’ she whispered.


‘But he’s still there?’


‘Yes, he’s – oh!’ There was a sudden movement and the brown trout darted away. ‘Oh, I lost him.’


Byron chuckled. ‘You did very well. If he’d stayed a little longer and submitted to your gentle stroking, once you could feel your fingers beneath his gills, you could have taken hold and brought him out of the water. You’ll soon get the hang of it. But now, sadly, I must go. I’ll see you again.’


And they did meet again – often. He would appear silently beside her as she picked berries or mushrooms in the woods, always helping her, guiding her. Sometimes, he brought her a gift from the orchards at the manor. Pears, apples, raspberries and gooseberries that Rosie would carry to Nell, who wisely never asked how she had come by such luxuries. And Sam, even if he guessed, now never said a word, at least not to Rosie, but he did confide in Nell.


‘I’m worried about her. I know she’s meeting Master Byron, but what I don’t understand is what his intentions are.’


‘Master Byron must be a lonely young man. He’s never been away to school – he always had tutors at home. He doesn’t seem to have any friends either. Maybe, Sam, it’s all very innocent.’


Sam glanced at Nell, doubt in his eyes.


‘You trust her, don’t you, Sam?’ Nell asked quietly.


‘Yes, yes, I do, but I just don’t want her to get hurt. It can never come to anything – I’m sure of that – and if the master gets wind of it, he could turn us out of our cottage. And then where would we be?’


Even through the winter, when the snow lay thick on the ground and Sam was hard pressed to help the poorest in the village as well as keeping himself, Rosie, Nell and her son fed, Rosie and Byron still managed to meet. Their encounters were never by arrangement, but Rosie knew where Byron liked to ride and she would wait for him in the shadows of the trees at the edge of the woods whenever she could sneak away from home. And Byron knew where she waited. There was a wariness on both sides now. They no longer caught fish together, though Rosie would venture to the stream alone. Now, she could catch a brown trout whenever she could find one sheltering beneath a rock. Byron never referred to Sam’s night-time excursions and he certainly never asked if she went out with her father. He didn’t really want to know. As winter turned into spring, they met beneath the shade of the trees, unseen by prying eyes – or so they hoped. Byron tethered his horse out of sight and they talked and laughed together.


‘What do you want to do with your life, Rosie?’ he asked gently one day.


It was early May now and she had just passed her fifteenth birthday. Beneath the trees, the ground was carpeted with bluebells and above them birds were finding a mate and building their nests. Buttercups were beginning to flower among the daisies. Rosie began to make a daisy chain.


‘Get married, I suppose, and have a barrow load of kids. But first I’d have to find someone who loved me.’


‘That won’t be difficult,’ he said softly. ‘Have you anyone in mind?’


Rosie kept her gaze firmly fixed on the daisy chain. She had, but she could hardly tell him. Instead, she diverted his question. ‘What about you?’


Byron pulled a face. ‘My future is all mapped out for me. I have no choice but to carry on running the estate after my father.’


‘We were all surprised that you didn’t go away to boarding school. People of your class usually do.’


She saw Byron wince. ‘I don’t like the word class,’ he said. ‘We’re all the same.’


Rosie laughed wryly. ‘No, we’re not, Byron. You know we’re not.’


She looked up to see him staring intently at her. ‘We are to me,’ he whispered.


There was a rustling in the undergrowth and Queenie appeared, her tongue hanging out, her tail wagging at seeing her young mistress. Rosie scrambled to her feet. ‘I must go. Dad must be about if Queenie’s here.’


‘I’ll see you again soon,’ Byron said, as she scurried away.


Neither of them knew it, but this was to be their last meeting. Memories of that warm spring day, the scent of bluebells and Rosie’s daisy chain would stay for ever in their memories. As she hurried away through the trees, Byron picked up the daisy chain and tucked it carefully into his pocket. At home, he would press it between the pages of his favourite childhood book.


The rumours of the secret, yet innocent, meetings and the growing friendship between the two young people had reached William.



   






Three



It was the custom at Thornsby Manor to dress for dinner each evening, even if there were no guests. So, when the gong sounded, the three members of the family met in the dining room. The conversation usually centred around matters of the estate, with William’s wife, Grace, feigning interest, though taking little part. Her time was taken up with organizing the running of the household and socializing with the ladies of the county who ran worthy charitable causes. In her spare time, she embroidered or played the grand piano in the drawing room. The only time she involved herself in estate matters was if she heard that a villager was ill. She would then send her lady’s maid, Sarah, with a basket of fruit for the invalid. She would have liked to have become more involved personally, to have visited the sick and taken a more active part in the affairs of the village, but William would not allow it. ‘You keep your place,’ he had told her in the early days of their marriage. The only time she ever had a chance to speak to any of the villagers was at church on Sundays and at the harvest festival each September. And then the conversation was always stilted. They were in awe of her; she was the wife of the man who ruled their lives. Only one, Nell Tranter, spoke to her with friendly ease. But William frowned on that.


‘Just because I was obliged to give her the cottage to avoid an inquiry into her husband’s unfortunate accident, the woman thinks herself an equal. You will ignore her, Grace.’


But Grace took no notice of her husband’s demand and still greeted Nell and the other women every Sunday with a smile and a few words. William glowered, but said no more. In the early days of their marriage, he could not afford to offend his young bride; he still needed an heir. Through the years, Grace continued to acknowledge the village women but was careful not to engage in lengthy conversations, even though she would dearly have liked to have done so. Sadly, Grace came to realize that William was not the man she thought she had married. She would do her duty and be a loyal wife to him, but now her happiness was bound up in her son and his future.


One evening towards the end of May, when they rose from the table after dinner, William said, ‘I would like to see you in my study, Byron.’


Byron glanced between his parents. His father’s face was serious and his mother was avoiding her son’s gaze.


‘Of course, Father. Shall I come now?’


‘If you please.’


Byron followed William from the dining room across the wide hallway and into his study, wondering what this was all about. William sat behind his desk, leaned back in the swivel chair and linked his fingers in front of him. William was a corpulent man, the result of good living and self-indulgence. Once he had been a handsome fellow even into middle age when he had won the hand in marriage of a woman twenty years his junior. With dark hair and an athletic figure, he had been the catch of the county as a still relatively young widower. But now his round face was florid and though he still rode around his estate, he needed help from his groom to mount his horse. But his mind was as sharp as ever and nothing concerning his lands or his family escaped his notice for long.


He looked up at his son, his expression unreadable. Tellingly, he did not invite him to sit down so Byron remained standing in front of the desk. The silence lengthened uncomfortably between them until Byron said at last, ‘Is something wrong, Father?’


‘I sincerely hope that is not the case, my boy, but I have heard some disturbing reports about you meeting with a young girl from the village. Now, I am not against a young man sowing a few wild oats before he settles down. Even an unwanted pregnancy can be paid off and hushed up, but I believe this girl is under age. You’re playing a dangerous game there, Byron. You could end up in gaol and your reputation would be in shreds.’


The colour flooded Byron’s face. He was well aware of the age gap between them but he also knew that, given time, Rosie would grow into a beautiful young woman. Anger surged through him to think that his father had so little faith in him. ‘I would never hurt Rosie or any young girl.’


William’s eyebrows rose. ‘Ah, so it is true, then? Not just idle or malicious gossip.’


Byron clenched his fists at his side, realizing he had fallen straight into the trap his father had set. ‘It’s not like that. We just meet . . .’


Bluntly, William demanded, ‘Have you had your way with her? Have you – deflowered her?’


‘No – no, of course I haven’t.’


‘There’s no “of course” about it.’


Byron’s mind was in turmoil. Who had seen them together? Who had told his father? But his attention was brought back swiftly to the harsh words his father was uttering. ‘I will evict them from their cottage and send them packing.’


‘No, no, please, Father, don’t do that. I give you my solemn promise I will not see her again.’


‘We’d be well rid of the pair of them. Her father’s the local poacher – we all know that – and I’ve no doubt he’ll be teaching her the tricks of his nefarious trade. I’ve allowed them to carry on living there, at times against my better judgement. But Taylor has always said the man is useful too; that he keeps the vermin down and that he’s cheap casual labour when needed. And Taylor assures me he never touches my game birds, although I’m not sure I believe him.’


‘Amos Taylor is a loyal gamekeeper, Father. He’s worked for the estate since your father’s time, hasn’t he? I’m sure what he says is true.’ Now Byron held his tongue. He so wanted to point out that Sam Waterhouse helped to keep the villagers fed during hard times, but William was not the philanthropic type. He was utterly selfish and self-serving. His only concern was for himself, the future of his estate and his position among the county’s gentry. Silently, Byron resolved that when he was in sole charge, things would be different. He would care for his tenants and workers.


‘So, you give me your word, do you?’


Byron had no alternative but to agree. He knew that his father would have no compunction in carrying out his threat if he did not obey him. The young man felt a deep weight of sadness settle inside him as he gave his promise. He would not break it, but he needed, somehow, to get word to Rosie. He couldn’t just abandon her without explanation. He would write a letter to her and explain everything. But how he would get it safely to her, he didn’t yet know. He couldn’t go to the cottage where she and her father lived; he might be seen. Nor could he risk meeting her again. He was sure his father would put a watch on him. Nor did he dare approach her father, Sam. That might cause trouble for Rosie. But then he thought of someone: Nathan Tranter. He knew that he and Rosie had been friends since childhood. He was a likeable young man and Byron felt he could trust him.


Byron composed his letter carefully but with each difficult word he felt as if another little piece broke away from his heart.


My dear Rosie,


It is with a heavy heart that I am compelled to write this letter to you. My father has found out about our meetings and has forbidden me to see you again. I am entrusting this letter to Nathan, who I know is your friend. I shall miss seeing you and talking to you and please believe me when I say that I shall watch over you from a distance and – as much as it is in my power – I will endeavour to see that no harm comes to either you or your father.


Have a good life, Rosie, and take care in all that you do. I am your devoted friend, Byron.


He reread it three times before sealing it in an envelope and placing it in the inside pocket of his jacket. He felt a strange prickling at the back of his eyes and a lump in his throat. Byron Ramsey had been brought up in the tradition that boys and men should never cry, but at this moment he felt the closest he had ever come to shedding tears.


It was two days before he saw Nathan working in the fields and was able to approach him to speak to him without the danger of being overheard. Byron dismounted and, leaving his horse to graze at will, approached the young man.


‘Hello, Nathan. How are you?’


‘Good morning, Master Byron. I’m well, thank you. And you?’


‘Well enough, thank you.’ He paused realizing that he was taking a huge risk. Could he really trust this young man? He looked into Nathan’s open, honest face, into his dark brown eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Nathan, can I trust you with a very delicate and confidential matter?’


‘Of course, Master Byron. How can I help you?’


‘You’re – you’re good friends with Rosie, aren’t you?’


Nathan smiled and his whole face seemed to light up. ‘I like to think so. We’ve been friends since we were nippers.’


‘Did you – has she told you that she and I meet occasionally?’


‘She’s not told me, no, but I do know because I’ve seen you together.’


Byron stared at him, suddenly unsure now whether to trust Nathan. ‘Did you – did you tell anyone?’


‘Lord, no, Master Byron. I would never tell tales on Rosie, though I have to admit to being a little concerned. You being so – far above her – if you get my meaning. But Rosie’s her own person, even though she’s still young. She wouldn’t take kindly to me interfering.’


Byron sighed. ‘I would never hurt her, Nathan. I want you to know that, but I fear I may have to. Word has reached my father of our meetings and he has forbidden me to see her again. I have been obliged – no, forced, if I’m honest – to give him my solemn promise and so I cannot even meet her one more time to explain. He has threatened to evict them if I do. But I – I can’t bear for her to think badly of me, so I have written her a letter. Will you take it to her, Nathan? And can I trust you to tell no one about it?’


Solemnly, Nathan met Byron’s troubled gaze. ‘You can, Master Byron. I will give it to her personally as soon as I can catch her alone.’


Byron handed over the envelope.


‘I am indebted to you, Nathan.’


He turned away abruptly, mounted his horse and rode away, spurring the stallion into a gallop. Nathan watched him go with mixed emotions. He had sympathy for the young man. It was obvious that Byron had feelings for Rosie. But she was young – only fifteen – and not born into the same society as Byron Ramsey. And, to make matters even worse, she was the daughter of the local poacher, who took his living illegally from William Ramsey’s estate. It was not a match that could ever meet with the master’s approval. But what would happen in a year or so’s time when Rosie was older? Would Byron rebel against his father and his class? Nathan looked down at the letter he held. How he wished he knew what was inside it, but he was too honourable to think seriously of opening it. After finishing his day’s work, Nathan went home by way of Sam’s cottage.


‘Hello, Nathan. How lovely to see you.’ Rosie greeted him with a wide smile. ‘Come in. The kettle’s on the hob as always.’


‘Is your dad at home?’


‘No, but he shouldn’t be long. D’you want to see him?’


‘No – yes, I mean . . .’


Rosie laughed. ‘Well, which is it?’


‘It’s you I want to see, but it’d be best if your dad’s not around.’


‘Oooh, this sounds very mysterious.’


Nathan fished the letter out of his pocket. ‘Byron gave me this and asked me to give it to you in secret.’


Rosie looked startled and then reached out to take the letter. Nathan noticed that her fingers were trembling.


‘Thank you,’ she said huskily as she slipped it into the pocket of her apron. ‘I’ll – I’ll read it later.’


‘Of course,’ Nathan murmured and glanced away. He’d hoped she would open it while he was still with her. Not that he wanted to pry; he already knew the gist of its contents, but he rather thought she might be upset and he wanted to be there to comfort her. They talked for a while until Sam arrived home carrying two rabbits.


‘Tek one of these to your mam. She meks the best rabbit pie I’ve ever tasted.’


‘Thanks, Mr Waterhouse. If I take both I’m sure she’d be happy to make a pie for you an’ all.’


‘No need.’ Sam winked at his daughter. ‘Rosie is getting almost as good with her pastry.’


Rosie chuckled. ‘Well, I should be, since it’s your mam who’s taught me.’


‘I’ll be on my way, then,’ Nathan said.


It was not until they had both retired for the night that Rosie was able to open the letter and read it by candlelight. She read it through three times, committing every word to memory before she crept down the ladder by which she reached her bedroom and burned it in the dying embers of the fire. She watched his writing disappear as the letter crinkled and smouldered until there were only tiny brown shards of shrivelled paper left. She lay awake far into the night; thankfully, it was not a night for poaching. Her mind was full of the two young men in her life. One was her true childhood friend and she loved him dearly, but the other was the one who made her heart race and whose image, his voice, his laughter, filled her waking hours and her dreams too. But now Byron was gone from her life. Now she would only see him from afar. No longer would she be able to speak to him, to laugh with him or to poach fish with him from his father’s stream. It had been a wonderful time; they had met often through the months since that first encounter and had believed themselves safe from prying eyes. But someone had seen them; someone who felt Byron’s father should be told. And now, it was over. She repeated the words of his letter over and over; she would never forget them. She would carry them in her heart for ever but she had not been able to keep the letter. She couldn’t risk her father finding it. She remembered his words. ‘No one in yon house would ever look at the likes of us.’ It seemed he had been right and her girlish fantasies were in tatters.


Rosie buried her face in the pillow to muffle her sobs.



   






Four



Now that he believed he had settled the unsavoury matter of Byron meeting Rosie Waterhouse, through the summer months that followed William turned his attention to the other matter uppermost in his mind.


‘My dear, I need your help,’ he said, as he entered the morning room after breakfast. This was Grace’s private sitting room where even William knocked before entering.


Grace raised her eyebrows. ‘Really, William. In what way?’


‘We need to find a suitable wife for Byron. He has just turned twenty-one and it’s high time he was married and producing an heir.’


Grace stared at him for a moment, her mouth tight, but all she said was, ‘And have you anyone in mind, William?’


‘No, I was hoping that was where you might come in.’


‘I see. You want me to find a wife for him, is that it?’


William failed to notice the hint of sarcasm in her tone. ‘I just thought,’ he said, ‘that among all the ladies of the county with whom you lunch quite often and meet when attending the various committees you’re on, there might be a suitable daughter or relative they could vouch for. Some young lady who is a debutante, who has been presented at court and moves in the right circles.’


It was on the tip of her tongue to retort, ‘And you think such a young woman would be willing to bury herself in the countryside as Byron’s wife?’, but she bit back the words. Not every young girl today was as foolish as she had been. She thought back to the time when her own mother, desperate for her only daughter to marry well, had pushed her towards the wealthy widower.


‘He’s old enough to be my father,’ Grace had wailed.


‘He’s still a fine figure of a man,’ her mother Eliza Parker had snapped. ‘Once you’ve been presented at court and had a Season, you will be well equipped to enter the county’s society as Mrs Grace Ramsey. You will be set up for life if you marry William Ramsey.’


‘All he wants is a brood mare,’ Grace had said morosely.


‘Don’t be coarse, Grace. It’s unbecoming. Of course he wants a son as an heir to his estate. You’re fortunate he has even looked at you. Your father is nothing special. It’s only because my dear friend was willing and able to act as your sponsor that you’re to be presented at court. Without Helene’s help, you would never have attracted such a suitor.’


Grace had said no more, but she was saddened to hear her mother speak of her father in such a derogatory manner. Gregory Parker was a lawyer in Lincoln and was well thought of but he did not have the standing in the society circles to which her mother craved admittance. He was kind and gentle, though Grace had heard he could be fearsome in a law court. She was surprised that he was allowing Eliza to push their daughter into marriage with someone who was almost as old as he was, but then she realized that men tended to leave such matters to their wives.


Now, as she faced her husband, she shuddered. Although William was so much older than she was, he had seemed – during their courtship – to be charming and kind and she had believed that that was what he would be to her and any family they had. She had never realized what a harsh and ruthless man he was. Somewhere, some poor girl was going to be offered up as a sacrificial lamb to Byron whether she wanted it or not. And whether he wanted it or not. She understood the reason for William’s sudden interest in Byron’s marital state – or rather the lack of it. From her own lady’s maid, Grace too had heard the rumours about Byron’s meetings with a village girl. Sarah, a plump, rather plain woman was the proverbial fountain of knowledge when it came to local gossip. She was, however, utterly devoted to her mistress and totally discreet when it came to anything regarding the Ramsey family. Grace treated all her staff kindly and fairly and they all loved her. Byron too was popular with them, although they were all a little afraid of William. It was he who ruled their lives.


‘I’ll have a word with Helene,’ Grace promised her husband now. She had kept in touch with the woman who had been such an influence in her young life. Indeed, Helene had been the one to organize Grace’s Season and to introduce her to William. After Grace’s marriage, Helene had helped her become acquainted with the landed gentry of Lincolnshire society. ‘I’m seeing her for luncheon on Wednesday.’


‘Thank you, my dear.’ William smiled at her. ‘I knew you’d have the right connections.’


Two days later, Grace sighed as she sat down at the table in the restaurant of The White Hart Hotel in Lincoln to wait for Helene to join her. The hotel was just along the street from the cathedral. Whenever she came here for luncheon, Grace always allowed an extra hour after her meeting before her carriage collected her. She liked to spend time in the cool, quiet interior of the beautiful building, alone with her own thoughts. Three-thirty was the time she had told Monty to pick her up, leaving ample time for her to have a leisurely luncheon with Helene and also to get home before she had to change for dinner. Monty was the stable lad at the manor, who usually drove the carriage to take Grace wherever she wished to go. While she waited for her friend to arrive, she thought over how she should phrase her request. She did not want to imply in any way that her own marriage was not what she had hoped it might be; Helene had been instrumental in introducing her to William and the woman had been a dear friend to her ever since. The conventions of the time and Grace’s own mother’s driving ambition had hardly been Helene’s fault.


Lady Helene Montague swept into the restaurant in a flurry of silk, white fox fur and expensive perfume. The attentive waiters soon came hurrying.


‘My dear Grace, how wonderful to see you. You are looking as lovely as ever. Do the years never touch you? No one would believe you have a son of one and twenty. How is my handsome godson, by the way? Has he found himself a suitable wife yet? Thank you, George.’ She glanced up at the waiter as he held the chair for her.


‘Helene . . .’ Grace smiled at her. It was impossible not to smile when Helene was around. She was so vivacious and gregarious. She was tall and slim and always elegantly dressed. While she paid Grace the extravagant compliment, it was Helene herself who never seemed to age. She looked now – more than twenty years later – just the same as when she had found Grace a husband.


‘It’s strange you should mention Byron,’ Grace said as her friend and confidante took her seat. ‘I should like your advice.’


‘Oh dear. I’m not sure I like the sound of this. He’s all right, isn’t he? He’s not in trouble?’


‘William has heard that Byron has been keeping unsuitable company with a girl from the village.’


‘He’s told you that?’ Helene raised her eyebrows. ‘William, I mean.’


Grace hesitated. It was hurtful to her that her husband never took her into his confidence about anything. Not even about their son.


‘No,’ she said shortly, ‘but I heard about it myself.’ She tapped the side of her nose as she added wryly, ‘I have my sources.’


Helene laughed. ‘Don’t we all? Your lady’s maid, I suspect.’


‘Quite.’


‘So, how can I help?’


‘Are there any daughters of about Byron’s age among your many friends and acquaintances? Anyone you know who would be deemed suitable, in William’s eyes, of course.’


Helene was thoughtful for a few moments. ‘There are one or two who might fit the bill,’ she said slowly.


Grace felt relieved. She hadn’t wanted one particular girl to be thrust at Byron. If there were a few, he would have some choice and perhaps, with luck, he might fall in love with one of them.


‘Are you able to hold a ball or a party at Thornsby Manor?’


Suddenly Grace was animated by the thought of organizing a social gathering. It would take a lot of planning, but she would love that and, with Helene’s guidance, she was sure she could make a great success of it. William had never liked entertaining, except for his shooting parties, but now he could not demure at holding a lavish ball.


‘Oh yes. I know we live in the middle of nowhere, but we have plenty of bedrooms. Guests could stay for the weekend and, if we hold it at the right time, William would arrange a shooting party for the gentlemen.’


Helene’s blue eyes twinkled at Grace. ‘I do hope I’m going to be top of your list of invitations.’


‘Of course. I’ll not be able to manage without you.’


‘Have you heard about this grand ball they’re holding at the manor?’ Nell asked, as the four of them sat down around her table for Sunday dinner in early October.


Deliberately, Rosie kept her eyes downcast but her heart started to beat a little faster.


‘Aye, I had heard summat,’ Sam said. ‘Evidently, there’ll be guests arriving early on the Saturday morning for a shoot and then the ball will be in the evening.’ He glanced at Nathan. ‘We’ll mebbe get a chance to work as beaters for the shoot.’


‘What’s it all for, then?’ Nathan asked. ‘Mr Ramsey isn’t a great one for entertaining.’


‘Rumour has it that they’re inviting some suitable young ladies for Byron to find a wife.’


Rosie’s heart felt as if it had skipped a beat and it began to hammer twice as quickly as normal. Suddenly, she wasn’t very hungry. She kept her head down and picked at her food. She didn’t want to offend Nell, who had cooked them a wonderful meal. But now the conversation went on just between Nell and Sam. Even Nathan fell silent. Later, as they walked down the lane back towards the cottage where Rosie and Sam lived, Nathan asked, ‘You all right, Rosie?’


She smiled up at him, once again in charge of her wayward heart. It had been a shock to hear that a wife was being sought for Byron, even though common sense should have told her it was bound to happen one day. ‘I’m fine, Nathan. That was a lovely dinner your mam cooked. She spoils us.’


‘It’s the least she can do after all the stuff your dad brings us. I don’t know where we’d be without him and neither would a lot of folks in the village. But I do get anxious about him – and you, Rosie. Because if I’m not mistaken, he’s teaching you his poaching ways. I just don’t want to see you get caught – or him.’ Including Sam was almost an afterthought. Rosie’s father had been a poacher all his life and he was wily. As far as Nathan was aware, he’d never been caught. But Rosie was a different matter. Although Sam would have taught her well, Nathan feared for her. And he was also concerned for her in other ways too. He’d never liked to pry about the letter he’d carried to her from Byron but he still wondered what exactly it had contained.


‘I won’t, Nathan.’ She smiled up at him impishly, her good humour restored. She would show a brave face to the world – especially to her father and their friends. And Nathan – and his mother – were certainly her friends. No one must ever guess the secrets of her young heart. Fortunately, Rosie was not only pretty, vivacious and daring; she was also very sensible. She knew she could never be Byron’s wife, knew, deep down, that her romantic notions of one day living in Thornsby Manor were unrealistic, but anyone could have their private dreams, couldn’t they? But they must remain private dreams.


‘And nor will Dad,’ she went on. ‘He knows when old Amos is tucked up safely in his bed.’
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