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Part One




One


LINCOLNSHIRE 1918


‘I’ll tell you something, Emma Forrest. The only way you’ll ever find a husband is ’cos they’ll be trying to get their hands on my mill.’


Deliberately, Emma kept her face expressionless. The remark, made so often, had long ago ceased to hurt.


‘Yes, Father,’ she murmured softly, so accustomed to pandering to this man’s demands that agreement came automatically to her lips. But then, for once, a spark of defiance glittered in her violet eyes, making her add, ‘But you never know, perhaps someone will be glad of a hardworking housekeeper.’


Frowning, Harry Forrest glared at her. ‘You answering me back, girl?’ There was surprise in his tone, as if he had never thought the day would come when his eighteen-year-old daughter would show insolence, and to him of all people. For a moment she stood facing him.


If only he had cared to look properly at his daughter, Harry Forrest would have seen that she had her own special kind of beauty. A broad, smooth forehead, a nose that was straight and high cheekbones above a full-shaped mouth that, despite the hardship of her life, smiled far more readily than it ever pouted. But her eyes were her best and most unusual feature. Large and black-fringed, they were the deepest blue, almost violet. True, her build was a little too tall, her figure a little too buxom for the word ‘dainty’ ever to be applied to Emma Forrest. ‘Handsome’ or ‘a fine figure of a young woman’ might be, and was, said of her, but only by others for Harry Forrest never looked – never really looked – at his daughter.


Hiding a mischievous smile, she turned away and in answer to his sharp reprimand, murmured, ‘As if I would.’


‘Aye well, just mind you don’t. And another thing, ya can forget ya mooning over young Metcalfe. Don’t think I don’t know about it, ’cos I do.’ Harry Forrest wagged his forefinger at her. ‘I know what he’s after and let me tell you, girl, there’ll never be a Metcalfe in my mill. Not while there’s breath in my body.’


As Emma bent forward to pick up another sack of grain, her long, black plait swung forward. Impatiently, she flicked it back over her shoulder, gritting her teeth as her strong arms heaved the sack on to the running barrow. The metal wheels rattled on the hard surface of the yard as she pushed it from the granary towards the mill, the noise shutting out any more of his ranting. Out of the corner of her eye she saw her father turn away with a disgruntled shake of his head and walk round to where the brake rope and the striking chain hung down the side of the mill. As she watched him, Emma noticed how rounded his shoulders had become so that he appeared almost humpbacked and today his legs looked even more bowed than usual. Yet Emma knew that the appearance of frailty was deceptive. Harry Forrest was a strong man physically and in character too.


But one of these days, Emma promised herself silently as she tipped the sack from the barrow, he’ll have to be told the truth about Jamie Metcalfe and me.


She carried the heavy sack of wheat up the four steps and dumped it inside the open double doors of the mill just as her father came back.


‘I hope you’re keeping a tally of what you’re bringing across, girl?’


‘Yes, Father,’ she said evenly and moved towards the battered wooden desk set against the wall and turned the page of the open ledger. ‘It’s Farmer Leighton’s wheat.’


Harry Forrest gave a satisfied grunt. ‘Good. We’ll get some good flour today then.’ He began to heave himself up the wooden ladder to the meal floor above to begin his day’s work. Without pausing in his climb, he went on, ‘And there’s going to be a good wind. We should manage two pairs today. Bring Leighton’s barley across next.’


Outside again, Emma pushed the empty barrow back towards the granary once more. In the middle of the yard she paused to glance up at the huge sails as they began to turn just above her head. Her heart lifted at the sight and she stood a moment, her gaze roaming over the tall black shape of the mill and the white-painted sails against the scudding grey clouds. Shrewdly she studied the sky. Today the cold November wind was constant, blowing across the flat land from the sea with enough strength to keep the sails turning steadily and enabling the miller to run two pairs of millstones at once. One pair, the French burr stones, would grind the wheat into fine flour for their own bakehouse and the second pair, fashioned from Derbyshire Peak stone, would grind barley and oats for animal feed for the farmer. It was perfect milling weather and her father would be working all day and possibly far into the night if the wind stayed constant.


It was their way of life; from dawn to dusk Emma Forrest’s days were filled with work, beginning in the bakehouse kneading the dough and finishing late at night wiping down the shelves in the bakery in readiness for the following morning’s fresh bread. In between there were meals to cook, clothes to wash and the house to clean, to say nothing of helping in the mill, as she was supposed to be doing at this minute, she reminded herself, instead of standing here idling in the middle of the yard.


As she climbed the granary steps again, the fear that shadowed every moment of her day and disturbed her sleep at night pushed its way into Emma’s thoughts. Once more she found herself repeating the fervent, silent prayer for Jamie’s safe return inside her head. The war was really over, after four long, terrible years. There would be no more killing, no more maiming. At last, the boys were coming home. Already, one or two soldiers had returned to the village. Then why, Emma worried, had there been no news from Jamie?


It was all she had ever wanted, to be Mrs Jamie Metcalfe. Whatever her father said, she knew Jamie loved her and, besides, she didn’t think Jamie wanted her father’s mill. He was a proud man, proud of his own skills and of the blacksmith’s and wheelwright’s business that had been in the Metcalfe family for generations. She sighed, wondering if the news of the recent death of both his parents had even reached Jamie in the mud and squalor of the trenches. It was bad enough that he was out there in a foreign country, but to think of him hearing such awful news from home with no family or friends close at such a time made Emma shudder. There had been no word from him, not even to his brother, William, in reply to the letter bearing the sad news. Poor William, Emma thought. Too young to go to war, he had been plunged suddenly into manhood, struggling to cope with the work single-handed until Jamie came home.


Closing her eyes, she could see Jamie as clearly as if he were standing in front of her as he had on the day, three years ago, when he had marched away from the village, the sound of his neighbours’ cheering ringing in his ears, the band playing as more volunteers left for the Front.


‘But you can’t go,’ Emma had tried to argue with him. ‘You’re only seventeen.’


‘Shan’t tell ’em I’m not eighteen for six months.’ He had grinned, his dark brown eyes teasing her.


Resisting the urge to fling herself against him, she had stared at Jamie, willing him not to go, fearful for him and yet proud of him all at the same time. He was so tall and broad and strong; he could pass for twenty, never mind eighteen. His smile had creased the lines around his mouth and sparkled in his eyes that were gentle for her alone.


‘Now you be a good girl while I’m gone,’ he had said softly, reaching out with strong, toughened fingers to touch her cheek with surprising tenderness; the hand of a man that could soothe a temperamental mare as easily as it could swing the heavy forge hammer. ‘Remember, you’re my girl.’


It was the very first time he had said the words.


Friends through childhood, the three of them – the two Metcalfe boys and Emma Forrest – had grown up together in the small community of Marsh Thorpe. They had gone to the village school, to the chapel and they had played together. As they had grown older, they met on Sunday afternoons for a few precious hours of freedom from work. Sometimes in summer, Harry Forrest would grudgingly allow them to use the small cart in which he delivered bread and collected grain from the farmers to be ground in his mill. On those rare occasions Jamie would drive them along the straight road leading to the coastal town of Calceworth, the pony’s silky mane rippling in the sea breeze as he trotted. The three friends would stroll along the promenade, watching the sun glistening on the sea and sniffing the salt air. Walking between the two brothers, dressed in her best Sunday dress and bonnet, Emma would feel such a happiness well up inside her that she thought she would burst. William was her dearest friend, but it was Jamie she loved and it seemed as if she had loved him for ever.


On the day Jamie had gone to war, through the unshed tears she had tried valiantly to keep hidden, Emma had watched him march away. His broad shoulders swinging easily, his black curly hair glistening in the sunlight, his wide grin and a cheery wave were the last things she remembered.


He had written regularly at first and she had replied, sending news of all that was happening in their village. But about a year ago his letters had become spasmodic, the words stilted as if he could no longer write to her in the spirit of their old, easy friendship. Then the letters to her had stopped, although she knew from William that he was safe. Lately, even William had heard nothing. She could not stop the tremor of fear running through her afresh, even though she tried to tell herself that, soon, everything would be all right. The war was over and he would be coming back. He must come back, she told herself, as if by the strength of her willing it to be so, she could make it happen.


Resolutely, she made herself dwell on happier thoughts and plans for their future together. Maybe he would be home in time for Christmas and perhaps, in the spring, they could be married and those happy, sunlit days would come again. Thinking of him, she smiled, remembering his laughter, the look in his eyes as he had touched her cheek. What would Jamie think of her now, after three years?


When he had gone to war, she had been a young girl of fifteen and, although she had grown no taller, she had now filled out into womanhood. As she ran her hands down her sides, feeling the curves of her own body and imagining herself in his arms, her pulse quickened. Oh no, Emma was sure Jamie wouldn’t be marrying her just to get his hands on Harry Forrest’s mill.


But oh, please, please, let him come home soon.




Two


‘I do wish ya’d let me do that, Emma lass.’


Emma glanced up to see Luke Robson emerging from the doorway of the mill and coming down the steps. She smiled at the elderly man. Although his wispy white hair seemed to be disappearing at an alarming rate so that his pate was smooth and shining, Luke always seemed to have a broad smile on his wrinkled face. Once, he had been as strong as the man who employed him, but now the cough that racked him was robbing him of his strength. Luke would not have thanked her, though, if he had guessed that Emma tried to do much of the heavy work to help him.


‘I’m fine, Luke,’ she reassured him, her clear tones carrying above the constant sound of the whirling sails. ‘Hard work never hurt anyone.’


But as she tipped the sack off the running barrow to land at his feet, the older man shook his head disapprovingly. ‘He shouldn’t expect a pretty lass like you to work like a lad. Housework and looking after the bakery, mebbe, but you shouldn’t be working out here in the yard and the mill. T’ain’t right. These sacks are too heavy for some lads, ne’er mind a lass. And I’ve telled him so time and again, but he won’t listen. One of these days we’ll come to blows over it.’


‘Oh, Luke,’ she said softly and touched his gnarled hand. ‘There’s nothing dainty and pretty about me, now is there?’ For once there was a wistfulness in her tone. ‘I was born and bred for work.’


‘Ya shouldn’t put yarsen down so.’ He wagged his finger in her face in mock admonishment. ‘Ya’re a bonnie lass. Dun’t you ever let anyone tell ya different.’


Emma smiled and said once more, ‘Oh, Luke!’ An impish grin drove away some of the longing from her voice as she added, ‘I’m a fine strapping lass. Isn’t that what they say about me in the village? That I’ll be a good catch for some lucky feller, eh?’ Now she could not prevent the bitterness creeping back into her tone. ‘Me and my father’s mill!’


Knowingly, old Luke shook his head. ‘So, he’s been on about that again, has he? And I’ve no doubt young Jamie Metcalfe’s name just happened to crop up in the conversation, eh?’


Emma bit her lip and turned away, but her silence gave Luke his answer. ‘Aye, I thought as much,’ Emma heard him mutter.


Not much gets past Luke Robson, Emma thought, but then he had been at Forrest’s mill all his working life.


‘He was a grand old man, ya grandpa,’ Luke never tired of telling Emma. ‘A real character, old Charlie Forrest was. Eh, I could tell you some tales, lass. That I could. Me an’ ya dad started working at the mill about the same time and I’ll give ya grandpa his due, he nivver showed his own son any favours over me.’ At this point in his well-worn tale, the faded blue eyes would twinkle. ‘We had some high old times together, me an’ ya dad, when we was young ’uns.’ His eyes would mist over as if he were seeing back down the years. Then he would turn away abruptly, murmuring, ‘Shame things turned out the way they did . . .’


She was walking away now, trundling the sack barrow before her, calling back cheerfully over her shoulder. ‘We’d best get this grain up top for ’im, else we’ll both be in trouble.’


Behind her she heard Luke’s wheezing laughter. ‘If I know ’im,’ he jerked his thumb towards the floors above, ‘he’ll have t’other pair of stones working ’afore the day’s out, if this weather holds. And he’ll not handle all three pairs on his own. So, what would Harry Forrest do without either of us two, lass? Ask yarsen that!’


As she heaved the next sack of barley on to the barrow and turned once more towards the mill, Emma thought to herself, what indeed?


She drew the back of her hand across her smooth, tanned brow that shone with sweat even in the cold wind of a winter’s day.


As she came close again, Luke said, ‘You going to Bilsford market with him next week, then?’


Her violet eyes were full of mischief as she glanced at him. ‘I shouldn’t think I’ll be let loose there again for a while yet, Luke. Not after last time!’


The old man snorted. ‘Huh, such a lot of fuss over a bit of frippery. Why shouldn’t you have a pretty new bonnet, lass? I ask you?’


Yes, Emma thought, as the smile faded from her mouth. Why indeed had it been such a sin for her to buy the straw hat decorated with pink ribbons that had caught her eye on a market stall? The way her father had ranted all the way home in the pony and trap, she might have broken one of the ten commandments. Luke was still muttering. ‘I could’ve understood it if ya mam had been, well, a plain sort o’ woman. But she weren’t. She were the prettiest little thing you ever did see. Allus dressed up, she were, never a curl out o’ place. Ya dad bought plenty of hats for her.’


‘Maybe that’s just it, Luke,’ Emma murmured, longing for her mother sweeping through her afresh.


‘Eh?’ She felt his glance as her words interrupted his line of thought. ‘What d’ya mean?’


Hesitantly, with a trace of the wistfulness once more in her tone, she said quietly, ‘I’m nothing like my mother, am I? If only I was, then perhaps . . .’


The words lay unspoken between them and she lifted her violet eyes to meet his gaze, the hurt showing plainly in their depths.


His wrinkled hand reached out to her. ‘Aw lass, don’t tek on so. Ya not like ya mam, no. Ya like – ya like – ’ he hesitated as if unwilling to speak the words but he had gone too far to draw back now. ‘Ya like old Charlie Forrest – the female version, o’ course,’ he added swiftly, conscious that perhaps he was adding to Emma’s already injured pride.


She thought of the portrait of Charles Forrest that hung above the mantel in the best parlour upstairs. The subject had adopted a stiff-backed, formidable pose with a stern frown drawing his bushy eyebrows together. Yet on close inspection, the artist had captured a spark of mischief in the dark blue eyes; eyes that were all-seeing, all-knowing, staring straight out into the room as if still watching the goings-on in his mill. The man in the painting had a broad forehead, a straight nose and high cheekbones and beneath the moustache was a full and generous mouth with the tiniest hint of a puckish smile twitching at the corner.


‘Ya could do a lot worse than be like ya grandpa, Emma. He was an old rogue, but a lovable old rogue, if you know what I mean.’


Emma laughed, a low infectious sound. ‘Oh, Luke, you say the nicest things to a girl. If only you were twenty years younger.’


The old man grinned, showing black gaps between his yellowing teeth. ‘More like forty, lass.’ Then he winked broadly. ‘I were a bit of a lad in me time, an’ all. Me an’ ya dad got into a few scrapes together as young uns.’


‘Oh do tell, Luke,’ she teased him, knowing that not for one moment would he let out the secrets of their youth.


He shook his head. ‘Nay, lass, ’tis more ’n me job’s worth.’


Emma wagged her finger at him playfully. ‘Don’t you worry, Luke Robson. I’ll ask your Sarah next time I see her.’


‘Ya can ask, but she’ll not tell you, ’cos she don’t know.’


‘Oh, you.’ In mock anger, Emma shook her fist at him as he turned away to heave the sack of grain up the steps and into the mill. He was still chuckling to himself, safe in the belief that Emma could not learn anything about his youth, or about her father’s early years, save what he, Luke Robson, chose to tell her.


‘I’ll see you tomorrow morning,’ she called.


‘Aye, bright and early, lass.’


She stood watching him for a moment as he disappeared into the mill and she heard the jingle of the sack hoist chain as he hauled the last sack up to the bin floor. Then he would climb the three flights of narrow ladders to unload and tip the sack into its right container. Her gaze wandered lovingly over the black tapering shape towering above her. She listened to the gentle rattle of the revolving sails. To Emma, the sound was the heartbeat of the working mill. She lifted her head and felt the wind on her face. She loved it when it was good milling weather, even if it did mean her working day was even longer. To her it was an affront when her father was forced to start the engine in the nearby building and run the long, wide belt across the space between the shed and the mill. With the belt looped around the pulley wheel on the outside of the mill, the engine drove the pair of auxiliary stones. It was the only way they could keep the mill working when there was no wind strong enough to turn the sails, yet Emma hated it. But there was no need for it on a day like this when the wind blustered from the sea and sent the sails spinning sails faster and faster.


Her work here done for the moment, Emma walked across the yard away from the mill. To her right was the granary and on her left, the tip of its roof only just beneath the sweep of the sails, was the engine house. Behind it and through a gap in the hedge was their orchard and beyond that, a small cottage belonging to Harry Forrest but occupied by Luke and Sarah Robson who both worked for him. Before her was their own house. On the ground floor was the bakery at the front, facing onto the village street. At the back was the bakehouse and in between the two was their kitchen, with bedrooms and the best parlour on the first floor.


Three generations of Forrests had lived here in this house. The first Forrest, old Charlie, had seen his two sons, Charles and Harry, born in the front bedroom above the shop and had rejoiced in the knowledge that he had heirs to follow him. To old Charlie’s disappointment, his eldest son had no interest in the mill and had run away to sea at the age of thirteen or so. The ebullient man had shrugged his huge shoulders and forgiven his wayward offspring, for there was still Harry to give him grandsons.


But that had not happened, for the only child to survive had been a girl, and now Emma Forrest was the only heir to old Charlie’s mill.




Three


It was the time of day she loved the best. Very early on a winter’s morning with the yard outside still in darkness, it was warm and cosy in the bakehouse. With her father across at the mill, and before Sarah came to open the shop, there was just Luke lighting and stoking the fire in the firebox at the side of the brick oven and Emma mixing the first batch of dough for fifty farmhouse loaves.


‘Tell me again,’ she coaxed. ‘Tell me about Grandpa Charlie?’


And Luke needed no more persuasion.


‘Eighteen-fifty-two, your grandpa built this mill, Emma. With his own bare hands.’ Luke would spread his own hands, pitted with the long years of work. ‘He’d been apprenticed as a boy to a millwright and by the time he was in his twenties, what Charlie Forrest didn’t know about mills and milling weren’t worth knowing. It was his dream to have his own mill. Aye, and everybody laughed at him, an’ all.’


‘Why? Why did they laugh at him?’


‘Because they said it’d not catch the wind where he was building it, here, under the lee of the hill. It’s even lower than the church up yonder.’ Luke jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the church towering on the highest point in the village that clustered on a gently sloping hill which the history books said had been constructed by the Romans as a lookout across the North Sea. ‘They told him he should have built it on top of the rise, but Ben Morgan had already built his mill there years before.’ Luke laughed again. ‘And old Ben wasn’t too pleased about this young feller and his plans for another mill in the village, so they say.’


‘Or out on the marsh,’ Emma murmured, joining in the tale she knew by heart.


‘Aye,’ Luke agreed, ‘it’d have caught the wind out there all right.’


Beyond Marsh Thorpe the flat, fertile land stretched right to the sea.


‘So why . . .?’


Luke tapped the side of his nose knowingly. ‘Ya grandpa might have been young, lass, but he was as sharp as a cartload o’ monkeys. He bought this bit of waste ground here for a song,’ Luke pointed down to the ground. ‘Nearly an acre, there is, but he knew what he could do with it and with the derelict house on it.’ The old man’s smile widened. ‘And isn’t that what we’re standing in right now, Emma? Oh, Charlie Forrest knew what he was doing, all right. He knew it’d make not only a home, but a bakehouse and bakery too.’


‘And so, he built his mill,’ Emma said, plunging her hands into the flour.


‘Brick by brick, timber by timber, it rose towards the sky.’ Luke raised his arms, becoming quite poetic as he warmed to his theme. ‘He put all the heavy machinery in on each floor as he went and he even built the sails himself. Fancy that, Emma. I remember me dad telling me that the whole village turned out to watch the day the sails were hoisted.’


‘But why,’ Emma asked, knowing the answer full well, but humouring Luke in his enjoyment of telling her the story yet again, ‘did the villagers call it “Forrest’s Folly”?’


‘Because he was a young feller, only in his twenties, reckoning he could build and run a mill all on his own, and because of where he was building it.’ Luke adjusted the damper at the side of the oven and laughed wheezily. ‘Allus an awk’ard old beggar, ya grandpa were. Liked to do what people least expected him to do.’ Luke’s eyes would mist over. ‘But he were a grand chap. He knew what he were doin’ all right and there weren’t a finer craftsman for miles around. “This mill will last generations,” he used to say. “It’ll pass to my son and my son’s son and on and on down the generations. There’ll always be a Forrest at Forrest’s Mill.”’ Here Luke would stop suddenly, realizing he had got carried away in his tale-telling and was touching on a subject that was like an open wound in the present generation of the Forrest family.


‘It’s all right,’ Emma smiled gently and touched the old man’s arm. ‘Even Grandpa Charlie couldn’t play God.’


‘And when he’d finished building his mill, do you know what they say old Charlie did, Emma? He climbed up on to the gallery – there was one in them days, running all the way round the outside of the mill just above the windows of the meal floor – and he caught hold of the end of one of the sails and he went full circle round on the end of it.’ Luke swept his arm in a wide arc to demonstrate. ‘By, he were a daredevil, was old Charlie.’ He gave a rasping bark of laughter. ‘He tried to get me an’ ya dad to do the same thing when we finished our apprenticeship, but we weren’t ’aving none of it. I’ve never ’ad much of a head for heights. But old Charlie . . .’ Luke was shaking his head again.


Emma frowned. ‘You know I can vaguely remember there being a gallery.’ Her memories were hazy, clouded by that awful day when she had seen her grandpa fall from the mill. Even when she deliberately tried to recall it, there was always something just out of reach of her consciousness.


‘Oh aye, it was taken down after your grandpa got killed. That’s how he got on to the sails, y’know? Off the gallery. That’s what it was there for, for doing repairs to the sails an’ that, but afterwards, well, ya dad had it removed.’


‘Why – why was Grandpa up there that day? At his age?’ Her eyes widened. ‘You don’t mean he was trying to go round on the end of a sail then?’


‘No, no. He’d gone up to do some repairs,’ Luke said quickly. ‘Old Charlie never did accept that he was getting on a bit. Silly old fool thought he could carry on just like when he was young.’


Emma shuddered, trying to blot out the dreadful pictures in her mind, but they persisted. Her grandfather had his arm about her and was saying something to her, pointing up towards the mill. Then he had moved away from her. The picture blurred and her next memory was of him climbing up one of the sails. He had turned to look down at her standing in the yard, far below him and then . . . Emma swept her hand across her eyes trying to erase the terrible sight of old Charlie Forrest falling, arms flailing the air, down, down to the yard below. Still she could hear the awful thud as his body hit the ground. Then she could remember no more.


‘I’ll tell you summat, though,’ Luke was saying dragging her mercifully back to the present. ‘Whatever ya dad ses, I reckon old Charlie would have been proud of you. You’re a handsome lass.’


Emma made no reply. It was not quite the compliment she would have liked, yet she knew Luke intended it to be one.


‘And you’ve a lot of his spirit in you, Emma. I often see flashes of it.’


‘Me? Spirit? Oh, Luke, come on.’ Now she did laugh. ‘I’m the most obedient of daughters.’


Luke shook his head. ‘That’s nothing to do with being spirited. Ya can still “honour thy father” and yet have a will of ya own.’


‘Just so long as it’s the same as dad’s will, eh?’ Emma murmured, though more to herself than to Luke. She was thoughtful now, surprised to hear that Luke, shrewd and wise as he was, had already seen something in her that she was only just beginning to recognize for herself. That in her was a spark of rebellion, a growing determination to lead her own life, to make things happen the way she wanted.


‘Ya still young, lass,’ Luke was saying, ‘but your time will come, Emma. I can see it in those lovely eyes of yours. Ya might be tied to this mill by tradition and by your father’s wishes at the moment, but ya’ll never be a slave to any man.’ Luke laughed wheezily. ‘There’s too much of old Charlie’s blood running in your veins for that to happen.’


The door opened and the icy cold of the November morning blew into the bakehouse.


‘Time to stand yapping all day, ’ave yer?’ Harry Forrest demanded of Luke. ‘I need you across at the mill.’ His glance swivelled towards Emma. ‘And where’s me breakfast?’


Unhurriedly, Luke started setting the bread tins out. ‘You go, lass, I’ll finish here.’


‘Thank you, Luke,’ she smiled at him. ‘Breakfast will be ten minutes, Father.’ She turned and went through into the kitchen, ignoring Harry Forrest’s grunt of annoyance.


Later in the day, when she had finished her work in the bakehouse and went through to the shop at the front, her mind was still filled with thoughts of the past which Luke’s words had evoked. Of course, she had her grandfather’s blood coursing through her veins and maybe she was more like him than she had realized. But Charlie Forrest was a legend. Could she really live up to the tales Luke told about him?


I just hope old Luke is right, Emma thought, because if I’m going to marry Jamie Metcalfe then there is going to be a real battle ahead.


‘There you are,’ Sarah Robson’s cheerful voice greeted her. ‘Are you free to tek over now, Emma? I’ll have to go and get Luke’s tea ready in a few minutes. By the way, we’ve no cottage loaves left and I must remember to bring some more honey across tomorrow.’


Emma yawned and drew the back of her hand across her forehead. ‘I’ll do extra in tomorrow morning’s second batch.’


‘We need more scones an’ all,’ Sarah said.


‘I’ll do them along with the cakes after the first two batches of loaves,’ Emma nodded. ‘As the oven cools.’


She glanced up at the ceiling as they both heard the sound of Harry Forrest moving about in the living quarters above. ‘I’d better make a start on Father’s tea, too,’ she murmured. ‘I expect he’ll be working late tonight if this wind holds.’


She heard Sarah’s sniff. ‘Shouldn’t bother. I reckon he’s on his way out.’


Emma’s eyes widened. ‘Out? Out where?’ Her father rarely left the mill and then perhaps only on a market day. It was unheard of, at this time on a Wednesday evening, that he should be upstairs changing from his working clothes to go out and on a day when the wind still blew strongly in the late afternoon. It was the lot of the miller that he worked at any time of the day or night when the wind demanded.


‘Search me,’ Sarah shrugged. Emma eyed her keenly. The woman turned away, but not before Emma had seen the smile twitching at the corner of Sarah’s mouth.


‘Sarah?’ she began warningly, ‘You know something.’ At that moment Harry Forrest’s heavy boots sounded on the stairs and Sarah bustled away to busy herself wiping the crumbs from the shelves behind the counter ready for the fresh bread to be placed there the next morning.


The door at the bottom of the stairs opened and shut and Emma heard him cross the kitchen to leave by the door leading into the yard. Intrigued, she left the shop and went to look out of the kitchen window. Now she could see that the mill’s five sails were motionless, parked in the position the miller always left them at the end of his working day. Leaning against the deep white sink beneath the window, Emma saw her father standing outside the back door. He was dressed in his brown Sunday suit, the toecaps of his boots shone and he was pulling on his best cap.


‘He’s even shaved,’ she murmured. Normally, Harry Forrest shaved once a week on a Sunday morning in readiness for attending chapel, the rest of the week his face bore a peppered stubble. His features were thin. His nose had a slight bump in the middle that gave it a hooked appearance and his grey eyes were sharp. Too sharp sometimes, Emma thought, for they seemed to miss nothing.


She saw him cross the yard and step into the road, pulling the gate shut behind him. Overcome with curiosity, Emma went out of the back door and towards the gate too. From across the road came the clatter of buckets as workmen swilled down the cobblestones of the cattle market after a busy day. Their voices echoed through the gathering dusk and the pungent, sweet–sour farmyard smells drifted across to her. But, leaning on the gate, Emma’s attention was on Harry Forrest.


‘Now just where are you going, Father?’ she asked aloud as she watched him walk up the incline of the main road which curved past the mill and through the village. He passed the market place without even glancing to his right and disappeared round the corner towards the church and out of her sight.


From behind her came Luke’s wheezing laughter. ‘Off to see the Merry Widow, lass. That’s where ya dad’s off.’


Emma turned swiftly, but Luke was walking away, his hobnailed boots echoing on the yard. She could hear him chuckling to himself. ‘There’s still a bit of old Charlie in Harry after all.’


‘Luke . . .?’ she began, but Luke only waved his hand in the air without turning round and continued his way towards the gap in the hedge that led through the orchard, past the three bee hives and towards his own cottage. ‘Harry Forrest can go gallivanting if he likes,’ she heard him chuckle. ‘But I’m off ’ome to put me feet up.’


Her father did not return until after midnight.


Lying awake in the darkness, hearing the wind rattling the slates on the roof and rustling the tree outside her window, Emma waited, every muscle tensed, listening for the sound of his return. It was so totally unlike him. She could not remember a time when her father had acted like this. He should be here, working the mill, she thought crossly. The granary was bulging with sacks of grain waiting to be ground and Harry Forrest was wasting precious hours of a good milling wind.


She heard the back door slam, the sound of his boots on the stairs and the creak of his bedroom door. She heard him moving about his room. Then the door opened once more and he stepped out on to the landing again. Throwing back the bed covers, Emma swung her feet to the cold floor and pattered across the room. Peering round the door, she saw her father going back down the stairs, a candle in his right hand to light the way.


‘Father? Are you all right? Where have you been till this hour?’


Without pausing in his descent, he rasped, ‘That’s no concern of yours, m’girl. Go back to yar bed.’


‘But—’


‘Don’t argue.’ The gruff command had become an ill-tempered roar. Emma flinched and shut her door at once. Moments later, she twitched back the curtain to see the dim shape of her father crossing the yard towards the mill, determined not to miss any more of the good milling weather.


But where, she thought with an insatiable curiosity, had he been?




Four


‘Sarah, do you know where my father went last night?’


‘Now, Emma, how would I know a thing like that? ’Sides, it isn’t any of my business.’


Emma glanced at her archly. She felt like saying ‘Since when has anything to do with a member of the Forrest family not been your business?’ Instead she said quietly, ‘But you do know, Sarah, don’t you?’ The woman avoided meeting Emma’s eyes and still said nothing.


Into the silence, Emma asked, ‘Who is “the Merry Widow”?’


Her steady, violet gaze was on Sarah, whose cheeks flamed as she darted a fleeting, uncomfortable glance at Emma. Turning away, Sarah bit her lip. ‘Don’t ask me, Emma love, please don’t ask me.’


Emma felt a twinge of unease. She could not remember Sarah ever being so evasive nor so agitated. What was all the mystery?


I know, she thought suddenly, I know who I can ask.


By midmorning, when the mill sails were spinning and Sarah was being kept busy with customers in the bakery, Emma slipped away. She marched up the road, past the turning leading to the chapel and on towards the market place, purpose in every stride. Past the butcher’s on the corner, the cobbler’s and the long, low whitewashed pub, she came to the far end of the square where the smithy and the wheelwright’s workshop stood next door to each other, joined by a semicircular brick archway. Attached to the archway was a sign declaring in bold, black lettering, METCALFE.


Standing in the open doorway of the forge, she raised her voice above the clang-clang of the hammer. ‘William, have you any news of Jamie? Is he safe? When’s he coming home?’


The gaunt young man straightened his back from where he had been stooping over the anvil. With one hand he dropped the horseshoe, glowing red hot, from the end of the tongs into the butt of water where it spat and sizzled. He turned to face her, the smile creasing his thin face and banishing for a moment the haunted look that always seemed to be in his eyes these days, making him seem so much older than his seventeen years. ‘What a lot of questions all at once, Em.’


‘Well, have you heard anything, William? Anything at all?’


Sadly, he shook his head and the anxious look came back into his blue-green eyes. His voice was scarcely above a whisper, ‘No, no, I haven’t—’ He seemed about to say more but stopped abruptly in mid-sentence and ran the back of his hand across his forehead, wiping away the beads of sweat.


A sudden tremor of fear ran through her. Her heart quickened its beat and she caught her breath. ‘William, you don’t mean – you’re not afraid something’s happened to him, are you? Oh, it couldn’t. Not now, right at the end of the war. It would be too cruel.’


‘No, no, Em,’ he said swiftly, putting out his hand towards her. ‘I don’t mean that. It’s just that – it seems a dreadful thing to say, but for some things, I’m dreading him coming back.’


Emma’s violet eyes darkened with sympathy. ‘I know, I know,’ she said gently and reached out to touch his arm, bronzed and sinewy from his work.


William Metcalfe shrugged. ‘I don’t even know if my letter about our parents’ death ever reached him. I’ve heard nothing from him. Not a word.’


‘Oh. Oh dear.’ She scarcely knew what to say. She was silent now, in sympathy for the young man who awaited his elder brother’s return with such a mixture of emotions. She was remembering the time only three months earlier when the whole village had turned out for the funeral of Josiah Metcalfe. The procession had wound its way from the Metcalfes’ home behind the blacksmith’s and the wheelwright’s premises in the market square to the chapel. The memory caused Emma not only sadness for Jamie and William, but acute embarrassment. Whenever she thought of that day, she almost squirmed with humiliation. Of all the village folk, only her father had stayed away from the funeral. She had been aware of the whispers and, although she had tried to hold her head high as she joined the congregation in the chapel, she had felt angry and uncomfortable that her father was so conspicuous by his absence. The whole village knew that the two men, Josiah Metcalfe and Harry Forrest, had little time for each other, but even Emma had not realized that their quarrel went so deep that Harry Forrest would callously snub the family in such a deliberate and public manner. And to make matters worse, when, only one week later William’s mother had died, Harry Forrest had stayed away from her funeral too.


‘Least he’s not a hypocrite,’ Luke had tried to comfort Emma. ‘No one can say that of him, lass.’


William’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘I can still hardly believe they both went like that. So quick. A great, strapping chap like me dad . . .’ His voice fell away and his gaze, suspiciously bright, met Emma’s troubled eyes. ‘Nowt but skin and bone by the time he died. Jamie – ’ his voice broke, ‘wouldn’t have recognized him.’


Emma felt tears prickling the back of her throat. ‘I know. And your mam wore herself out caring for him, didn’t she?’


He nodded. ‘Her heart just gave out. But at least she was spared all that pain and suffering me dad went through. He used to grab hold of her arm and beg her to give him summat for the pain. Great bruises, she had on her arm, where he’d gripped her.’


Emma swallowed painfully. ‘Luke said he heard your dad yelling out sometimes when he came to the smithy. Even from inside the cottage at the back there.’


‘It must have been bad, Emma, ’cos me dad was no coward when it came to bearing pain. Why, I’ve seen him when a horse has given him a nasty kick, just shrug it off as if it were nowt. He suffered badly. I know he did.’


He glanced about him and sighed heavily. ‘And what my big brother’s going to say to all this, I don’t know.’


The smithy’s yard was littered with old horseshoes and bits of metal and ashes blew about the cobbles in little flurries. Emma glanced around the brick walls where usually the blacksmith’s tools hung in well-ordered rows. Now they hung higgledy-piggledy. Several hooks were empty and, when Emma looked about the floor, she saw why. Tools lay everywhere, as if William had been too busy to replace them in their rightful position between jobs. A pile of horseshoes had been slung in one corner and out in the yard, three ploughs awaited repair. As William turned away towards the glowing forge, Emma saw he was limping.


‘Have you hurt yourself?’


William grimaced. ‘Ben Popple’s shire kicked me day ’afore yesterday.’


Emma pulled a face in sympathy and said, ‘Ouch,’ as if she too could feel his pain.


William nodded and said with feeling, ‘Yeah, “ouch” indeed. I’m no good with ’osses, Em. Jamie’s got that special touch, y’know.’


Emma almost blushed and was thankful William could not read her thoughts. Swiftly, she quelled her romantic daydreams and brought her wandering mind back to William.


‘I’m better working wi’ wood,’ he nodded to his left towards the wide passageway that ran between the smithy and the wheelwright’s workshop. ‘But I’ve had to close that for the time bein’. I just haven’t been able to cope with both businesses. There’s still one of Farmer Leighton’s wagons waiting for a broken wheel to be repaired. But I can’t get anyone to give me a hand with the tyre. It needs both smith and wheelwright.’


She had watched Jamie and his father working in partnership to shape the huge round of the metal tyre. They heated it in a bonfire and then, lifting it with long-handled tongs, they carried it between them, to fit it over the wooden cartwheel. Finally they poured cold water on it to cool it quickly so that the metal contracted to fit tightly on to the wheel. William was right. It was a two man job.


He was picking up a piece of metal and examining its usefulness as a horseshoe with a half-hearted interest. ‘I’m losing business here an’ all, now. Just what Jamie’ll say when he does get home, I daren’t think.’


As William thrust the metal into the fire, Emma wandered out of the forge and peered over the closed gate leading into the wheelwright’s yard. Broken wheels stood leaning drunkenly against one wall. In the centre, a wagon with a broken shaft and its blue paint peeling off in flakes waited forlornly for attention. Everywhere were piles of wood waiting to be made into wagons and in one corner a neglected heap of elm butts, still with the bark on, were already collecting mildew.


She went back and stood watching, feeling the heat from the fire, smelling the aroma of singeing hoof that clung to the walls of the smithy. William brought another shoe out of the fire to the anvil and picked up his hammer to beat the white hot metal into shape.


William was a year younger than Emma and no taller, with light brown hair and greeny-blue eyes. He had always been thin, but now that slimness had a gauntness to it, as if the burdens he had been obliged to shoulder alone threatened to weigh him down and break his slender frame and gentle soul.


When the noise of his hammer ceased, she said, ‘He’ll understand, William. Jamie will understand what you’ve been through, what you’ve had to cope with all on your own.’ She did not add, though the thought was in her mind, that Jamie would not have expected his young brother to cope at all. William had been only fourteen when Jamie had gone away. It would be how he was still picturing him – as a boy. Now Jamie was returning to find a man, but a young man who had borne the heavy weight of losing both his parents so suddenly and struggling alone to keep the family concerns going. ‘Would you like me to come and help you?’ she asked.


He glanced up, his warm smile creasing the lines around his eyes. ‘Would you? Just to tidy the house up a bit.’ He pulled a comical face. ‘It’s as bad in there as out here.’


She chuckled. ‘Well, I meant out here, with Farmer Leighton’s wheel, but if you’d rather . . .’


William was shaking his head. ‘I wouldn’t want you to help me with that. I wouldn’t let you. It’s not the sort of work a lass ought to do.’


Now Emma threw back her head and laughed, ‘Oh, William. I love you when you get all protective. It’s me, remember, Harry Forrest’s great carthorse of a daughter.’


‘Don’t talk like that, Emma,’ he said and at the use of her full name, Emma’s laughter died.


William only ever called her ‘Emma’ when he was annoyed, which was so unusual that she could not remember the last time he had called her by her full name. Since childhood, to William, she had always been ‘Em’.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said swiftly. ‘But I could help you out here, really I could.’


William shook his head emphatically. ‘No, Em, but I’d be really grateful for some help in the house.’ He was smiling again, his easy, good nature restored at once.


‘Right then, I’ll come Sunday afternoon complete with bucket and mop. And as for all this,’ she swept her hand in a wide arc to encompass the smithy and the neighbouring yard too, ‘Jamie will soon be home now to help you. Why,’ she tried to smile brightly at him, to lift the young man’s spirits, ‘it’ll be just what your father always wanted, two Metcalfe brothers running the business with Jamie as the blacksmith and you as the wheelwright. Isn’t that so?’


‘Oh, Em,’ the young man sighed. ‘What would I have done without you these last few months? You always seem to make things better.’ He glanced away, back towards the fire and muttered gruffly, ‘I hope our Jamie knows what a lucky feller he is with a girl like you waiting for him.’


Emma laughed, the sound echoing around the walls of the smithy. ‘I hope he does too.’


‘But you’re right,’ he went on. ‘Our dad inherited the two businesses from his father and his Uncle George, who had no family, and he always planned that one day Jamie and me would work side by side again like the old days.’ He grinned at her. ‘Lucky he had two sons, wasn’t it, and not daughters?’


The smile faded from Emma’s mouth and her glance fell away. ‘Yes,’ she said quietly. ‘That’s what my father has always said.’


The young man was at once contrite. He dropped the long tongs on the floor with a ringing clatter and came swiftly towards her. ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Me an’ my big mouth. You know I wouldn’t say anything to hurt your feelings.’


She put up her hand to him and forced a smile to her mouth. ‘I know you wouldn’t.’


William was one of the most compassionate, kindly men Emma knew. Her violet eyes softened as she looked at him now. She was so glad he was going to be her brother-in-law. She couldn’t wait for the day when she would come to live in the little cottage behind the smithy and the wheelwright’s and care for both her husband and his brother, at least until William found himself a bride too. But it wouldn’t do to say so, not now. She bit her lip, holding back the words, not daring to tempt a Fate that had not yet brought her Jamie safely back from the war.


‘William,’ she began, deliberately changing the subject, ‘there’s something I want to ask you . . .’


‘What’s that, Em?’


‘Do you know who “the Merry Widow” is?’




Five


‘Where’ve you been gallivanting off to when there’s work to be done?’


Harry Forrest was standing in the doorway of the mill, looking out across the yard, his thumbs hooked in his braces, his collarless shirt sleeves rolled up above his elbows. Even in winter, he wore only a waistcoat over his shirt, but underneath, he wore a thick woollen vest and long johns, garments that were the devil’s own job to get dry on a wet wash day, Emma thought. Corduroy trousers, heavy boots and a cap completed the miller’s working clothes. Indeed, they were almost a uniform, for not only Luke, but all the farm workers, even William and Jamie too, wore similar workaday attire.


Emma closed the gate and walked across the yard towards him. ‘I’ve been to take old Grannie Bartlett’s bread, Father,’ she answered, outwardly placid, but inwardly seething. It was a truthful answer, if not the whole truth. She could have said, ‘And finding out things about you. Things I’d rather not have known.’ But she kept silent about calling to see William Metcalfe. It did not do to arouse Harry Forrest’s wrath too often.


Her father grunted. ‘We’re not a delivery service for the locals, girl. Old Mrs Bartlett should get a neighbour to fetch ’er bread.’


Emma said nothing, knowing he was spoiling for an argument if she gave him the opportunity. ‘Anyway,’ he muttered, ‘ya took yar time, didn’t ya? I’ve been waiting for a hand. Get up top and unhook these sacks as I send ’em up. They want to go in Ben Popple’s bin.’


Emma nodded and set down her basket on the floor. Hitching up her skirt, she began to climb the narrow ladder up to the bin floor of the mill. ‘Mind ya gets the right bin,’ came her father’s irritable voice. ‘I don’t want Ben on me back ’cos we’ve mixed up his grain wi’ summat else. You know how fussy he is about his own special mix for his pig feed.’


‘No, Father,’ Emma called, without pausing in her climb. She stepped on to the meal floor where the ground flour or meal came down the spouts from the millstones on the floor above into the waiting sacks. It was where the miller stood for most of his working day. Between the fingers and thumb of one hand he felt the texture of the ground grain as it poured down the wooden chute. With the other hand, he adjusted the tentering gear to raise or lower the stones above to produce the exact fineness of flour or meal he wanted. It was a skilled and exacting job and the slightest change in the strength of the wind meant a tiny, precise adjustment to the gearing.


On this floor too, was the pair of auxiliary stones driven by the engine.


Out of her father’s sight, Emma gave a quick, exasperated shake of her head. She hardly needed to be given such an elementary instruction. They all knew, had known for years, that Ben Popple liked his own grain, and no one else’s, used to make up the feed for his own animals.


‘After all the trouble I tek to produce a good crop, I dun’t want it mixed in with the likes of old man Tollison’s, full o’ weeds an’ muck,’ Ben Popple would boom in his loud, carrying voice every time he brought grain to the mill. ‘And don’t you go letting anyone else have my special mix either, Harry Forrest.’ He would tap the side of his nose. ‘It’s my secret how I gets my pigs fatter than anyone else’s. See to it, Harry.’


And Harry saw to it, handing out the instruction every time, even to Luke, who knew the foibles of the farmers around here as well as, if not better than, anyone. But Harry Forrest liked to let everyone know just who was master of the mill.


Her father’s voice still floated up to her. ‘And it wouldn’t do to upset Ben Popple, now would it, me girl?’ A sly innuendo had crept into his tone.


Emma climbed on, deliberately scraping her feet on each rung as she climbed to make as much noise as possible so that she could not hear any more. She passed the stone floor where the huge cast iron spur wheel in the ceiling drove the three smaller stone nuts, each one connected to an upright spindle in the centre of each pair of stones. Above each set of millstones, a wooden spout brought the grain down from the bin floor above and fed it into hoppers and then, via the vibrating feed shoe, into the centre of the grinding stones.


Arriving on the next level, the bin floor, Emma sighed. Ben Popple was at least twice her age if not more; fat, pompous, with bad teeth and breath to match. He had never married, yet he acted as if he thought himself irresistible to women.


‘Now then, Emma,’ he would greet her every time he came to the mill, hanging about the yard until she appeared. ‘My, but ya’re a bonny lass. When are you going to let me speak to ya dad ’bout us being wed, eh? I could do with a good strong wench about me farm and to warm me bed at night.’


‘When the sun shines both sides o’ the hedge, Mester Popple,’ she would tease him.


Ben Popple would roar with laughter. ‘I like a bit of spirit in a wench, an’ all. Harry can keep his lah-di-dah fancy women but you’ll do fer me, Emma Forrest. You’ll do fer me.’


At first she had taken his words as the kind of innocent joking between an older man and a young girl, without any offence being meant nor taken. But then one day Harry Forrest had overheard Ben and he had chosen to view the wealthy farmer’s banter very differently. ‘You could do a lot worse, m’girl, and with your looks, probably not a lot better.’


On the bin floor she unhooked each sack from the hoist as it came rattling through the trap doors, lugged it over to the small bin in the far corner and heaved in the grain. There was scarcely room to move between the wooden bins and soon the confined space was thick with dust. It clung to her black hair, tickled her throat and made her blink, but for Emma it was her way of life, and if not exactly oblivious to the discomfort then she thought nothing of it. Besides, today her mind was filled with what William Metcalfe had told her.


‘The Merry Widow’ was a woman called Bridget Smith who had recently come to live in a tiny cottage on the other side of the village. But just how, Emma pondered the problem, as she heaved and grunted and pushed another sack load into the bin, am I going to get to see her for myself?


‘That’s the lot,’ Harry’s voice drifted up from three floors below. ‘You finish off here, I’m off to the house. I shan’t be wanting any tea.’ A pause, then he bellowed again, ‘You hear me, Emma?’


‘Oh I hear you, Harry Forrest,’ she muttered and then raised her voice to shout down, ‘Yes, Father.’


She bent and looked out of the small window overlooking the yard to see him walking towards the house. She was tempted to shout, ‘May I come with you, Father?’ The thought of doing so made her clap her hand to her mouth as if to stop the mischievous words escaping her lips of their own accord.


Once more, she ate her tea alone and went to bed long before Harry Forrest returned home.


The following morning as Emma carried a tray of warm cottage loaves from the bakery into the shop, the door bell clanged and Emma, with a ready smile on her lips, looked up to greet her customer. The woman standing on the other side of the polished wooden counter was a stranger to the village and immediately Emma realized who she must be and the smile on her generous mouth faltered. But the woman was smiling and holding out her gloved hand across the counter.


‘I thought it was high time we met. My name is Bridget Smith. And you . . .’ her voice was high-pitched but pleasant and she paused as if to give emphasis to her next words, ‘must be Emma?’


Slowly Emma held out her hand and found it clasped gently in the soft fabric of the woman’s lilac coloured gloves. Emma knew she was staring at the face before her, but she could not tear her mesmerized gaze away. This was the woman the villagers called ‘the Merry Widow’, the woman her father was keeping company with and in turn making himself at best, the idle talk of the pub bar, at worst, a laughing stock.


Bridget Smith was small and slim. Her bright, blonde hair was drawn neatly back from her face into a stylish chignon at the nape of her neck. Little tendrils curled on to her forehead and framed her delicate, pink cheeks. Her coat, a vibrant red on this cold November day and with a luxurious fur collar, fell in straight lines to her neat ankles and her button boots encased tiny, dainty feet. A delicate, flowery perfume wafted across the counter towards Emma as she gazed into the woman’s face. She wore face powder so skilfully applied that her skin looked soft and velvety. Her lips were darker than their natural colour, toning perfectly with her scarlet coat and her eyes were the blue of a summer sky, twinkling as she smiled, her cheeks dimpling.


‘I’m so pleased to meet you,’ Mrs Smith said and, releasing Emma’s hand, she hitched herself elegantly on to the high stool that always stood on the customer’s side of the counter. She crossed her slim ankles in an action that was almost coquettish.


Taking a deep breath, Emma tried to force out the responding words, but she could utter no sound. Her mind was reeling. All she could think about was what William had told her. ‘Arrived out the blue, she has. No one knows who she is, or where she’s come from, nor anything about her.’ He had glanced at Emma awkwardly and then added, a little hesitantly, ‘But she – er – seems to have set her cap at ya dad. At least,’ he added quickly, ‘that’s what everyone reckons. Mind you, ya know what village gossip is. And I’m sure your dad has more sense than to get caught up with the likes of her.’


Emma had stepped closer to William. ‘What do you mean “the likes of her”?’


He had wriggled his shoulders uncomfortably as if wishing he had not said so much. ‘Well, er, she seems a flashy piece. Y’know?’


‘No,’ Emma had murmured, ‘I don’t know.’ But William could not be persuaded to say any more.


Facing Bridget Smith now across the counter, Emma was seeing for herself the woman whom the village gossip described as ‘a flashy piece’. Now, trying valiantly to be fair and unbiased, Emma thought the name a little uncharitable, in fact, now she saw the woman for herself, very uncharitable. Certainly Bridget Smith was elegantly dressed, extravagantly so if compared to the village women, yet it was not in the bold, brassy manner she had anticipated from William’s description. What Emma felt as she took in the whole of the woman’s appearance, was not disgust but envy. How she would have loved the chance to dress in such clothes, to have her hair prettily styled and to wear cosmetics. And the woman’s expression was warm and friendly and though Emma had determined to be on the defensive when she met ‘the Merry Widow’, instead she found any planned resentment melting under Bridget Smith’s smile.


‘Oh, your father is so lucky to have a daughter,’ Bridget gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘How I do envy him. I have only one son, the absolute bane of my life.’ She held up her hands, palms outwards as if in despair, but the tinkling laugh that accompanied her statement belied her words.


In spite of herself, Emma felt her own smile widening. ‘I don’t think,’ she murmured, speaking for the first time since the woman had entered the shop, ‘that my father would agree with you.’


‘Oh, go on with you,’ Bridget flapped her hand playfully towards Emma. ‘I’ve heard all about that, don’t you worry. Him and his silly mill. Besides, from what I’ve heard,’ she leant forward, sympathy in her voice, ‘he has you working every bit as hard as any son.’


Emma nodded. ‘But it’s the name, you see. Even when I marry . . .’ she paused, almost tempted to spill out the hurt of years, but she took a deep breath and corrected herself, ‘even if I were to marry, it wouldn’t be a Forrest at the mill.’


Bridget shrugged her elegant shoulders. ‘Does that really matter so much? You and your children would still be Forrest descendants, now wouldn’t you?’


Emma sighed. ‘Yes, but that’s still not enough. Not for my father.’


At that moment, the subject of their conversation came into the shop from the door leading into the kitchen. Seeing Bridget sitting there, he gaped in surprise for a moment and then, as she watched, Emma saw the most astounding transformation come over her father.


‘Why, Bridget, my dear.’ He was moving round the counter, holding out his hand and smiling such a sycophantic smile that Emma stared in astonishment. Bridget was looking up into his face, fluttering her eyelashes, putting her dainty gloved hands into his dusty paws and allowing him to help her down from her perch on the high stool. Standing beside him – she only came up to his shoulder – she looked like a delicate china doll beside the tall, slightly stooping frame of the miller.


‘We’ve been having such a nice chat,’ Bridget trilled and Emma stifled her amusement. The woman seemed to speak with an emphasis on nearly every other word. ‘What a dear girl. I can’t wait for her to meet my Leonard.’ She leaned towards Emma again with a conspiratorial air. ‘You’re not engaged or promised to anyone, are you, my dear?’


‘Well—’ Emma began but her father’s loud guffaw swept away any such ridiculous notion.


‘Suitors for my daughter aren’t exactly queuing at the door.’


‘Now, now, Harry,’ Bridget scolded and tapped his arm playfully. ‘She’s a lovely girl and if you were to allow her to buy some pretty dresses – with my help, of course – ’ Bridget turned her head slightly and gave Emma a broad wink, an action that could not have been missed by the girl’s father, ‘you’d soon see.’


Emma held her breath but then her mouth dropped open as Harry Forrest, a stupid, besotted grin on his face and his gaze never leaving Bridget’s, said, ‘Whatever you say, my dear.’




Six


‘I wouldn’t have believed it possible if I hadn’t seen it with me own eyes,’ Emma confided in Sarah, though her hands never paused in kneading the dough beneath her strong supple fingers. ‘He’s like a lovesick lad. Mind you, she seems very nice.’


Sarah’s reply was a snort, her round little body shaking with indignation. She pushed the long handled, wooden spade-like peel into the depths of the bread oven and brought out a cottage loaf. Six more followed swiftly, all round and brown and perfect, their smell permeating the bakehouse and drifting appetizingly through the kitchen and into the shop. Sarah, her face flushed from the heat of the oven, shot a tight-lipped look at Emma. ‘You bin taken in an’ all by her pretty ways and her fancy clothes? Aw, Emma, I’d have thought better of you.’


‘Eh?’ Emma’s eyes widened. ‘Why, is there something more? I know the village folk reckon she’s a flashy piece,’ she smiled as she repeated William Metcalfe’s words, ‘but then, any stranger who dares to set foot in the village is eyed with suspicion until they’ve been here about fifty years.’


Sarah wagged her finger at Emma. ‘Now then, dun’t you mock. Mebbe we’re slow to accept new faces, but once we do, then they’re friends for life.’


Emma nodded, ‘Yes, that’s true.’


Indeed it was. The small community of Marsh Thorpe protected its own and as Sarah said, although they were suspicious of newcomers for a time, almost requiring that the stranger should prove themselves worthy of living in their midst, once they had accepted them, then they welcomed them wholeheartedly.


‘I suppose it’s the same in most villages,’ Emma murmured.


‘Aye, well, mebbe it is. I wouldn’t know about that,’ Sarah said and her tone was almost smug. Sarah had lived all her life in Marsh Thorpe, hardly venturing beyond its boundaries. She had visited Lincoln, but London might as well have been on another planet for all Sarah knew about it.


Emma set the dough in the proving hole below the firebox and followed Sarah through to the shop, carrying a tray of the steaming, freshly baked cottage loaves.


‘So, come on, Sarah, tell. What is it you’ve heard about Mrs Smith?’


Sarah wriggled her plump shoulders and her cheeks grew even pinker. She was a homely soul, content with her lot. A country woman, born and bred, who never seemed to question the need for her to work from morning until night, Sarah had not married until the age of twenty-eight when, only five years ago, she had wed the much older Luke Robson.


She had come to live at the millhouse as a young girl of seventeen to help the delicate Frances Forrest and to care for the two-year-old Emma. The affection between Luke and Sarah had grown slowly, but now their love glowed in their eyes every time they looked at each other.


‘He needed someone to care for him,’ Sarah always laughed if anyone dared to remark on the difference in their ages. ‘He’d been on his own ever since his first wife died. Must have been twenty years or more, and that’s too long for any man. And I weren’t no great shakes as a catch.’ The laughter would grow louder. ‘Not many young fellers like us big lasses, but my Luke he says there’s plenty to get ’old of.’ At this point she would grab the folds of flesh around her waist and roar with laughter and wink saucily. ‘Love handles, he ses I’ve got.’


But now she seemed curiously reticent. ‘’Tain’t my place to say owt, Emma lass.’


Deftly, Emma placed the loaves in a line along the shelf. ‘Oh, now come on, Sarah. You’ve been like a mam to me since me own died.’


Sarah’s voice was soft now and there was a suspicion of tears in her eyes. ‘And you’ve been like a daughter to me and Luke.’ Her voice dropped almost to a whisper. ‘The daughter we’ll never have now.’


It was the only disappointment in her otherwise happy and contented life: she and Luke could not have children.


‘So,’ Emma prompted, ‘what is it you know that I don’t?’


‘I really don’t think I ought . . .’


‘Sarah . . .’ Emma began warningly.


‘Oh, very well then, but only because I don’t like to see you taken in an’ all. It’s bad enough with ’im.’


‘For heaven’s sakes! What is?’


Sarah leant forwards, sharing a secret. ‘They reckon she’s not a widow at all. That she’s never been married.’


Emma’s mouth dropped open. ‘That can’t be right. She said she had a son . . .’ Then as realization dawned, her eyes widened and comically she said, ‘Oh heck!’


Sarah nodded. ‘Exactly!’ There was a pause before she added, a little mysteriously, ‘But there’s more to it than that now, ain’t there?’


‘Is there? What?’


Sarah’s shoulders lifted again, but she would not meet Emma’s questioning gaze. ‘Well, they reckon she’s still young enough to have bairns.’


The words fell like stones into the silence. ‘Oh,’ Emma said flatly. ‘Oh, I see. So that’s what they’re saying, are they? That my father’s still after a son.’


There was another silence and then Emma said slowly, ‘Well, soon it won’t worry me.’ She lifted her eyes to meet Sarah’s concerned gaze. ‘Because once Jamie comes home—’


‘Aw lass, he’ll never let you wed a Metcalfe. You know that.’


‘Sarah, if Jamie Metcalfe comes home safely from this war, then nothing and no one will stop me marrying him.’


Sarah shook her head and her double chin wobbled. ‘Ya stacking up a lot of disappointment for ya’sen.’


‘No, I’m not. If Father wants to marry Mrs Smith, then it’ll make it all the easier for me to leave.’ She put her arms about the woman’s ample waist and hugged her. ‘Oh, Sarah, please try to understand. I’ve always loved Jamie. Didn’t you know?’


‘Well,’ the fat arms came around Emma and held her lovingly. ‘I know you’re fond of the lad, fond of ’em both if it comes to that, but I thought it were only a girl’s first romantic nonsense. You’re a woman now, Emma, and you ought—’


The shop bell clanged and the two women drew apart and turned to face their customer. Whatever Sarah had been going to say was to remain unsaid.


William was standing in the bakery shop doorway, blurting out the news even before the sound of the doorbell had died away. ‘He’s coming home! Jamie’s safe and he’s coming home. I’ve just heard.’


Emma eyes shone. ‘Oh, William. That’s wonderful. When? When will he be here?’


Beside her, Sarah’s inner struggle with her emotions could be seen plainly on her round face. Jamie Metcalfe was coming home and all Sarah could see was trouble ahead for her beloved Emma. Yet the woman rejoiced in the safe return of the young man.


Gently, she said, ‘Now that is good news, William. You must be so thankful.’


‘It’s a big relief all round, I don’t mind admitting.’ William sighed and shook his head. ‘I’m so glad he’s safe.’ He ran his hand through his soft brown hair and glanced at Emma. Dropping his voice, he muttered. ‘But it isn’t the sort of homecoming I’d have wished for him.’


Emma moved swiftly round the counter towards him. ‘If your mam and dad had still been here, they’d have wanted him welcomed home with a brass band playing and all the flags out. At least, your dad would. You know he would have, William.’


William’s smile was wistful, as if thinking of the big man who had always been at the forefront in organizing village events or sorting out problems for the village folk.
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