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  For all my family and friends, with love








  Prologue




  APRIL 1959




  ‘No, please. Don’t shoot.’




  Trembling, Maddie stretched out her hand towards the man holding the gun. Beyond him, through the barn’s open door, she could see the tulips, row upon row like a multicoloured rainbow,

  dazzling in the warm sunlight. She had planted those fields with her own bare hands. Was everything she loved, everything she had worked for, striven for, now to be blown away in a moment’s

  madness?




  Here in the barn it was cool and dim. They stood facing each other, the four of them. Maddie, the two men and the boy.




  ‘Please,’ she whispered, begging as she had never begged in her life. ‘Please, let the boy go?’




  ‘Why should I?’ His tone was harsh and cruel, so different from the voice she knew so well. Or thought she had known. ‘If it weren’t for him and . . .’ The barrel

  of the shotgun wavered slightly and then swung sharply away from pointing at Maddie and the boy towards the other man, standing so still and silent in the shadows. ‘You!’




  There was such venom in his voice, a bitter hatred that had been festering for eleven long years.




  A shadow appeared in the barn doorway. A woman’s shadow. Maddie’s eyes widened and she gave a little gasp of fear. Then she touched the boy standing near her on his shoulder, giving

  him a tiny push. ‘Go,’ she breathed. ‘Go to her.’




  She saw him glance at the two men, who seemed, now, only aware of each other.




  ‘Go on,’ she urged.




  The boy took a step, his gaze still on the men. Then he ran. The barrel swung again, following the small figure hurtling towards the door.




  As she saw the man’s finger move towards the trigger, Maddie lunged forward, her hand outstretched to push the barrel aside and spoil his aim.




  ‘No!’ Maddie cried but the deafening blast drowned her scream. Lead shot splattered against the wall of the barn and in the doorway a figure fell, sprawling in the dirt.




  Before Maddie’s eyes, the rainbow field of tulips beyond seemed to turn blood red . . .




  







  One




  APRIL 1946




  ‘What’s her name?’




  ‘Madeleine March.’




  ‘Far too fancy . . .’ Harriet Trowbridge sniffed her disapproval.




  ‘We call her Maddie,’ the matron said hastily.




  ‘Plain little scrap of a thing, isn’t she? I imagined she’d be . . . Are you sure she’s the one?’




  ‘Oh yes. Abandoned outside the gate in 1932. No one’s ever come to see her so there’s no family that we know of and I don’t think anyone’s going to come looking her

  for now after fourteen years, do you? That’s what you were looking for, isn’t it?’




  ‘It is, yes. But she doesn’t look old enough.’ Harriet shot a disbelieving look at the matron. ‘She only looks about twelve. And a small twelve, at that.’




  Mrs Potter began to bridle. ‘I hope you’re not doubting my word, Mrs Trowbridge?’




  ‘No,’ the woman murmured, her thoughtful gaze still on the girl standing before them. ‘But now I see her, I don’t know if she’ll manage the work.’




  ‘She’s strong.’ The matron now cast an anxious look at her visitor. ‘And – and biddable.’ There was only the merest hint of hesitation in Mrs Potter’s

  voice. She wasn’t above lying through her teeth if it meant seeing this particular child gone from her orphanage. Mrs Trowbridge seemed Heaven-sent, though anyone less angel-like would have

  been hard to find.




  She was tall and bony-thin and dressed from head to foot in black. A felt hat was pulled down low over her forehead and the well-worn coat fell almost to her ankles, covering thick lisle

  stockings and stout, good-quality lace-up shoes. Her features were sharp. Her nose was straight and thin and her mouth seemed permanently pursed. Her grey eyes were bright and missed nothing, but

  there was no warmth in them, no humour, no kindliness.




  ‘I should need to see her birth certificate. I presume she has one?’




  Mrs Potter sighed. ‘Well, yes. But it won’t tell you much. Even the actual date of her birth is a guess. She was brought here on the twenty-fifth of March 1932 and we reckoned her to

  be no more than a week or two old – a month at the most – so that’s the date we used.’




  The surname was now obvious, but Harriet asked, ‘Whatever possessed you to give her the name of Madeleine?’




  ‘We didn’t,’ Mrs Potter snapped, trying valiantly to hold on to her patience. ‘It was scribbled on a bit of paper and pinned to the blanket she was wrapped in.’ The

  matron shook her head sadly, expressing a sudden pity for the child, whom, though she had been the bane of the woman’s life for the past fourteen years, Mrs Potter could still not wholly

  dislike. ‘Poor little mite hadn’t any clothes. She was completely naked, ’cept for the blanket.’




  Years earlier when Alice Potter had come to work at the Mayfield Home as a young widow, she had lavished upon the poor, motherless mites all the affection she would have given to her own

  children had she been so blessed. It was only the passing years and the responsibility of the post she now held that had made her often brusque and insensitive. Still, at times, her maternal

  instinct surfaced and she would promise herself that she would be kinder, more affectionate towards the unfortunate waifs and strays in her charge.




  But her resolution faltered when dealing with the likes of Maddie March.




  The girl stood facing them now in mutinous silence, scowling so fiercely that her eyebrows almost met above the bridge of her tiny nose. Her teeth were clenched so tightly that they squeaked

  against each other and her mouth pouted ominously. The girl was thin and pale, but her blue eyes glittered with a rebellion that Matron and all the staff could not quite quell whatever dire

  punishment they inflicted upon her. Her short, straight hair was fair and could have been pretty but it was badly cut, hacked at by a harassed Mrs Potter with no time to spare for pandering to

  vanity. Washed only once a week by being plunged beneath the bathwater and soaped with carbolic, it was dull and lifeless. The girl wore a shapeless grey gymslip, tied around the waist with a

  girdle, a white blouse, knee-length grey socks and lace-up shoes.




  Arriving back at the orphanage from the village school that took all the local children from five to fourteen, except those who transferred to the High School in the nearby town, Maddie had been

  told to report to Mrs Potter’s room at once. She had not even been given time to change into her navy dress, her ‘Sunday Best’ that was only worn to Church or on very special

  occasions; Christmas Day, New Year’s Day or when Sir Peter Mayfield, the Chairman of the Board of Governors, visited.




  Maddie eyed today’s visitor who was taking in every aspect of her appearance. Boldly, the girl returned the woman’s critical stare, but resisted the urge to stick out her tongue.




  The two women continued talking as if Maddie were not present.




  ‘March ’thirty-two, you say?’ For a moment, Harriet Trowbridge seemed almost as if she were thinking back and remembering what life had been like then. ‘So,’ she

  added slowly, ‘she is old enough to leave school.’




  The matron nodded vigorously. ‘Oh yes, she’s only kept going to school because . . .’ Mrs Potter cleared her throat and altered what she had been going to say. ‘I mean,

  until a position could be found for her.’ It wouldn’t do for this woman to know that already Maddie had been turned down for two jobs during the three weeks since her fourteenth

  birthday let alone the four prospective foster homes who had, over the years, sent her back to the orphanage, the last one after only two days.




  Harriet sniffed. ‘Right, I’ll take her, then. When can you have her ready?’




  ‘Oh, right away . . .’ Then, lest she should appear too eager to rid herself of the girl, Mrs Potter added hastily, ‘To save you the trouble of coming back for her,

  ma’am.’




  The woman nodded and seated herself in a chair. ‘Very well, but be quick about it. I don’t like being away from the farm for long.’




  Maddie felt Matron’s hand gripping her shoulder and propelling her from the room. ‘This is your lucky day, Maddie March.’ And mine, Mrs Potter was thinking. ‘Get your

  things together. You’re leaving. And this time, m’girl, there’s no coming back here if you don’t suit, so just you mind you . . .’




  ‘Leaving?’ Maddie tried to stand still but the stout woman was no match for her and she was pulled across the hall and up the stairs towards the long dormitory. ‘Where’m

  I going?’




  ‘You’re going to work on a farm. Be a milkmaid or summat. You’ll like that.’




  Maddie tried to imagine what it would be like, but failed. She had seen little beyond the high walls of the Mayfield Home for Orphan Girls except on the walk through the village in crocodile

  fashion with the other fourteen girls to school or to the church. There was the occasional trip on the bus to the nearest town of Wellandon, but even then there was no freedom to wander the streets

  and gaze in shop windows.




  Apart from one or two, who at the age of eleven went on the bus to the Girls’ High School in the town, all the girls from the Home attended the local village school until they reached the

  lawful leaving age. But no one else there wore uniform – only the Mayfield girls. Immediately, they were different, set apart.




  So, for nine years, Maddie had marched to and from the school in Eastmere’s village centre. Through rain and snow or beneath boiling sun. In winter, her hands were blue with cold for she

  had no gloves. In summer, she sweated in the gymslip and blouse they wore all the year round. Only the High School girls were provided with their school’s regulation gingham summer dress.




  But on Sunday, everything changed. Sunday was Maddie’s favourite day of the week. No school and hardly any chores about the Home that all the girls had to take turns to do. No weeding in

  the vegetable garden or peeling potatoes. No helping to wash up twenty sets of plates, cups, saucers, knives, forks and spoons for the girls and the live-in staff after tea when the day workers had

  gone home. No washing in the laundry that was Maddie’s Saturday morning chore with her hands becoming red and wrinkled in the hot water or her fingers trapped by the mangle if she

  wasn’t quick enough feeding in the sheets. On a Sunday, there was only helping the younger girls to make their beds and clean their shoes for Church.




  It was all thanks to the local vicar who served on the Board of Governors. He had insisted that the girls should strictly observe the Lord’s Day. True, they had to attend Matins and

  Evensong and go to Sunday School, winter and summer, and the only book they were allowed to read on the Sabbath was the Bible, but for Maddie it was a day of blissful idleness.




  Only on a Sunday could she dawdle to look over the hedges at the fields of waving corn or cows grazing in the meadows or pause to gaze into the window of Mrs Grange’s village shop. And

  only on a Sunday had she seen whole families together, mothers and fathers with their daughters dressed in pretty frocks and sons in white shirts and ties and short, neatly-creased trousers. Or

  older, spotty-faced youths in their first pair of long trousers sporting, like a badge declaring their entry into manhood, an occasional tiny tuft of cotton wool on their chins where they’d

  tried their first attempts at shaving. Boys who, unseen by their parents and Mrs Potter, gave a cheeky wink to the girls from the Home.




  Maddie had lost count of the times she had been reprimanded for smiling saucily back at them.




  Oh yes, thought Maddie, only on a Sunday had she ever really seen the outside world. Suddenly, she quickened her pace and ran up the stairs ahead of Mrs Potter, who was puffing already.




  Maddie March was leaving the orphanage. She was going out into the great, big world. Her heart beat faster and her eyes sparkled with excitement.




  Wherever it was she was going, it couldn’t possibly be worse than this place.




  







  Two




  ‘You don’t mean we’re going in that thing?’




  Maddie would not have admitted it in a month of precious Sundays, but the huge black and white horse, standing patiently on the drive and harnessed to a farm cart, frightened her.




  ‘Huh! Not good enough for you, eh, Miss Hoity-Toity?’ Harriet sniffed. ‘If it’s good enough to deliver milk around the village every morning, it’s good enough for

  the likes of you to ride in, girl. We can’t afford a fancy pony and trap.’




  Maddie glanced behind her at the faces pressed against every window on the three floors of the towering Victorian building.




  Word had gone round. ‘Maddie March is leaving. Come and see her go?’




  ‘Whatever for? She’ll be back in a day or so. No one can put up with her.’




  ‘She won’t be coming back this time. I heard Mrs Potter say so. She’s too old now.’




  ‘Not – not coming back?’ Tears filled a small girl’s eyes. ‘Not never?’




  Jenny Wren, so foolishly named by the over-sentimental Deputy Matron on duty when the child had been found abandoned outside the gates, ran in search of Maddie.




  ‘Don’t go, Maddie. Don’t leave me. What’ll I do without you?’




  ‘You’ll be all right. The others’ll look after you.’




  The child hiccupped miserably. ‘They won’t. They tease me. Only you ever stick up for me, Maddie.’




  It was true. The scrawny child, who always managed to look unkempt no matter how ever much they scrubbed her, brushed her hair or tidied her clothes, was the butt of cruel bullying. Only Maddie,

  feisty and spirited, was ever on her side.




  Jenny and Maddie had a lot in common. They were both thin and small for their age. Both had blonde hair and blue eyes and both had been abandoned outside the orphanage, Jenny as a newborn baby.

  But there the similarity ended, for Jenny was timid and weak, a born victim. Yet Maddie had loved her like a younger sister and had tried to protect her.




  ‘I’m sorry, honest I am,’ Maddie said, reaching out and touching the other girl’s pale cheek. And she was, for she knew what Jenny’s life would be like once she,

  Maddie, was gone. ‘Mebbe in September when you’re fourteen, they’ll find you a job an’ all.’




  The younger girl sniffled hopelessly. ‘Who’d want me?’




  To that, Maddie had no answer.




  Now, as she glanced back at the other girls, she grinned and stepped boldly towards the horse. As she stood beneath him, he lowered his massive head and nuzzled her shoulder leaving a wet patch

  on her grey coat.




  ‘What’s his name?’




  ‘Rajah.’




  Maddie reached up and patted his white nose and, without consciously thinking about it, she made a soft crooning noise in her throat. Then, her fear of the animal overcome, she looked up again

  at the windows and gave a royal wave to the watchers. But only to Jenny, standing at the top of the steps, did she blow a kiss. ‘Chin up, Jen. I’ll write to you.’




  ‘Promise?’ came the quavering voice.




  ‘Cross me heart.’ Maddie made the sign over where she presumed her heart to be.




  ‘Come along. We’re wasting time.’ Harriet was climbing up on to the front of the cart. ‘Put your box in the back and sit up here beside me.’




  Mrs Potter herself helped Maddie lift the wooden box containing all her worldly possessions into the back of the cart. ‘Now you be a good girl this time,’ she hissed. ‘I

  don’t want you turning up on my doorstep again. You hear?’




  ‘Not a chance, Mrs Potter,’ Maddie grinned impishly. ‘You won’t see me again.’




  ‘Let’s hope not,’ the matron answered tartly. ‘You’ve put more grey hairs in my head, Maddie March, than all the other girls put together over the twenty years

  I’ve been here.’




  If she was expecting the girl to feel contrition then Mrs Potter was wasting her time, for Maddie’s grin only widened as she climbed up to sit beside Harriet. As the woman slapped the

  reins, the horse plodded forward and the cart scrunched down the gravel driveway away from the imposing square building that had been the only home Maddie had ever known. But the young girl did not

  even glance back once.




  Nothing could dim her excitement at leaving, not Jenny’s tears nor the silent, ramrod-stiff Mrs Trowbridge driving the farm cart with surprising expertise. Not even the rain that began to

  fall steadily as they drove away could dampen Maddie’s spirits.




  The village of Eastmere lay amidst the flat, fertile land of south Lincolnshire, three miles east of Wellandon, a thriving market town clustered along the banks of the River Welland. But it was

  not towards the town that Harriet Trowbridge drove the horse and cart but along a lane leading out of the village southwards into the open countryside.




  On the outskirts, they passed the gateway leading into Mayfield Park, the home of Sir Peter. Reminded of that tall, severe gentleman, whose every edict had ruled her life so far, Maddie asked

  inquisitively, ‘Haven’t you got a motor car?’




  Sir Peter had a motor car with huge bulbous wings and when he drew up outside the Home, the girls would line the windows to watch, wishing they could have a ride in it. But not one of them

  – not even Maddie March – had ever dared to ask.




  The woman beside her sniffed. ‘Aye, sheeted down in the barn where it’s been for the last six years or more. No petrol, y’see. Because of the War.’




  ‘But the War’s over now.’




  Confined to the orphanage she might have been, yet even Maddie knew that much about the outside world. But only, she had to admit, because the evacuees with their strange speech no longer lined

  the lane to school, jeering at the crocodile of orphan girls and even throwing clods of earth at them.




  ‘Barstards! They’re a lot of little barstards, who ain’t got no muvvers and farvers.’




  And then had come the day they would never forget, the day that Mrs Potter had been obliged, by Sir Peter himself no less, to allow the girls to join in the VE Day party on the Village

  Green.




  Oh, Maddie would never forget that day. A boy had kissed her on VE Day. She could almost still taste the sticky jam he had left on her upper lip.




  ‘Aye, the War might be over for some, girl, but we’re still feeling the pinch. Mind you . . .’ the woman’s tone mollified a little, ‘we’ve been luckier than

  most, living on a farm.’




  ‘What’s it like, living on a farm?’




  ‘A lot of hard work for everyone. As you will soon find out.’




  Harriet flicked the reins and the horse clopped smartly along the lane, its silky cream mane and fetlocks rippling in the breeze. It didn’t seem to mind the wet, Maddie mused, so I

  won’t either. But she screwed up her eyes and pressed her lips together as the rain stung her face. She could see nothing of the surrounding countryside, shrouded in grey mist, and she had no

  idea where they were going or how long it would take to get there.




  But they had travelled less than a mile when Maddie found herself clinging to the side of the cart as the horse, sensing home, turned sharply into a farmyard.




  ‘Are we here? Is this it?’




  The woman made no reply but climbed down. Maddie followed suit and then looked about her. In front of her was a square farmhouse surrounded by sheds and barns and wall-enclosed yards. As Maddie

  tried to take in her new surroundings, a black and white dog came rushing towards them, jumping up and barking furiously.




  ‘Down!’ Harriet thundered. The dog dropped to its belly, ceased its racket and gave a whine of surrender.




  Maddie glanced admiringly at the woman. ‘Isn’t he good?’




  ‘He’s a working dog. Been trained to be obedient. Let’s hope you have too, girl.’




  She led the way into the house by the back door and, following, Maddie found herself in a wash-house. Along the wall near the door hung coats and capes and beneath them a line of boots and

  shoes.




  ‘Come along, look sharp.’ Harriet had paused in the doorway leading further into the house to beckon her. Maddie’s curious glance darted about her, still trying to take in the

  clutter; a brick built copper with wash tubs and dolly pegs and a mangle close by, a heap of coal boarded off in the far corner, two bicycles and a step ladder leaning drunkenly against the

  wall.




  She followed the woman into the kitchen that smelled, not of stale cabbage water like the huge kitchen at the Home, but of freshly baked bread. Then stepping into the living room, Maddie saw

  that a fire burned brightly in the gleaming black-leaded range, to one side of which was an alcove lined with shelves of books. Directly opposite her, the window looked out on to a square of

  garden.




  ‘Come along, I’ll show you your bedroom. Bring your things.’




  Carefully, Maddie skirted the table, covered with a green velvet cloth, and went towards the door Harriet was opening in the far corner of the room.




  At the top of the steep, dark staircase they turned to the left into a narrow landing that ran the width of the house. Doors led off on either side and the woman pointed to the first door to the

  left and said, ‘This is my room and you, girl, will be in this one opposite. So I can keep my eye on you.’ She waved her hand further down the landing. ‘There’s a bathroom

  of sorts next to your room, but it’s open to the landing. Further on, down that step there, is the master’s room and the boys’ bedroom opposite.’




  The ‘master’ and – and ‘boys’! Maddie blinked.




  Harriet opened the door to the right into a small bedroom and jabbed Maddie on the shoulder. ‘Just put your things in there for now. You can put them away later.’




  Maddie stepped onto the peg rug at the side of the bed and looked around the room. The single bed, tight against the wall, was covered with a bright patchwork quilt and in the corner beside the

  tiny window was a marble wash-stand with a pink flowered ewer and bowl on it. Beneath the window was a chest of drawers.




  ‘You’ll wash in here of a morning. You can bring the water up each night. I don’t want you running into the boys in your nightgown. They use the bathroom, but you’ll only

  have use of it once a week to bath and wash your hair. I’ll mind the menfolk stay out of the way then. There’s no inside lavvy. Turn left outside the back door and it’s on the

  corner of the house, opposite the water tank. Now, come along, there’s work to do.’




  By the time the men came into the house at six o’clock for their tea, Maddie felt like a little ragamuffin. She had swept the floor and shaken the peg rug from the hearth

  in the living room, dusted the furniture and cleaned the windows and now her face was smudged with grime and her apron looked as if she’d been crawling all over the coal heap.




  ‘Hey, what have we here?’ a cheerful voice spoke behind her. ‘You had her up the chimney to sweep it, Mrs T?’




  Still on her knees sweeping the hearth, Maddie turned around to find that the tall young man who had spoken had squatted down on his haunches to bring his face level with her own. She found

  herself gazing into the softest brown eyes she had ever seen. Kind, they were, and yet at the same time they sparkled with mischief. His face was tanned and his jaw square and when he smiled, she

  saw that his white teeth were even and perfect. Unruly curls, so black that they shone and glistened, fell onto his forehead.




  Maddie swept the back of her hand across her brow and, unwittingly, left another streak of dust.




  The young man chuckled. He leant towards her and said softly, ‘Go into the kitchen and wash your face and hands, else Mrs T won’t let you to the table.’




  ‘But I – I haven’t finished yet,’ Maddie said, flustered and blushing beneath the dirt on her face.




  ‘It’ll still be there in the morning, young’un.’ He touched her shoulder, giving her a gentle push. ‘Go on. She’s setting the table now. You’d best

  hurry.’ He nodded towards the kitchen where Maddie could hear the clatter of pots.




  Giving one last swift polish to the fender with her duster, Maddie picked up all the cleaning materials and scuttled out of the living room into the kitchen. Stowing the polish and dusters in

  the cupboard under the sink as she had been told, she removed her hessian apron and bundled it under there too. Then she turned on the tap over the deep sink that was not, close to, so white as she

  had imagined. Tiny cracks, brown stained, gave its surface a mottled, dirty look. The ice-cold water spluttered into her hands. Maddie took the soap and nail brush from the dish on the draining

  board and scrubbed and scrubbed until her hands were red and raw, but clean. Then she sluiced her face with the cold water and smoothed back her short hair behind her ears.




  She was moving hesitantly away from the sink when the door leading into the kitchen flew open, almost knocking her over.




  ‘Sorry, lass. I didn’t hurt you, did I?’




  ‘No, no, mester. Just made me jump, that’s all.’ Maddie looked up into the man’s face and found that it was an older version of the young man’s she had met a few

  minutes earlier. Though his dark hair was liberally streaked with grey and his handsome face was weather-beaten and deeply lined, the brown eyes still twinkled and the smile was as gentle.




  ‘You must be the little lass from the orphanage?’




  Maddie nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’ She smoothed her hands down her gymslip and smiled at him.




  He looked her up and down, assessing but not unkindly. ‘The work’s hard, lass,’ he said, doubtfully.




  ‘I’m stronger than I look, mester.’




  ‘Aye well,’ he smiled. ‘Mebbe you’ll grow. We’ll have to feed you up a bit, won’t we?’




  He gestured towards the living room. ‘In you go. Tea’ll be ready. I’ve to change me boots and wash me hands and then I’ll be in. Go and sit down, lass. I won’t be a

  minute.’




  A joint of boiled bacon sat in front of where the master would sit at the head of the table, a carving knife and fork set on either side. In the centre of the table was a selection of pickled

  onions and home-made chutney and a large freshly baked crusty loaf with yellow butter in a dish.




  ‘You sit here, girl,’ Harriet pointed to a chair beside her, setting down a plate of buttered slices of plum bread for afters. ‘And speak when you’re spoken to and not

  afore. You’ve a mite too much to say for yourself, to my mind.’ She frowned down at Maddie. ‘You’re only on trial here, you know. I can still send you back if you

  don’t suit.’




  Across the table the young man winked broadly at her. Maddie smiled back but managed to keep her mouth firmly closed.




  







  Three




  There was a fifth person sitting at the table. A boy not much older than she was, Maddie guessed. He was very thin, so thin that his wrist bone protruded and his long fingers

  looked as bony as a skeleton’s. Although his face and hands were lightly tanned from working out of doors, under the open-necked shirt Maddie could see a ‘V’ of pale skin. His

  mousey-coloured straight hair fell forward almost covering one eye. Every so often he flicked it back with a toss of his head. His grey eyes were large behind round, steel-framed spectacles. Maddie

  noticed that he kept looking at her from beneath the flop of hair, glancing up swiftly and then away again. She smiled at him but her attention was drawn back again and again to the taller,

  good-looking young man who came to sit beside him and directly opposite her and whose broad shoulders seemed twice as wide as the younger boy’s.




  The master came and sat down at the head of the table and they all bowed their heads while he murmured a short prayer in a soft, deep voice. Then he took up the carving knife and fork and began

  to carve the meat.




  ‘Don’t give the girl too much. I don’t want her leaving any,’ Harriet said.




  The man glanced at Maddie, smiling. ‘You can always come back for more if you can manage it.’




  ‘Thank you, Mr Trowbridge,’ Maddie said politely and was surprised when the young man opposite her threw back his head with a gust of laughter whilst the younger boy sniggered behind

  his hand. The master was amused, but beside her Maddie heard the woman’s sniff of annoyance.




  ‘I think we’d better introduce ourselves properly,’ the man said. ‘My name’s Frank Brackenbury and the young rascal sitting opposite you is my son, Michael. Mrs

  Trowbridge you know already and this . . .’ he indicated the young man sitting on his immediate left, ‘is her son, Nicholas, but more usually called Nick.’ He chuckled as he leant

  forward to say in a loud whisper, ‘Much to his mother’s disgust.’




  So where, Maddie wondered at once, was Mrs Brackenbury? What had happened to her? And what about Nick’s father?




  ‘We don’t know your name, young’un,’ Michael said, interrupting her thoughts.




  ‘Madeleine March.’




  ‘She’s called Maddie,’ Harriet said at once. ‘We don’t want her getting fancy ideas about herself. If I had my way, she’d be plain Jane.’




  Maddie felt the eyes of all three men upon her and a flush of embarrassment crept up her cheeks. No one spoke and the girl knew that, despite their kindness to her already, Mrs

  Trowbridge’s veiled reference to her plainness could not be refuted.




  Maddie lay on the soft feather bed watching the clouds scudding across the bright face of the moon. She was tired, yet sleep would not claim her. So much had happened in just a

  few hours. This morning she had woken up at the Home to the familiar sounds in the long dormitory: girls chattering, jostling each other to get to the washroom and then Jenny appearing like a

  wraith at the side of the bed.




  ‘Walk to school with me, Maddie?’ It was the same every morning.




  ‘’Course I will,’ Maddie responded, patient as always, swinging her feet out of bed to touch the cold linoleum. Then the younger girl was smiling, skipping away happily to get

  washed and dressed, safe in the knowledge that her protector would be with her.




  But tomorrow morning, Maddie thought now as her heavy eyelids began to close and the moon became a blurred, distorted shape, poor Jenny Wren would be on her own at school.




  Maddie slept fitfully, waking every so often bathed in sweat to fling off the covers, only to wake again feeling cold. It’s this bed, she thought. It’s lovely and soft, but

  it’s too hot. When she could stand it no longer, she got out and pulled the soft feather bed away leaving only the lumpy, hard flock mattress beneath it. She was about to climb back in when

  the door to her room flew open and the light was switched on, flooding the room and causing Maddie to screw up her eyes against it. Harriet, in a long white nightdress, her grey hair straggling

  down to her shoulders, stood in the doorway.




  ‘What on earth is all the noise, girl? And what is this doing on the floor?’ The woman pointed at the feather mattress heaped beside the bed.




  ‘It was too hot,’ Maddie declared. ‘So I took it off.’




  ‘Well!’ Harriet was flabbergasted. ‘Well, I never did. You ungrateful little chit.’ The woman bent and, picking it up, said, ‘We take the feather beds off in May

  and put them back in November, but if that’s how you feel, you can do without it. Just one thing, me girl, don’t come running to me in the middle of winter when you’re cold in bed

  of a night.’




  Suddenly remembering the nights of shivering in the cold dormitory, when ice formed even on the inside of the windows, Maddie realized that such a bed would be a luxury. She lunged forward and

  grasped the feather mattress, trying to tug it from the woman’s hands.




  ‘Leave it here in my room, if it’s mine.’




  Their faces only inches apart, the girl and the older woman glared at each other. ‘It isn’t yours,’ Harriet insisted. ‘At least, it won’t be if you carry on like

  this. You’ll be back in that orphanage where you belong.’




  ‘Is something wrong? Is she all right?’ The deep voice spoke from the doorway, making them both jump.




  ‘Oh, Mr Frank. I’m sorry you was disturbed.’




  ‘Is she all right?’ the man repeated, his glance going beyond Harriet to the girl.




  ‘She complaining she’s too hot,’ the woman’s tone expressed anger at the girl’s daring, but the man was smiling.




  ‘I’m not surprised. It’s a warm night. I was too.’ He nodded towards the offending bag of feathers. ‘But I shouldn’t take it right away, Harriet. This time of

  year the nights can turn just as cold again. Let her keep it in her room and she can do what she likes.’




  The woman thrust the mattress away from her, pushing it towards Maddie and almost knocking her backwards onto the bed. ‘Whatever you say, Mr Frank. Now . . .’ She turned back to the

  girl. ‘If you’d be so kind as to get into bed, then maybe the rest of us could get some sleep.’




  The light was switched off and the door closed firmly, leaving Maddie in darkness.




  The mester had been kind, Maddie thought as she climbed back into bed, but in sticking up for her he had shown Mrs Trowbridge up. The woman would not forgive her for that.




  Tonight, Maddie knew, she had made an enemy of Harriet Trowbridge.




  







  Four




  The banging on her bedroom door woke Maddie with a start before it was even light.




  ‘Jenny . . .?’ she said aloud and then remembered where she was.




  ‘Come along, girl. Get up,’ the woman’s voice came from the other side of the door. ‘There’s work to do.’




  Maddie groaned. ‘It’s the middle of the night.’ But she pushed back the covers and scrambled out of bed.




  Washing in cold water in the ewer was no hardship for the girl raised in an orphanage where the use of hot, or even warm, water was thought to be pampering the children.




  ‘A little hardship is character building,’ had been Sir Peter’s edict, though Maddie doubted he, in his mansion, had ever washed in cold water in his life.




  Maddie had only ever seen Sir Peter’s house once. In the spring of 1943 there had been a garden party in the grounds to raise funds for the War effort. The girls from the Mayfield Home,

  which Sir Peter’s own father had founded during the 1890s, had been marched, two by two, through the village to the home of their benefactor. Arriving at the entrance where once massive

  wrought-iron gates had hung, the children had found they still had a long walk through parkland before they came in sight of the house. Maddie remembered how weary Jenny had been. Then they had

  been required to stand in the sun on their best behaviour and smile politely whilst the smartly dressed ladies told them how lucky they were to have someone like Sir Peter with their best interests

  at heart.




  That had been the day, she thought with a shudder, that they had seen the Hanging Tree.




  There were several of the village children at Mayfield Park that day with their parents. Steven Smith, whom Maddie was obliged to sit near in school, had soon sought her out.




  ‘It’s the Mad March Hare.’ He tweaked her hair and then stepped back sharply before she had time to lash out at him. ‘What you doing here? Didn’t think they’d

  let you out of the madhouse to come.’




  Jenny shrank behind Maddie, clinging to the back of her skirt and peeping round the older girl to watch him. But Maddie grinned at him. ‘Hello, Stinky. Didn’t think they’d let

  a smelly little beggar like you come here, either.’




  He drew himself up to his full height – an inch taller than Maddie. ‘My dad shoes all Sir Peter’s horses, so there.’ Steven’s father was the village blacksmith and

  the boy’s clothes always reeked of the forge and the smell of singeing hoof. It was not an unpleasant smell, but Maddie used it to go one better on the nickname he had given her.




  ‘Bet you’ve never seen the Hanging Tree,’ he said.




  From behind her came a little squeak of terror from Jenny. But Maddie said, ‘The what?’




  The boy moved closer dropping his voice to a scary whisper. ‘There’s a tree in the woods here where a feller hanged himself a few years back. Want to see it?’




  Maddie felt Jenny’s fingers on her skirt clutching tighter.




  ‘’Course we do,’ Maddie said boldly, ignoring the whimper behind her. ‘Oh no, Maddie, no.’




  ‘Come on then.’ The boy turned and began to walk, hands thrust into the pockets of his short trousers and with a swagger in his step, towards the woods.




  With a quick glance around her to make sure that Mrs Potter was not watching, Maddie prised Jenny’s clinging fingers from her skirt and whispered. ‘You stay here, if you don’t

  want to come.’




  ‘No, no. Don’t leave me.’ The small child seemed uncertain as to which would be the worse fate. Being left alone amongst all these strangers or following Stinky Smith into the

  dark unknown of the woods.




  Taking her hand, Maddie said, ‘Come on, then.’




  Entering the cool dimness, their feet squelched on the mulch of several autumns’ leaves. The breeze rustled through the trees overhead and birds rose from the topmost boughs at the arrival

  of the three intruders.




  ‘Come on,’ shouted their guide, his voice echoing eerily. ‘It’s this way.’




  They came to a small clearing and at the edge Maddie stopped and gasped aloud. ‘Oh how pretty it is. Just look, Jen, at all these flowers.’




  The whole clearing was a carpet of wild bluebells, yet in the centre was a heart-shaped bed of yellow tulips edged with a border of forget-me-nots.




  Steven pointed to the golden flowers. ‘Them’s been planted.’




  ‘Who did it?’




  The boy shrugged. ‘Dunno. Someone belonging to the feller who hanged himself, I s’pect.’ He moved towards a tree at the side of the clearing and put his hand flat against the

  trunk, tilting his head back to look up into the branches. ‘This is where he did it.’




  Maddie moved closer, but Jenny hovered on the edge of the clearing hopping from foot to foot. ‘Maddie, I want the lav.’




  Maddie stood beneath the tree as Steven pointed upwards. ‘See them marks on that branch. That’s where he tied the rope.’




  ‘Maddie . . .’ came Jenny’s wail. ‘I gotta go. Now!’




  ‘Bob down behind those bushes then,’ Maddie murmured, her gaze still on the tree.




  ‘I daresunt. There might be – be . . .’




  Steven turned, grinning wickedly. ‘Think a bird’ll peck ya bum?’




  Maddie gave the boy a shove on his shoulder. ‘Don’t tease her. She’s only little and we haven’t ever been in a wood before.’




  His eyes widened. ‘Never been in a wood. Blimey. They don’t let you out of that place much, do they?’ But now there was a note of sympathy in his tone instead of mockery. For

  the village lad who had been allowed to roam the fields and lanes at will, never to have been able to walk in a wood before reaching the age of eleven seemed like being locked away in prison.




  ‘Wait there,’ Maddie instructed as she turned and went back to Jenny to lead her behind the nearby bushes. Moments later the two girls emerged, the younger one pulling up her

  knickers as, this time, she walked alongside Maddie right up to the tree.




  ‘Who was he, then?’ Maddie asked, once more squinting up into the branches. ‘And why did he do it?’




  Now he had more of an audience the boy ran his tongue around his lips and grinned. With a sly glance at Jenny he said, ‘John Cuppleditch, they called him. He was a groom for Sir Peter and

  there was a – a scandal, yes, that’s what me mam called it – a scandal . . .’ He savoured the word. ‘. . . About him and Sir Peter’s daughter, Miss

  Amelia.’




  ‘What about them?’ Maddie demanded.




  ‘Me mam ses it was all round the village at the time. He was already married, see, and him and his wife had a little babby, an’ all. Everyone reckoned him and Amelia Mayfield was

  going to run away together, but Sir Peter locked her up in the house and wouldn’t let her see him no more. But . . .’ The boy, young though he was and maybe not even understanding fully

  the meaning behind the words, was relishing repeating the village gossip. ‘He came back at night to try to see her and Sir Peter chased him off the estate with his twelve bore.’




  ‘You’re making it all up.’




  ‘No, I’m not. He did hang himself from that tree because Sir Peter threw his whole family, even his mam and dad and his little brothers and sisters as well, out of their

  cottage.’




  ‘How could he do that?’




  ‘’Cos he owned the cottage where they lived. His dad was head groom, see. So he got the sack an’ all. They was all living rough for a while in the woods, me mam

  said.’




  ‘What happened to them?’




  Steven shrugged. ‘Dunno, but him . . .’ The boy was warming to his gruesome tale. ‘He comes back here one night, throws a rope over that branch, ties a loop round his neck and

  then climbed up and jumped off.’




  The two girls shuddered and instinctively moved closer to each other.




  ‘It was two days before they found him.’ Steven leaned closer, whispering, ‘His face was all bloated and black and he was just swinging here, the branch creaking in the wind .

  . .’ He made a rasping noise in his throat, trying to imitate the sound.




  Jenny squeaked and buried her face against Maddie, who put her arm about the girl. ‘Come on, we’re going. Mrs Potter’ll miss us.’ As she began to lead Jenny from the

  clearing, she glanced at the boy and grinned. ‘I tell you what, Stinky. You tell a good story.’




  The boy swaggered as he followed them, saying, ‘T’aint no story. It’s all true.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Maddie said sarcastically, but she was smiling as she said it. All the same, as they left the clearing and plunged back into the gloom beneath the trees, she glanced back to

  take a last look at the heart-shaped bed of tulips, shining golden in a ray of sunlight that streamed in through the trees.




  Maybe, she thought, his sweetheart, Amelia Mayfield, had planted the flowers near where her love had died.




  Maddie was still thinking of her little friend, Jenny, as she went down the stairs and presented herself to Harriet in the kitchen.




  ‘There you are at last, girl,’ was the housekeeper’s greeting. Maddie felt her glance assessing her.




  ‘Why are you dressed in your gymslip and blouse? You aren’t going to school any more, y’know.’




  Maddie felt an angry flush creep up her face. Her eyes glittered and her mouth tightened. ‘I haven’t any more clothes. Only me Sunday best and I’m not wearing that to work

  in.’




  The ‘out of school’ skirt and jumper that she had worn at the Home had been far too small for her and almost worn out.




  ‘You can’t possibly take these with you,’ Mrs Potter had declared, holding up the jumper, shrunken and matted from constant washing in water that was far too hot.

  ‘What’ll they think?’ she had muttered, shoving the offending garments into the rag-bag. So all Maddie had been able to bring with her was her school uniform and the navy

  dress.




  Neither of them had heard Frank Brackenbury approach until, from the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, he said, ‘Then we’ll have to get you some suitable work clothes,

  lass, won’t we?’




  Maddie spun round and gave him a beaming smile. Politely, she said, ‘That would be very kind of you, Mr Brackenbury.’




  ‘Mrs Trowbridge can take you into the town tomorrow. It’s market day.’ He lifted his head slightly and looked beyond Maddie. ‘You wouldn’t mind going for once,

  Harriet, would you? You needn’t stay long.’ Without waiting for an answer he looked down again at Maddie. He chuckled and his dark eyes twinkled. ‘And Mr Brackenbury is such a

  mouthful. Call me “Mr Frank” like everyone else does.’




  Behind her, the woman said nothing, but Maddie heard her sniff of disapproval. The girl stood waiting, unsure what she was supposed to do. Without even glancing at Maddie again, Harriet, her

  mouth tight, moved between the pantry and the cooker where a huge black frying pan of bacon, fried bread and eggs sizzled.




  As if sensing her uncertainty, Frank said, ‘Do you want her to help you, Harriet?’




  ‘No, she’ll only get under me feet. She’d best start learning what she’s come for. The milking.’




  ‘Right you are, then.’ Again he looked down at Maddie and frowned thoughtfully. ‘We’ll have to find you summat to wear for today, lass. Them clothes aren’t suitable

  for the cowshed. Come on, let’s have a look-see what we can find.’




  He led the way into the wash-house and searched amongst the clothes hanging from the line of pegs.




  ‘Ah,’ he said with sudden satisfaction. ‘Here we are. I thought I remembered seeing these still here . . .’ From the peg the man pulled a pair of khaki dungarees and held

  them out towards Maddie. ‘The Land Army girls we had in the War used to wear these. They’ll be a bit big for you, but you can tuck them into your boots. There’s a pair of rubber

  boots here that should fit you. An old pair of Nick’s. Oh, and there’s a pair of socks here too. They’ll keep you warm and help to fill the boots a bit.’ He smiled at her as

  he held out the trousers and set the boots on the floor in front of her.




  Maddie took the pair of trousers with the bib and crossover braces and pulled them on, tucking her gymslip inside them.




  ‘Now, roll the legs up to your ankles and then put the socks on over them . . .’ the man suggested, holding out his hand to steady her as she thrust her feet into the boots.




  ‘There now,’ he said, surveying her. ‘Not bad. Not bad at all. A bit big on you, but you’ll do. You’ll need a jacket, though.’ Again he searched.

  ‘This’ll do. It’ll swamp you, but it’ll be warm.’ He held it out for her and she slipped her arms into it. ‘Right. Now we’d best be on our way or my poor

  beast’ll be bursting their udders.’




  As they stepped into the yard, Frank gave a piercing whistle and the black and white dog came racing round a corner to hurl itself against him. Then the excited animal bounded towards Maddie,

  jumping up at her.




  ‘He won’t hurt you,’ Frank said swiftly. ‘He’s only young and a bit boisterous, that’s all.’




  Maddie laughed as the dog leapt even higher and she felt his tongue against her cheek. ‘He’s lovely. What’s his name?’




  ‘Ben.’




  At the sound of his master’s voice, Ben paused to look round enquiringly, but hearing no further command, he carried on leaping and bounding around the young stranger.




  Maddie summoned up her sternest voice, pointed to the ground and said firmly, ‘Down, Ben.’




  The dog gave a bark but then dropped to the ground, looking up at her with soulful brown eyes.




  ‘Well, I never did,’ Frank Brackenbury laughed. ‘You’ve certainly got a way with him, young’un. Are you any good with cows?’




  Maddie smiled up at him. ‘I don’t know, mester. I’ve never tried.’




  ‘Well, lass, now’s your chance.’




  They walked down the lane, side by side, Frank with easy strides, Maddie clumping along in her oversized boots, trying desperately to keep pace with him. Ben ran ahead, pausing

  every so often to investigate an intriguing smell in the hedgerow.




  It was a bright April morning, sharp, but promising warmth later in the day.




  ‘Where are we going?’ Maddie asked.




  ‘To fetch the cows in for milking.’




  Ahead of them she saw a meadow where six or seven cows stood herded together near the gate. Two stood close to the gate, their great heads over the top of it looking up the lane.




  ‘They’re bigger than I thought,’ Maddie murmured, ‘close to.’ But still she went forward, undaunted, to try to pat the nose of the nearest beast, but it stepped

  backwards.




  She felt the man watching her and turned to meet his gaze. He smiled and gave a little nod. ‘I’m glad to see you’re not frightened of them, lass.’ He chuckled, a low

  sound seeming to come from deep inside him. ‘But they’re a bit wary of you, ’til they get used to you. One of the Land Army girls was frightened to death of them. I never did get

  to teach her how to milk all the time she was here.’




  He opened the gate and the cows meandered into the lane, turning towards the farm.




  Maddie laughed, her voice clear and ringing in the early morning air. ‘They know the way.’




  ‘’Course they do. They travel the same bit of road night and morning. They should do by now.’




  Maddie glanced back into the field and saw, at the far end near a hedge, two cows still grazing contentedly.




  ‘What about those two?’




  Frank’s smile broadened. ‘Lazy pair. We’ll have to fetch them.’




  Maddie looked back towards the lane where the small herd were wandering towards the farmyard with Ben, now wholly committed to his task, barking at their heels.




  ‘Do they go into the cowshed all by themselves then?’




  ‘More or less,’ he answered, as they began to walk across the grass towards the two dawdlers. ‘But Michael and Nick are there finishing off the first lot.’




  ‘The first lot?’ The girl was surprised. ‘You mean you’ve more than just these?’




  ‘Oh yes. We’ve fifteen milkers and then some beast for beef.’




  ‘Goodness.’




  ‘We supply all the village with milk and even Mayfield Park.’




  ‘Sir Peter?’




  The man glanced at her. ‘Aye, his household and all the folks who live on his estate.’ He waved his arm to encompass all the land around them. ‘This is all his. We only rent it

  to farm, y’see.’




  ‘Oh.’ Maddie was silent. Then she blurted out suddenly, ‘He owned the orphanage, too.’ She looked at the man walking beside her and, with a maturity far exceeding her

  years, added quietly, ‘It seems Sir Peter Mayfield rules a lot of people’s lives.’




  ‘Aye,’ Frank nodded. ‘Aye, you could say that lass. He’s a local magistrate an’ all. He certainly rules the lives of anyone who dares to be brought up in front of

  him.’ He gave a wry laugh and the young girl wondered fleetingly if he had ever had cause to stand in the dock in front of Sir Peter. She glanced at him again, doubting her own thoughts. Mr

  Frank seemed a kindly, God-fearing man. She couldn’t imagine him ever doing anything against the law.




  They reached the cows who raised their heads, chewing sorrowfully.




  ‘I don’t think they want to be milked,’ Maddie laughed.




  ‘They’re not so bothered as some of the others.’ He pointed to their udders. ‘Their milk yield’s declining now. See?’




  Maddie looked and saw that their udders were not so swollen as some of those already on their way to the farmyard.




  ‘We only milk them once a day now. Just in a morning.’ He slapped the nearest one on the rump and slowly it began to move reluctantly towards the gate, still chewing as it went.




  Maddie was about to follow when she suddenly caught sight of a flash of colour from beyond the hedge. Standing on tiptoes, she peered over into the next field and what she saw made her gasp with

  amazement and delight.




  ‘Oh! Oh look. Just look,’ she exclaimed, quite forgetting that the man with her must have seen the sight many times and be quite used to it.




  Beyond the hedge stretched a field of tulips. They were planted in blocks of six rows and each block was a different colour, from pastel pink through red and yellow to dark purple, rippling and

  swaying in the early morning breeze.




  ‘Isn’t that the most beautiful sight you’ve ever seen?’ the young girl murmured, enraptured and enthralled. ‘It’s like a rainbow. Except,’ she added,

  ‘that it’s straight.’




  He came and stood beside her. ‘Well, you’d best enjoy it, lass, ’cos they don’t last long. They’ll be cutting the heads off soon.’




  Maddie turned wide eyes to look up at him. ‘Why?’




  ‘They grow them for the bulbs, you see, and part of making the bulbs mature is to remove just the heads so that a lot of the goodness from the plant goes back into the bulb and makes it

  grow bigger.’




  ‘It’s a shame, though,’ Maddie said, understanding the need but bemoaning the destruction of the pretty flowers.




  Reluctantly, she turned to follow him back down the field, dragging her gaze away from the multicoloured carpet of flowers that stretched into the distance as far as she could see.




  Then she skipped after the farmer, filled with a sudden happiness such as she had never felt before.




  







  Five




  ‘Now, you’ll have to sit close up, ’cos you’re only little.’ Michael was laughing down at her but his teasing was not cruel. ‘We’ll

  start you on Betsy. She’s a soft old thing and she’ll stand good as gold whilst you milk her, won’t you, old girl?’




  The cow, tethered to the wall, flicked her tail but munched contentedly on the hay in the heck level with her nose.




  ‘Sit on this little stool, put your head against her belly and reach underneath. Then, very gently, squeeze her teats. Like this, see.’ The young man squatted down and Maddie watched

  as he squeezed and pulled and the milk squirted into the bucket beneath.




  He stood up again. ‘Right, now you have a go.’




  A shadow appeared in the doorway and Maddie looked up to see Nick carrying two empty buckets and moving towards the next stall. ‘She’ll never manage it,’ he said.

  ‘She’ll have to kneel underneath Betsy to reach her udders.’




  ‘Tek no notice of him,’ Michael grinned good-naturedly. ‘He’s only jealous ’cos he’d like to be the one teaching you, ’stead of me.’




  Nick gave a wry snort and then nodded towards Maddie. ‘You want to watch him. He’s a bugger with the girls.’




  Now Michael frowned. ‘Less of that sort of language in front of her.’




  Nick smirked and tugged his forelock in mock obedience. ‘Right you are, sir. Sorry, I’m sure, sir.’




  Maddie sat down on the low, three-legged stool and rested her forehead against the cow.




  ‘I think you’d do better if you rest your cheek against her with your shoulder sort of almost underneath,’ Michael advised. ‘You might be able to reach a bit further that

  way.’




  ‘But I can’t see what I’m doing then.’




  Michael chuckled and winked. ‘You’ll have to feel your way, love.’




  As Maddie giggled at his cheeky remark, she heard Nick clash the buckets together and Betsy moved restlessly at the sudden noise, jerking her back leg sideways and pushing Maddie off the stool

  so that she fell backwards onto the cobbled floor of the cowshed.




  ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ Michael shouted at Nick as he stooped to offer a helping hand to her.




  ‘What’s going on?’ Frank stood in the doorway and then, as he glanced from his son towards the figure of Nick making his way along the line of tethered cows to the far end of

  the cowshed, he gave a quick, irritated shake of his head. ‘Oh, you two at it again, are you? Give it a rest, Michael, and show this lass what to do.’




  ‘I was doing,’ Michael muttered. ‘If others’d leave us alone.’




  But Maddie noticed that he kept his voice so low that his father could not hear his words. Only she, close to him, heard.




  ‘Now the milking’s done, Nick,’ Frank said, ‘we’ll show Maddie around. Where we’re standing, lass, is the crew-yard and besides the cowshed

  . . .’ Frank gestured towards the buildings on two sides of the yard, ‘there’s Rajah’s stable in the corner and then pigsties down that side. We’ve only two pigs just

  now. Then, in that far corner, is the boiler house. We use it in winter to heat the hen-house. That’s that long building over yonder.’ He pointed beyond the yard. ‘Come on,

  I’ll show you my battery house, but you must never . . .’ for a moment his expression was stern, ‘go inside it. I’m only just teaching Michael how it all works.’ His

  expression lightened a little. ‘I’ve promised Nick that I’ll show him too, when he’s older.’ Now Frank smiled. ‘But even he’s banned at the

  moment.’




  Frank led the way towards the lean-to barn at the side of the house. From his trouser pocket he pulled out a bunch of keys on the end of a long chain attached to his braces and inserted a key

  into the Yale lock.




  ‘You stand there,’ he said firmly. ‘Both of you.’




  As he stepped into the dark interior and switched on a light, Maddie and Nick leant against the door jambs, peering inside.




  ‘This is a Lister engine,’ Frank explained. ‘It drives this generator that’s linked to these batteries.’




  The engine and the generator were set on a concrete plinth in the centre of the barn, but close by, set against one wall, was a wooden rack holding three rows of glass containers with lead

  plates suspended in each one and with cables running between them.




  ‘These are full of sulphuric acid,’ Frank warned. ‘And the current is what they call direct current. Very dangerous.’ His face was serious. ‘It might kill a person

  if they touched the bare wires and the acid would burn if you got any on you. So promise me, lass, you won’t ever come in here on your own. You’ll hear us start up the generator about

  once a week to charge up the batteries, but as long as you do as I say, there’s nothing to worry about. And this . . .’ He was pointing to one side of the rack of batteries now.

  ‘Is the control panel.’




  It seemed to Maddie to be a confusing array of dials and switches. ‘What’s it all do, Mr Frank?’ she asked, mystified, yet intrigued.




  ‘It generates the electricity that feeds the house and all the lighting.’




  He switched off the light and stepped out of the barn, closing the door carefully behind him and checking that it was locked. ‘See these?’ He pointed to cables running above them

  from the corner of the barn across the yard to the hen-house and the buildings around the crewyard. ‘They’re connected to lights in all the buildings.’




  ‘It’s very clever,’ Maddie said with genuine admiration.




  ‘Well, we’re too far out for mains electricity. A lot of farms out in the countryside have their own system. It’s not so unusual.’ Frank smiled down at her, touched by

  her ingenuous praise. ‘Now, let’s show you the front garden and then, except for the rest of the fields, you’ve about seen it all. I’m sure Mrs Trowbridge will have our

  breakfast waiting. I bet you’re hungry, lass, aren’t you?’




  It took a week for Maddie to learn how to milk properly and, even then, she was much slower than the experienced Michael and even the younger Nick. Between milking, she was

  expected to help in the dairy, churning the butter, and in the house helping Harriet, who was, Maddie had now learned, the housekeeper. She and her son were treated like members of Frank’s

  own family and Maddie’s mistake had been a natural one to make. To outsiders, Harriet had all the appearance of being the farmer’s wife. Only those within the walls of the farmhouse

  knew that Frank Brackenbury and Harriet Trowbridge went to their own bedrooms each night and, as far as the young girl was aware, stayed there.




  Michael, Maddie learned, was in charge of the milk round. After milking each morning he would set off with the horse and cart and with three or four milk churns on the back.




  ‘You’ll have to come with me one day, young’un,’ he told Maddie. ‘I could do with some help some mornings. All this traipsing up and down folks’ paths to

  fetch their milkcans and then all the way back to the door to deliver it.’ He sniffed. ‘Time was when they’d come out to the cart and fetch it themselves. Folks is getting lazier

  I reckon.’ He winked at her. ‘I blame the War.’




  Maddie laughed. ‘I’ve heard that before. Mrs Potter was always saying it.’




  ‘Who’s Mrs Potter?’




  ‘The matron at the Home.’




  The young man’s face sobered and there was pity in his dark brown eyes. ‘Were you happy there?’




  Maddie shrugged her thin shoulders. ‘Dunno,’ and added wisely, ‘it was all I’d ever known really . . .’ She paused, omitting to tell him of her brief times of trial

  in foster homes. ‘I’ve never known anything different.’




  ‘Are you happy here?’




  Her smile broadened in genuine pleasure so that he smiled too. ‘Oh yes.’




  ‘So you don’t miss your old home, then?’




  Now a tiny cloud shadowed her face. ‘There’s only one person I miss. My friend, Jenny.’




  ‘Who’s Jenny?’




  Maddie told him. ‘I promised to write, but – but I haven’t had the chance.’ She hesitated, not wanting to sound ungrateful.




  He grinned. ‘We’ve kept you too busy, you mean?’




  ‘It’s not that. It’s . . .’ She stopped.




  ‘Go on,’ he prompted.




  ‘I – I haven’t any writing paper and envelopes or – or a stamp,’ she blurted out.




  ‘Ah,’ was all he said as he turned away, but the following day, when Michael returned from his milk round he handed her a brown paper bag.




  ‘There,’ he said, smiling down at her, his brown eyes teasing, ‘now you’ve no excuse not to write to your little friend.’




  Opening the bag, Maddie found a pad of writing paper, a packet of matching envelopes, six postage stamps and even a fountain pen and a bottle of blue ink.




  ‘Oh thank you, thank you,’ she said gazing up at him, her eyes filling with tears.




  Maddie March had never known such kindness.




  As the young man nodded, winked and then turned to stride away across the yard, Maddie watched him go, adoration in her blue eyes.




  







  Six




  ‘I meant you to buy new clothes for the girl, Harriet. Not someone else’s cast-offs from Mother Topham’s market stall. She’ll look like a

  ragamuffin.’




  ‘That’s just what she is.’ Harriet’s voice was shrill. ‘A wilful little ragamuffin bastard that nobody wants.’




  ‘Harriet!’ Frank was shocked. ‘I never thought to hear such words pass your lips.’ Now there was sarcasm in his tone. ‘And you, a good Christian woman. Besides, how

  can you say that about her? She’s only been here five minutes and I certainly haven’t seen any sign of wilfulness. Have you?’




  ‘You didn’t see that matron at the orphanage, Frank Brackenbury. Couldn’t wait to get rid of Miss Madeleine March. Why, she even helped load the girl’s box on to the cart

  herself. Oh, I could tell all right. I dare bet you – and as you’ve just pointed out I’m a good Christian woman who doesn’t believe in gambling and the like – but I

  dare bet you a week of my wages that girl has been in and out of that orphanage to different folks and been sent back a dozen times. Well, I’ll tell you summat, Frank. She’d better mind

  her P’s and Q’s with me, else I’ll be sending her back an’ all.’




  Maddie hadn’t meant to overhear the quarrel. She had come into the wash-house by the back door and was removing her boots when she heard the raised voices from beyond the kitchen door. Now

  she stood immobile, not knowing what to do. She certainly didn’t want to go into the kitchen and if she went outside again, they might hear the door open and close this time and know that she

  had been eavesdropping.




  ‘I never liked the idea of having a girl here, anyway. It’s not right with two young lads in the household. Who knows what might happen. I can’t keep me eye on the little madam

  all day.’




  Maddie frowned. Why, then, if she didn’t want her here, had Mrs Trowbridge been the one to come to the Home to pick her?




  ‘I just thought a girl would be more use to you, Harriet,’ Frank was saying, ‘in the Dairy and helping with the housework. You seemed quite keen on the idea when I first

  suggested it and it was you proposed approaching the Orphanage, if I remember. I thought you wanted to give some poor lass a proper home.’




  ‘Huh! That wasn’t me reason.’




  ‘Then what was?’




  ‘Oh I – er – well . . .’ For a moment, even to Maddie listening beyond the door, the woman seemed flustered. ‘I thought she’d be less trouble if there are no

  parents to come banging on the door making sure we’re not working her too many hours or making her do work that’s too heavy for a girl.’




  Maddie heard Frank’s gasp. ‘I’d never do that anyway, Harriet. You know that.’




  ‘Mebbe so,’ the woman said tartly as if she did not agree. ‘But we’ll have no trouble from Mrs Potter, I can tell you that. Pleased to be rid of the little baggage, she

  was.’




  ‘I don’t know what you’ve got against the little lass. She’s a bit slow with the milking, I’ll grant you, but she’s careful and gentle with the

  cows.’




  ‘She’s a wilful little tyke. Mebbe you don’t see it, Mr Frank, but I tell you she’ll likely bring trouble on this house ’afore she’s done.’ She paused

  and then added ominously, ‘There’s bad blood in her veins, you mark my words.’




  ‘I’m sure Maddie is quite safe in my household.’ There was a slight emphasis on the word ‘my’, but Harriet did not agree.




  ‘Well, I can vouch for my Nicholas, but I can’t say the same about your lad. He’s a one for the girls if the village gossip is to be believed. And if she leads him on . .

  .’




  ‘He’s just a normal seventeen-year-old.’




  ‘Are you implying that my son isn’t?’




  Frank’s voice was heavy now, tired of the argument. ‘No, no, of course I’m not. He’s only fifteen. Plenty of time for him to . . .’




  ‘I wouldn’t mind him meeting a nice girl. Of course I wouldn’t.’ Her tone implied the opposite. ‘But he’ll not be mixing with the village girls, I can tell

  you that. Oh no. If I let him even think of getting married some day, she’d have to be from a decent family. A girl who knows just who her parents are.’
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