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For Mum and Dad






PROLOGUE

1920

A warm breeze ruffled the meadow grass as Eli Baker made his way up the hill to his cottage, Ralf the sheepdog close at heel. Grazing sheep raised their heads to watch them pass.

He heard the singing before he reached the summit, the sound bringing a smile to his face and lifting his weary shoulders. At the top of the hill, he paused. Laying one hand on Ralf’s head to prevent him from barking, he rested against the three-bar gate, gazing fondly on the woman and child in the cottage garden.

Mary hadn’t noticed him. She was sitting on the doorstep, shelling peas, her chestnut-brown hair tumbling down her shoulders, a bowl resting on her lap. Four-year-old Emily sat beside her mother. Both were singing. It was a lullaby Mary had sung to Emily ever since she was a babe in arms.

Though it was a song he had heard many times, the sheer purity of their harmonized voices sent goosebumps up Eli’s arms and stirred something deep in his soul.

‘Lay down your head, sweet little child,

Mama and Papa are here by your side…’

She had a beautiful voice, had his Mary, but even at such a tender age, Emily’s voice was deeper and richer, and Eli shuddered as the flawless purity of her voice stirred something deep within his soul…






PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE

1923

‘I’m sorry, Eli,’ Annie Scrivens said softly. ‘She’s gone.’

Eli Baker let out a low moan and dragged his rough hands through his thick, dark brown hair. He leaned forward in his chair, elbows resting on his knees, doubled over by the weight of his grief. ‘The baby?’ he suddenly thought to ask, his voice rough with unshed tears. Annie shook her head sadly.

With a grace that belied her bulk, Annie gently laid the stillborn little boy in his mother’s arms and covered them with the sheet. Eli let out a loud sob. Annie looked across at him slumped on the spindle-back chair, weeping unashamedly, and sighed. He was only thirty-two, God love him, but he seemed to have aged twenty years overnight. His rugged, handsome features were haggard, and there were dark purple shadows under his brown eyes.

Annie had seen more than her fair share of misery and heartache in her twenty years as a midwife, but that didn’t stop her heart breaking for Eli and the poor motherless girl downstairs.

She laid a large, capable hand on Eli’s broad shoulder. His forearms were taut, muscled from long hours of manual labour. He had worked hard to make a good life for Mary and his little girl. She shook her head sadly at the cruelty of fate.

‘I’ll bring you a cup of tea and then I’ll be off.’ She paused. ‘I’ll call in to Alford and Sons on the way.’ Eli winced at the mention of the funeral directors. Annie gave his arm a comforting squeeze and left him alone with his poor dead wife and infant son.

At the sound of Eli’s wretched sobbing, seven-year-old Emily Rose Baker looked up at the ceiling, blinking back tears of her own. She had been waiting for so long, listening for the telltale wail that would accompany the arrival of her new brother or sister, but instead, her mother’s ever-weakening screams had ended in a deathly silence that was broken only by the sound of her father’s sobs. Even at her tender age, she was aware something terrible had happened. Dread settled in the pit of her tummy like a stone.

She heard footsteps on the stairs and clenched her teeth, wrapping her thin arms around her skinny frame. She was a slight girl, thin and bony, with a thick mane of chestnut-brown hair that hung down her back in two untidy plaits. She sat in Eli’s old armchair, close to the kitchen range, resting her bare feet on the dog, Ralf, who lay slumped morosely on the rug. For all intents and purposes, the aged mongrel was Eli’s dog, but since puppyhood his canine heart had belonged solely to Eli’s wife Mary. He had been whimpering for the past five minutes, as if notified by some sixth sense that his beloved mistress was no more.

‘There you are, pet,’ Annie Scrivens said, her bulk filling the doorway between the kitchen and the seldom-used parlour. Ralf raised his head an inch off his paws, sniffed the air and uttered a long-drawn-out sigh, before resting his head again.

Annie regarded the little girl with pity. It wasn’t as if she even had brothers and sisters with whom to share the burden of her grief. Poor Mary had wanted a houseful of children, but Emily was the only one that had lived beyond a few months, not to mention the ones she hadn’t carried to term. And now the poor woman was gone too. Annie clicked her tongue. Life just wasn’t fair.

‘Why don’t you go outside and play a while?’ she suggested to Emily, attempting to inject a cheerful note into her voice. Emily raised her tearful gaze to the window. From her low vantage point, she could just make out the fluffy white clouds skimming the crest of the rolling Dorset hills as they scudded across a cornflower-blue sky. The door was open a crack and she could hear the sigh of the wind through the budding trees and the bleating of Ned Sawyer’s sheep across the track.

She turned her gaze to follow Annie as the midwife busied herself with making the tea.

‘Can I go up and see Mama and the new baby?’ she asked in a small voice. Annie’s back stiffened, the heaped spoon of tea leaves hovering above the brown teapot. She cleared her throat.

‘Not at the moment, pet,’ she replied without turning around. ‘Go outside. The fresh air will do you good. And take the dog with you.’

For a moment Emily thought about arguing, but at the sound of her father’s continued weeping, she thought better of it. In mutinous silence, she slid off the chair and, calling to Ralf, slipped outside, the dog plodding dutifully behind her.

Emily sat down on the stone bench beneath the kitchen window and Ralf settled himself underneath. On either side of the cracked flagstone path, the lawn was awash with daisies and buttercups. Bees swarmed the yellow toadflax sprouting from the cracks in the lichen-covered wall and sparrows darted in and out of the ivy that clung to the side of the old stone cottage. Skylarks and swallows performed an aerial ballet over Emily’s head and she could hear the bleating of the ewes and their lambs on the hillside that sloped down to the Sawyer farm nestled in the valley below.

Her chest felt tight and it hurt to breathe. A tear rolled down her cheek as she let out a sob. Ralf emerged from beneath the bench to lick her hand and she wrapped her arms around his shaggy neck, burying her face in his warm fur. She heard Annie Scriven’s voice drifting from the window above her, saying goodbye to her father. Five minutes later, Annie emerged from the house in her hat and coat, handbag over her arm. ‘Oh, pet,’ she sighed at the sight of the sobbing child half-draped over the dog. Ralf whined softly. Nudging him gently aside, Annie wedged herself onto the bench beside Emily and put her arm around the shuddering child.

‘My mama’s dead, isn’t she?’ Emily sobbed. Annie’s shoulders slumped.

‘Yes, pet, I’m afraid she is.’ She held the little girl while she sobbed into Annie’s ample breast, stroking her head and whispering useless platitudes.

‘You’ve got to be a brave girl for your father now, pet,’ she said once Emily’s sobs had abated.

‘I want my mama,’ Emily hiccoughed. Annie squeezed her tight.

‘She’s in Heaven with your baby brothers and sister,’ she said.

‘But I want her here.’

‘I know you do, pet,’ Annie said sorrowfully. ‘I know you do.’



Eli ran a calloused palm over his chin, the day-old stubble rasping against his rough skin. Unable to bear the sight of his wife and child still and silent beneath the sheet, he turned his stricken gaze towards the window. Wispy clouds drifted across the sky.

‘It’s a beautiful day, Mary,’ he said. ‘You can see clear across the vale to Melbury Hill.’ A sob caught in the back of his throat. ‘Do you remember, Mary? It was at the church picnic up on Melbury Hill where you agreed to be my wife.’ His lips twitched at the memory. ‘The vicar was scandalized. We’d only been courting for eight weeks.’ Now his eyes rested on the shrouded form of the woman he had loved since he was seventeen years old. He tried to say more but his voice failed him and he buried his face in his hands. What was he to do with Emily now? How could he care for a child when he worked every hour God sent? He and Mary had both been workhouse orphans, so there were no doting grandmothers or aunties to share the responsibility of raising the motherless girl.

He heard the front gate bang and crossed to the window in time to see Annie scurrying down the muddy track. Leaning over the sill, he looked down on Emily’s bowed head. She had one thin arm slung around Ralf’s neck and was picking frantically at a loose thread on her pinafore with the fingers of her other hand. With a weary sigh he made his way down the stairs and out into the warm spring sunshine.

Ralf greeted him in a subdued fashion before flopping wearily at his feet. The flash of hope he saw in Emily’s eyes as she looked up cut him to the quick. He sat down heavily and pulled her against him, breathing in her comforting scent. She smelled of sunshine and fresh bread.

‘I expect Annie Scrivens told you your mama’s gone to be with the Lord?’ he began, his voice gruff with suppressed emotion. He blinked. ‘It’s just us now, pet. You and me.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘We’ll be all right, won’t we?’

Beside him, Emily stirred and nodded. Her face was pale and blotchy, and it broke Eli’s already shattered heart that there was nothing he could do to spare his daughter this heartache.



Edwin Alford, the undertaker, and two of his five sons arrived just before noon. Emily and Eli stood and watched solemnly from the doorway while they carefully loaded Mary and her infant son into their horse-drawn wagon.

Annie Scrivens had spread the word and the first callers began to arrive soon after the undertaker left, bringing with them covered dishes of food along with their words of condolence. Ned Sawyer’s housekeeper, Molly, arrived to oversee the making of endless cups of tea, and Emily was kept busy at the sink washing cups and saucers for the seemingly never-ending stream of visitors.

The sun was setting by the time Molly wrapped up her apron and set off on the short journey down the hill to the farmhouse to make a start on Ned’s supper.

Without the hum of conversation and the rattle of crockery, the cottage seemed unnaturally quiet. It was now that Eli felt Mary’s loss most keenly. She would have been preparing the evening meal, lifting the rafters with the sound of her singing. She’d had a beautiful voice, had his Mary, and, young as she was, it was abundantly clear that Emily had inherited her mother’s talent. Only last week the vicar had promised Emily a place in the church choir as soon as she turned ten. Nothing had given Eli more pleasure of an evening than sitting in his favourite armchair listening to his wife and daughter singing together.

Unable to be in the house, father and daughter huddled together on the stone bench as the sinking sun set the sky aflame and twilight crept across the hills.






CHAPTER TWO

Warm sunlight streamed in through the open doorway. Eli stared morosely at the bowl of lumpy porridge he’d cooked for himself and Emily. He had no appetite for the grey stodge and neither, it seemed, did Emily. He watched her as she pushed her porridge around listlessly. Poor mite, Eli thought with a sigh. She’d been up crying for her mother most of the night. No wonder she looked so washed out this morning.

He ran his hand through his thick, wavy hair and stifled a yawn. He’d barely slept himself. At midnight he’d given up on the bed, which was too cold and empty without Mary’s presence, and moved to his armchair in the kitchen. With Ralf sprawled across his feet, he’d sat staring out of the darkened window until dawn.

He pushed his bowl aside and picked up his mug. His employer Ned Sawyer had, somewhat begrudgingly, granted him the rest of the week off to grieve. Eli had debated sending Emily to school but decided against it. Without work to take his mind off his grief, the empty day stretched endlessly before him and he’d be glad of her company.

He drained his mug and glanced at his pocket watch. It had been a gift from Mary on their first Christmas as man and wife. The hands stood at a quarter to eight. The vicar was calling at ten to discuss funeral arrangements. It wasn’t a visit he was looking forward to. Eli’s heart contracted painfully at the thought of laying his beloved Mary in the cold dank earth of St James’s churchyard.

He scraped back his chair, rousing Ralf, who was dozing in a shaft of warm sunlight, and carried his bowl and mug to the sink.

‘Can you manage at least a spoonful or two?’ he said to Emily, nodding at her bowl. Shaking her head, Emily pushed her bowl away from her. The lump in her throat made swallowing difficult. She missed her mama so much. She pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes as they filled with fresh tears.

‘Leave it then, pet,’ said Eli gruffly. He turned his back to her, hiding tears of his own. ‘Why don’t you go collect the eggs?’ he suggested, a noticeable tremor in his voice.

Wordlessly, Emily pushed back her chair and slipped outside. With Ralf trotting close at her heel, she rounded the side of the cottage. The chicken coop stood between a hedge of blackberry and hawthorn bushes and a disused shed in which the half-feral farm cats had made their home. Emily unlatched the door to the wooden henhouse and half a dozen chickens spilled out of the hatch, clucking and pecking at each other in their impatience to be free. Leaving the chickens to scratch contentedly in the grass and holding her breath against the sharp tang of chicken manure, she groped through the dank straw, finding six smooth brown eggs. She was about to return to the cottage when the sound of approaching voices caught her attention. She recognized the speakers immediately. It was the Tucker sisters, Edith and May, and they were talking about her.

Emily pressed herself against the cottage wall, breathing in the scent of the honeysuckle that clung to its stone walls. It mingled with the smell of damp earth and the ripe odour of cow dung wafting from the field next door.

‘What will happen to the poor mite, do you think?’ Edith, the older of the two sisters, said as she paused outside Barrow Hill cottage to remove a stone from her shoe. She was a large woman, big-boned and weathered, her iron-grey hair hidden beneath a woollen shawl. ‘Eli works long hours. He can’t manage the child on his own,’ she added, gripping her sister’s arm to retain her balance while she slipped her shoe back on.

‘He’s a good-looking man,’ May said as they set off again. Five years younger than Edith, she was slimmer, her complexion smoother and paler. Her greying blonde hair hung down her spine in a thick plait. ‘And he’s still young. He’s bound to marry again, and quickly.’

‘Of that I have no doubt,’ Edith remarked. ‘But will the new wife want the burden of another woman’s child?’ She shook her head sorrowfully. ‘No,’ she continued, answering her own question. ‘It’ll be the workhouse for the poor motherless soul.’

Emily stared after them, her mouth falling open in shock, but May’s reply was lost on the breeze as the two sisters descended the track into the copse heading for their cottage further along the lane. A steel band tightened around Emily’s chest. Would her father really send her away? Her heart beat rapidly and she blinked back the sting of tears. Sensing her distress, Ralf nudged her hand. She stroked his head absently, her vision blurred with tears. She missed Mama so much. How would she bear it if she was sent away from her father too?

‘Emily? What’s taking you so long?’ Her father’s voice startled her. Suddenly her churning emotions were too much to bear. Bursting into noisy tears, she let the egg basket fall to the ground as she ran to the shed and flung herself onto the dirty floor. A large ginger tom cat eyed her warily from the cobweb-shrouded rafters as several others slunk quickly into the shadows.

‘Emily?’ Her father filled the doorway, blocking the light. Ralf barked and licked Emily’s wet face. The next moment, she was in her father’s arms as he lifted her off the floor, brushing stray bits of straw and dirt from her pinafore. ‘Oh, my precious child,’ he murmured, cradling her tightly against him, feeling helpless in the face of her grief.

‘Are you going to send me away?’ Emily asked Eli tearfully as he carried her into the cottage.

‘What?’ His dark brows knit together in confusion. ‘Send you away?’ He set her on a chair and crouched down in front of her. ‘Whatever gave you that notion?’

‘I heard Miss Edith telling Miss May that your new wife won’t want me.’

‘New wife?’ Eli barked, blanching at the thought. ‘What new wife?’ He raked his hand through his hair. ‘And your poor mother not even cold…’ He cursed under his breath. The Tucker sisters were nothing but gossipmongers and troublemakers. Having been left comfortably off by their widower father, they had nothing better to do than meddle in other people’s business.

‘Take no notice of anything those two say,’ he told Emily. ‘I’m not inclined to find myself another wife and, even if I was,’ he assured her, ‘no woman would ever come between you and me, all right?’ He handed her his handkerchief. ‘Now, wipe your eyes and wash your face. We’ve got the vicar coming in an hour.’



The Reverend Simeon Smedhurst was a pleasant-faced man in his mid-thirties, prematurely balding with thin sandy hair swept strategically across his pink scalp and the beginnings of a paunch. He perched on an armchair in the seldom-used parlour, a cup and saucer balanced precariously on his knee. The curtains were drawn as a sign of their mourning, plunging the room into a permanent state of twilight.

Emily sat solemnly on the sofa, wedged between her father’s solid presence and the curved wooden armrest. Listening to the vicar talk about her mother in his soft, melodious voice had brought a lump to her throat and she kept her gaze fixed on her hands folded primly in her lap, her teeth clenched together in an effort not to cry.

‘Do you have any family who are able to help you?’ the vicar asked, taking a sip of tea.

Eli shook his head. ‘I’m an orphan, as was my wife. But we’ll manage. Emily is a sensible girl and capable. We’ll muddle along well enough, I imagine.’

‘Well, if you find it’s too much for you,’ the vicar said, his cup rattling against his saucer as he set it down, ‘there’s a woman over in Bimport who boards children.’

Emily stiffened. She could feel the vicar’s scrutiny and didn’t dare meet his eyes.

‘Thank you,’ Eli replied with a cool edge to his voice. He reached for Emily’s hand. ‘But that won’t be necessary.’

Emily hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath until that moment. She exhaled in a rush, her thin shoulders sagging in relief. She had trusted Eli to keep his word, but it was relief to hear him confirm it to the vicar. She wouldn’t be sent away.

‘Very well,’ the vicar replied. He sounded unconvinced. Ned Sawyer’s reputation as a hard taskmaster was well known and Eli’s working hours were long. ‘If you change your mind…’

‘I won’t.’ Eli gave the vicar a tight smile. Reverend Smedhurst simply nodded and got to his feet.

‘Very well,’ he said, setting his cup and saucer on the parlour table. ‘I will see you at eleven o’clock on Friday.’ The two men shook hands and Eli walked him out.

Emily washed up the crockery, watching from the window as her father stood talking to the vicar at the gate. Daffodils growing against the wall nodded in the breeze and a kestrel hovered overhead. The sun had yet to burn off the mist that clung to the surrounding hills, shrouding them from view.

The cottage was quiet, too quiet, without her mother. Despite the sad loss of her babies, her mother’s disposition had been a happy one. For as far back as Emily could remember, there had seldom been a day when the cottage didn’t resound with Mary’s singing or laughter. Softly, Emily began to sing. The melody came hesitantly at first, missing her mother’s direction, but soon her voice seemed to take on a power of its own. She closed her eyes as her voice took flight, lifting her above the sadness, above the grief as she soared on the wings of the song.

Standing in the doorway, tears streaming down his face, Eli thought his heart might burst as he watched his daughter, singing her heart out.



The funeral service was well attended and mercifully brief. The sun was shining as Mary and her infant son were laid to rest in St James’s tranquil churchyard beside her other lost babies. The mourners made their way back to Eli’s cottage where, once again, the capable Molly dispensed endless cups of tea and plates of sandwiches and cakes she and Emily had spent the previous afternoon making.

Ned Sawyer was there, big and brawny, with a shock of black hair, and a sombre nature. A year older than Eli, the two men had been friends since Eli had come to work for Ned’s father at the tender age of twelve. He stood now, in the corner of the dim, stuffy, overcrowded parlour, chewing contemplatively on a slice of Molly’s Victoria sponge. He hated funerals and he’d been to his fair share of them, the first being his father’s back when he was just a teenager. His father was followed barely a year later by his younger brother, Tommy, who succumbed to his injuries after being attacked by a neighbour’s prize bull. His mother had lived to see Ned married, but not long enough to see him a widower at twenty-two, losing his wife Lizzie in childbirth when she was barely twenty years old.

He took a swig of milky tea, the dainty china teacup incongruous in his shovel-like hand. The sea of mourners parted slightly, affording him a glimpse of little Emily Baker, stacking dirty plates onto a tin tray he recognized as being from his own kitchen. Her face was pale and drawn, her black dress two sizes too big for her bony frame, and he felt a flicker of sympathy for the child before glancing away. His gaze came to rest on a small side table where Eli and Mary’s wedding photograph took pride of place and he felt a tightening in his stomach. Whether it was anger, regret or incredulity that a poor workhouse girl would choose a simple farmhand over himself, he couldn’t say. He knew only that he had loved Mary Hamilton from the moment he first saw her.

With her waist-length brown hair, smiling eyes and upturned mouth, Ned had thought she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. His mother hadn’t relished the idea of an ex-workhouse girl for a daughter-in-law and he had spent hours trying to persuade her otherwise. But in the end, his mother’s opinion had proved irrelevant for Mary had chosen Eli.

He saw his friend approaching and swallowed down the last of his tea, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

‘Thank you for coming, Ned.’ Eli held out his hand. ‘I appreciate it.’

‘It’s the least I could do,’ Ned said, taking Eli’s hand. ‘Mary was a good woman, God rest her soul.’

‘The best.’ Eli scanned the room, pursing his lips at the sight of the Tucker sisters huddled in a corner, heads together, no doubt indulging in their favourite pastime of gossiping. He spotted the vicar talking to Annie Scrivens. So many friends and neighbours had turned out to pay their last respects.

‘She’s had a good turn-out.’

‘Your Mary was well respected in the town,’ Ned said with a nod. ‘And a good friend to many. She’ll be very much missed.’

‘I’ll be back at work first thing tomorrow,’ Eli said, raising his voice to be sure Edith and May would hear him above the buzz of conversation. ‘Emily is quite capable of looking after herself.’ He caught the eye of the younger Tucker sister. May looked away quickly, but not before Eli had seen the embarrassed flush colour her cheeks. He allowed himself a smile of grim satisfaction.

Only half-listening to Ned, who had launched into a lengthy monologue about one of his prize-winning ewes, Eli’s gaze sought out his daughter. He spotted her on the sofa and caught her eye. Emily smiled, and some of the anxiety shifted from his shoulders. They were going to be all right.






CHAPTER THREE

1930

The kitchen was filled with the aroma of baking bread. Putting the last of the cutlery in the drawer, Emily hung up the tea towel and refilled Ralf’s water bowl. Her father reckoned the old dog to be about fourteen now. Grey-muzzled and suffering from arthritis, he seldom accompanied his master around the farm anymore, preferring to spend his days napping in the sun.

He licked Emily’s hand and settled himself in the open doorway, resting his nose on his paws with a weary sigh. Singing softly to herself, Emily took up the broom and swept the floor. She loved the easiness of a Saturday morning. They breakfasted early as usual when Eli returned from the milking at six, but once breakfast was done and he had gone back to work, Emily could take her time with the seemingly endless household chores. During the week, she had to rush to get her chores finished to be at school by nine, and then, when she returned at half past three, there was the garden to see to, the evening meal to prepare. Not that she begrudged a single moment she spent caring for Eli and the cottage. She doted on her father and devoted her time to doing whatever she could to keep his life running smoothly.

The parlour clock chimed the hour and Emily opened the oven door, sliding the well-risen loaf onto a wire rack and setting it beside the open window to cool. Red and white gingham curtains framed a vista of rolling green hills, dotted with sheep, and a cloudless blue sky.

Ralf raised his head, sniffing the air, and got stiffly to his feet, his tail wagging in welcome.

‘Who is it, Ralf?’ Emily asked, going to stand in the doorway just as Molly reached the top of the hill. Leaning against the three-bar gate to catch her breath, she gave Emily a cheerful wave. Emily waved back. At twenty-four, Ned’s housekeeper was a decade older than Emily, yet the two girls had become good friends over the past seven years. It had been Molly who taught Emily all she needed to learn about keeping house.

‘Get me a glass of water, please, Emily,’ Molly pleaded, pushing open the gate and stepping into the lane. ‘That hill never gets any easier.’ She fondled Ralf who had ambled over to greet her and collapsed on the bench, fanning her flushed cheeks with her hand. ‘Thanks,’ she said when Emily returned with a glass of water and sat down beside her. She gulped it down in one go. ‘Ah, that was good.’ She turned to Emily and grinned. ‘I’ve got some exciting news. Sid has proposed, at last.’ She beamed joyously. ‘We’re getting married.’

Not pretty in the conventional sense, with her auburn hair, pale freckled skin and too-wide mouth, it had been Molly’s eyes – dark green and fringed with long, curling lashes – that had caught the attention of the sixteen-year-old Sidney Manners when Molly was just fifteen and they had been courting ever since.

‘I’m so pleased for you,’ Emily said with a smile, though her joy at Molly’s news was tempered by the knowledge that her friend would be moving away. Sid farmed a small tract of land on the other side of Compton Abbas, over an hour’s walk from Shaftesbury.

‘Have you set a date?’

‘The first Saturday in August,’ Molly told her. ‘The banns are being read tomorrow.’

‘That’s quick. It’s less than a month away!’

‘We’ve been courting for nine years, Emily,’ Molly said, rolling her eyes. ‘I think I’ve waited long enough.’

‘Mr Sawyer will miss you. He’ll have to find himself a new housekeeper.’

‘Yes, I wanted to talk to you about that.’ Molly tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. ‘I’d like to recommend you for the job.’

‘Me?’ Emily said, somewhat taken aback. ‘I wasn’t really intending to go into service.’

‘There’s not much else about,’ Molly reminded her. Emily sighed. It was true. The daily headlines were a grim catalogue of job losses and business closures as the depression continued to tighten its grip on the country. Only yesterday, the owner of the glove manufacturer’s had sent a message to say he could no longer offer Emily an apprenticeship when she left school at the end of the month.

‘Mr Sawyer’s a good employer. He pays a fair wage and you’ll get every Sunday off.’

‘Do you think he would agree?’ Emily asked.

‘I can’t see why not. He knows your character, and he and your father are good friends.’

‘I’ll talk it over with Father when he comes home for his dinner,’ Emily promised. The prospect of working for Ned Sawyer wasn’t an unattractive one. She had known him all her life, after all.

‘My last day is the thirty-first of July,’ Molly said, getting to her feet. ‘If your father agrees, you could spend a few days before then learning how Mr Sawyer likes things done. He’s not pedantic by any means, but there are one or two things he does like to be done a certain way.’

‘I’ll let you know my decision today,’ Emily said as she walked with Molly the short distance along the lane. They paused at the gate, the valley spread out below them in a patchwork of green and gold fields. Her gaze caught the flash of sunlight on metal as a solitary motor car wended its way down the hill from Melbury.

‘I’d appreciate that.’ Molly pushed the gate and it swung open, startling a flock of five sheep huddled against the hedge. They shuffled out of Molly’s way, bleating loudly as she started down the hill.



Emily was still pondering Molly’s offer when Eli returned home for his dinner.

‘It’s been a hot one today,’ he said, sitting down heavily on the stool beside the door and scratching Ralf behind the ears. ‘I saw Molly heading up this way,’ he said, removing his heavy boots. ‘Came to tell you her good news, did she?’

‘Yes,’ Emily replied, handing Eli a bowl of warm water and a towel. ‘And to offer me her job.’

Eli raised an eyebrow. ‘I see. And how do you feel about working for Ned?’

Emily shrugged. ‘It’s as good a job as any.’ She returned to her meal preparation, slathering butter onto thick slices of the freshly baked bread. ‘And there’s not much available in town.’ She set the bread on the table along with a bowl of home-grown tomatoes and a lettuce.

‘That’s a fact,’ Eli said, pulling up a chair and helping himself to a tomato. ‘Well, Ned’s a fair man. Work hard and he’ll treat you well.’

‘I’ll have Sundays off so I’ll still be able to sing in the choir,’ Emily said, wiping her hands on her apron as she sat down at the table.

‘The congregation will be pleased.’ Eli grinned. ‘Losing their best soloist would come as a huge disappointment.’

‘Oh, Father,’ Emily chided him, blushing at the compliment. Emily had joined the church choir four years before at the age of ten. Six months later the vicar had, none too tactfully, Emily remembered ruefully, elevated her to lead soloist over her eleven-year-old schoolmate, Lucy Hunt. Lucy’s mother, a widower in her early forties, hadn’t taken her daughter’s demotion lightly, and the two of them had taken to attending services at the church on top of the hill. In the school playground, Lucy’s resentment and jealousy had manifested in spiteful bullying that had blighted Emily’s otherwise happy schooldays right up until the previous year when Lucy left school to go into service. To Emily’s relief, their paths hadn’t crossed since.

‘Don’t be coy, Emily,’ Eli chided her mildly now. ‘You have your mother’s beautiful singing voice.’ He smiled, the skin around his dark eyes crinkling with mirth. ‘Unlike your old man. I couldn’t carry a tune to save my life.’

Emily returned his smile. ‘Reverend Smedhurst said if I had singing lessons, I could probably become a professional singer. Imagine that,’ she said, folding tomato and lettuce in a slice of bread. ‘Earning a living just for singing.’

‘Ah, Emily, love.’ Eli’s expression clouded. ‘Ambition of that sort is not for the likes of us. Smedhurst should know better than to fill your young head with such nonsense. The only places around here you’d earn money singing is in the pubs, and that’s not the career I want for my daughter.’ He smiled at Emily’s crestfallen expression. ‘Cheer up, you’ve got your choir and you earn a pretty penny singing at weddings and the odd funeral. And with that, I’m afraid, you will have to be content.’






CHAPTER FOUR

1932

Emily stood in the farmhouse doorway, gazing out across the Blackmore Vale. A refreshing breeze blew across the valley, bringing with it the sweet-scented promise of much-needed rain after a lengthy spell of hot, dry weather.

It was the second week of August and Emily had been working for Ned Sawyer for two years. It had taken her a while to learn her way around Ned’s vast farmhouse, and familiarize herself with the way he liked things done, but although a man of few words and given to bouts of melancholy, he had proved a patient and fair employer and she had soon settled into her new routine.

She saw him now, coming out the barn, shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows, followed by Eli and several dogs. They had lost Ralf the previous winter at a grand old age. He had gone to sleep in front of the range one cold January night and never woken up. Eli had buried him under the apple tree in the back garden.

The two men and dogs approached the house. Chickens scattered, ruffling their feathers and squawking their indignation.

‘We’ll be off in a minute, Emily,’ Ned called, untying the bandana from around his neck and wiping his forehead. ‘Have you made a list?’

‘It’s on the table, Mr Sawyer,’ Emily replied, emptying the kettle into the washing-up bowl. The day Ned fulfilled on his promise to have indoor plumbing and electricity installed in this rambling seventeenth-century farmhouse would be a joyous day indeed, she mused, reaching for the dishcloth.

Oblivious to the dusty footprints his boots were leaving on the slate floor, Ned crossed to the table and picked up the list of items Emily needed him to pick up at the weekly market. The dogs milled about in the doorway, alternately panting and whining as streaks of lightning split the sky.

‘Looks like we’re in for a soaking,’ Eli said, glancing out of the door at the rumble of distant thunder.

‘Ah well. We’ll have to dry off in the Knowles Arms over a pint then, won’t we?’ Ned grinned, shrugging on his jacket. He folded Emily’s shopping list and put it in his pocket, along with his pipe and tobacco pouch.

‘We’ll see you later, Emily,’ Eli said, giving his daughter an affectionate smile.

‘Enjoy yourselves,’ Emily replied with a smile of her own. Market day was an opportunity for her father and Ned to catch up on the local news and gossip over a few pints in one or two of the town’s many public houses. She dried her hands on a tea towel and followed them to the door to see them off. Clouds billowed overhead, dark and foreboding. The dogs padded about the yard, hackles raised. Even the birds had fallen silent in anticipation of the coming storm. A solitary magpie preened himself on a telegraph wire.

‘One for sorrow,’ Ned remarked grimly, pulling on his cap.

‘Good morning, Mr Magpie,’ Eli said, doffing his cap. ‘How is your wife this morning?’

Satisfied that the prospect of bad luck had been averted by the performing of the ancient ritual, Eli and Ned set off across the yard.

‘Your Emily certainly favours Mary, doesn’t she?’ Emily heard Ned say as they walked away. She smiled. She liked it when people thought she looked like her mother. It made her feel closer to her, somehow.

‘She’s the spit of Mary at that age,’ Eli agreed as they rounded the corner of the barn, the dogs trotting in their wake. Emily returned to her dishes, knowing that the dogs would follow the men as far as the lane before coming back to sleep the hours away until Eli and Ned returned in time for the afternoon milking.

The first drops of rain hit the window, sliding down the glass. The invigorating smell of rain on a thirsty land wafted in through the open doorway. Lightning lit up the sky and thunder crashed overhead. The dogs growled and paced restlessly around the kitchen, getting under Emily’s feet until she finally lost patience and chased them out into the yard. The rain was coming down heavily now and they slunk off to find refuge in one of the barns.

Emily busied herself peeling and slicing vegetables for the mutton casserole she was planning for the evening meal. Eli and Emily had got into the habit of dining with Ned on market day. Seated around the large scrubbed-pine kitchen table, Ned and Eli would regale Emily with amusing anecdotes from their day before retiring to the parlour with its spectacular view of the rolling hills. After the dishes were done and the kitchen tidied, Emily would join them for a singsong. Often Ned would accompany her on his piano and, standing in the somewhat shabby parlour, silhouetted against a brilliant sunset, Emily would fantasize that she was a famous singer like her idols Gracie Fields and Lee Morse, the purity and beauty of her voice often reducing the two men to tears.

There would be no sunset tonight, she reflected, as rain lashed the window. A strong wind rattled the windows in their frames and howled under the eaves. It whistled down the chimney, sending a flurry of soot wafting across the floor. She fetched a broom, glancing out of the window.

The old Saxon hilltop town was shrouded in low cloud and pockets of swirling mist drifted across the valley. On the hillside the sheep were huddled close together, facing away from the driving rain. Lightning flashed and for a split second the landscape glowed silver. Huge puddles had formed in the yard, which was fast becoming a quagmire.

Emily shut the door, and wedged an old rag underneath it to prevent the muddy water seeping into the kitchen. The black clouds were so thick it was as if day had suddenly given way to night and she lit the lamp, thankful for the thick stone walls that had withstood centuries of tempestuous weather.

She put the casserole in the oven to cook then went upstairs.

Ned’s bedroom was at the front of the house. It was a good-sized room, with heavy dark-wood furniture and brown striped wallpaper, overlooking the yard and farm buildings, with the sloping fields beyond. Eli’s tied cottage, at the top of the hill, was almost completely obscured by swirling mist. The thunder and lightning were drifting towards the east now but the torrential rain continued, beating an incessant tattoo on the tiled roof and spilling over the guttering.

Emily made the bed and was straightening the quilt when the dogs began to bark. Even over the hammering rain and the cacophony of barking dogs, she could hear the sound of an approaching vehicle. Puzzled, she crossed to the window and looked down into the yard in time to see a shiny black car pull up in front of the house. She saw Ned get out of the passenger side. He looked up at the house, his face ashen, and Emily felt a twinge of alarm. He silenced the dogs with a curt word, and leaned down to speak to whoever was driving.

Clutched by a sudden dread, Emily turned away from the window and hurried downstairs. She reached the kitchen just as Ned came in. He shooed the dogs away, and shut the door. Emily was dimly aware of the car driving away as Ned stood in the middle of the kitchen looking at her, water pooling at his feet. He took off his hat, wiping rainwater from his eyes. Something about his expression caused Emily’s throat to close. She wanted to speak but no words would come.

‘There’s been an accident,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I’m sorry, Emily. Your father is dead.’

Emily stared at him in shock.

‘No!’ she said, her voice a strangled whisper. ‘No.’ She shook her head, unable to comprehend what Ned was saying. Her father couldn’t be dead.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ned repeated, reaching for her hand. She snatched it away, as if burned. She was shaking, she realized, but the tears had yet to come. Blindly, she stumbled backwards, groping for support. Her hand found the back of a chair and she fell into it as her legs gave way.

‘What happened?’ she croaked.

Clearing his throat, Ned pulled out the chair opposite and sat down heavily. He cradled his face in his hands and let out a low moan, then inhaled deeply and raised his head to look at her.

‘We’d just reached the crossroads,’ he said gruffly. Unable to bear Emily’s stricken expression, he focused on the array of red and blue rosettes tacked to the blackened chimney breast, the legacy of generations of prize-winning ewes. The aroma of the lamb casserole filled the kitchen, turning his stomach.

‘Angus Mullens was coming down Great Lane in his truck. Water was streaming down the road, like a river it was…’ He faltered and shook his head, as if trying to clear his mind of the horror he had so recently witnessed. ‘Angus lost control… and… oh, God! It was awful. Eli was crushed against the wall.’ He met Emily’s gaze, his expression bleak. ‘The doctor came but’ – his broad shoulders slumped – ‘it was too late.’

Emily let out a low wail and doubled over. Ned got to his feet, the chair legs scraping loudly on the slate floor.

‘I had a bad feeling as soon as I saw that cursed magpie this morning,’ he said, pacing in front of the hearth. He let out a shuddering sigh. ‘The doctor said he’d call in at the vicarage.’

Emily lifted her head. Her pale cheeks were wet with tears as she stared at him with incomprehension.

‘There’ll be the funeral to plan,’ said Ned, his tone gentle.

‘Yes, of course,’ Emily mumbled, ferreting in her skirt pocket for a handkerchief. She mopped her red-rimmed eyes and blew her nose. Ned glanced away, unable to stand her grief.

Emily thought back to her mother’s funeral and how difficult it had been for her seven-year-old self. Now, at just sixteen, she had lost both her parents and it would fall to her to arrange her father’s funeral.

Eli hadn’t been a religious man but he’d attended church every week, if only to listen to Emily sing – her throat ached at the realization that she would never again stand in the choir stalls and see the pride in her father’s smiling eyes. A sob caught in the back of her throat as a fresh wave of grief tightened its vice-like grip across her chest.

Outside the dogs started barking and Emily caught a glimpse of a dark shape flash past the kitchen window.

‘That’ll be Smedhurst,’ Ned said, going to the door.

‘I’ll make some tea,’ Emily said dully, forcing herself to her feet. Ned opened the door and ushered the Reverend into the warm kitchen.

‘My condolences for your loss, Emily,’ Reverend Smedhurst said with a benign smile. ‘I understand death was quick and Eli didn’t suffer. That must give you a measure of comfort?’

‘Thank you.’ Emily looked away, blinking back tears as she turned her back on the vicar to fill the tea kettle and set it on the stove top to boil.



‘Eli was a man of simple needs,’ Simeon Smedhurst said a few minutes later. Emily handed him his cup of tea, but he waved away the plate of homemade biscuits. She offered the plate to Ned, who helped himself to a handful and set them on the parlour table. She sat down in a chair looking out over the rainswept valley, her cup of tea untouched on the tray in front of her.

‘He wouldn’t appreciate anything too elaborate for his funeral,’ the reverend continued. He was a man fond of his food, and his girth had expanded considerably over the years. Even the thick folds of his cassock couldn’t hide his rotund belly. Though only in his mid-forties, he had lost his hair completely and his bald scalp gleamed in the lamplight. ‘You will need to liaise with the undertakers, Emily. I presume you will be using Alfords?’ Emily looked to Ned for guidance. He was hunched morosely in his armchair, chewing on a biscuit. He swallowed hastily and nodded.

‘I’ll speak to Edwin Alford, Emily,’ he assured her with a half-smile. ‘I’ll cover all the costs. We’ll have the wake here, of course. I’ll see if Molly will come over in the morning to give you a hand.’

‘Shall we say next Wednesday, then?’ Simeon suggested. He looked at Emily. ‘Two o’clock?’

She nodded dumbly, still unable to completely comprehend that she would never see her father again.






CHAPTER FIVE

In the quiet of her own kitchen, Emily wound the clock and set it back on the dresser. Picking a speck of lint from her black dress, she settled herself in Eli’s comfortable old chair and closed her eyes, inhaling the warm, familiar scent that still clung to the faded fabric. Out of habit she had put his slippers in front of the range to warm, forgetting for a few short, blissful moments that her father would never again come trudging up the hill, bone-tired and sweating, but with his good humour undiminished. She fished her handkerchief from her sleeve and blew her nose.

There had been a steady stream of visitors to the cottage all week as friends and neighbours came to pay their respects. Emily had found some solace in the mundane task of brewing endless pots of tea while Ned made clumsy small talk and munched his way through half a packet of Jaffa cakes.

And that afternoon, with glorious sunlight streaming in through the stained-glass windows, the pews in St James’s church had overflowed with mourners. Many others had lined the narrow street as Eli made his final journey, and it had gone some way to easing Emily’s grief to see how loved and respected her father had been by his fellow townspeople.

As Ned had promised, he had opened his home for the wake, swelling the centuries-old farmhouse with dozens of mourners. Molly had come over in the morning to help Emily prepare the sandwiches. She and Sid had been married for two years now and were the proud parents of a ginger-haired little boy named Samuel. They were expecting another baby in the New Year, Molly had confided to Emily in the kitchen as they sliced the tongue and ham for the sandwiches.

By the time the last mourner had left and the last cup had been washed and put away, Emily’s temples had been throbbing with the beginnings of a headache. It had been an emotionally draining day and she had been glad to escape to the sanctuary of her cottage where the only sound was the rhythmic tick of the clock and the singing of the birds. She stared out of the kitchen window. The sky was turning salmon pink, the hilltops set aflame by the sun’s dying rays. She sighed heavily, contemplating life without her father.



The knock at the door startled her. She frowned. It was gone nine o’clock; too late for callers. She stayed where she was, her eyes on the door.

‘Emily? It’s me, Ned.’

Surprised, she unlatched the door. Ned stood on the doorstep, silhouetted against a sky the colour of ripe damsons. In the west, the last vestiges of daylight broke through the clouds in vivid streaks of orange and yellow.

‘May I come in?’

‘Of course.’ Emily stood aside to let him pass. He stood in the middle of the kitchen, his blue eyes troubled, and ran a hand through his thick hair. Strands of grey had begun to appear amongst the black and the creases around his eyes were more pronounced, but he was still an attractive man in a rugged, weathered sort of way.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ Emily offered uncertainly. It felt strange being with Ned in the cottage without her father, and she was unsure as to the purpose of his visit. Surely whatever he wished to discuss could have waited until tomorrow?

‘No, thank you,’ Ned declined hoarsely. He cleared his throat. ‘Please, won’t you sit down?’

Perplexed, Emily lowered herself into the nearest chair, thinking her employer appeared nervous, and her stomach tightened. Surely he wasn’t planning to let her go? She needed this job. The cottage was her home.

Ned paced the room, his obvious agitation only serving to further Emily’s own anxiety.

‘Is everything all right, Mr Sawyer?’ she blurted out, unable to bear the heavy silence a moment longer.

Ned paused in his pacing to stare out of the darkened window. Emily could see his reflection staring back at him. The lamp sputtered, shadows dancing up the whitewashed walls.

‘Eli was my best friend,’ Ned said at length, turning towards Emily. He splayed his hands. ‘I owe it to him to do my best by his daughter.’

Emily’s shoulders sagged with relief. She wasn’t about to lose her job after all. All too quickly, though, her relief gave way to shocked dismay as Ned dropped clumsily to one knee in front of her.

‘Emily, I have admired you for some time,’ he said, his voice gruff. ‘And I would be honoured if you would consent to be my wife.’

‘Marry you? But you’re so old!’ Emily blurted out before she could stop herself.

Ned’s expression clouded. ‘I’m only forty-two,’ he said with brusque indignation as he got awkwardly to his feet. He ran a hand through his thick hair. ‘I’m still man enough to please a wife, and father an heir.’

Emily flushed. ‘But I don’t love you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

Ned shrugged. ‘What has that got to do with anything? I’m offering you a home, security.’

Emily wiped her clammy palms on her skirt. She didn’t want to hurt Ned’s feelings, but marriage? Did he honestly believe she would consider being tied to a man twenty-six years her senior?

Taking Emily’s silence as a sign she was coming around to the idea, Ned took her hand in his. They were the hands of a hard-working man, rough and calloused.

‘As mistress of Barrow Hill Farm, you’d want for nothing. Even now, with the world economy going to pot around us, we’ll be all right. I’ve enough put by to ride out the depression.’ He smiled. ‘I can make you happy, Mary—’ Ned checked himself quickly. ‘Emily,’ he amended with a sheepish smile.

‘I’m not my mother, Mr Sawyer,’ Emily said with a flash of pity for the man as she slowly withdrew her hand. ‘I’m sorry, but I cannot marry you.’

Ned’s eyes flashed angrily and humiliation coloured his cheeks. He flexed his fingers, his nostrils flaring as he sought to compose himself.

‘I see,’ he said coolly. ‘Very well.’ He crossed to the door and paused, one hand resting on the door handle. ‘The thing is, Isaac Goddard spoke to me at the wake today. He’s been laid off and is desperate for work. They’re being evicted from their cottage at the end of the month.’ Ned pulled a face. ‘I’m sorry, Emily. I had assumed you would accept my offer of marriage.’ He shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘I’ve offered him Eli’s job. You’ll need to vacate this cottage by the end of the month.’

‘That’s two weeks away,’ Emily said, panic catching at the back of her throat. ‘Where will I go?’

Again, Ned shrugged. ‘My offer of marriage still stands.’

Emily stared at him, mute with misery, her mind whirling as she contemplated the choices before her. A loveless marriage to a man old enough to be her father, or homelessness.

‘Right, I see you’ve made your choice,’ Ned said gruffly, correctly taking Emily’s silence as a final refusal. ‘Under the circumstances, I think it will be awkward for you to continue in my employ. You should look for another job. I shall pay you until the end of the week, of course, but I think it best you don’t come in tomorrow.’

‘You’re letting me go?’ Emily whispered hoarsely.

‘I’m sorry. It’s for the best. I’ll give you a good reference.’

With that, he yanked open the door and stepped out into the night, leaving Emily staring at the door as it banged shut behind him.






CHAPTER SIX

Emily lay on her back in the grey, pre-dawn light, staring up at the ceiling. She had slept badly, as she had all of the past ten nights, waking before the cock crowed to the now all-too-familiar sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

In just four days’ time she had to leave her home to make way for Isaac Goddard and his family. With the depression tightening its grip on the town and surrounding villages, jobs were scarce. Over the last week she had applied at every shop and office in the High Street, and visited every farm within a five-mile radius in her quest for employment, but the answer was always the same: employers were cutting back, laying people off, tightening their belts, and her cheerful optimism had long since given way to despondency.

She threw back the covers and got up, wincing as the blister on the back of her heel brushed against the bedclothes. She flung open the curtains. A thin mist clung to the hills and there was already a hint of autumn in the cool morning air. She dressed quickly. The local newspaper was due out today. Emily knew they were usually delivered to the newsagents around a quarter to six, and she intended to be waiting outside when they arrived.

Despite the early hour, by the time Emily had ridden Eli’s old bicycle into town, a lengthy queue had formed outside W. H. Smith & Son. Through the window, she could see the manager jangling his keys as he checked his pocket watch. Watchful pairs of eyes scanned the deserted street, ears attuned for the sound of an approaching engine. The smell of bacon frying wafted from a nearby café and Emily’s mouth watered. She had foregone breakfast in her endeavour to be one of the first in the queue. Her stomach rumbled loudly and the woman in front of her laughed. She was a large woman, with big, work-worn hands, and she looked as if she were about to say something when a cry went up, rippling down the line as the grey delivery van rounded the corner, the words THE SHAFTESBURY GAZETTE blazoned along its side in dark green letters.

The manager unlocked the doors and stepped out onto the shady street, snapping his braces with his thumbs and nodding greetings to his early-morning customers. The van drew up alongside the kerb and the driver, a grey-haired man with wire-framed glasses, got out and unlocked the back doors. It seemed to take an interminably long time for the two men to unload the bundles of newspapers, but finally the doors were slammed shut and the driver was getting back in his van and driving away.

Emily paid for her copy and hurried outside, fingers fumbling in her haste to find the right page. The Situations Vacant section was disappointingly thin and she scanned it quickly. A local chimney sweep was looking for an assistant; the accountants on the corner were in need of a ledger clerk. There were a few adverts for domestic assistants, and an elderly woman in Bell Street was advertizing for a paid companion. Emily was about to head that way when she saw three of the women who had been in the queue ahead of her already making their way there. She sighed and turned her attention to the cleaning jobs. Most had been placed by affluent families needing domestic help, but the one that caught her eye was for a chambermaid at the prestigious Mansfield House Hotel on the outskirts of town. The position included board and lodging.

Emily rolled the newspaper and stuffed it into the basket on the front of her bicycle. Straightening her hat, she freewheeled down the street, peddling past the grammar school and out into the open countryside.

Mansfield House Hotel was situated just two miles out of town on the Salisbury road. The elegant, late-Victorian building was situated at the end of a long, curving driveway lined with purple and blue-flowering rhododendrons. Emily had only ever caught glimpses of the hotel’s many ivy-clad turrets and its imposing clock tower from the road in passing, so it was an impressive sight when she traversed the final bend and the drive opened up into a gravel parking area in front of the grand building. Gazing up at the myriad windows sparkling in the sunlight, Emily was dismounting when a rabbit suddenly shot out of the bushes. It was heading straight for her, followed by a small, wire-haired terrier in hot pursuit. At the last minute, the rabbit swerved. It veered to the left, disappearing between the gnarled roots of an ancient oak tree. The dog was not so nimble. He barrelled into the back of Emily’s legs, sending her sprawling to the ground. The dog yelped in surprise as he rolled over several times before shaking himself and scurrying over to poke amongst the tree roots in search of his elusive quarry.

‘Muffin! Muffin, come here you rascal!’

At the sound of the voice coming from behind the rhododendrons, Emily got hastily to her feet. Slightly winded and dusty, she was relieved to find she was otherwise unhurt.

‘I’m so sorry, miss. Are you all right?’ The owner of the voice had emerged from the bushes. He was tall and tanned, with a shock of dark, curling hair. His brown trousers were grass-stained, and his shirt sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, displaying a pair of taught forearms.

‘Thank you, yes. It’s just my pride that’s hurt,’ Emily replied, with an embarrassed laugh, brushing dust from her skirt.

‘Muffin’s a good dog usually,’ the man said, picking up Emily’s bicycle and checking it for damage. ‘It’s just she’s got a one-track mind when it comes to rabbits.’

‘Well, I think that one got away,’ Emily said, nodding to where Muffin was scrabbling frantically at the foot of the mighty oak.

‘I’m Tom Harding, by the way. I’m a gardener here.’

‘I’m pleased to meet you,’ she replied, smiling at the rugged, handsome young man. ‘Emily Baker. I’m here to apply for the chambermaid position.’

‘Oh, you as well, hmm?’ Tom said, lifting an eyebrow. Emily’s heart sank.

‘Are there many others?’

‘At least four that I’ve seen. Two ladies arrived before the breakfast staff had even arrived for work.’
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