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CHAPTER ONE

1913

‘Leah, Daisy. It’s half past four. Time to get up.’

At the sound of her mother’s voice, 16-year-old Leah Hopwood groaned and rolled onto her back. She stared up at the ceiling in the murky, pre-dawn light. From the lane below came the creak of wagon wheels and the slam of a cottage door. She sighed and nudged her 14-year-old sister. ‘Come on, Daisy. Get up.’

Mumbling incoherently, Daisy rolled over, dragging the bedcovers with her. The gush of cold air on her exposed legs along with the rattle of the stove lid in the kitchen below was enough to spur Leah into action.

‘Get up,’ she said, giving Daisy’s shoulder a shake. ‘You can’t afford to be late. Neither of us can.’ She climbed out of bed and dressed quickly by the light of the pale dawn filtering through the thin curtains. Favouring their late father, William, Leah was tall and willowy with dark blonde hair and blue eyes while Daisy, three inches shorter with wavy, light brown hair and hazel eyes, resembled their mother.

As Leah twisted her hair into plaits, she couldn’t help her gaze straying to the spot on the landing where Freddie’s bed had once stood. She swallowed the lump in her throat. It had been four years since the diphtheria epidemic that swept through the tiny hamlet of Strawbridge had claimed the lives of so many. Leah’s father, older brother and two younger sisters had all succumbed to the disease. Her strong, dependable father had been the first to slip away, followed by Freddie, three days later, dying on the eve of his sixteenth birthday. Mary and Sarah, just eight and five years old respectively, had passed away within hours of each other a few days later.

Forcing herself not to dwell on how noisy and happy the early summer mornings had once been with all five Hopwood children boisterously preparing for a long day in the strawberry fields, Leah hurried down the stairs.

The parlour was sparsely furnished. A single lead-paned window looked out onto the lane and the strawberry fields beyond. A large fireplace took up one end of the room, a brass coal scuttle standing beside the empty grate. Upon the mantelpiece, in pride of place, stood a framed photograph of Leah’s parents, William and Hannah. It had been taken shortly after their wedding twenty-one years earlier. Beside it, between a pair of brass candlesticks, stood a photograph of the five Hopwood children taken two years before the epidemic.

Leah remembered the day it was taken as if it were yesterday. It had been on a rare trip in Southampton. Dressed in their Sunday best, they’d dined at the Crown Hotel before visiting a photographer’s studio close to the Bargate on Above Bar and there had been great excitement when the photograph had arrived in the morning post some three weeks later.

The sofa stood under the window, its faded upholstery hidden by a red and white crocheted blanket. Pushed up against the inside wall was the dropleaf table and four chairs. An oval mirror hung on the wall above it. On scuffed wooden floorboards were several handmade rugs. Above a small writing desk hung a watercolour depicting Salisbury Cathedral, its spire shrouded in mist, with the water meadows in the foreground. As usual, Leah paused to admire it. Her father had been inordinately fond of the painting, which he had bought off a market stall on a long-ago trip to Salisbury before he and Hannah were married. He had always promised to take them all to see the cathedral, a promise he could now no longer keep, and so the painting had garnered a certain poignancy for Leah.

Feeling the familiar tightening of her throat, she swallowed quickly and hurried into the warm, steam-filled kitchen where her mother stood at the stove stirring the porridge.

‘Morning, Mum.’

‘Morning, love,’ Hannah replied, smiling at Leah over her shoulder. ‘Is Daisy up?’ Lifting the heavy-bottomed pan from the heat, she placed it on the metal trivet in the centre of the table.

‘She was just stirring,’ Leah said, pulling out a chair and sitting down.

‘It was a mild night,’ her mother said with a quick glance at the clock on the wall above the table. ‘With a bit of luck, we’ve seen the last of the frost.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ Leah said, ladling porridge into the waiting bowls. It was warm in the kitchen. Droplets of condensation ran down the misted-up window that looked out on to the back garden and the privy they shared with their neighbours. Theirs was the middle cottage in a row of three. The cottages that made up the hamlet of Strawbridge were grouped in twos or threes, sixteen in all, spread out between the Glyn Arms public house, the vicarage and St Luke’s church.

Beyond the shared privy was a large chicken run and a flourishing vegetable patch, bordered by a hawthorn hedge, beyond which were the grounds of Streawberige House, home to the wealthy Whitworth family.

Blowing on her porridge to cool it, Leah looked up as footsteps sounded on the stairs and Daisy came bounding into the kitchen, her dark hair flying around her face. She dragged out a chair, its legs scrapping noisily on the slate floor, and was about to sit down when there was a knock at the back door.

‘Who can that be?’ Hannah wondered out loud. Setting the brown ceramic teapot on the table, she wiped her plump hands on her apron and opened the door.

‘Morning, Mrs Hopwood.’ The young man standing on the threshold grinned cheerfully. He had a shock of black hair and olive skin that crinkled around his eyes when he smiled. ‘I brought you something for your supper,’ he beamed, holding up a brace of pheasants. ‘And a posy for the lovely Leah.’

‘You’ll be for it if Mr Whitworth’s gamekeeper catches you poaching, Joshua Mullens,’ Hannah scolded, the smile in her eyes belying her stern tone. ‘Come on in.’ She stood aside and opened the door wider. ‘There’s porridge in the pot if you’re hungry.’

‘Starving, I am,’ Joshua said. He handed Hannah the pheasants, pausing to remove his dirty boots on the mat before entering the kitchen. ‘Morning, Leah, Daisy,’ he said with a mock bow as Hannah took the pheasants to hang in the pantry. ‘Flowers for the prettiest girl in Strawbridge,’ he said, presenting Leah with a posy of early summer wild flowers.

She blushed. ‘You’re a fool, Joshua Mullens,’ she chided him, but she couldn’t help smiling as went into the pantry to find an empty jam jar to put them in.

‘Will you tell me if you’ll accompany me to the picker’s ball, Leah?’ he asked, as she placed the jam jar on the table and dished him up a generous helping of porridge. ‘Or will you keep me in my agony of torment until I die of a broken heart?’

‘You’re silly,’ Leah smiled, but her mirth was not reflected in her dark blue eyes. She was flattered by his attentions. Who wouldn’t be? He was very handsome but… She hesitated, reluctant to hurt his feelings. He was a good man, a little wild but his unruly ways hid a generous heart and, usually, she would have jumped at the chance to attend the ball with him…

‘Oh, come on, Leah,’ Joshua said, interrupting her rambling thoughts. ‘Won’t you put me out of my misery?’ he cajoled, dousing his porridge in milk. His grin broadened. He paused and looked up at her, one eyebrow raised quizzically. ‘You’re not holding out for a better offer, are you?’ he teased.

Leah felt the colour rise in her cheeks and quickly averted her gaze.

‘I haven’t decided whether I’m going to the ball,’ she mumbled.

‘What are you talking about?’ Daisy scoffed in amazement. ‘It’s the highlight of the year. No one misses the Pickers’ Ball, least of all you.’

‘Who’s missing the ball?’ Hannah asked, coming in from the garden with five fresh eggs in her apron which she placed in a bowl on the table. She looked at Leah questioningly.

‘You don’t mean that?’ Joshua said in a wounded tone. ‘You always go.’ His thick, black brows knitted together across his sculptured nose. ‘With me. Why’s this year any different?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘No reason,’ Leah replied. Pushing back her chair, she began to clear the table, conscious of Joshua’s wounded gaze following her about the kitchen.

How could she explain to Joshua that she was hoping someone else would invite her to the ball? She felt wretched just thinking about it, but… She plunged her arms into the soapy water. She could feel Joshua’s gaze burning into her back. Daisy was telling him something, but she could tell by his non-committal grunts that he wasn’t really listening. But despite her discomfort, she couldn’t deny the tingle of pleasure that raced up her spine at the thought that she’d see him again, very soon.

His name was Harry. She’d noticed him the day the strawberry picking season started. He wasn’t from Strawbridge or the surrounding area so she’d assumed he must be one of the many ‘Joe Pickers’ who made their way over from Southampton every morning to work on the various strawberry farms around the likes of Hedge End, Botley, Sarisbury and Curdridge.

He was tall and well-built, with fair hair and pale blue eyes. Within days of working in the fields she had watched in veiled amusement as his face and forearms bloomed an angry shade of crimson before turning a deep shade of honey-brown.

On that first day she’d been packing straw around the base of the vulnerable young plants. It was backbreaking work and as she’d straightened up, rubbing the base of her spine in an effort to relieve the ache in her back, she’d happened to glance up at him. He was standing on the back of the cart, on a mound of straw, tossing clumps of it to the ground with his pitchfork. As she caught his eye, he’d smiled a smile so infectious, she couldn’t help but grin back at him. After that, she’d watched him surreptitiously, inwardly smiling as she caught him looking over at her each time she glanced his way. Over the days that followed their smiles had progressed to brief exchanges when they happened to meet when emptying their baskets, or queuing for a drink of water at the trough. After a while she began to notice, whether by accident or design, he was usually working close to her. Now, two weeks had passed and she was certain he was working up the courage to invite her to go walking with him.

‘Will you join us for supper this evening, Joshua?’ Hannah asked, interrupting Leah’s daydreaming as she bustled past to empty the teapot in the slop bucket.

‘I’m afraid I can’t, Mrs Hopwood,’ Joshua replied, sounding disappointed to be missing an opportunity to spend time with Leah. ‘I’m collecting the new curate from the station.’

‘Well, you know you’re welcome anytime,’ Hannah assured him with a warm smile.

‘Thanks Mrs H,’ Joshua grinned. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and pushed back his chair. ‘I’d better get off. Thanks for the breakfast.’

‘Thank you for the pheasants,’ Hannah countered, walking him to the backdoor. ‘Give my love to your nan.’

‘Will do, Mrs H. See you, Daisy.’ His expression softened. ‘I’ll see you later, Leah?’ he ventured, hopefully.

Leah nodded. ‘Thanks for the flowers,’ she said, as an afterthought, as she dried her hands on a tea towel. Joshua nodded. He looked as though he wanted to say something else but decided against it. Instead, he raised his hand in a jaunty salute and with a quick ‘goodbye’, ducked out of the back door and disappeared around the side of the privy.

‘You shouldn’t string the poor lad along,’ Hannah said sternly, rounding on her eldest daughter. ‘If you don’t want to go to the ball with him, you should tell him so.’

‘I’m not stringing him along, Mum,’ Leah contradicted her. ‘I just haven’t made up my mind whether I want to go with him.’

‘I’d go to the ball with Joshua,’ Daisy said, picking up a tea towel with which to dry the dishes. She gave a wistful sigh. ‘If only he’d ask me.’

‘Daisy,’ her mother admonished her. ‘You’re too young to be thinking about boys in that sort of way.’

‘You were fourteen when you started courting Dad,’ she retorted stoutly.

‘I was almost fifteen,’ her mother replied with a smile. ‘Your time will come,’ she said, giving Daisy’s shoulder a quick pat. ‘But I do believe Joshua’s heart belongs wholly to our Leah.’

They were interrupted by the chiming of the church clock.

‘It’s a quarter past five,’ Hannah said briskly, clapping her reddened, workworn hands. ‘Come along, girls. You need to get a move on, or you’ll both be late for work.’



Draping her shawl around her shoulders, Leah followed Daisy hurriedly out of the door, almost colliding with her neighbour, Dora Webb, in her haste.

‘Oh!’ Dora exclaimed, taking a step backwards. ‘You are ready. I was about to knock for you. I dare not be late again.’

‘Well, you won’t be,’ Leah assured her cheerfully, tucking her arm through her friend’s.

‘Good,’ Dora smiled, wearily. ‘I can’t afford to have my wages docked. What with my father’s doctor’s bills, it’ll be hard enough making the rent this month as it is.’ She put her hand in front of her mouth, stifling a yawn.

‘Bad night?’ Leah asked as they crossed the lane, dodging the horse-drawn carts lining up along the verge in readiness to ferry the first of the day’s harvest to the railway station.

‘I hardly slept a wink,’ sighed Dora. ‘Dad’s head kept him awake most of the night.’

‘Poor you,’ Leah said, with sympathy as they joined the queue to clock in and collect their baskets from Beatrice Turner, the overseer’s wife. ‘I expect he’s in a filthy temper, then?’

Dora rolled her eyes. ‘The worst. He threw his porridge all up the wall this morning. I hope he’s calmed down by the time your mum goes in later.’

‘You know Mum won’t take any nonsense from him,’ chuckled Leah.

‘I don’t know what I’d do without your mum, Leah,’ Dora said, welling up.

‘Hey, come on,’ Leah said, giving Dora’s arm a squeeze. ‘You’re exhausted, Dor. Why don’t you come round to ours for your tea tonight? Have an hour off?’

Smiling wistfully, Dora shook her head. ‘It’s nice of you, Leah but it’s not fair for me to leave Dad on his own too often. He gets so lonely stuck in the house by himself while I’m at work as it is.’

‘Mum says it’s his own fault. If he hadn’t driven all his friends away with his bad moods, he wouldn’t be on his own all the time,’ Daisy said, scanning the fields which were, despite the early hour, already teeming with pickers. Leah nudged her roughly and shot her a warning glare. ‘What?’ Daisy scowled. ‘It’s true.’

‘Your mum’s not wrong,’ Dora said glumly. ‘He doesn’t mean it, though. He just gets so frustrated, you see?’

‘It can’t be easy for him,’ Leah sympathized. She shot her sister another warning look, though Daisy had only spoken the truth. In Leah’s opinion, the man who had once been her father’s closest friend had become a bad-tempered, ill-mannered boor who treated his daughter like a slave. Many were the nights she and Daisy had lain in bed listening to the ruckus going on next door as he shouted and ranted at her.

‘Good morning, girls.’ Leah’s train of thought was interrupted by the cheerful voice of Beatrice Turner as they reached the front of the queue.

‘It looks like we’re in for a fine day,’ Beatrice remarked, smiling as she ticked their names off her list.

In her early fifties, she was an attractive woman with greying auburn hair and bright green eyes. She’d moved into the cottage adjacent to Leah’s two years earlier when she married Mathew Turner, and had become good friends with Leah and Daisy’s mother.

‘Help yourselves to a basket,’ she said, indicating the fast-depleting mountain of wicker baskets off to the side.

‘Thank you, Mrs Turner.’ Leah glanced over her shoulder. ‘Is Alice not here yet?’

‘She should be along any minute,’ responded Beatrice, her gaze shifting to the bend in the lane. ‘Ah, here she comes now,’ she said, as a young woman rounded the bend on a bicycle.

Leah followed her gaze, grinning at the sight of her friend peddling furiously up the lane. The skirt of her green-sprigged dress billowed out at the sides and one hand clamped her straw hat to her head, while the other clutched the handlebars as she precariously steered her way between the ruts on the road.

‘Hello, Alice,’ Leah called out with a wave of her hand. Cautiously releasing her grip on her hat, Alice waved back, the bike wobbling precariously as she braked hard, and rolled to a halt outside the pub.

‘Leah.’ Daisy patted Leah’s arm. ‘I can see Lizzie and Nora. I’m going over to pick with them.’

‘Okay,’ Leah replied absently, as she waited for Alice to prop her bicycle against the pub’s grey-stone wall and hurry across the lane towards them.

‘Sorry I’m late, Grandma’ she panted, her cheeks pink with exertion. ‘I got stuck behind Farmer Troke’s cows on the ox drove.’ She brushed a strand of chestnut brown hair from her damp forehead and smiled at Beatrice. ‘Mother said to remind you about supper tomorrow.’

‘Thank you, Alice. I certainly hadn’t forgotten.’ Beatrice smiled. ‘You’d better get along now,’ she said to the three girls, turning her attention to the group of women coming up behind them.

‘See you later, Grandma,’ Alice said as she leaned over to plant a kiss on the older woman’s soft cheek. ‘How are you both?’ she asked Leah and Dora as they made their way along the rows of strawberry plants. The ground was soft underfoot from the recent rain and the air smelled earthy and fresh. ‘How’s your dad, Dora?’

Dora shrugged. ‘Not too good.’

‘Oh, poor you,’ Alice sympathized. ‘You know, I wouldn’t mind sitting with him for a while, if you wanted to go into the village to do some shopping or something.’

‘It’s kind of you to offer, Alice,’ replied Dora, ‘but you know how funny he can be about people coming in. He only just tolerates Leah’s mum. Your mum’s a diamond for putting up with him, Leah.’

But Leah wasn’t listening. Oblivious to Dora and Alice’s knowing smiles, her gaze was focused on the tall, well-built young man with a shock of fair hair, ambling towards the empty crates that were stacked at the end of each row. He paused and, as if aware of Leah’s gaze, glanced over at her and grinned. His cheeks were flushed and his tanned forehead glistened with perspiration. Leah smiled back. Harry’s smile made her pulse race in a way that Joshua’s never had.






CHAPTER TWO

The whistle blew, signalling the midday meal break.

‘We’ve done well,’ Leah said, getting to her feet and brushing soil from her fingertips as she surveyed the baskets, brimming with ripe strawberries destined for Cole’s jam factory in Bermondsey. ‘That’s two baskets each already. We’ll be able to get off early if we keep up the pace.’

Alice sat back on her heels and wiped her brow with the back of her hand. Her shoulders ached and she had a painful spasm in her thigh muscle but despite her discomfort, she much preferred the time she spent working in the strawberry fields alongside her friends, than being cooped up in the school room teaching 11-year-old twins Clementine and Eloise Hampton-Sinclair their lessons.

‘Ooh, I’ve got cramp,’ Dora moaned ruefully, massaging the back of her calf as she stood up.

‘Me, too,’ sympathized Alice, getting gingerly to her feet. She held on to Leah and put pressure on her leg. ‘Oh, it doesn’t feel too bad now I’m up.’

‘Try walking on it,’ Leah suggested to Dora, who was bent over rubbing her calf muscles. ‘That usually helps.’

‘It’ll go in a minute,’ Dora said, wincing as she hobbled alongside her two friends to the end of the row. As they took turns emptying their baskets into the crates, Leah gripped Dora’s arm.

‘There’s Harry,’ she whispered, inclining her head in his direction. As if conscious of her gaze, Harry looked up from where he was emptying his basket a few rows along, and grinned. ‘You go on,’ Leah urged Dora, her voice low. ‘I’ll see you after dinner.’

Alice and Dora exchanged smiles and, after emptying their harvest into an almost full-to-the brim crate, they continued up towards the lane, turning every now and then to glance back over their shoulders.

‘Aren’t you coming?’ Daisy asked her sister, coming up to empty her basket.

‘In a few minutes,’ Leah said, watching Harry avidly as he made his way over the rough grass towards her. Daisy gave her a knowing grin.

‘I think he likes you,’ she whispered, tipping her basket into the crate. ‘I’ve noticed him watching you.’ She set her basket on the grass and wiped her hands on her smock. ‘I’ll see you at home.’

Leah nodded, but her attention was on Harry. Ever since she’d begun to blossom around the age of fourteen, she’d never been short of male admirers but, apart from Joshua, no one had ever piqued her interest, until now.

‘Hello, Leah.’ Harry said. He stood barely two feet from her, roses of colour blossoming on his cheeks as he shuffled awkwardly from foot to foot.

‘Hello, Harry,’ she replied, her benign smile belying the way her heart was pounding. Harry was like no one she’d ever met before. The fact that he spoke as though he had a plum in his mouth had intrigued her, and she couldn’t help but wonder why someone who was clearly so well brought up would spend their summer picking fruit.

‘Um,’ Harry stammered, whipping off his hat. He fixed his gaze on the caps of his dusty shoes, fiddling nervously with the brim of his hat.

‘Yes?’ Leah prompted him, waiting expectantly. She found his shyness endearing and it was another thing that intrigued her about him, causing her to assume that he’d led something of a sheltered life. He shuffled his feet again as he cast his gaze around the rapidly emptying fields.

‘I was wondering,’ he said, sounding slightly breathless. ‘Whether you might like to go walking with me tomorrow afternoon?’ he blurted out, adding, almost apologetically, ‘If you’re not busy, of course.’

‘I’m not busy,’ Leah replied, flushing with pleasure. ‘And I would very much like to go walking. Thank you.’

‘Oh, right,’ Harry stammered, seemingly both surprised and relieved by her answer. ‘Thank you.’ he set his hat back on his head and rubbed his hands on his trousers. ‘Super. Right, well, I’ll call for you tomorrow afternoon. Shall we say half past two?’

‘That would be perfect,’ replied Leah. ‘I live at Sunnynook Cottage.’

She was about to turn and point it out to him when, to her delight, Harry nodded and said, ‘Yes, I know.’

A silence fell between them, broken a moment later by Leah. ‘I’d better go. My mother will be expecting me in for my dinner.’

‘Of course,’ Harry said, with an apologetic smile. ‘I’m sorry to keep you. I’ll see you later.’

‘Yes.’ Breathing deeply to calm her rapidly beating heart, Leah turned and hurried across the uneven ground to the lane.



‘So, did he ask you out?’ demanded Daisy the moment Leah set foot in the cottage.

‘He might have,’ Leah teased, going into the scullery to wash her hands.

‘I hope you’re going to tell Joshua you’re going walking with another boy,’ her mother called after her.

In the cool, dim scullery, Leah silently rolled her eyes. She’d had fun with Joshua, she admitted to herself, drying her hands on the towel hanging on the hook behind the door. They’d always been friends, playing together as children, running barefoot through the fields and woods in the carefree days before diphtheria raged through the district.

As she grew older, it had been partly his wild, unconventional lifestyle as well as the air of the exotic that had attracted her. At the time, the aura of danger and mystery that surrounded him had excited her. Joshua neither knew nor cared who his father was. He’d been brought up by his great-grandma, Pearl, after his mother had absconded one night when he was a baby. As Romany gypsies, they were often viewed with suspicion, althoughnone of the locals were averse to calling on Pearl when they were in need of a herbal remedy or wished to have their fortunes read. And many a family had been grateful to Joshua for the odd rabbit or pheasant to supplement the pot during the lean winter months.

But now her feelings for Joshua had paled in comparison to the excitement she felt at the prospect of seeing Harry. There was seldom a moment during the day that he didn’t occupy her thoughts. Thinking about him now, her stomach gave a little flip and she was smiling as she emerged from the pantry.

‘You look like the cat that got the cream,’ her mother remarked, drily.

‘Harry has invited me to go walking with him tomorrow afternoon,’ Leah told her, taking her place at the table and helping herself to a slice of bread and a hunk of cheese.

‘He talks very posh,’ Daisy said.

‘Don’t speak with your mouth full,’ Hannah reprimanded her. Turning to Leah she said sombrely, while pouring the tea. ‘Perhaps his family have fallen on hard times. It happens.’ She set the teapot down and fell silent. Leah reached across and patted her mother’s hand, knowing she was thinking of their father. To add to the aching void left by the loss of her father and older brother, their fortunes had taken a definite downturn with the loss of the two main breadwinners.

‘Just don’t go getting too fond of this boy, Leah,’ her mother went on. ‘If he’s not from around here, he’ll be going back to where he came from come the end of the summer. Just bear that in mind. You don’t want to end up with a broken heart.’

‘We’re just going walking, Mum,’ Leah assured her with a casual toss of her plaits as she cut herself another chunk of cheese. September was months away, she mused with an inward smile. The whole summer stretched before her, tantalising with its possibilities. She was determined to enjoy every moment she got to spend with Harry, for as long as she could.






CHAPTER THREE

Sitting in the cold church the next morning, Leah could hardly contain her impatience. Unable to concentrate on Reverend Aldridge’s long-winded sermon, she let her gaze wander. The church had been built in 1867 by Isaac Whitworth’s grandfather for his tenants and could seat a congregation of up to a hundred. The pulpit was set up high and could be reached by a curved, dark-wood staircase. Behind the altar hung a large board. On one side was the Lord’s Prayer, on the other, the Ten Commandments, all written in gold.

Here and there, ornate memorial plaques commemorating various members of the Whitworth family adorned the smooth grey-stone walls. The windows were stained glass. Made by a master glazier from London, they depicted detailed accounts of well-known biblical stories.

The newly arrived curate, Samuel Roberts, sat beneath a simple wooden cross to the right of the pulpit. He was quite good-looking, Leah noted, though her view of him, sitting to the left of the pulpit, was partially obscured by Isaac and Frances Whitworth. They sat close together in the Whitworth family pew, as still as statues and ramrod straight. It was rare to see Frances in church. She made no secret of the fact she despised spending time in Strawbridge, preferring to remain at their London home instead of accompanying her husband to his country estate, and Leah could only assume it was to carry out her duty in welcoming the new curate that had brought her here today.

Sitting between her mother and Daisy in a pew close to the middle of the church, Leah had caught sight of Joshua and Pearl, slipping into their usual pew at the back. Beatrice and Mathew Turner, the church warden, sat behind the Whitworths. Bored, Leah stifled an impatient sigh. She wished Dora was here. At least they could smile at each other during the hymns. But Dora seldom attended church. Between work and taking care of her father, the poor girl was run ragged. Sundays was when she caught up with the household chores or her sleep.

A stirring amongst the congregation drew Leah’s attention back to the pulpit. Reverend Aldridge was winding down and ten minutes later they were spilling out into the mild spring sunshine. As she walked down the winding cinder path with her mother and sister, Leah noticed Frances Whitworth pause beside a row of gravestones surrounded by a low iron railing. The Whitworth family plot was dominated by a large, weathered stone tomb, covered in lichen, the inscription barely legible. It was surrounded by several other gravestones. The three stones in front of where Frances now stood were well-kept and clean. Leah had grown up reading the inscriptions and she knew the words by heart.

CELESTIA LOUISE WHITWORTH

INFANT DAUGHTER OF ISAAC AND FRANCES

BORN 24TH MARCH 1890

DIED 1ST APRIL 1890

DAVID ISAAC

SON OF ISAAC AND FRANCES WHITWORTH

BORN 15 JUNE 1892

DIED 3RD JANUARY 1893

FLORENCE EMMA

BORN SLEEPING 16TH MARCH 1894

Frances had left Strawbridge soon after the funeral of her third child and, though Isaac spent most of the summer at Streawberige House in order to oversee the strawberry harvest, she never accompanied him. It was common knowledge that Frances hated Strawbridge. And who could blame her, Leah mused, averting her gaze from the woman’s grief, when the place had brought her so much unhappiness.

The grave where Leah’s father, brother Freddie and two little sisters rested was close by, beneath a large yew tree, and all thoughts of the Whitworth family fled as Leah gazed down at the family grave, waiting as her mother laid a small posy on the daisy-covered mound, as she did every Sunday. Hannah took a shaky breath and gave the headstone a quick pat.

‘Sleep well, my precious loves,’ she said softly, wiping away a surreptitious tear. ‘Till we see you again.’

Leah slipped her arm through her mother’s and Daisy did the same on the other side. They passed through the lychgate and started up the lane. They hadn’t gone very far when they heard Beatrice Turner calling after them and they paused, waiting for her to catch up.

‘What do you think of the new curate?’ Beatrice asked, one hand on her chest as she caught her breath. Her quick pace had brought a rosy hue to her weathered cheeks.

‘He’s very handsome,’ Daisy responded with a sigh that made her mother and Beatrice laugh.

‘He is that,’ Beatrice agreed with a smile. ‘I reckon our little congregation will swell considerably once word gets out.’ She was interrupted by a shout.

‘Leah! Wait up.’ At the sound of Joshua’s voice, Leah stopped and raised her eyes heavenward. Her mother shot her a warning look. With an inaudible sigh, Leah plastered a smile on her face and turned to face him.

‘You didn’t stop and say hello,’ he said, accusingly.

‘Sorry, we’re in a bit of a hurry,’ she responded apologetically, glancing over her shoulder at her mother for confirmation.

‘Reverend Aldridge did go on a bit,’ Hannah said with a wry smile.

‘I have to confess,’ Beatrice said, clutching her hat as a brisk gust swept down the lane in a flurry of dead leaves and dust. ‘I was beginning to worry more about my partridge drying out in the oven than I was about my immortal soul.’

The two women laughed again.

‘Would you and Nanny Pearl like to join us for dinner, Joshua?’ asked Hannah. Leah’s heart sank. She didn’t relish the thought of having to make polite conversation across the dinner table with Joshua while she was thinking about her walk later with Harry, so it was a relief when Joshua shook his head.

‘Thanks Mrs H, but Nan’s got a bit of a headache so I’m taking her home.’

‘All right, love. Give her our best, won’t you?’

‘I will, Mrs H. Ta.’ He locked eyes with Leah. ‘I’m going fishing later if you’d like to come?’ he said, hopefully.

‘I’m sorry. I’m busy this afternoon,’ Leah replied, suppressing a twinge of guilt as Joshua’s face fell.

‘Right.’ He shoved his hands in his pockets, his usual self-assuredness replaced by awkwardness. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, then.’ He recovered enough to tell Hannah, ‘If I’m lucky, I’ll drop some trout round later.’

‘Oi!’ Beatrice said in mock alarm. ‘You’ll get caught one of these days and then you’ll be in hot water.’

‘Old gamekeeper Ryall’s got to catch me first,’ Joshua said, but his laugh sounded hollow.

Shoulders slumped, he headed back towards the church where Pearl was waiting by the lychgate, a tiny figure dressed all in black.

‘You mustn’t string the poor lad along, Leah,’ Hannah said sternly, as they reached the row of cottages. ‘It isn’t fair.’

‘I know,’ Leah sighed. ‘I will tell him.’

‘Don’t leave it too long. Better he hears it from you, than from someone else.’ She gave Leah a knowing look. Strawbridge was a small place. Nothing remained a secret for long.

‘I’ll see you later, Hannah,’ Beatrice interrupted, as they came to a halt outside her front door.

‘Sorry, Bea.’ Hannah patted her friend’s arm. ‘Pop round for a cup of tea later, if you like. Say about three?’

‘Thanks,’ smiled Beatrice. ‘I will. Mathew will be going over to the church about then, anyway, to get ready for Evensong.’ She said goodbye and disappeared indoors as Hannah pushed open her own front door and ushered her girls inside.

‘What time are you going walking with Harry?’ Hannah asked Leah as she hung up her shawl.

‘Half past two.’

‘We’d better get on with the dinner then,’ her mother smiled. ‘You won’t want to keep the young man waiting.’

Leah glanced at the clock. It had just gone a quarter to twelve. ‘There’s plenty of time yet,’ she said, a trifle impatiently, following her mother into the kitchen.

‘Just be careful, love,’ Hannah said, opening the oven door and peering in at the stew simmering in the pot. ‘You don’t know anything about this lad.’

‘I will, Mum,’ promised Leah, sniffing the air appreciatively. ‘Hmm, that smells so good.’

‘I’m so hungry,’ Daisy complained, dragging out a chair. ‘I honestly thought my stomach was going to grumble in church. How embarrassing would that have been in front of that nice new curate. Didn’t you think he was rather gorgeous, Leah?’

‘He was all right,’ replied Leah non-committedly. In truth, her head had been so full of Harry, she’d barely noticed him.

‘Rather too good-looking, I’d say,’ Hannah added, heading upstairs to change out of her Sunday best. ‘I expect he’ll break a few hearts before he’s done.’



At promptly half past two Harry knocked on the cottage door. Having been watching for him from the upstairs window for the past ten minutes, Leah took her time answering it. After all, it wouldn’t do to appear too keen. Feeling giddy with excitement, she checked her reflection in the mirror. She’d taken time with her appearance and knew she looked good. She was wearing her pink, rose-sprigged dress and had brushed her dark blonde hair until it shone, falling in a shimmering curtain to her waist.

Aware that her mother and Daisy were watching her with ill-concealed amusement, Leah took a deep breath and opened the door.

‘Good afternoon, Harry.’

Harry’s mouth fell open and he fiddled nervously with his tie, momentarily lost for words. ‘Good afternoon, Leah,’ he blurted, finally finding his voice. ‘You look lovely,’ he stammered.

‘Thank you,’ Leah replied, smiling at the effect she was obviously having on him. Of course, he’d only ever seen her in her coarse work dress with her hair in plaits. ‘Would you like to come in for a minute?’

Harry swallowed nervously, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as he stepped into the dim parlour.

‘Mum,’ Leah said with a flourish. ‘This is Harry…’ She paused, her brows knitting together in a small frown.

‘White,’ Harry replied quickly. ‘Harry White.’

Leah smiled. ‘Harry White, may I introduce my mother, Mrs Hopwood, and my sister, Daisy.’

‘Good afternoon, Harry,’ Hannah smiled, laying aside her mending. ‘It’s very nice to meet you.’

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Hopwood,’ Harry said politely. ‘Good afternoon, Miss Daisy.’ He nodded at Daisy, who was curled up on the sofa, an upturned book on her lap, all pretence at reading abandoned as she regarded the visitor with open curiosity.

‘Have we met before?’ Hannah asked, frowning. ‘You look familiar, though Leah tells me you’re not from around here?’

‘No, ma’am, I don’t believe we have.’ Harry flushed. ‘I’m a Londoner. This is my first visit to Hampshire.’

‘London?’ Leah looked at him in surprised dismay as she realized just how little really she knew about him. Harry raised a questioning eyebrow, seemingly puzzled by her surprise and she shrugged. ‘I assumed you came in from Southampton, that’s all.’

‘I’m London born and bred,’ he grinned.

‘Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Harry,’ Hannah smiled. ‘Have a nice walk.’ She glanced through the open doorway. ‘It looks as though it’ll stay fine for you.’

Leah adjusted her hat and they started off down the lane. For a while they walked in companionable silence. They were close, but not touching, and Leah felt his nearness in every fibre of her being. Her heart was beating so loudly, she thought he must hear it. Coming from London, he was obviously far more worldly than she was, she mused, a frisson of excitement coursing up her spine. She’d never gone further than Southampton. She hoped he wouldn’t find her dull company after the young ladies of London.

‘Whereabouts in London are you from?’ she asked him, as they walked past the church, keen, suddenly, to know more about this handsome stranger who’d captured her interest.

‘Richmond,’ Harry replied, glancing upwards as the church clock chimed the quarter hour, sending a cloud of rooks clamouring into the sky. ‘Perhaps we might follow this path?’ he suggested quickly, indicating a narrow footpath running adjacent to the church yard.

Leah had been about to enquire whether he had family back in London but, realizing Harry appeared eager to deflect any further questions about his private life, she simply nodded. She knew enough of London to know Richmond was an area of affluence. If Harry’s family had fallen on hard times he would, understandably, be reluctant to talk about his life there.

‘It follows the stream to the pond,’ she said instead. ‘It’s a pleasant walk, if it’s not too muddy.’

The relief at the change of subject was evident on Harry’s face as they set off along the path, but she couldn’t help asking, ‘Will you be returning to Richmond when the strawberry harvest is over?’

‘It depends,’ Harry replied with a quick grin.

‘On what?’ Leah asked, boldly.

‘On whether or not there’s a reason for me to stay,’ replied Harry, his cheeks reddening.

Hiding her smile, Leah turned her gaze to the crystal-clear stream tinkling musically over the smooth pebbles.

‘What about yourself?’ Harry asked, sounding genuinely interested. ‘Have you always lived round here?’

‘I’m Strawbridge born and bred. My father’s family have been tenants of the Whitworths since the mid-eighteen-hundreds. My dad passed away four years ago.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Harry said soberly, his expression of sympathy deepening as Leah told him about her siblings, and how the epidemic had swept through the hamlet.

‘That’s how Dora’s father ended up bed-ridden. He got sick not long after my father. He recovered, only to suffer the stroke which left him paralysed. It’s such a burden for Dora to bear but, bless her, she does it cheerfully enough.’ She eyed Harry curiously. ‘So, do you have family?’

‘Wow!’ Harry exclaimed, appearing not to hear Leah’s question as they rounded a bend in the path where the stream spilled into a large pond, surrounded by thick foliage. ‘How idyllic,’ he said, clearly impressed.

‘It’s my favourite place,’ Leah told him, pleased by his reaction. She gazed across the tranquil waters. Sunlight played on the smooth surface that reflected the surrounding trees and bushes. A pair of swans emerged from the rushes, their brood of six grey-brown signets gliding gracefully behind. A wisp of smoke rose above the trees from where Pearl’s caravan was situated on the edge of Isaac Whitworth’s orchard.

‘We used to play here all the time when we were children,’ Leah told Harry. Misty-eyed, she motioned to a length of frayed rope dangling over the water, suspended from the branch of a sturdy oak. ‘My brother Freddie made that swing the summer before he died. It was such a magical summer.’

‘I was never allowed to do anything like that,’ Harry replied, eying the rope swing with wistful envy. ‘My mother is a bit over protective, shall we say?’ He grinned ruefully. ‘I spent most of my time indoors with my tutor. I was seldom allowed to venture outside unless it was to accompany Mother on an errand.’

‘It sounds a very lonely life,’ Leah remarked.

Harry pulled a face. ‘It was.’

Golden buttercups brushed the hem of Leah’s skirt as she led the way up the sloping bank. Fluffy white clouds drifted slowly across the sky. Fish darted amongst the pebbles, flashing silver as they caught the light. The sun was warm. Shrugging off his jacket, Harry spread it on the soft grass and invited Leah to sit down. Rolling up his sleeves, he pointed out a long-legged heron standing motionless in the shadows.

‘I bet there’re loads of trout in there.’

‘Ha, yes, there are,’ Leah grinned, taking off her hat and laying it aside. ‘But they all belong to our landlord, Isaac Whitworth and, as you see,’ she said, pointing to a crudely written sign tacked to a nearby tree trunk, ‘no fishing is allowed. Although there are those who’re willing to take the risk,’ she laughed, thinking of Joshua and his penchant for poaching.

‘The land’s been in Isaac’s family for generations,’ she went on. ‘There’s been a settlement here, of sorts, since Roman times and strawberries have been grown around this area for hundreds of years.’ She gave Harry a sideways glance, wondering if she was boring him, but he was staring at her with rapt attention. ‘My father told me that our little hamlet used to be called Streawberige, like Isaac Whitworth’s house. I expect you’ve seen the great big gates as you come down the lane?’ Harry nodded. ‘Well, apparently, it’s an old English name for strawberry. Over time the name evolved to became Strawbridge.’ She grinned. ‘Much easier on the tongue.’

‘Interesting,’ Harry said, abruptly getting to his feet. ‘Shall we walk on a bit?’

‘Oh,’ Leah said, taken by surprise. ‘All right, if you like.’ She held out a hand and Harry pulled her to her feet.

‘If we follow the path, it will take us all the way to Botley,’ Leah said, puzzled by Harry’s strange behaviour. She hoped he didn’t think she was trying to show off by telling him the history of Strawbridge.

‘That sounds pleasant,’ Harry agreed, bending down to retrieve Leah’s hat.

‘Thank you,’ responded Leah, taking the hat from Harry. They skirted the pond and continued along the footpath. Nettles brushed Leah’s skirt, butterflies flitting along in front of them. To her relief, Harry appeared totally at ease again, perfectly content to listen to Leah’s chatter as she acquainted him with Strawbridge and its inhabitants.

The afternoon flew by and Leah was disappointed when, standing on a small rise overlooking the fields of sun-ripened strawberries, she heard the church clock chiming half past four.

‘I’m afraid we’d better be heading back,’ she said, reluctantly. ‘I have chores to do before Evensong.’

They walked back slowly, both keen to delay the moment of their parting as long as possible. All too soon, it seemed to Leah, they were standing outside her front door.

‘Shall I call for you next Sunday?’ Harry asked, hopefully.

‘I would like that very much,’ Leah replied. The thought crossed her mind to invite him in to join the family for tea, but she decided against it. She didn’t want to appear too eager. If Harry was disappointed, he didn’t show it.

‘I shall look forward to it,’ he said as he turned to leave.

Smiling, Leah slipped into the house. Her mother and Daisy were hovering in the kitchen doorway, eager to hear all about it. Needing a moment to compose herself and allow her racing heart to calm, Leah turned her back on her family. She took her time taking off her hat and hanging it up.

‘Well?’ Hannah prompted, wiping her hands on a tea towel. ‘Did you have a nice time?’

‘It was very nice, thank you,’ Leah said, turning to smile at her mother. She could hardly contain her excitement. ‘He’s asked me to go walking again next Sunday.’

‘Now you have to tell Joshua,’ Hannah said, seriously. ‘It’s only fair, if you’re going to be seeing Harry again.’

‘I will,’ Leah agreed, with a sigh. ‘Though I’m not looking forward to it.’

‘He’s a big boy, Leah,’ her mother comforted her. ‘Being disappointed in love is a fact of life. He’ll get over it.’

‘I know.’ Leah bit her lip. ‘It still doesn’t make it easy though, does it?’

‘No.’ Hannah gave her a hug. ‘Just bear in mind that Harry is a migrant worker. There’s every likelihood he’ll go back home after the harvest.’

‘I don’t want to think about that just yet,’ Leah said, pursing her lips. ‘But whatever happens with Harry, it’s confirmed what I’ve always supposed. Joshua isn’t the man for me.’






CHAPTER FOUR

Leah and Alice were sitting in Alice’s grandmother’s sunny kitchen. It was the first weekend in June and the weather had been warm and sultry all week. A bee crawled amongst the African violets on the windowsill and a warm breeze wafted in through the open back door. From outside came the contented cluck of chickens and the heady fragrance of honeysuckle and jasmine.

‘Are you sure I can’t help with the dishes before I go?’ Leah asked, getting up to leave.

‘You’re all right, thanks love,’ Beatrice said, coming in the back door with a bucket of clean water. ‘There’s not much. Alice and I will do it. You get off home.’

‘If you’re certain?’

‘I am,’ Beatrice assured her.

‘Thank you again for the invitation to tea. We’ve had a good natter, haven’t we, Alice?’

‘We have indeed,’ Alice replied, with a grin. ‘I’ll be heading home soon myself.’

‘I’ll see you next Saturday,’ Leah said over her shoulder as she left by way of the back door. ‘Have a good week and don’t let those twins get you down.’



‘Would you mind doing me a favour before you go?’ Beatrice asked once Leah had left and she and Alice were tackling the dishes.

‘Of course not.’ Alice hung the tea towel over the range to dry and smoothed down her skirt. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Your grandfather has got a meeting with Reverend Aldridge at half past five and he’s forgotten the accounts ledger. Would you run it over to him? He’s probably forgotten he brought it home to go through the figures last night and will most likely be in the vestry looking for it.’

‘I’ll go now,’ Alice said.

‘Thank you. Are you sure you can spare the time? I know James can be a bit stuffy about punctuality at meal times.’

‘Five minutes won’t make much difference, Grandma, and we don’t tend to dine until six on Saturdays, anyway.’

She put on her hat and left by the front door. For the moment the lane was quiet, though Alice knew from experience the tranquillity would not last. Drunken brawls outside the Glyn Arms on a Saturday evening were not uncommon.

The sun was still high above the trees, bathing the fields in its dusty golden light. Humming quietly to herself, she walked through the lychgate and into the shady churchyard. She found the heavy oak door ajar. It creaked loudly as she pushed it and stepped into the cool, dim church. The air smelled of beeswax polish and the cloying scent of the lilies adorning the alter. Dust motes danced in the hazy sunshine streaming through the stained-glass windows. Her footsteps echoing noisily on the stone floor, she crossed the narthex and into the nave.

‘Grandfather?’ She poked her head around the vestry door, inhaling the musty tang of old books and damp. Seeing her step-grandfather bent over and rummaging in a drawer, she smiled. ‘Are these what you’re looking for?’ she said, holding up the ledgers.

Mathew Turner looked up, frowning. In his early fifties, he was a handsome man and Alice could see why her grandmother had fallen for him. He let out a long sigh of irritation.

‘I’ve spent the last fifteen minutes hunting for those,’ he said in exasperation, running his hand through his hair as he got to his feet. Thick and dark, it was streaked with grey, as was his neatly trimmed beard. ‘Of course, I took them home with me the other day to work on them after supper.’ He took the accounts book from her, shaking his head in mock despair. ‘Don’t get old, Alice, love,’ he smiled.

‘You’re hardly that old, Grandfather,’ Alice laughed. ‘Will you be a while? I don’t mind waiting. It would be nice to walk back together.’

‘You run along, love,’ Mathew replied, shaking his head. ‘I’m waiting for Reverend Aldridge. We’re going over the figures together. Have a good week.’

‘I’ll try,’ grimaced Alice, not relishing another five days stuck in the schoolroom with the Hampton-Sinclair twins. She kissed his cheek. ‘I’ll see you next Saturday.’

The late afternoon sunlight shone through the trees, dappling the daisy-strewn grass. Alice’s shoes crunched on the cinder path as she followed it between the rows of gravestones. It was eerily quiet. Even the birdsong seemed muted and the squeak of a gate on rusty hinges sounded inordinately loud. Expecting to see Reverend Aldridge’s portly frame, she was surprised to see a tall, rather good-looking young man come loping through the gap in the privet hedge. He was holding a sheet of paper in one hand and appeared to be talking to himself. He glanced up, stopping short in surprise at the sight of Alice.

‘Oh, I beg your pardon,’ he said, blushing slightly. ‘I didn’t expect anyone to be about.’ He indicated the sheet of paper. ‘I’m working on my sermon for tomorrow.’

‘I’m sorry if I startled you,’ Alice apologized with a smile. He really was devilishly handsome, she thought. He looked to be in his early twenties, and was at least six feet tall with unruly dark-brown hair and eyes the colour of ripe cobnuts. He was dressed all in black, a white clerical collar at his throat. ‘Please, don’t let me disturb you.’

‘No need to apologize,’ he smiled amiably. ‘I could do with a break. I’m the new curate by the way. Samuel Roberts. Were you in church last week? I’m sure I’d have remembered you.’

Alice smiled and shook her head. ‘No, I confess I wasn’t. I’m Alice Russell. I live over in Hedge End so I’m only in Strawbridge on Saturdays.’ She inclined her head towards the church. ‘I just popped in to see my grandfather. He’s the church warden.’

‘Ah, yes, Mathew Turner.’ Samuel grinned. ‘From what I gather, Reverend Aldridge would be lost without him.’

‘He does seem to rely on him quite heavily,’ agreed Alice. ‘And how are you finding Strawbridge, so far?’

Samuel’s grin broadened. ‘It’s quiet. I had requested I be allowed to complete my curacy in one of Southampton’s more deprived areas.’ He shrugged. ‘But I was sent here instead.’

‘I’m sure there’s lots of good you can do here,’ Alice assured him. ‘Most families hereabouts are poor. The winter months in particular can be very difficult.’

They were interrupted by the crunch of footsteps and the portly figure of Reverend Walter Aldridge appeared between the yew trees.

‘Ah, Samuel, practising for tomorrow, I see,’ he said, nodding at the paper in Samuel’s hands. ‘Excellent, excellent. Miss Russell.’ He nodded at Alice. ‘Good afternoon.’

‘Good afternoon, Reverend,’ smiled Alice. ‘Are you well?’

‘Exceptionally well, my dear,’ Walter replied jovially. ‘I’ve just been having my daily constitutional.’ He patted his rotund belly. ‘Well, well, I’ve got a meeting with Mathew in a few minutes so I’d better wash up. I’ll see you at supper, Samuel.’ He tipped his hat. ‘Miss Russell.’

‘Goodbye, Reverend,’ Alice responded as Walter turned and headed for the vicarage. ‘Well, I shall leave you to your sermon-making,’ she said pleasantly. ‘It was nice meeting you, Reverend.’

‘Likewise, Miss Russell. I do hope our paths cross again.’



‘I find myself thinking about him all the time,’ Alice confided to Leah and Dora the following Saturday morning as they picked along a row of mature strawberry plants. The yield was high and they were already well on their way to fulfilling their quotas.

If the yield continued at this level, Dora mused, only half listening to what Alice was saying, she’d have enough this week to pay off a large chunk of the doctor’s bill, and perhaps a little extra to spend on herself. Despite her best efforts with needle and thread, both her dresses were almost beyond repair.

‘I know what you mean, Alice,’ Leah was saying, her hand bumping Dora’s as they both reached for the same strawberry. Leah laughed. ‘You take it, Dor,’ she said, wiping her brow with the back of her arm. It was hot, thirsty work. She could feel the sweat trickling down her spine and it wasn’t yet ten o’clock. She sat back on her heels. ‘I think about Harry all the time, too,’ she said, lowering her voice and glancing round to see if he was within earshot. He wasn’t. She’d spotted him earlier on the far side of the next field earlier.

‘I have so little to occupy my mind during the week,’ Alice lamented. ‘It’s no wonder I spend my time daydreaming.’ And it was true. While her charges, Clementine and Eloise, were bent over their books, she would find her gaze drifting to the window where, instead of seeing the clouds scudding across the sky, or the cows grazing on the distant hill, she saw the Reverend Samuel Roberts’ face. As she pictured the way the skin crinkled around his eyes when he smiled, her pulse raced in a way she’d never experienced before.

‘He’s probably a lot different to the men your aunt keeps introducing you to,’ Dora remarked, idly.

‘Well,’ Alice bit her lip thoughtfully. ‘They’re all very well-connected young men, and all perfectly pleasant, of course, but…’ She broke off, blushing.

‘They’re also perfectly dull,’ finished Leah with a grin.

‘Yes,’ Alice smiled. ‘Quite.’ She sat back on her heels, brushing aside a strand of chestnut-brown hair that had adhered itself to her damp forehead. ‘Reverend Roberts seems so much more interesting. I’d really like to have a proper conversation with him. I’m sure we’d have much to talk about.’



‘You may have your wish granted,’ Leah whispered to Alice later that afternoon as she returned from emptying her basket.

‘What do you mean?’ queried Alice with a puzzled frown.

Leah grinned. ‘I heard your grandmother saying that she’d invited Revered Aldridge and a certain young curate to supper this evening.’

‘Really?’ Alice’s eyes widened. ‘She has?’

Laughing, Leah nodded. ‘I think you should wangle yourself an invitation, don’t you?’

‘That won’t be a problem,’ Alice grinned back, her dark eyes sparkling. ‘Grandma loves it when I stay over. I’ll ask one of the boys to get a message to my mother.’



Beatrice was delighted when Alice announced that she had decided to spend the night at her grandparents’.

‘And it’s rather fortuitous that you should pick tonight to stay, Alice,’ said Beatrice, as she scrubbed and sliced potatoes. ‘Your Grandfather has invited Reverend Aldridge and young Roberts to join us for supper.’

‘Oh, really?’ Alice said, feigning surprise.

‘It will be nice for Reverend Roberts to have someone closer to his age to talk to,’ said Beatrice with a knowing smile. ‘I’m sure you’ll both find Grandfather and Reverend Aldridge’s church talk very dull.’ She put the potatoes in a pan and covered them with cold water. ‘He’s certainly set some hearts racing since he’s been here,’ she continued as she added salt to the water and set the pan on the hob to boil. ‘He’s not been in the village a fortnight but your grandfather says he’s been inundated with invitations to supper. Mrs Hurst is quite put out, I must say.’ She turned to Alice, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Did Leah tell you how full the church was last Sunday? Filled to the rafters, it was. They must have come from all over the district. Preening and strutting like peacocks, they were.’ She clicked her tongue in distaste. ‘The poor man didn’t know where to look.’

Alice floured the table in readiness for rolling out the pastry for the dessert, listening to her grandmother’s chatter with growing disquiet. While it came as no big surprise that such an attractive young man would attract much female attention, she couldn’t help feeling slightly disappointed. She was pretty enough, she supposed, with her wavy, chestnut-brown hair and chocolate-brown eyes, but she couldn’t be described as a beauty, like Leah. If Samuel was constantly surrounded by pretty girls vying for his attention, it was unlikely he’d even remember their brief encounter in the churchyard. With a quiet sigh, she laid the pastry over a dish of stewed dried apples and began to crimp the edges. She heard footsteps outside and glanced up to see her grandfather pass the window.

‘Something smells good,’ Mathew said, sniffing the air appreciatively as he sat down to take off his boots. ‘Will you be staying for supper, Alice?’

‘I will.’

‘Ah,’ Mathew said, laying his boots aside and reaching for the slippers Beatrice had put by the range to warm. ‘You’ll be good company for young Roberts. He was asking after you, earlier.’ Seeming not to notice Alice’s flush of pleasure, he pulled his pipe from his jacket pocket and lit it. ‘He seems a nice enough young man,’ he said, leaning back in his chair and puffing contentedly. ‘Brimming with ideas. Walter likes him. He’s even talking about retiring next spring once Roberts is ordained.’

‘I believe Reverend Roberts was hoping for a more urban parish,’ Alice said as she laid the table.

‘People can be just as poor in the country as they are in the towns,’ remarked Mathew drily. ‘I think he’ll find he’s able to fulfil his need for social justice and reform right here in Strawbridge. Most families in this parish don’t have two ha’pennies to rub together once the strawberry harvest is over.’

‘That’s what I told him.’ Alice nodded soberly as she straightened the tablecloth. ‘I know Dora’s already worrying about what she’ll do after September. Hopefully she’ll get taken on at the drysalters again.’

‘Whitworth should do more to help Stephen,’ Mathew said, shaking his head in disgust. ‘And all his other tenants affected by the epidemic. That’s a just cause young Roberts can get his teeth into.’ He waved his pipe in the air to make his point.

There was a knock and the sound of the rattle of the latch, followed by Reverend Aldridge’s voice calling ‘Hello, there,’ as Mathew rose from his chair.

‘Come in, Reverends, come on in,’ he cried heartily, stepping into the parlour to greet them. Relieving them of their hats, he ushered them into the kitchen.

‘You’ve met my granddaughter, Alice,’ Mathew said, addressing Samuel.

‘Yes, sir,’ Samuel said with a warm smile that set Alice’s pulse racing. ‘I have had the pleasure. Good evening, Alice. It’s nice to see you again.’ He nodded at Beatrice, who was hunched over the sink draining the vegetables, enveloped in a cloud of swirling steam. ‘Mrs Turner. Good evening.’

‘Good evening to you both, Reverends,’ she replied, turning round to smile at the two men. ‘Do sit down. Supper will be ready in a moment.’

As the men settled themselves round the table, Alice fetched the plates warming on the range and passed them to her grandmother.

‘Mrs Hurst was glad of an evening off,’ Walter said, smiling in anticipation of the roasted rabbit, boiled potatoes and fresh garden vegetables Beatrice was dishing up. ‘She’d arranged to attend a recital with her sister so now they have time to enjoy a meal out beforehand.’

‘That will be nice treat for her,’ Beatrice said, placing a plate of food in front of the portly vicar.

‘That looks delicious, Mrs Turner,’ Walter beamed.

Quietly pleased that she’d been left the seat opposite Samuel, Alice pulled up her chair. While her grandfather and Reverend Aldridge conversed about church matters, Alice probed Samuel’s interest in books and music, and was delighted to find their tastes were similar on many topics.

‘Has it always been your ambition to go into the church, Reverend Roberts?’ she ventured during a brief lull in the conversation.

‘It’s Samuel, please.’ His lazy smile sent a tingle down her spine. ‘My father was a vicar and so it was always rather assumed that I would follow in his footsteps.’

‘He must be pleased,’ Beatrice said, stacking the dirty plates.

‘Unfortunately, I lost both my parents in a boating accident some years ago.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,’ said Beatrice, looking genuinely moved.

‘I’m sorry, too,’ said Alice quietly. Samuel acknowledged her sympathy with a smile.

‘Thank you. I do miss them, of course, but the passage of time has eased the pain somewhat.’

Beatrice got up from the table and began to gather up the dirty dishes. ‘If everybody’s finished, I’ll fetch the apple pie.’ Alice started to get up to help her, but Beatrice motioned for her to stay seated. ‘You stay and chat,’ she said, smiling at her granddaughter over her shoulder before disappearing in to the scullery to fetch the dessert.
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