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June 1914

The sweet song of a pair of skylarks filled the air although they were almost invisible against the piercing blue of the summer sky. Flora leaned back on her elbows and squinted upwards. 

‘I wish I was a bird,’ she said.

Her friend Mary laughed. ‘A bird? Why?’

‘So I can fly of course. Imagine being up there, soaring over the countryside, looking down on the fields, the farms, the woods.’ She sighed. ‘So free.’

‘You’re daft, Flora Latham.’ Mary threaded a daisy through the chain she was making and fastened the ends together. She placed the circlet on her friend’s chestnut curls and smiled. ‘There, you look like a princess,’ she said.

‘Now who’s daft?’ Flora jumped up, brushed her skirt down and straightened her pinafore, checking for grass stains. She reached out a hand and pulled Mary to her feet. ‘Time I was getting back to the farm. We’re supposed to go straight home after school.’

‘It’s too nice to be indoors helping in the shop,’ Mary said, sighing. ‘Oh well, better go. Don’t want to be in trouble.’

The girls strolled across the field hand in hand, stopping at the edge of the pond where Flora’s little brother Alfie was watching the tadpoles, some of them already turning into tiny froglets.

Flora grabbed the back of his pullover. ‘Come along, Alfie.’

He scowled, throwing down the stick he’d been playing with. Feet dragging, he followed the girls across the field onto the lane leading back to Rushall and the village shop. 

At the junction they paused to say goodbye. ‘I don’t want to go home,’ Flora said. ‘My Pa’s in such a bad mood these days. I know he’s worried about the farm, but...’ 

‘Everyone’s worried. No one knows what’s going on. We hear all sorts of rumours in the shop. I heard mum and dad saying Vaunces Farm is sold and the workers turned out of their cottages, and more are being bought up.’

‘I think we might be next,’ Flora said frowning. Maybe that was why her father looked so miserable these days. 

Leggats, the Latham’s farm, was to the north of the village, just a mile or so from Pulham Market where some sort of secret work was going on, causing much speculation in the area.

‘Do you think it’s true there’s really going to be an airfield up there?’ Mary asked.

‘That would be good. If there’s aeroplanes, maybe I can get a job there, learn to fly when I leave school.’

Mary gave her a little push, laughing. ‘Girls don’t fly, you silly.’

‘Why not?’ Flora stamped her foot, annoyed at her friend’s dismissal of her dream. She stalked off down the road towards Leggat’s Farm, Alfie trailing behind her. 

Truthfully, she wasn’t looking forward to leaving school when the summer term ended. She dreaded going to work as a kitchen maid at the Rectory but she had no choice. It was all arranged. She had nurtured dreams of being a school teacher, having done well in English and history. The head mistress, Miss Clarke, had asked her parents if she could stay on and train. But it was not to be. Flora had been disappointed but had accepted that she must leave school and go to work, especially with the spectre of losing the farm looming over them. 

* * * 

AS FLORA AND HER BROTHER approached Leggets Farm, Alfie gave a shout. ‘There’s Pa.’ He climbed on to a five-bar gate and waved.

Flora pulled him back but it was too late. Their father had seen them.

Bill Latham paused, a loaded hay rake in his hands. He tossed the hay onto the waiting cart and waved back to the children, hurrying across the field towards them. 

‘What’re you kids doing here? You should have been home long since. Your ma will be worried.’

‘Alfie wanted to look at the tadpoles. They’ve started turning into frogs,’ Flora said. It was easier to blame her little brother for their lateness. He could get away with anything.

‘Well, get along now,’ said Bill. ‘Got to get the hay in before the weather turns so tell your ma I’ll be late.’

Flora nodded and grabbed Alfie’s hand. ‘Come along.’

‘Can’t I stay and help you, Pa?’ Alfie asked, pulling away.

‘All right. You can hold the horses.’ He turned to Flora. ‘And you, girl, get along home and help your Ma. Tell her not to worry about the boy.’

Sullenly, Flora turned away and stomped off down the lane. Why wasn’t she allowed to help on the farm? Just because she was a girl! It was so unfair. She tore the daisy chain off her hair and threw it on the ground. She didn’t want to be a princess either. Mary had been talking nonsense. 

Lost in thought – rebellious thoughts – she didn’t hear her mother calling her. 

‘Where have you been?’ Ethel Latham called. ‘I was getting worried. And where’s Alfie?’

‘He’s helping Pa in the hayfield.’

‘Oh, dear. I hope your father won’t let him go near the horses.’

Flora didn’t tell Ma that Alfie had been told to hold the horses. He loved the big Suffolk Punches who, for all their size, were gentle giants. Despite being assured that they would not hurt her, Flora was very nervous of them and she knew her mother felt the same.

‘Pa told me to come home and help you,’ she said, changing the subject.

‘Well, goodness knows, there’s plenty to do. I’ve got the pie in the oven so get along in and peel some potatoes.’

As Flora washed the vegetables, still muddy from the ground, then proceeded to peel them, she reflected that when she left school at the end of July her life wouldn’t change much. She’d be doing the same jobs in the Rectory kitchen as she was doing now. And it would be all day every day. Surely there was a more interesting job she could do. But going in to service was usually the lot of girls like her.

She sighed and dropped the last potato into the saucepan. Her mind drifted off to the rumours of an airfield nearby. The thought of aeroplanes was so exciting. But then she thought of the other rumours – farms being bought up, tenants being turned off land that had been farmed by their families for years. The thought of losing Leggatts Farm caused a sinking feeling in her stomach. What would happen to her family if it really happened? No wonder Pa was so grumpy these days.

Guilty shame flooded her for hoping the rumours were true. After all, if an airfield was built near her home, it would make no difference to her life. Her future was already mapped out. In a couple of months’ time, she would leave her home and move into the attic room at the Rectory in nearby Rushall. 

She was used to housework and food preparation and had never really minded helping out at home after school. But she always dreamed of a more interesting life until her dream of teaching had been shattered. Now she was dreaming of aeroplanes - they seemed to offer freedom – not that she would ever be allowed to fly. She hadn’t needed Mary to point out the futility of her dream. 

‘Haven’t you finished peeling those taters yet?’

Her mother’s sharp voice startled Flora out of her daydream. She dropped the last potato into the saucepan and carried it over to the stove. ‘All done, Ma,’ she said.

‘About time. Your pa will be in for his supper any minute.’

‘Sorry. Shall I lay the table?’

By the time she had finished, the potatoes were done and she drained them into the sink and began mashing them while her mother took the pie out of the oven.

She spooned heaps of creamy mash onto the plates just as the back door opened and her little brother burst into the room. She listened a little resentfully to his chatter about the haymaking and how much fun he’d had. Lucky Alfie being out in the summer sunshine while she was stuck in the kitchen.

Her father followed Alfie in and said, ‘Never mind that. Get those hands washed before coming to the table.’

When they were seated, Ethel dished up the pie, fragrant steam arising as she cut into the pastry. 

Bill sniffed appreciatively. ‘Smells good,’ he said.

After a brief pause to say grace, they all tucked into the meal and the room was silent except for the scraping of cutlery on plates.

Pushing his empty plate away, Bill said, ‘I was ready for that.’

Flora knew she was expected to help her mother clear away and do the washing up but she lingered at the table, hoping her father would have some news of the farm’s future. 

He got up and moved to his favourite chair in front of the range, reaching for his pipe on the mantelpiece. 

Flora waited impatiently as he filled the pipe and lit it, taking a few puffs. She was about to speak when Bill gave a huge sigh. ‘Well, the hay’s in,’ he said, ‘but I don’t know why we bothered.’

Ethel turned around and touched his shoulder. ‘Don’t say that, Bill. We might be worrying over nothing.’

Bill shook his head. ‘No, love. The rumours are true. All the farms between here and Pulham have been bought up.’

‘Ours too?’ Ethel bit her lip. ‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s official. I got word this morning. We have to be out by the end of the year.’ 

‘Why so soon?’

‘Who knows?’ Bill said with a sigh. ‘They were saying in the Half Moon that we might soon be at war. Maybe that has something to do with it.’

‘Pub gossip,’ Ethel scoffed. ‘You can’t believe everything you hear.’

‘Maybe, my love, but no matter what happens the fact remains we’re being turned out.’

‘Can they really do that?’

Surely not, Flora thought, her heart thumping. What would become of them? Would they have to leave the village? She’d been born and grown up here. Despite her longing for a more exciting life, she would miss Mary and her school friends. She bit back a sob at her father’s next words.

‘We’re only tenants. Sir Frederick has agreed to sell. The rumour is they’ve been offered a mint of money.’ 

‘And money talks,’ Ethel said. She slammed a pan down on the range. ‘And what’s war got to with anything?’

‘It’s just a rumour. We’ll have to wait and see. Lucky I’ve got work on a farm out at Thelveton and there’s a cottage to go with the job.’

‘That’s something, I suppose,’ Ethel said, but Flora could tell she wasn’t happy.

Flora tried to look on the bright side. Mary had told her there was to be an airfield nearby and she smiled, about to ask her parents if they’d heard anything about it. But then the reality hit her. They were losing the farm and they would be moving away. Thelveton wasn’t so far away but far enough. Her dream of being near airplanes faded. She sighed and began to pile the used plates up, carried them over to the sink. She glanced at her mother. Noticing her tired eyes and pinched lips, she mentally berated herself for only thinking of herself. Her parents were worried sick. In a few weeks she would be living at the Rectory, still in her home village. But they would be in another village in a tiny cottage, so different from the comfortable farmhouse she had grown up in. And what would happen to Alfie? Well, if there was a war, he’d be too young to fight. That was one consolation.
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July 1914

It was Flora’s last day at school and her feet dragged as she left the school room for the last time after saying goodbye to Miss Clarke.

Tomorrow she would start work as a maid of all work at the Rectory in Rushall. It wasn’t that she was afraid of work – after all, it would make little difference to how her life had been at home, helping Ma with the chores. She had learned to bake, sew, do laundry and everything else that contributed to the smooth running of the household since she was very young. 

She caught up with Mary who was leaving school that day too.

‘Are you looking forward to starting work?’ her friend asked.

‘In a way, I suppose. But it won’t be a lot different to being at home really. Housework – ugh! And you know how I hate sewing...’

‘The Rector’s wife is nice though,’ Mary said. ‘You’re lucky. I’ll be working in the shop and my pa is very strict.’ She pulled a face. ‘I would have gone into service too but since Ma has been ill, I’m needed at home.’

Flora grabbed Mary’s hand and squeezed it, feeling bad for grumbling. ‘At least we’ll see each other in church on Sundays and I’ll come and visit on my day off.’

‘Perhaps Mrs Mitchell will send you on errands and I’ll see you in the shop,’ Mary said.

Flora shook her head. ‘Not likely. Everything’s delivered to the Rectory.’ She dropped Mary’s hand. ‘Here we are. I’d better get on home.’ 

She said goodbye to her friend and set off up the lane in the opposite direction to the old familiar road she had walked all her life. Home, she thought. The cottage out on the Diss road where her family now lived didn’t seem like home – and it never would. How she missed Leggats Farm – the animals most of all. She even missed the scraggy old tom cat who lived in the barn. How often had she been told off for feeding him?

‘He’s there to catch mice,’ her pa said. ‘You’re making him fat and lazy.’

She kicked a stone, sending up puffs of dust and a lump formed in her throat.

She looked up and saw her mother standing at the cottage door and she thrust away those bad feelings. Since the move, Ma had started to look better, the lines of worry smoothed away now that they were settled and Pa had regular work on a farm a few miles away. It had been a hard time, wondering what was to happen when their own farm was sold. 

There had still been no real news about what the land was to be used for. Rumours were rife but the sales were shrouded in secrecy. Something to do with the coming war, her father had said as speculation had grown over the past few months.

She hugged to herself the dream that aeroplanes would soon be flying over the village. Her fascination with flight had begun when she was quite small, and she had seen a flimsy looking biplane high in the summer sky. 

Her mother called out to her, rousing her from her daydream and she ran towards her. Ethel put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders and smiled. ‘All grown up now. No more school. Looking forward to tomorrow?’

‘Yes, Ma.’ What else could she say? Her mother had been so pleased when the Rector’s wife had spoken to her after church one day, asking if Flora could come and work for her when she left school. She confided in Flora that she hadn’t wanted her to go to work in one of the big houses in town, so far from home. ‘It’ll be nice for me, knowing you’re nearby and that you’ll have a kind mistress,’ she’d said.

‘I’ve got your things all ready,’ Ethel said now. ‘Come and see.’

Flora slowly followed her into the parlour where her mother showed her the neat piles of petticoats, aprons and mob caps, neatly folded on the table. The only splash of colour was the blue felt hat for church going on Sundays. Behind her, on the back of the door was a long grey dress with white collar and cuffs. Flora found it hard to imagine herself dressed as a maid but she smiled and thanked her mother, knowing she had put in hours of work, sewing late into the night by lamp light.

‘Thanks, Ma. Mrs Mitchell will be pleased.’ 

* * * 

FLORA WOKE EARLY, DAWN light filtering through the curtains. She sat up, looking around at the still unfamiliar room, the last time she would sleep here.

Despite herself, she felt a stirring of excitement at the thought of the new life which beckoned. It might not be so bad. She would be living in a beautiful house with a proper bathroom instead of this poky little cottage, such a comedown after growing up in the farm house.

She sighed and spared a thought for her parents. How hard this change in their lives must be. She was the lucky one.

She got out of bed and washed her face and hands in the basin on the wash-stand, then donned the new dress, covering it with the snow-white apron. She piled her abundant chestnut curls up into a bun on top of her head, securing it with pins. She didn’t put the cap on – that could wait till she arrived at the Rectory.

When she got downstairs her mother looked her up and down with a proud smile. ‘Oh love, you do look so grown-up.’ Her smile faded and she turned away to stir the porridge simmering on the range.

Flora felt a lump in her throat as she realised Ma was trying to hide a tear. How she would miss her family. 

Pa had already started his new job as pigman on the nearby farm.

Flora had said goodbye to him before going to bed last night and he had hugged her to him, stroking her hair, an uncharacteristic display of affection which had brought tears to her eyes. 

She managed to swallow a little of the porridge and pushed her bowl away. ‘I ought to be off,’ she said, standing up.

Alfie was still shovelling porridge into his mouth and he scarcely looked up as Flora ruffled his hair and said goodbye. 

Ethel wiped her hands on her apron and accompanied Flora to the door. She put her arms round her daughter and said, ‘You be a good girl now. Do what Mrs Mitchell tells you.’

‘I will, Ma.’ Flora grabbed her bundle of belongings and hurried outside into the September sunshine. Her throat closed up as she mumbled a goodbye. At the gate she turned to see her mother standing by the cottage door. She gave a little wave.

Sadly, she would not see her parents until her next day off. They no longer attended Rushall church, preferring the shorter walk to the chapel near to their new home.

She strode down the lane, telling herself fiercely that she would not cry. She was off on a new adventure. It was a little consolation that she would see Mary and her family in church on Sunday. 
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February 1916

Flora had been working at the Rectory for a year and a half and despite the long hours and the mind-numbing work she was not unhappy.

Her mistress was kind and she was warm and well fed – nothing to complain about really, although she did. On her monthly day off she walked the three miles to the little cottage where her family now lived and enjoyed spending time with her family, helping her mother and teasing Alfie who was growing up fast. Still too young to go to war though, Flora thought thankfully.

She always left time before returning to the Rectory to pop into the village shop and see Mary. Her friend was walking out with Eddie Strong who was now apprenticed to the village blacksmith so she wasn’t always at home. She couldn’t begrudge her friend spending time with her sweetheart. So many young men had been conscripted into the army and were fighting overseas and who knew when Eddie might be called up.

On this bitterly cold winter afternoon, it was already getting dark when Flora said goodbye to her mother and little brother and hurried back to the village. Pa was still at work and Flora was sorry to have missed him.

Mary was busy serving a customer and Flora hesitated, not wishing to get her friend into trouble. Mr Waller was very strict and didn’t like his daughter wasting time gossiping when she should be serving customers. To her relief it was Mrs Waller who came out from the back room and spotted Flora, smiling and saying, ‘Come in out of the cold, love. Mary won’t be long.’

She led Flora through to the back room which was piled high with boxes of tinned goods and cans of paraffin. The oily smell filled the air and Flora wrinkled her nose, although she was used to it from having to fill and trim the lamps back at the Rectory.

‘How are your ma and pa – settled in?’ Mrs Waller asked.

Flora frowned. ‘I suppose so. Ma seems content but Pa hates working for someone else.’

‘’Not surprising after having his own farm.’ Mrs Waller sounded sympathetic but Flora couldn’t help thinking that the Wallers were doing all right. With so many new people moving into the village the little shop was always busy.

Before she could think of a reply, Mary came into the room. ‘Is it all right if I walk back a little way with Flora,’ she asked.

‘Go along then. But don’t be long. Your father will be back soon for his tea.’

Mary took off her apron and hung it up behind the door. She grabbed Flora’s arm. ‘Come on. I’ve lots to tell you.’

As they went out of the door, Mrs Waller called after them. ‘And don’t you go lingering in the lane with that Eddie...’

‘All right, Ma,’ Mary called, laughing.

The girls crossed the village green in front of the Half Moon pub and set off arm in arm towards the Rectory. 

‘She does worry so,’ Mary said, giggling.

Flora ginned. ‘So – you and Eddie? Are you really courting?’

‘I’m too young to be serious over a boy.’ She giggled and a dreamy look crossed her face. ‘Well, he is nice looking – those blue eyes. And he’s doing well at the forge. I could do worse.’

Flora agreed about the looks but she was put off by his permanently black hands and streaks of dirt across his face from the smoky forge. Besides, she wasn’t interested in boys. She was determined to have some adventures before she settled down to boring domesticity. 

There were much more exciting things to talk about. They were approaching the Rectory and she hurriedly changed the subject.

‘Have you heard what’s happening over at Pulham?’ she asked 

‘About the air station?’ Mary laughed. ‘Bet you’re disappointed. It’s not aeroplanes after all.’

‘I don’t care. Airships are more exciting. I’ve seen one go over but it was too high up. I can’t wait to see them up close.’

‘I don’t like them – noisy things. They’re scary.’ Mary shuddered. ‘Pa says the base will soon be operational. They’ve built these huge sheds and there’s all sorts of other strange buildings - and gas holders Pa said.’

‘Have you been up there?’ Flora asked feeling a twinge of jealousy.

‘Eddie and me walked up that way the other evening but we couldn’t see much. They’ve built fences all round and no one’s allowed near. It’s all very secret.’

Flora wasn’t deterred and she made up her mind to take a walk up that way on her 

next day off. Airships might not be as interesting as planes - but they flew, didn’t they?

At the gate to the Rectory, Flora said goodbye to her friend, promising to meet on her next day off.

‘That’s if I don’t get the chance to talk to you after church on Sunday,’ she said.

‘I might not come. If Eddie gets time off, we might go for a walk instead.’

‘Lucky you,’ Flora replied. ‘I don’t have any choice now I’m working for the Mitchells. Anyway, I thought you weren’t actually courting.’

‘I’m not,’ Mary said indignantly, but Flora smiled to see her friend blushing.

‘Get away. You’re sweet on him’, she said, giving Mary a little push. 

‘Maybe.’ Mary’s blush deepened.’ Anyway, I just like spending time with him that’s all and he doesn’t get much time off. They’re always busy at the forge.’

Flora felt like she was losing her friend and she said a hasty goodbye, hurrying up the drive before Mary could see her swallowing the lump in her throat. Growing up wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, she thought, longing for those carefree summer days when they had wandered the fields, picking wild flowers or blackberries.

* * * 

ALL THOUGHTS OF FLYING and airships fled as Flora entered the back door of the Rectory.

‘You’re late,’ Cook snapped. ‘The master’s in a rare mood. Where have you been?’

‘I called in the shop to see Mary,’ Flora replied.

‘Well, He’s waiting to start evening prayers. Get along in.’

Flora hastily hung her coat up and, pulling off her hat, made an effort to tidy her hair. She followed Cook and Kitty, the kitchen maid, into the parlour where Mrs Mitchell and her husband waited.

The Reverend Mitchell, his face set in a stern grimace, holding a bible in his large hands, gestured to the servants to hurry to their places, before saying loudly, ‘Let us pray.’

Flora was still somewhat in awe of her employer. His booming voice declaiming the fires of hell for those who did not conform to church teachings had given her bad dreams when she first came to live at the Rectory.

She had got used to him now and managed to retreat into her own little world during his lengthy Sunday sermons. And the long, drawn-out morning and evening prayers were something she had begun to accept. She was still very careful not to draw his attention though, and was always on her best behaviour when he was around.

This evening, although she tried to pay attention, she couldn’t help her thoughts wandering to the airship station. She gave a thankful sigh as at last the Rector finished with the Lord’s prayer and a loud ‘Amen’. 

She rose stiffly from her knees and hurried into the kitchen where Kitty was already busy preparing for the next morning’s breakfast. Cook threw herself down in her cushioned chair by the kitchen range and looked across to Flora. ‘No supper for you, my girl. You were too late back. Perhaps that’ll teach you to be punctual.in future.’

‘Sorry, Cook. It won’t happen again.’ Flora was glad she’d had a hearty meal at home, although she was a bit hungry after her long walk.

‘All right. Finish helping Kitty then off to bed with both of you.’

Upstairs in the attic room she shared with Kitty, Flora tried to sleep, aware that in a few short hours she would have to be downstairs lighting the range ready for Cook to start breakfast. She told herself it was Kitty’s loud snores keeping her awake but she couldn’t stop thinking about the airships. She remembered seeing a picture of one in a newspaper a couple of years ago. It had been flying over the north Kent coast prompting fears of invasion and questions in Parliament. It had all been dismissed as nonsense by the locals. But Flora was fascinated. How on earth did these strange looking vehicles manage to fly, she wondered? 

She would soon find out, she thought, when they started appearing over her home village. She shivered a little, remembering that a year ago, a German Zeppelin had attacked nearby Great Yarmouth killing two people and then some days later, more bombs were dropped on Kings Lynn. Perhaps airships weren’t as exciting as she’d thought. Would English vessels carry out similar raids on the enemy?

She turned over in bed, pulling the blankets over her ears, trying to shut out the disturbing thoughts as well as Kitty’s snores. At last, she drifted off to sleep and it seemed only minutes before Kitty was shaking her awake.

Flora performed her duties mechanically that morning, only half awake after her disturbed night. During morning prayers, she felt herself nodding but she jerked awake as the Rector’s voice boomed out.

‘Oh, Lord, we pray for our men fighting in France that they might be spared the wrath of the German nation.’

Wrath! That was a frightening word. What of the village lads who had excitedly followed the recruiting sergeant, thinking they were off on some adventure? The reality was now coming home to everyone as news of the immense casualties drifted back home.

Safe in her world of the village and surrounding countryside, Flora had little knowledge of what went on in the wider world, The Rector’s conversation always revolved around the church and the doings of his congregation and Mrs Mitchell only spoke to Flora about her duties. Cook’s mind was only on the food she was preparing and plans for the day’s menu, although lately she had started to grumble about shortages and rationing.

As she pondered her employer’s words, Flora realised he was coming to the end of morning prayers with the usual exhortation to his staff to do their work to the glory of the Lord. The familiar words washed over her and, as she started on the dreary round of the day’s menial tasks, she could only remember those frightening words – ‘the wrath of the German nation.’ The frightening vision of Zeppelins dropping bombs on her village would not go away. Perhaps the airships being built here would protect them.

* * * 

FLORA WASN’T ABLE TO go home on her next day off as the weather turned bitterly cold and deep snow rendered the lanes impassable. After a fairly mild winter, sudden storms swept across the East Anglian countryside bringing a halt to all farming and commercial activity. It was late March before the frozen heaps of snow began to disperse, only to be followed by days of torrential rain.

At last, she could visit her parents. She had been worried about how they were managing in their isolated cottage. She set off on the three-mile walk, promising Mrs Mitchell that she would be back before dark.

As she neared the village shop, she was tempted to call in and see Mary. She had missed her friend over the past two months. But she resisted and tramped on through the mud which the thaw had brought, washing away the last remnants of the snow.

She was beginning to tire when the cottage came into view and she smiled as she spotted her mother in the doorway.

‘You’re here!’ Ethel exclaimed, returning the smile. ‘I hoped you’d come. It’s been too long.’

‘I couldn’t stay away although Mrs Mitchell didn’t want me to come. She said there would be another downpour but I didn’t care. I wanted to see you – and Pa and Alfie of course.’

‘Come in by the fire. I’ve got the kettle on.’

‘Where’s Alfie – at school?’

‘No. The roof was leaking so they haven’t opened up again yet. He’s out on the farm with your father.’

Flora laughed. ‘I might have guessed.’

‘He’s not much for schooling or book learning.’ Ethel brought the teapot over to the table and filled the cups. She frowned. ‘I wish we’d been able to let you have a bit more education. I always thought you’d make a good teacher. But – losing the farm...’ Her voice trailed off and Flora laid a hand on her arm.

‘Don’t fret about it, Ma. It couldn’t be helped. Besides, I’m happy enough at the Rectory. Mrs Mitchell is very kind and the work not too hard.’ It wasn’t entirely true but she couldn’t tell her mother that. Yes, her employer was kind but the work was mind numbingly boring. What made it bearable though, was that the Rector’s wife had given her permission to borrow the books in the Rector’s study. She knew that the Reverend Mitchell didn’t approve and she was very discreet, taking books from the very top shelves and pushing those remaining together to hide the gap. Some of them were very old and covered in dust. She knew they had not been read for a very long time, if ever.

It had been when she had climbed the library steps to dust the top shelves that she had spotted a book by Thomas More. It was called ‘Utopia’, a word she had never come across before. She dusted it carefully and opened it, reading the flyleaf with curiosity. Later that evening she had been laying out Mrs Mitchell’s night things on the bed when she had tentatively asked her the meaning of the word. 

Surprised, her employer had asked, ‘Where did you hear that?’

Blushing, Flora stammered. ‘It’s a book, in the master’s study. I was dusting.’

Mrs Mitchell smiled. ‘I knew you were a bright girl.’ She explained that the author had invented the word and ended by saying, ‘Would you like to read it?’

Flora nodded eagerly. ‘Yes, please.’

‘Just look after it then.’

‘Of course, thank you, Madam.’

‘Oh, and I think it best not to say anything to the Master,’ Mrs Mitchell added.

Since then, Flora had borrowed many books, waiting until Kitty was asleep and reading in bed at night until her candle gave out.

While her thoughts had been wandering, Ma had bustled about the tiny kitchen getting a meal ready. ‘Pa will be home soon. He’ll be pleased to see you – Alfie too’

At that moment the door burst open bringing a cold draught and the smell of rain. 

Alfie, spotting Flora sitting by the fire, rushed towards her grinning but stopped short, staring at her. ‘You look different,’ he said.

‘That’s ‘cause you haven’t seen me for a while. You look different too – taller. You’re growing up.’ A pang pierced her heart as she realised how much she missed her family – even this little brother who had so often been a nuisance when she‘d been out with her friends. How she wished they still lived at Leggats Farm, only a few minutes walk from the village. She would have been able to see them more frequently instead of having to wait a whole month. She didn’t even see them in church these days as they had started to attend a nearby chapel, saving them the long and time-consuming walk to Rushall.

Her father had followed Alfie in and greeted her with a warm smile. 

Pa and Alfie sat at the table while Flora helped her mother dish up a warming stew, topped with large floury dumplings. ‘There, that’ll set you up for the cold walk home,’ Ethel said.

Not home, the Rectory will never be home, Flora thought, but she didn’t say anything. Not for the first time she wondered how much longer she could bear to stay there. But what choice did she have? Domestic work was the only career open to girls of her station. 

She forced herself to smile and tucked into the stew, thanking Ma for the tasty food. ‘Your dumplings are better than Cook’s,’ she said.

‘Get away with you,’ Ma said, blushing with pleasure.

‘They feeding you right at the Rectory?’ Pa asked.

‘Yes, the food’s very good.’ She was about to tell her family about the books but bit her tongue. She didn’t think Pa would approve.

The meal over, Flora fetched her coat. ‘Do you have to go just yet?’ Ma asked.

Pa looked out of the window. ‘It’s getting dark already and there’s more rain on the way. Don’t want her getting caught out.’

Ethel nodded. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’ She sighed. ‘It seems like you only just got here.’

‘I know, Ma.’ Flora shrugged her coat on and grabbed her hat.

‘I’ll walk along a little way with you,’ Pa said.

It hadn’t yet started to rain but a cold wind sent a shiver through Flora. She tucked her hand into her father’s arm, pleased to be able to spend a little more time with him. 

‘Have you seen any airships?’ she asked.

‘It’s all anyone talks about round here,’ he replied. ‘I
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