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Chapter 1

January 1941

Edie Cartwright had been staring into her cup of tea for nearly half an hour when Susan arrived to meet her at The Sparrow Café. The brew had long since grown tepid, but Edie kept her hands wrapped around it, trying to absorb the last bit of heat. It was so hard to get warm these days, with coal in such short supply.

‘Well, how do I look?’ Susan asked, twirling for her.

She was kitted out in her new uniform: the khaki skirt and jacket of the ATS, with the brass badge on her cap polished to a high shine. It wasn’t the most fetching of the women’s auxiliary services uniforms, but the tightly belted jacket clung flatteringly to Susan’s Hedy Lamarr curves and Edie reflected that her best friend would manage to look like a film star even dressed in an old potato sack. Whereas her own scrawny frame bore so much resemblance to a bag of bones, it was a wonder no one had tried to claim her for salvage.

‘Like the Third Reich’s worst nightmare,’ she said, summoning a smile. ‘Old Adolf won’t know what’s hit him.’

Susan laughed as she took a seat. ‘Edie, I’m going to work as a despatch rider in Hull; I’m not getting dropped in the heart of Germany.’ She watched as her friend absently stirred her now undrinkable tea. ‘Are you all right? You look unhappy.’

‘Not unhappy exactly. Just … reflective. I can’t help dwelling on the fact that after Alfie ships out tomorrow, you and I will be the last of our little set left. And in a few more weeks I’ll be losing you too. That’s one of the worst things about this war – I mean, apart from all the fighting. The way it breaks up families.’ Edie flushed. ‘I’ve always felt we were family, you know. At any rate, the closest I have to one.’

‘I always hoped I might have you for a real-life sister one day,’ Susan said with a small smile.

‘Well, and so you do, in love if not in law.’ Edie reached out to squeeze her hand. ‘I’ll miss you to blazes, Sue.’

‘I’ll write you all the time. Twice every week, I cross my heart.’

‘You better had. I only wish I was coming with you.’

‘When are you going for your examination with Dr Grant?’

‘Tomorrow.’ Edie held up her crossed fingers. ‘Wish me luck.’

‘All the luck in the world, darling.’ Susan frowned as Edie took out her handkerchief to cover her mouth while she let out a hollow cough. ‘But do take care, won’t you? Don’t push yourself to do more than you’re capable of.’

‘It’s just the dust. All these damn raids.’ The bell over the café door jingled and Edie waved to the young soldier who entered. ‘Aha, here he is. The man who’s going to have this thing all sewn up by Easter.’

The two women got to their feet. Susan saluted as Edie mimed playing ‘Hail the Conquering Hero’ on an invisible trombone.

Alfie laughed as he tossed his cap on to the table. ‘At ease, ladies.’

He greeted them both with a kiss and took a seat.

‘Well, Alfie, what will you have for your goodbye supper?’ Susan asked. ‘Anything you want, our treat. At least, anything as long as it’s fish and chips because that’s all they’ve got.’

‘Fish and chips it is then,’ he said, smiling. ‘You know, Sue, you never offered to buy your big brother fish and chips before he was going to war. What would you call this, the condemned man’s last meal?’

Edie shuddered. ‘Alf, I wish you wouldn’t joke about that. It’s bad luck.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about me, sweetheart. It’ll take more than that Charlie Chaplin impersonator in Berlin to beat this soldier.’

‘Three cod and chips, please,’ Susan said to the waitress who approached their table.

The woman shook her head. ‘No cod here, darlin’, nor nowhere else in London at the moment, neither. We got snoek fishcakes, rock salmon or the door.’

Edie pulled a face. ‘Snoek and chips. Doesn’t sound right, does it?’

Alfie shrugged. ‘Well, there’s war for you. No one ever said it was going to be tasty.’ He shot the waitress a smile. ‘That’s fine, love. Three lots of fishcakes and chips.’

‘On leave?’ the waitress asked him as she scribbled their order in her notepad.

‘Yes, embarkation leave. I’m being posted overseas.’

‘Where to?’

‘Oughtn’t to say really, ought I? Careless talk and all that.’ He smiled at the woman’s raised eyebrows. ‘Let’s just say it’s somewhere hot.’

She looked interested. ‘My old man was in the Suez.’

‘Oh, really? Is he still there?’

‘No, my Stan ain’t nowhere much these days.’ She bowed her head. ‘I mean, nowhere on this earth.’

Alfie looked up at the woman with sympathy in his green eyes – and, Edie thought, a hint of fear too.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly.

‘Never mind about that. Just you watch out for yourself, that’s all, sonny.’ She called over her shoulder to a woman who could be seen frying fish through the kitchen hatch, a cigarette balanced expertly on the edge of her lips while she hummed along with Reggie Dixon on the wireless. ‘Ethel! Three snoek and chips. No charge for this young gent’s.’ With a brief nod to Alfie, she bustled off in a businesslike ruffle of starch.

Edie shook her head at Susan. ‘Oh, to be a boy in uniform. Flash a woman a smile and you’re up to your ears in free chips.’

Alfie took Edie’s hand and pressed it to his lips. ‘You know you only have to say the word, Edie Cartwright, and my endearing young charms can be yours alone.’

‘Now, don’t start all that nonsense. I’m not sure I can bring myself to turn you down in khaki.’

‘Did you ever consider that perhaps that was my plan all along?’ he said, grinning.

His playful teasing was interrupted by the too-familiar wail of the air-raid sirens piercing through the other sounds of the bustling city street outside.

Alfie groaned. ‘The blighter never lets up, does he?’

‘For goodness’ sake, not again,’ Susan muttered. ‘I’m starved.’

‘If my chips go cold then Hitler’s really going to be for it.’ Alfie got to his feet. ‘Come along, girls. Piccadilly’s nearest. We’ll shelter there until Jerry goes back to bed.’

‘Wait there a second,’ Ethel called through the kitchen hatch. ‘Let me wrap these up and you can take them down with you. Gawd knows but it might be morning by the time we get the all-clear.’

When they each had a newspaper-wrapped packet of fishcake and chips tucked into their pockets, Alfie offered an arm to each of the women and they made their way through the plumes of blushing smoke to the nearest Underground station. After months of constant bombing raids, walking calmly through hell had become second nature to Edie and her fellow Londoners.

The ash that hung in the air got into Edie’s lungs, making her cough. An incendiary bomb must have dropped somewhere nearby. White-hot flames licked the air in the distance, and the bark of efficient voices echoed along the street as a couple of ARP wardens with sandbags in their arms organised a chain to extinguish the fire. The skies vibrated with the moan of the sirens and the ack-ack of the anti-aircraft guns; and, above it all, the terrifying hum of the German planes.

Edie slipped her hand into her pocket, finding the soft, warm mass of her chips – slightly damp where the vinegar had soaked into the paper – oddly comforting. Fish and chips were such an ordinary, everyday thing; almost a promise that the world would, one day, be calm and peaceful once again.

‘Don’t fret too much about me when I’m gone, will you, Edie?’ Alfie whispered as they joined a queue of people heading in the same direction.

‘I can’t help it, Alf.’

‘Oh, I’ll be all right. But, sweetheart … remember me in your prayers, eh?’

‘I’m sorry, Edie,’ Dr Grant said when he’d finished examining her in his rooms the following afternoon. ‘I’m unable to tell you anything different from what I said before: it just isn’t possible.’

‘I can’t accept that. I won’t.’

‘My dear, you don’t have any choice,’ he said firmly. ‘If you go before the WRNS assessment panel they’ll give you exactly the same answer, I’m afraid. In your state of health, it isn’t safe for you to be in active service.’

‘Dr Grant, please! I can do this. I’m as fit and healthy as you are.’

The old man gave a hoarse laugh. ‘Oh, you’re not in such poor shape as that, I hope.’

‘I’m really so much better; better than I ever have been,’ Edie said, a note of desperation creeping into her voice. ‘I hardly cough at all any more, honestly I don’t.’

Dr Grant sighed and took a seat opposite her.

‘Edie, please don’t lie to me. I may be an old man but I’m not quite a dotard yet.’

‘Well, there is still a little coughing, perhaps,’ she admitted. ‘But that’s only from all this dust and smoke. Outside of London, I’d be perfectly all right.’

‘Now, that’s the most sensible thing I’ve heard you say.’ He leaned forward to take her hands. ‘You get out of London, my girl. Join your aunt in the country. That’s the best thing you could do for those poor scarred lungs of yours, and I must confess, I’d feel better for knowing you were out of Herr Hitler’s reach.’

The unmarried aunt who had brought Edie up after her father’s death, Aunt Caroline, had taken herself off to family in the Cotswolds in the early days of the war, but Edie had resisted the invitation to join her, opting to stay behind in the small terraced house the two of them shared. She hadn’t wanted to leave her friends, or her job teaching the infant class at Brick Street School, and anyhow, the war had seemed so very far away, then. In those first few months, it hadn’t really felt like there was a war on at all. Life had gone on much as it had before for those on the Home Front – with a few new hardships, true, but as autumn became winter and then melted into spring, the days had passed in exactly the same quiet, safe, familiar way they always had.

But that was before the Luftwaffe started paying their nightly visits to the capital, and the life Edie knew had ended for good. Before the nights spent underground in cold, damp shelters; before rubble and fires and bombed-out skeletons that hours earlier had been comfortable family homes. Before the high-explosive bombs that brought destruction and chaos wherever they landed, and the constant, mournful wail of the sirens. Before friends and neighbours who’d lost their health, their homes and in some cases their lives to the nightly horror of Hitler’s Blitzkrieg.

Now Edie’s few friends had all been stolen away by this evil thing: the boys called up into the armed forces, the girls doing various forms of war work around the country. Brick Street School was closed, its premises requisitioned by the ARP, and Edie’s former pupils evacuated to the safety of the countryside. Only she remained: desperate to do her bit for the war effort but thwarted at every turn by lungs weakened through the consumption that had blighted her early childhood.

‘I just want to help win this blasted thing, the same as everyone else,’ she told Dr Grant. ‘All my friends are doing something important. There are men out there getting shot at, people being blown to pieces, and I’m sitting at home knitting comforts for the troops like some elderly spinster. Please, you were my father’s dearest friend. You served in the trenches together. There must be something you can do.’

‘I am sorry, Edie,’ Dr Grant said in a gentle voice. ‘I understand, of course, but I really can’t in good conscience recommend you for service – either as your doctor or as an old family friend. You may feel healthy, and I hope and believe you have a long, happy life ahead of you, but your lungs will never be as strong as those of other people. That, I’m afraid, is just an inconvenient medical fact.’

‘Don’t tell me what I can’t do, tell me what I can do! There must be something you think it’s safe for me to volunteer for. If I can’t join the auxiliary services then there’s the ARP, or the Women’s Voluntary Service …’

‘Fresh air and open spaces are what you need – somewhere out of London, as I keep telling you.’

The cough Edie had been desperately trying to suppress throughout her examination now forced itself out and she hid her face in her handkerchief, feeling the sting of tears brought on by a combination of pain and mortification. Dr Grant waited patiently until the fit had subsided.

‘There must be something I can do,’ she repeated weakly.

‘Well …’ The doctor looked thoughtful. ‘If you absolutely refuse to evacuate for your own sake, then you might consider the Women’s Land Army.’

Edie blinked. ‘Farm work? You think I could do that?’

‘Certainly. Eyes, ears and heart are all sound, and the country air would do all manner of good for those poor lungs of yours. Life in the countryside could be just the ticket, away from the soot and ash. And besides, you’d be safe there.’

‘I don’t care about being safe,’ Edie said, sticking out her chin. ‘Why should I be safe, when everyone else is fighting?’

‘Perhaps because you’ve lost so much already,’ Dr Grant said quietly. ‘As your family doctor, I can declare you physically fit for the Land Army without the need for a panel assessment. And they do good work – vital work. Think about it, Edie.’




Chapter 2

March 1941

It was early afternoon on an unseasonably balmy Saturday in mid-March and Edie was waiting for the most important train of her life: the train that would take her away from London towards a new existence.

A smell of roasted chestnuts drifted to her from somewhere nearby, the scent blending in her nostrils with fresh-blooming lilacs, cigarette smoke, hot bodies. It was the sort of incongruous but oddly delicious mix you could only find in the big city. She’d miss that, when she was gone.

All was serene. It was hard to believe that tonight the air would be thick with smoke and sirens as the German planes returned for yet another assault on the capital, bathing the London skyline in fire. After six months of continuous bombing raids, the Luftwaffe were showing no signs of getting bored. But for now the city was quiet, only the barrage balloons dotting the sky serving to remind Edie that this coming spring would not be like any that had gone before.

A dog – a stray, judging by his protruding ribs and mangy fur – had approached to sniff at one of her suitcases. Edie bent down to give the poor fellow a stroke.

‘Hungry?’ she whispered. The dog looked up at her with sad brown eyes and Edie rummaged among her possessions for some food.

‘Here you are,’ she said, slipping the dog an arrowroot biscuit from the meal she’d packed. ‘Make it last, now. There’s not a lot of it around at the moment.’

The train pulled in, spewing out steam like a huge, angry teakettle, and Edie watched the dog slink off with his bounty.

‘You shouldn’t feed it, you know,’ a young sailor who was lounging nearby observed, blowing a lazy smoke ring from his cigarette. ‘We’re hard pushed to feed people these days, let alone disease-ridden vermin like that. Better to starve ’em out.’

Edie kept her face fixed, trying not to let her irritation show.

‘I can’t accept it’s ever wrong to help someone – or something – worse off than you are,’ she said. ‘That’s why we’re fighting, isn’t it?’

‘You have to think about the greater good, love. We all want to get through this thing alive if we can.’

‘Well, doesn’t that apply to animals other than human beings?’

The man shrugged. ‘It’s a matter of being cruel to be kind, by my reckoning. My dad had our old lurcher put to sleep the week war broke out – best way, he said, spare her worse to come.’ 

He wasn’t the only one. Edie knew of dozens of friends and neighbours who’d chosen to have their pets humanely killed rather than subject them to the unknown horrors that might be lying ahead. It had near broken her heart, seeing people trudging home clutching a bag containing the remains of the family’s much-loved dog or cat for burial in the back garden. Thank God, her own beloved Tessie – Aunt Caroline’s ancient Siamese – had accompanied her mistress to the safety of the Cotswolds.

Edie wondered to whom the stray dog she’d fed had belonged. Had his owners evacuated and left him? Died in a raid? She’d never seen so many scavenging strays on the streets of London as she had since the nightly blitzes began six months ago.

Poor, lost little souls. How awful it was to see animals suffer: that heartbreaking bewilderment in their eyes because they couldn’t understand where their world had suddenly disappeared to. She’d give them all a home if she could.

The sailor watched Edie struggling with her heavy luggage for a moment before straightening up. ‘You need a hand with that?’

‘I can cope, thank you.’ She forced a smile. ‘I’m about to start work as a Land Girl, it won’t hurt me to build some brawn.’

‘Suit yourself.’ He stamped his cigarette out and walked off to find his carriage.

Once Edie had loaded her luggage on to the overhead rack in her compartment, she claimed a seat and took out the papers telling her everything the local War Agricultural Committee felt she needed to know about her new home. Which apparently wasn’t a lot.

She was headed for the village of Applefield in Cumberland, not far from Kirkton: the town where her father had been born, although she’d never been there herself. There she’d be billeted on a local estate, Applefield Manor, managed by a lone widow – Prudence Hewitt – and her staff.

There was scant information about the estate itself; however, its grounds covered several acres and their upkeep had obviously been deemed vital to the war effort by somebody at the War Ag, so Edie guessed it must be rather grand. Her responsibilities were to assist the gardener there in the orchard and kitchen gardens for three days a week, and for the other two and a half she would be working at the romantic-sounding Larkstone Farm nearby.

There was nothing about how many girls would be billeted at Applefield Manor along with her. Edie just hoped they wouldn’t be too stuck up. Susan and Alfie were good correspondents, but a letter wasn’t the same as a flesh-and-blood friend. There would be nothing worse than starting a new life among strangers who’d already made up their minds they didn’t want her there. And Northerners could be uncommonly close, couldn’t they? Suspicious of outsiders. Edie wasn’t quite an outsider – half the blood in her veins belonged to that part of the world – but she had a feeling that was unlikely to help her case a great deal.

She sighed as she packed her papers away again. Edie didn’t question that the Land Army did valuable work, ensuring there was food enough to fill hungry bellies for the months, perhaps even years, it could take for the war to be settled one way or another. But on the training course she’d attended – learning how to load a threshing machine; the correct way to apply udder cream; how to plant a potato – the work had seemed so … ordinary. So small.

Before her medical assessment, Edie had dreamed of joining the Wrens and applying for overseas posting. Saving lives, seeing the world, helping in a very real, tangible way to win this bloody war; it was everything she wanted. But then Dr Grant had delivered the bad news about her health, and … well, here she was on a train to the very back of the back of beyond, preparing to do her bit for the war effort not through helping to plan key naval operations but by trimming some old lady’s box hedges.

She cast an envious look at the woman who had taken a seat opposite, her smart navy-blue jacket and peaked cap clearly marking her out as a Wren.

‘Good afternoon,’ the Wren said, smiling cheerily. ‘Rather a scorcher for the time of year. Far to go?’

Edie nodded. ‘Cumberland. I’m taking up a posting there.’

‘Crumbs, as far as that! Which service?’

‘The Land Army.’

‘Oh, really? Well, good for you.’ Edie couldn’t help noticing the slight sneer on the woman’s lips. ‘Still, rather you than me, dearie. Terribly ugly uniform, isn’t it? Every little helps though.’

Having discovered Edie was only a lowly Land Girl and not a member of the Forces, the woman’s attention drifted away and Edie was left alone with her thoughts for the rest of the journey up north.

The journey to her new home was a feat in itself. The train from Euston ought to have taken Edie directly to Kirkton, but bomb damage to the line meant it was diverted to Oxford, where Edie transferred to the Wolverhampton train, and from there she went on to Crewe. There followed a cold night spent shivering on the platform while she waited for the train to Kirkton – as the Land Army were not a fighting force she was denied entry to the NAAFI tearoom there, which felt rather hard when she, too, was about to take up valuable war work. After an uncomfortable night Edie was tired enough to get a little sleep on the Kirkton train, and from there she caught the bus to Applefield.

By the time she reached the stop where her directions instructed her she should alight, Edie had been travelling for the best part of two days in hot, dark, crowded vehicles and was utterly exhausted. Frequent stops for air raids and roadblocks, with hours spent shunted into sidings, and diversions due to damage on the railway lines had extended the journey significantly, and it was after nine o’clock at night when she finally stepped off the bus.

The last leg of the journey was equally gruelling, although it was only a mile and a half. Edie was met at the bus stop in Applefield by the local coalman and driven in his rickety horse-drawn cart over dark, narrow roads to her new home of Applefield Manor. Her poor old bones felt like they’d been fed through the threshing machine she’d spent so many long, cold days learning to use during her four-week Land Army training course.

In pitch darkness and with every cottage window blacked out, it was hard to properly get a feel for her surroundings as they drove. She could just make out the ominous shadows of the fells all around them, rising black against the star-flecked sky. The sky that felt so disconcertingly empty and quiet when in London the moan of sirens and the sinister bumblebee drone of the bombers had become such a part of everyday life. Here, the only sound was the occasional bleat of a sheep.

Edie had expected to feel a certain freedom out in the countryside. That was what one was supposed to feel, wasn’t it? But in reality, the impassable giants all around her, the tightly packed little settlements, the narrow, frightening roads, all served to make her feel more hemmed in than she ever had in the city. Here, it seemed, was a place with no escape route. While Edie couldn’t deny she felt relieved – as well as a little guilty – at having broken free from the terror of the Blitz, homesickness began to gnaw. She fumbled for the little silver watch she always wore around her neck, pressing it with her fingers as they pushed on into the darkness.

Applefield Manor, too, was shrouded in velvet darkness when they arrived, although Edie could tell it was built on quite a scale. She wondered how many others were billeted there, and if she’d have a roommate.

When the old man driving the cart had unloaded her suitcases and driven off, Edie pulled the bell rope that hung by the large front door, before immediately wondering if she ought to have looked for some sort of tradesman’s entrance.

It was answered by a woman Edie assumed must be the housekeeper. She was dressed in a plain black frock and stiff white collar, her hair pulled back into a bun so severe it looked almost painful. The harsh hairstyle, stern expression and Quaker-like attire made her look older than she was, although Edie would have estimated her real age at no more than fifty.

‘Um. Good evening.’ Edie faltered in the face of the woman’s hard stare. ‘Edith Cartwright; Mrs Hewitt is expecting me. Could you tell her I’ve arrived, please?’

‘I can, very easily indeed.’ Edie thought she could detect the faintest flicker of amusement in the woman’s face. ‘Come in.’

Edie blushed at her mistake. ‘I’m so sorry. You’re Mrs Hewitt?’ She’d been expecting somebody rather older, and, well, grander than the plain, bird-like woman before her.

‘I am the lady of the house, yes,’ Mrs Hewitt said in a clipped voice. ‘And perfectly capable of managing the household myself, despite what must seem to you my very advanced years.’

It was a strange accent she had. Cautious and considered, each vowel carefully rounded, like the woman was unconsciously trying to cover up her native Cumberland tones. ‘Gives herself airs, that one,’ Edie could imagine her Aunt Caroline muttering with a disapproving sniff. But Edie sensed it stemmed more from a learned sense of shame, a fear of being somehow ‘found out’, than from any delusions of grandeur.

‘Well, you’ll be tired, I expect,’ Mrs Hewitt said in an offhand tone. ‘I’ll give you a quick tour, then my cook will provide you with a bite of supper before bed. Leave your luggage and gas mask in the hall for now.’

Edie left her cases at the foot of the stairs and followed Mrs Hewitt as she made her way with purposeful strides down the oak-panelled hallway.

‘Are we far from Larkstone Farm here?’ Edie asked.

‘Not very far. Some two miles.’

‘Who is it run by? A family, or …’

‘Samuel Nicholson manages their flock of Herdwicks alone now, since his uncle passed on,’ Mrs Hewitt said. ‘I daresay he’ll be grateful for another pair of hands during lambing season. I’ve arranged with him that you won’t start work there until Thursday next, to give you a little time to settle in here. When you’re not working for him then you’ll be under orders from Mr Graham, my gardener.’ Mrs Hewitt gestured in the direction of what must be the gardens, although any view of them was blocked by the heavy blackout curtains covering all the windows. ‘We’re aiming to plant potatoes on some of our unused land, and there’s the greenhouses to tend to, the kitchen garden, and the apples from the orchard to get in if you’re still with us when the season comes around. Our gardens provide fruit and vegetables for the whole village, not merely ourselves. Jack – Mr Graham – will give you your itinerary tomorrow.’ She fixed Edie with a stern look. ‘And mind, Edith, the staff here are used to hard work. We’ve little time for shirkers in this part of the world.’

Oh yes, all very well when you were the lady of the manor, eating grapes and fanning yourself while you watched the lower orders do the work. But Edie just smiled politely.

‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘I’ve come prepared to get my hands dirty. Dig for victory and all that – stuff.’

Edie had stopped herself just in time. ‘All that rot,’ she’d been about to say, but that would have sounded mocking and disrespectful. She wasn’t with her friends now, laughing at it all like some big joke to hide the fact that deep down, they were bloody terrified. Terrified of losing someone they loved. Terrified of dying themselves. And more than all that, terrified of losing the war – and of what might come after if they did. But that was defeatist talk, and even with Susan, her oldest, closest friend, Edie would never dare give voice to such an idea.

‘Well, let’s hope you still feel that way after a week or two of graft,’ Mrs Hewitt was saying when Edie tuned back in to the here and now. She looked Edie up and down, taking in her skinny five-foot-two frame and pale, freckled complexion. ‘I must say, I was hoping they’d send me someone rather more … a strong, sturdy country girl was what I asked for.’

Edie suppressed a wave of annoyance. Why did everyone insist upon treating her like some puny weakling? She might be small, but she was determined.

‘I’m stronger than I look,’ she said. Mrs Hewitt, however, looked far from convinced.

‘Hmm. Well, for your sake I hope so. And, Edith, do make sure you wear a hat when you’re out in the sun. With your fair skin and red hair, you must burn terribly. Now follow me.’

She led Edie into a room and gestured around it with little interest. ‘Sitting room. I never spend time in here, but you’re welcome to do so if you wish. I’ve a wireless set in the library I can have moved in for you. For myself, I mostly keep to my room of an evening and read. I’ve grown used to my own company since my son Bertie joined up.’

The room was large, but somewhat neglected. Carpets and furnishings that must once have been grand had grown shabby, fraying at the edges, and a glass chandelier was missing much of its crystal. Furniture was covered by old cotton sheets.

‘That’s very kind,’ Edie said. ‘The other girls, do they sit in here?’

‘Other girls?’

‘I assumed you must have other Land Girls billeted with you. Don’t you?’

‘I told the county committee I only required one, to help Jack now the boy we used to have has been called up. I don’t care to have strangers in the house unless it’s absolutely necessary.’

‘Yes, but when you have all this space … there must be some way it can be used to help the war effort. It seems such a waste otherwise.’

Mrs Hewitt frowned. ‘Young lady, I believe you’re forgetting yourself. What I do with my home is my business.’

Edie flushed. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be impertinent. I simply thought …’

‘Not all thoughts need to be uttered. Some are far better off remaining in our heads.’ With a stern look that reminded Edie of Aunt Caroline in her terrifying, maiden-aunt prime, Mrs Hewitt beckoned for her to follow.

‘This is the dining room,’ she said, pushing open a door. ‘Dinner is served at 6 p.m., but as you’ll be working long hours during the lambing season, I’ve instructed Matilda, the cook, to be prepared with cold provisions on the days you’re at the farm.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Now for the other rules, there are to be absolutely no gentlemen callers, or visitors of any kind without my prior consent. Curfew is 9 p.m. on weekdays, but on Saturdays you may stay out as late as 10 p.m. Monday to Wednesday you’ll be working here with Mr Graham, and from next week, Thursdays, Fridays and Saturday mornings will be spent at Larkstone Farm. Saturday afternoons are your own. Sundays we go to church, then you can spend the rest of the day how you wish. Are you church or chapel?’ Mrs Hewitt paused, then, when Edie didn’t answer immediately, carried on. ‘Because if you’re chapel, we’ve none in Applefield. You’ll have to bicycle to the next village. If you’re Catholic, there’s a makeshift place of worship in one of the Nicholsons’ old barns for the Italian prisoners of war – they live mostly at the farm during lambing. That’s if you don’t mind sharing with them, but after all, we’re all God’s children.’

‘Um, I’m Church of England,’ Edie said, feeling a little dazed by the barrage of information delivered in Mrs Hewitt’s staccato, no-nonsense manner. She wasn’t a regular churchgoer at home – not since her aunt had left for the country, anyhow – but she could see that her new landlady believed Sunday mornings ought to be spent on your knees or not at all.

Mrs Hewitt nodded her approval. ‘Then you may come to St Mark’s with me and the rest of the household. There are only the four of us: you, Mr Graham, Matilda and myself.’

‘Yes. Thank you.’

Edie’s eyes were drawn to a couple of photographs in matching silver frames sitting on an oak dresser: two young men, one in army and one in navy uniform. They were very alike in build and features, although their outfits and the quality of the photographs showed them to be serving in different wars.

‘Your husband?’ she asked, nodding to the man in the army uniform.

‘Yes.’ Mrs Hewitt followed Edie’s gaze, and for the first time her expression softened. ‘Albert. He was a captain in the last war.’

‘Did he come home?’

Edie bit her lip almost as soon as she’d asked the question. What a thing to ask of a widow, and a stranger to boot! But Mrs Hewitt didn’t seem to have noticed, gazing at the photograph with a little smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

‘He was one of the lucky ones, I suppose, if you can call any of the men who lived through the horror of the trenches lucky. Yes, he came home.’ She sighed. ‘But he’s gone now.’

‘Your boy looks a lot like him.’

‘He does, and like him in character too,’ Mrs Hewitt said, with another brief flicker of a smile. ‘Scapegraces, the pair of them, always finding their way into trouble when they were lads. Young Bertie is a midshipman on the Majestic.’ Mrs Hewitt turned to look at her. ‘Do you have family in the Forces?’

‘Friends, yes, but no family. I don’t have any close relatives, besides an elderly aunt. My mother died giving birth to me, and I never had brothers or sisters.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Mrs Hewitt’s voice sounded ever so slightly gentler, and although her face was as stern as ever, there was pity in her eyes. In these days of loss upon loss, when everyone was encouraged to bury their grief under a song, a smile and a stiff upper lip, those telltale signs of compassion meant a lot.

‘What about your father?’ Mrs Hewitt asked.

‘He …’ Edie swallowed. ‘He’s dead too.’

‘The war?’

Not the war. Me. I killed him.

Edie turned her face away while she blinked back a tear. ‘No, tuberculosis. When I was six.’ She forced a smile and turned back. ‘I’m sorry, but would you mind awfully showing me to my room now? I’ve had a very long journey.’




Chapter 3

Edie was woken by the welcome smell of frying bacon, and a numbness in her bare toes where they’d slipped from under the covers. She turned on the bedside lamp, looked at the alarm clock and groaned.

Nearly 5.30 a.m., which meant the alarm would start ringing at any moment. And on the days she was working at Larkstone Farm, she’d need to get up even earlier. Edie knew the working day began at cock-crow out in the countryside, but it was still a shock to the system. She reached for the clock and turned off the alarm before the deafening ringing pierced the air.

Still, the early start was worth it if that was the price of spending the night in an actual bed, in an actual room, rather than shivering in the damp of the Anderson shelter dug into a pit in Aunt Caroline’s back garden. A hot water bottle and an eiderdown quilt too! Unimaginable luxury. The hot water bottle had long since grown cold, but the eiderdown was wonderful to wake up to. Edie pulled it over her face and rubbed her cheeks into it, savouring the downy softness.

The bedroom she’d been shown to by Mrs Hewitt the evening before was spartan apart from the indulgence of her fluffy eiderdown, containing little more than an iron bedstead, dressing table, wardrobe and chair. Edie’s uniform – the green woollen pullover and corduroy breeches of the Women’s Land Army – were laid out over the chair ready for her first day of work.

Edie poked a toe out from under the bedclothes again to test the air. It was cold: so, so cold compared to the crammed city full of warm human bodies. Edie twitched aside one corner of the heavy blackout curtain and noticed that ice crystals had tessellated prettily inside the thick panes of the mullioned windows. She drew her toe back under the quilt, trying to muster the will to get out of bed before Mrs Hewitt came to make sure she was awake.

Prudence Hewitt: now there was an odd one. Edie couldn’t decide how she felt about her new landlady. She seemed so closed off, so inexpressive. During the whole of their conversation the previous evening, Mrs Hewitt’s features had scarcely flickered – except perhaps when she’d talked of her husband and son.

To Edie’s romantic imagination, Prudence Hewitt seemed almost a Miss Havisham figure, alone in this huge house with only a couple of servants for company. Yet she didn’t seem lonely – if anything, Edie sensed Prudence was irritated by the intrusion of an outsider into her solitude, although she herself had been the one to request assistance from the Land Army.

Unpatriotic, Aunt Caroline would have called it. From Wolf Cubs to white-haired matriarchs, everyone was doing their bit for the war effort in one way or another, and yet here was this snooty widow acting as though the conflict currently threatening their freedom was everyone’s problem but hers.

It made Edie angry. Edie, who had been so desperate to serve that she’d happily have risked her fragile health to do so; and she was far from the only one willing to make that sacrifice. Whereas Mrs Hewitt had rooms and land at her disposal that she’d rather see decay than used to help win this thing.

Other houses the size of Applefield Manor had been turned into hospitals and convalescent homes, or given over to the army as billets for soldiers doing basic training. Every country dweller with a spare room had an evacuee or two staying with them. During her tour of the house last night, Edie had counted at least six empty bedrooms – did Mrs Hewitt really care so little about the plight of her fellow man that she couldn’t turn a few of them over to those who needed them? There were sick and injured in need of beds, children desperate to escape the bombs …

And yet … Edie inhaled the freshly laundered scent of her eiderdown. There were few touches of luxury at crumbling, austere Applefield Manor. The fact Mrs Hewitt had shown enough concern for Edie’s comfort to procure this for her was an act of unwarranted kindness that indicated she couldn’t be devoid of softer emotions.

Then there was her accent, the one she took so much trouble to try to hide – hardly the crystal tones of landed gentry. Exactly what was Prudence’s story? Yes, the lady of the manor was an enigma all right.

With an effort, Edie eased herself into a sitting position and peeped through the blackout curtains to get a better look at her new home. But it was still dark, and she could only make out the same shadows as when she’d arrived the evening before.

There was a knock at the door. Edie let the curtain drop.

‘Yes?’ she called.

‘You’d best show a leg,’ a gruff male voice with a strong Cumberland accent said. ‘Work to be done.’

‘Yes, I’m coming. Thank you.’

The voice hadn’t felt it necessary to introduce itself, but Edie guessed it must belong to the gardener, Jack. She got up, dressed carefully in her uniform and went downstairs to the kitchen.

Prue watched from the shadows as the girl descended, looking rather childlike in the too-large breeches and jersey of her Land Girl uniform. Such a little thing …

Her smallness triggered a protective feeling in Prue. Cursing herself for her weakness, she banished it to the depths.

It did no good to get close. The girl was a tool, nothing more.

Prue didn’t much care for this, lurking in doorways as if she were a stranger in her own home. Still, she was a necessary evil, this Land Girl; Prue was aware of that. Jack was fifty years old – he couldn’t manage the gardens all alone, and this nasty business in foreign parts had taken most of the able-bodied lads from the village. Not to mention that Jack was … well, there was the other issue to consider. He was a good man – an old friend – and after a lifetime of service, she owed it to him to ensure he didn’t struggle.

The girl – Edith, wasn’t that her name? – had been something of a disappointment. Pale, little, and far too delicate for hard work; not at all what Prue had asked for. The bony thing looked as though she’d never seen a good meal. Prue had decided to give the child a fortnight, then if Edith wasn’t up to the work she’d see if she couldn’t trade her in for a more suitable replacement. Prue needed someone who could ease the burden Jack was currently shouldering alone, not add to it. If the girl had come to her with the sort of weak, sickly disposition that would require constant care … well, this wasn’t a hospital.

Rather sure of herself for such a tiny thing, Prue thought as she watched Edith march into the kitchen. Polite enough, perhaps, but over-confident; not afraid to speak her mind. It wouldn’t have done in Prue’s day, certainly it wouldn’t – she could just picture the back of her mother’s hand heading her way if Mam had caught her only daughter swaggering about, taking her betters to task.

But Prue had been raised in the days when the old queen was still alive, and children seen but not heard – and ideally not seen an awful lot either. These young bits now just didn’t seem to care what people thought of them, Prue reflected with a touch of reluctant admiration. That was the way of things, she supposed. People changed, the world changed, and the human race was lucky if it could survive from one generation to the next.

Well, the world could do as it wished, but this was Prue’s home – her world – and war or no war, at Applefield Manor she made the rules.

She turned when she felt a heavy hand on her shoulder.

‘You eaten, Cheggy?’

‘Jack.’ Her face lit with a smile. ‘No, I’m going to wait until the girl’s finished. I don’t like to go in while she’s there.’

‘You’ll eat now,’ he said firmly. ‘If you don’t, you won’t. I know you.’

‘You mollycoddle like a mother hen, Jack Graham. I’m a grown woman, you know. An old woman.’

He smiled. ‘To me you’ll always be that same little thing with her skirts full of horse chestnuts and her face full of brazen cheek.’ He pinched one of her cheeks, as if to make his point. ‘Come on. I’m going to see you served myself. You’re getting scrawny as a plucked pigeon, lass.’

‘Jack, I don’t like this,’ she muttered, her gaze turning in the direction of the kitchen. ‘This … this damned invasion.’

‘You asked for her, Cheg.’

‘I asked for her through necessity. That doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it.’

‘I told you, there’s no necessity for owt. I can manage well enough. This business’ll be over by the autumn, trust me, and the boys will be home.’

‘That’s what they said the last time,’ Prue muttered. ‘It’ll all be over by Christmas – do you remember? Four years later, millions slaughtered …’

‘That was different.’

‘Was it? There are still boys out there fighting. Losing their lives, or worse, their wits –’

Jack flinched heavily, and Prue cursed herself.

‘Oh, Jack, I’m sorry,’ she said gently. ‘I shouldn’t have said that.’

He was silent for a moment, staring down at the carpet.

‘This is different,’ he repeated when he finally looked up. ‘The Kaiser was a clever customer. This Hitler’s a madman. He’ll never hold out another year – less if we can get the Yanks to come in with us. You didn’t ought to have stuck your oar in, Cheg. I’m just fine on my own.’

Prue looked up into his face, brown as a nut from outdoor work, somewhat lined now around the eyes and mouth, and rough with a grizzled half-beard. Heavy purple bags nestled under his eyes, and there was a greyish tinge to the deep tan.

‘“Just fine” my Aunt Fanny, old man.’ She softened her voice. ‘The dreams have been bothering you again. Haven’t they?’

‘Nay, not lately. Not so much.’ He turned away. ‘Bad night’s sleep, that’s all. Birthing yow on one of the farms bleating her lungs out half the night.’

‘Jack, come on.’ She tapped his arm. ‘You can’t kid me, I’ve known you too long.’

‘Well, it don’t matter. Let’s eat, shall we? I want to get the measure of this new girl of ours.’




Chapter 4

‘Good morning,’ Tilly said when Edie had followed her nose – and her grumbling stomach – into the kitchen. It felt like a long time since the hunk of bread and cheese she’d had for supper the night before. Edie had never been a big eater, but the country air had obviously stimulated her appetite.

Edie had met Tilly the previous evening, and been struck by how little the woman resembled her idea of a cook in a country house. For a start, she didn’t look much older than Edie herself – she surely couldn’t be more than twenty-three. Secondly, she was tall and willowy – or at least, she would have been willowy some months previously – with vibrant copper hair Edie felt sure had come out of a bottle, and arms and legs as thin as twigs.

Once when she was small, Edie had overheard her Aunt Caroline tell a friend that you should never trust either a skinny cook or a fat footman. She hadn’t understood what that meant at the time, but the meaning had dawned on her once she was grown up. A fat footman is likely to have his fingers in the butter, and it must follow that a skinny cook is a rather poor one.

Nevertheless, Edie trusted Matilda Liddell the instant Mrs Hewitt had introduced them; she couldn’t help it. Tilly might not have the chubby limbs and mop of white curls that cooks always had in picture books, but the blooming cheeks and wide smile certainly fitted. And any doubt the cook might not be doing her job properly was instantly assuaged by the scent now emanating from the cooker.

‘Morning.’ Edie inhaled deeply as she took a seat at the kitchen table. ‘Golly, that smells good. You certainly eat well here, don’t you? You’d hardly know there was a war on at all.’

‘Perk of country living, love. There’s always a bit of extra fat to skim off the land,’ Tilly said as she piled a plate high with bacon, toast and mushrooms.

Edie eyed the plate warily. ‘Not the black market?’

‘Oh no, nothing underhand. But there’s plenty of game about, and a little extra from the farms when all’s divvied up … you know, enough to keep us off the tripe.’ She gave Edie’s cheek a sisterly pinch as she placed her breakfast in front of her, and Edie noticed an unusual ring she was wearing: thick silver, crudely wrought. ‘Anyway, it looks like we need to fatten you up.’

‘I’m not going to try to talk you out of it,’ Edie said with a smile.

‘If you give me your book, I’ll pick up your rations with the rest of the household’s.’ Tilly cast her eyes over Edie’s uniform. ‘Now that brings back memories. You’ll never see it that clean again, I promise you.’

Edie blinked. ‘You were a Land Girl?’

‘Before I invalided myself out,’ Tilly said, placing one hand on her swollen belly. ‘I was your predecessor up at Larkstone, with a couple of girls from the WLA hostel in Kirkton.’

‘How did you like it?’

‘Hard work, but I adored every second. Mind you, I’m born and bred in Applefield. Farming’s in our blood.’ She took in Edie’s skinny frame. ‘I hope you won’t find it too much.’

For goodness’ sake, not this again …

‘I’m stronger than I look,’ Edie muttered while she dug into her food.

‘Oh, please don’t be offended,’ Tilly said, resting a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’d hate for you to push yourself too hard, that’s all. Just promise me you won’t let Sam bully you.’

Edie frowned. ‘The farmer? Why, is he likely to try?’

‘He’s not a cruel man, but he can be a hard one to read – and to like, until you understand him. Not a great talker, and exacting with his workers.’ Tilly turned down the heat on the gas cooker. ‘Sam tends to forget that not everyone is used to twelve-hour days chasing errant sheep over the fells. But he’ll play fair with you, and if you stand up to him once, you’ll have his respect forever.’

‘Right.’ Edie was starting to build a picture of this gruff old farmer: grizzled, set in his ways, suspicious of outsiders. But as nervous as she was, she was determined to hold her own when the time came to meet him. ‘Well, thanks for the advice.’

‘My pleasure.’ Tilly arched her back, one hand on her stomach. ‘Oof,’ she said, wincing. ‘It gets more difficult every day, this lark.’

‘How many months left?’

‘Three or four, I think. I’m not sure of the exact date, to be honest.’

‘Which service is your husband in?’

‘None of them. I haven’t got one.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. You’re a widow?’

‘No. Not a widow.’

‘Oh. Oh!’ Edie said as the penny dropped. ‘So he left you. You poor thing, what rotten luck.’

‘Nothing so romantic, I’m afraid.’ Tilly turned back to the cooker. ‘No, the father was one of the Brylcreem boys from the airbase. Charlie. There was a dance and … well, you know how these flyers are. Talking girls out of their knickers must be part of RAF basic training. One minute he’s waltzing you over the floor, all handsome in his uniform, whispering in husky tones that Veronica Lake isn’t a patch on you and asking if you’ve ever thought of going into films.’ She sighed. ‘The next thing you know, you’ve missed a monthly, he’s hopped it to goodness knows where and you’re seriously up the creek. You know?’

Edie knew. All her friends knew to be on their guard against those men: the ones who pressed the idea that it was a girl’s patriotic duty to give them ‘something to remember her by’ before they shipped out – with the unlucky girls finding themselves left with something to remember him by too.

‘Does he know about the baby?’ she asked.

Tilly nodded.

‘And he won’t do the decent thing?’

‘That’s the problem, he already did. I found out after I was expecting that he already had a wife down in Somerset. Serves me right, I suppose.’ She glanced up from the cooker when Edie remained silent. ‘Sorry, I didn’t shock you, did I?’

‘No,’ Edie said quickly. ‘No, of course you didn’t. Why should I be shocked?’

She laughed. ‘Sweetheart, your eyes are as round as plates. And I mean the big ones we use for company.’

‘I’m sorry. I mean, I know how it all works and everything, but I’ve never met anyone before who …’ Edie broke off. ‘Perhaps I have led rather a sheltered life. I was raised by a maiden aunt and she was excessively stuffy about those sorts of things. But I don’t … think anything about it, honestly. I try never to judge anyone. Why should I? I’ve got no right to.’

‘Well, I wish I could say the same about the old guard down in the village,’ Tilly said with a wry half-smile. ‘I suspect they’d get on rather well with your aunty. Things err on the traditional side here.’

‘Are your parents in Applefield?’

‘Not any more. Couldn’t stand the looks in church of a Sunday. I’ve got an aunt who won’t speak to me and that’s it.’

‘So you’ve got no one to help you?’

‘I wouldn’t quite say that.’ Tilly turned to face her. ‘How did you find Prue? Did you like her?’

‘Not exactly. And not exactly not. She seems … odd.’ Edie mopped up her bacon fat with a chunk of Tilly’s home-baked bread, so much lighter than the tough wedges of National Loaf she’d been surviving on back in London. ‘Sort of cold.’

‘I know what you mean.’ Tilly took the empty plate and put it in the sink. ‘I’ve known her all my life. Me and my cousins used to dare each other to steal fruit from her greenhouses, and get a clip round the ear for our trouble if she caught us. She was always … formidable, shall we say. But when it felt like everyone in the village had turned their back on me, Prue was the one who offered me a home and situation.’ Tilly eased herself into a seat across the table. ‘I owe her a lot.’

Edie pondered this, tracing shapes on the old oak table.

‘Why do you think she keeps the house empty like this?’ she said. ‘It seems a shame it’s not being used to help the war effort.’

‘She doesn’t care much for outsiders. It’s my opinion she closed herself off after her husband Albert died in ’32. Then when Bertie joined up, she withdrew even further. I believe they were the only people she ever really loved in her life, Albert and Bertie – and perhaps one other.’

‘Yet she offered you a place.’

‘She did, although she’d managed without a cook for years. She used to do all that herself, and still could if she was minded, I imagine.’ Tilly poured Edie a cup of tea from the pot that sat snug in its knitted cosy between them. ‘If you ask me, Prue has a weakness for lost causes. Not that you’ll ever hear her admit it.’

‘Are you a lost cause?’

‘We all are, here. I think it’s safe to say that the world’s given up on each of us, one way or another.’

‘Then I ought to fit in perfectly,’ Edie said with a smile.

‘You as well?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘You’ll have to tell me about it sometime.’ Tilly glanced towards the door, where there were sounds of movement, and lowered her voice. ‘If you really want to get the measure of Prudence Hewitt, Edie, then watch her with Jack.’

Edie frowned. ‘The gardener?’

‘Not only the gardener.’ Tilly put a finger to her lips as the door opened. ‘Just watch.’

‘Good morning, girls,’ Mrs Hewitt said. ‘I hope you won’t mind if we join you.’

Tilly smiled at Edie. ‘I think we can allow that, don’t you? Since it is Prue’s house.’

Edie smiled back, a little uncertainly, and drew her legs under her chair to make room for them at the small table. Mrs Hewitt took the seat Tilly had previously occupied, and the huge, silent mountain of gardener sat down beside her. His beetling brows looked like they were joined in the middle as he directed a fierce glare at Edie. She summoned a friendly smile, but he didn’t change his expression.

‘I generally eat in here with the staff,’ Mrs Hewitt said to Edie. ‘It seems foolish to set the dining table when we’re so few. But now we have an additional member of the household, perhaps we might make more of an effort to dine formally on the days when you’re working in the gardens.’

Edie was surprised to hear that it was customary for the staff and the lady of the house to eat together, but she bit her tongue.

She watched as Tilly placed a plate of food in front of her mistress, only for Jack to shake his head and hand it back again.

‘Another rasher and four or five more of those mushrooms for Missus,’ he said firmly. ‘She can’t live on that.’

Prue smiled. ‘Now, Jack. There’s a war on, don’t forget. We all have to tighten our belts.’

‘You can have my share. I’ve no appetite this morning.’

‘No, I won’t have that. What have I got to do with myself but potter about in the house? You’ll be turning soil most of the day, you need a full belly.’

For the first time, Edie saw Jack’s brow ease and his lips relax in a smile. ‘Cheggy, we’ll be trying to feed each other all morning at this rate. Just do as you’re told, lass. I really couldn’t eat yet.’

‘There’s the remains of last night’s hunt pie in the pantry,’ Tilly said. ‘You can have it as an early lunch, Jack.’

‘There, you see? I’m all provided for,’ Jack said, nudging Prue.

She smiled. ‘You’re a hard man to say no to, Jack Graham. Between me and that damn bird of yours, I believe you’d give all your food away if I let you.’

Jack flashed her a full grin, the triumph of knowing he’d won glowing through as Tilly placed a piled plate in front of Prue.

‘Edie, as I’m sure you’ve gathered, this is Jack – Mr Graham,’ Tilly said. ‘I suppose I might as well do the introductions if no one else is going to.’

‘How do you do?’ Edie said politely, holding out her hand.

Jack eyed it suspiciously.

‘We work hard here,’ he told her.

Edie could feel a cough trying to force its way to her throat and fought to stifle it. She could sense Jack was trying to get the measure of her, and she didn’t want to show any weakness.

‘So I’ve been informed,’ she said stiffly.

‘I don’t know what you’re used to down in London, but we’ve little truck with shirkers in the north. Their sorts don’t tend to last long here, any road. If it’s an easy time you’re after then you’d best go back where you’ve come from.’

Edie sat up straighter. ‘What makes you think that’s what I want?’

His eyes skimmed her body. ‘You weren’t built for graft, child.’

The cough forced itself out, but after a moment’s painful wheezing, Edie was able to force it back under control.

‘Maybe not, but I’m reliably informed there’s a war on,’ she said hoarsely.

‘Mappen there is,’ Jack said. ‘If you did nowt but read the papers and listen to the wireless, you’d think there was nothing mattered but the bloody war. But my concern’s not with wars, it’s with this potato crop I want to get in the ground by end of April. And while you’re working this estate with me, so’s yours.’

Edie bristled. ‘No, my concern is helping to win the war. The Women’s Land Army isn’t cheap labour for your vegetable patch, Mr Graham.’

Jack shot Prue a look of surprise, but his mistress just quirked an eyebrow while she tackled her bacon and mushrooms.

‘Edie, don’t listen to him,’ Tilly said, shaking her head at Jack. ‘We’re not growing spuds for our own amusement. We want to reclaim some waste ground to grow potatoes we can sell down in the village. We’re also planning to invest in a chicken coop and some hens so we’ll have eggs to sell as well.’

‘Hens?’

‘That’s right. Just a couple to begin with, then once we’ve got the hang of it we’ll get more. So you see, we are doing our bit to keep people fed.’

Jack nodded. ‘Aye, we do our share. Maybe it’s not glamorous, Miss whatever your name is –’

‘Cartwright.’

‘Maybe it’s not glamorous, Miss Cartwright, but I’m sure you’ve heard the saying that an army marches on its stomach. You can’t win a war with a grumbling belly.’

‘I’m well aware of that, Mr Graham. I’d hardly be here if I wasn’t.’

Jack’s face creased in a grin. He grasped her tiny hand in a bear-like fist and gave it a firm shake. ‘Well, you might not have much brawn but you’ve got guts. And a fair cheek on you too.’ He glanced at Prue. ‘I knew another little lass like you once. Let’s see how you get along, shall we?’

Edie laughed as he released her hand, flexing it to bring some feeling back into her fingers. ‘You mean you’re going to be testing me.’

‘Summat o’ that.’

‘What will we be working on today?’

‘I need to be getting on with clearing the ground for the potatoes. You can
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