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  One


  LINCOLNSHIRE, 1905


  
    Is that the  the coffin?

  


  Yes, Charlotte dear.


  And is  is Mama lying inside it?


  Mary, standing beside the child and holding her hand tightly, gasped and covered her mouth with her handkerchief, her eyes brimming with tears. She could not answer.


  From an upstairs window of the farmhouse, Charlotte watched the cortge move away from the front door with sadness in her dark, violet eyes. But she did not weep. The coffin, smothered
  with wreaths of white lilies, lay in a glass hearse drawn by four black horses. Behind it walked her father, Osbert Crawford, and behind him were the men who worked for him. Charlotte  even
  at five  knew them all. First there was Edward Morgan. He was their household manservant. His wife, Mary, was their housekeeper and cook with only a young girl, Sarah, who came in daily to
  help her. Between the three of them they took care of everything and everyone in the household. Papa, Mama and Charlotte.


  Only now there would just be Charlotte and her father.


  Harry Warren, Osbert Crawfords farm foreman, walked beside Edward. Though still only in his mid-fifties, he suffered from arthritis and needed a stick. Usually he rode his chestnut horse
  around the fields and lanes overseeing the farm workers. But today he was obliged to walk with the rest of the mourners and every step looked painful. Just behind him and ready to help if he was
  needed was Harrys son, Joe. Hed worked on the land since leaving school and even before that hed worked during the holidays, at weekends and most evenings, always ready to do
  his fathers bidding, always eager to learn the ways of Buckthorn Farm and to please its master, Osbert Crawford. No doubt, Joe would take over his fathers job when the older man
  retired. The Warren family lived in one of the two semi-detached cottages two hundred yards down the lane from the farm. Charlotte wondered where they all slept, for now there were not only Mr and
  Mrs Warren and their son Joe, but also Joes wife, Peggy, their two sons and a little baby girl, Lily, whod been born two weeks ago.


  Charlotte bit her lip. Was it really only such a short time ago that shed walked down the lane to the cottage holding her mamas hand and taking a large basket of food for the
  family and gifts for the new baby?


  So how, the child puzzled, could her mama have got so poorly so quickly that shed died?


  Mary had tried to explain it gently. Your mamas gone away, sweetheart.


  Mama never went away. Charlotte had never known a night when her mother had not been there to tuck her into bed. Shed been there a few days before, had bent to kiss Charlotte gently and
  whisper My darling daughter before tiptoeing from the bedroom. The last sound Charlotte remembered had been the rustle of her mamas silk gown and the soft closing of the door.
  Even after shed gone, Alices perfume still lingered, enveloping the child in her mamas reassuring presence. But in the cold light of morning, Charlottes world had fallen
  apart


  When is she coming back? Charlotte had asked.


  Mary had dabbed her eyes with the corner of her apron. She wont be coming back, lovey.


  Not  ever?


  The woman had shaken her head and glanced up at her husband, Edward, standing solemnly beside her. No, shed whispered. Not ever.


  The child had asked no more. Despite Mary trying to break the news gently, Charlotte knew her mother was dead. Living on a farm, shed seen dead animals. Shed sat on a stool at
  Marys kitchen table often enough, watching the cook pluck a chicken, skin a rabbit or a hare. Shed seen the pheasants hanging in the barn  row upon row of them  after
  one of her fathers shooting parties. She knew full well what dead meant. And now  though she couldnt see her  she knew her mother was lying silent and
  still in that coffin disappearing down the lane on its way to the churchyard.


  No women, Osbert Crawford had instructed harshly. I dont want unseemly weeping and wailing. My wifes funeral will be conducted with dignity.


  So even the faithful Mary, whod come to Buckthorn Farm ten years earlier when Osbert had brought his bride home, was not allowed to attend her mistresss funeral.


  Two years after Marys arrival, Edward Morgan, already employed at the farm, had asked her to marry him. At first, Osbert had forbidden the match, but when both had threatened to leave,
  hed been forced to capitulate, aware that good and loyal servants were hard to find for the lonely farm set amidst the flat Lincolnshire marshland near the Wash.


  So, Edward and Mary had married and continued to live at Buckthorn Farm, serving their strict master and caring for his lovely, dutiful bride. And so it was Mary Morgans hand that
  Charlotte now grasped as she watched her mother leaving home for the last time.


  All the other men and boys who worked on the farm lined up behind Harry and Joe Warren. Charlotte knew them all and they all knew her. They always smiled and waved and raised their caps to her
  when they saw her. But today, they were not smiling or waving. They were walking with their caps in their hands and their heads bowed. Today, they didnt even look up at the window.


  Come, child, Mary said, trying to pull her away from the scene below, but Charlotte stayed, obstinately watching until she could no longer see the procession. Only then did she
  allow the woman to lead her downstairs to the comforting warmth of the huge kitchen.


  And through all her growing years it was the only place she was ever to find warmth and comfort and affection.





  Two


  LADY DAY, 1926


  
    I hear the kitchen maids gone from the farmhouse, then?

  


  Peggy Warren straightened up from bending over the range and turned towards her husband as he sat down heavily at the table. As she placed his dinner in front of him she sighed. Not
  another one!


  Aye. Joe picked up his knife and fork. But who can blame em, eh?


  Peggy sat down before her own meal. Not me, for one.


  Joe chuckled. Dont fancy havin a go yarsen, then? Earn yarsen a bit o pin money?


  Peggy stared at him. Joe Warren, have you taken leave of your senses? Havent I enough to do looking after you and your two strapping sons who refuse to find themselves wives and
  leave home? To say nothing of your poor old dad, who can hardly get out of his bed these days. And then theres Lily, who still comes home now and again from her job at the manor, and as for
  our Tommy   Peggy cast a despairing glance to the whitewashed ceiling. Always in some scrape or other.


  At seven, Tommy was the youngest of the Warren family. His arrival had been a surprise to the 44-year-old Peggy, whod thought her childbearing days were over. Indulged by
  his parents and three older siblings, the boy ran wild.


  Joes smile widened. I was only teasing, lass. I wouldnt want you working in that miserable place.


  Peggy was thoughtful. If things were different, I wouldnt mind. Me an Mary Morgan have been friends ever since she came here. Wed work well together, I know. And
  Edwards a lovely feller. Still, she sighed, I cant and thats that. Has his lordship   this was Peggys scathing nickname for Osbert Crawford
   gone into town today to hire someone else?


  Joe glanced at her briefly. When hed swallowed a mouthful, he said shortly, No. Rumour has it, hes expecting Miss Charlotte to do the work.


  Peggys fork clattered on to her plate as she gaped at him. Miss Charlotte? Youre joking.


  I only wish I was.


  His own daughter? Working as a kitchen maid as well as all the work she does on the farm?


  Daughter, you say? Huh! Now tell me, Peg   he waved his fork at her  has that man ever  ever  treated that lass of his as a daughter? A
  proper daughter?


  Peggy sighed. No, he hasnt. But thats just it, isnt it, Joe? Its because she is a daughter . . . She paused and, as she met his gaze, whispered,
  And not a son.


  Joe placed his knife and fork neatly together on the empty plate and leaned back in his chair. Aye, he said softly. Thats the tragedy of it. Poor Mrs Crawford
  miscarrying three bairns, all boys, and the first two in the same years as our lads were born. He shook his head. That must have hurt. Seein his farm worker the proud father of
  two healthy lads and him havin to bury his sons in the churchyard. Youve got to feel sorry for the feller, Peg.


  I suppose so. The last one  two years after Charlotte was born  went full term, but he was stillborn. Poor little mite. Mary told me once, he was a bonny baby  just
  perfect. But he never even drew breath.


  Aye, the master was distraught, they said. Locked himself in his room for days and wouldnt come out.


  Peggy rose and gathered the plates, clattering them together with swift, angry movements. But hes got a daughter. A lovely girl, if only hed see it. But dyou know
  summat, Joe. She stood very still for a moment as she added quietly, I reckon hed willingly sacrifice her if itd give him just one of his sons back.


  Poor lass, Joe sighed. She hasnt got a lot going for her. Plain little thing, isnt she?


  Not so little now, Joe. Shes twenty-six next month. But she doesnt make the best of herself, Ill grant you. Shapeless, drab clothes; round, steel-rimmed spectacles;
  and her shining black hair always scraped back into a plait and covered with an old-fashioned bonnet. And have you seen the shoes she wears? Theyre like a mans.


  Joe grinned. Well, not all lasses can be as pretty as you, my love. His tender glance roamed over Peggys face, as lovely to him as the day hed married her despite the
  fact that she had borne him four children and led such a busy life. There were only a few strands of grey in the curly brown hair and her figure was as slim and lithe as a young girls.


  But he treats her like a boy, Peggy was still preoccupied with thoughts of Charlotte. Worse than a lad, if you think about it. He never lets her out to enjoy herself.
  Shes never even been to the annual Harvest Supper at the manor, now has she?


  After her mothers death, Mary and Edward had cared for Charlotte. Shed been kept firmly within the confines of Buckthorn Farm, not even allowed to attend the local village school.
  A governess, Miss Helen Proudley, had taken care of her education. Living in, even sleeping in the same large bedroom, shed become a companion to the girl too, but itd always been
  Mary whod mothered Charlotte and she who was the constant in the girls life. At fifteen, Charlottes formal education had ended.


  Youre old enough to work now, her father had said, dismissing the governess at the end of July 1915. With all the young men off to war, youd better help about
  the farm.


  From that day forward, Charlotte had spent most of her waking hours out of doors working alongside Joe and his two sons. Now her education was the farming way of life. In her bedroom at night,
  she would write in a journal all that she had learned that day from old Harry. Though retired through ill health by that time, Harry still lived with his family in the cottage at the end of the
  track where it joined the long lane running from the sea to the small town of Ravensfleet. Before long, Joe, who as expected had taken his fathers position as foreman, could be heard telling
  anyone whod listen that Miss Charlotte knew as much as he did about the workings of the farm. Though mebbe not quite as much as me dad, he would add in deference to the man
  whod taught him, but, you mark my words, shell be as good as any lad when her turn comes to tek over the farm.


  It was the greatest compliment Joe could pay Charlotte and he said it again now as he rose and kissed Peggy, adding, Id best be off. Doesnt do for the foreman to be seen
  slacking.


  Peggy laughed. Thatll be the day any of us on Buckthorn Farm is seen slacking. Not even Miss Charlotte. Poor lass.


  Aye, poor lass indeed.


  At that moment, the poor lass was laughing her head off in the farmhouse kitchen.


  Stop it, Jackson Warren. Youre making my sides ache. She took off her glasses and wiped her eyes. Ive got work to do in the dairy. Butter wont churn
  itself.


  Rolling pastry at the table, Mary Morgan chuckled too. It was good to see the girl laughing and her kitchen was the only room in the house where merriment was ever to be found. The older woman
  watched as the young man stood by the table looking down at Charlotte.


  You know, youve got pretty eyes, miss. Violet, they are. Shame you have to wear them specs. They hide them.


  Go on with you, you and your flirting. Charlotte perched the spectacles back on the end of her nose and looked at him over them like a severe school marm. Ive heard
  about you and all the village girls. And Ive seen you after church on a Sunday, walking with your arm round the waist of some unsuspecting lass. She chuckled and glanced at Mary.
  I think we should put up a warning notice to all the towns maidens, dont you, Mary?


  Oh, I think they all know about Jackson Warren. Thats why he cant find himself a nice girl to settle down with. Not like his brother.


  Jackson threw back his head and laughed heartily. Our John? Get married? Hes been walking out with Grace Whitehead for years. Why she dunt give him the boot, I dont
  know.


  Theyll marry when theyre good an ready. Mary nodded wisely. It dunt do to rush into things.


  I dont call five years courting rushing, Jackson countered. Hes thirty next month and Grace must be twenty-six if shes a day. Shell be an old
  maid if she dunt watch out.


  Charlottes smile faltered.


  You mind your tongue, Jackson Warren, Mary said tartly. And youd best be off about your work. If the master hears all this noise


  Im goin, Im goin. He pulled on his cap and touched it in farewell to both women. Thanks for the tea, missus. And you, Miss Charlotte.


  They both nodded acknowledgement at him, Mary with pursed lips and Charlotte with the ghost of a smile.


  After the back door had banged behind him, there was silence in the kitchen except for the thumping of Marys rolling pin.


  That boy, she declared, will be the death of his poor mam! Unless, of course, their Tommy gets there first. She laughed wryly. And that wouldnt surprise
  me one bit.


  Jacksons all right, Charlotte said softly. Hes a lot of spirit about him. I like to see that. And young Tommy has, too. Hes very like
  Jackson.


  Aye well, mebbe so. Hes a little scallywag, that Tommy. But then, so was Jackson at the same age. But now its spirit thats mostly out of a bottle on a Saturday night
  in Jacksons case, so Ive heard tell.


  Hes only young.


  Twenty-eight. Hes ready to call others, but he doesnt take a look at himself and realize its high time he settled down an all.


  Now Charlotte laughed. Peggy looks after him far too well for him to leave home. And as for settling down, I doubt he ever will. Hes having too much fun.


  And whose fault is that, might I ask? Them silly girls who let themselves be charmed by his flirting ways. I just hope none of em gets themselves into trouble cos itd
  break poor Peggys heart if her lad were to be chased with a shotgun by an angry father.


  She glanced at Charlotte, who was still sitting pensively at the table, lost in thought, scarcely listening to the housekeepers chatter.


  Dont you mind now, lovey. What he said. He dunt mean no harm. He didnt stop to think what he was saying. She sniffed disapprovingly. He never
  does.


  Charlotte sighed. I know. Im quite resigned to the thought that Ill never get married. Ill be here in this dusty old house, dreaming of a wedding day that never
  happened and was never going to. She chuckled suddenly. Another Miss Havisham  thats what Ill be. No, its not that. Its just  its just
  that when Jackson talks about all the fun he has, I  well  its only then I feel the loneliness.


  But youve a busy life. All the kiddies at the Sunday school love you. And youre always out an about the farm  you laugh and joke with the hands, now,
  dont you?


  I know, I know. Everyones very kind, but theres always this sort of  barrier, you know. Im their masters daughter. Theyre always so polite.
  Too polite, if you know what I mean. And


  There was a pause before Mary prompted quietly, Go on. What is it?


  The words came out in a rush. I think they feel sorry for me.


  Oh lovey, no! Mary dropped her rolling pin with a clatter and moved to put her arm round the girls shoulders, leaving a floury smudge on Charlottes grey dress.
  Thats not true.


  Charlotte turned slowly to look at the woman whod brought her up from the age of five. It was a kind face; round, with soft, smooth skin, though there were a few wrinkles there now and
  grey strands in the once dark hair. Her hazel eyes were honest and direct  and Charlotte trusted her with her life. Now she smiled. Mary Morgan, you are one terrible liar.


  Mary swallowed hard. Oh my dear girl, she was thinking, if only you knew the terrible lie Ive been forced to live all these years.





  Three


  Buckthorn Farm lay in Fleet Marsh, a flat, fertile land on the edge of the Wash. The nearest small town, Ravensfleet, had a long history, a close-knit community, and was the
  centre of the surrounding farmland. Though several farms and cottages were some miles from the town, they still came within the parish boundary. Most farmers and their workers made the effort,
  whatever the weather, to attend church every week travelling on foot, by farm cart or pony and trap. It was a chance to meet their neighbours and the townsfolk  the blacksmith, the
  wheelwright and all those who were a vital part of their own lives. Most of the farms around the town were part of the Ravensfleet Estate, owned by the acknowledged squire of the district, who
  lived at the manor. A large, rambling house on the outskirts of the town, its windows overlooked the land belonging to its owner. By tradition, Home Farm was farmed by the squire, whilst the rest
  of the estate was divided up into tenanted farms. Only Buckthorn Farm had been owned outright by the Crawford family for four generations. The farmhouse, with outbuildings clustered around it,
  faced towards the coast. To the north was the growing seaside resort of Lynthorpe; to the south, the historic town of Boston.


  Mary had been right when she said that all the village children loved their Sunday school teacher and Sunday was Charlottes favourite day.


  Come rain or shine, she and Mary walked along the straight track westwards through the fields to the church near the railway station in Ravensfleet, whilst Edward drove Osbert Crawford in the
  pony and trap. They aimed to reach the church gate as Edward drew the conveyance to a halt. Then theyd wait until Osbert had descended and, without a word or even a glance at his daughter,
  walked up the path between the lines of his farm workers, their wives and families. Again, without a word to anyone, or even a glance, hed enter the church and make his way to the front pew
  on the left-hand side whilst the rest trooped in to take up the pews behind him. Charlotte, with Edward and Mary Morgan, sat in the seat directly behind him. No one, not even his own daughter, sat
  with Osbert.


  The squire from Ravensfleet Manor had always occupied the right-hand-side front pew. But on this last Sunday in March the pew was empty. Old Mr Davenport had died some months before without
  close relatives and his heir  a second cousin once removed  lived abroad and had no intention of taking up occupancy. So, the manor, along with the whole of the Ravensfleet Estate,
  had been sold and a new family was expected. Indeed, the whispers running amongst the congregation said that the new owner had arrived and taken up residence on Lady Day, three days ago. So now
  they all waited, craning their necks, to see if anyone would arrive for the service.


  As the vicar, Cuthbert Iveson, young, eager and newly ordained and inducted into the parish of Ravensfleet, moved forward to begin the service, there was a disturbance at the back of the church.
  The door opened and a blast of the cold wind from the sea swept into the church skittering around the ankles of the worshippers, so that they all frowned and turned to see who had caused their
  discomfort.


  A man  tall and broad shouldered, with dark brown hair smoothed back and dressed in a smart three-piece suit  walked down the aisle. He nodded to either side and then gave a little
  bow towards the vicar as he took up his place in the right-hand side front pew. Three boys followed him. The first  who perhaps by now considered himself a young man  was about
  sixteen. Tall and thin, with straight fair hair and cold blue eyes, his fine, handsome young face was spoilt by a petulant pout to his mouth. The middle boy  about twelve or so 
  walked with his head bent, his shy gaze upon the floor. But the youngest of the trio skipped down the aisle, grinning up at the people on either side.


  Hello, he said, his piping voice echoing to the rafters. How do you do? Im Georgie. Im six and weve come to live at the manor.


  Smothered laughter rippled amongst the congregation and all eyes turned towards the little chap and his round, cherubic face to return his friendly smile. Blond, unruly curls and bright blue
  inquisitive eyes brought soft Ahs from the women.


  Come along, Georgie, his brother murmured, ushering the younger boy with a little push into the pew to sit between himself and the eldest boy.


  Whispering broke out until Mr Iveson cleared his throat and his parishioners settled down. But their curiosity had been aroused and, throughout the service, necks craned to catch sight of the
  new arrivals. Charlotte was entranced. She could hardly concentrate on her hymn book. The little boy in a smart little sailor suit fascinated her. The middle boy, with dark colouring like his
  father and soft, dark brown eyes, was having difficulty in keeping a straight face himself. But the eldest boy, now he was a different kettle of fish altogether, Charlotte thought. He frowned down
  at Georgie and once bent to whisper in his ear. The little boy was immediately subdued, but only for a few minutes before he began to twist round in his seat and smile at those sitting behind him.
  His gaze wandered all around the church and at last came to rest upon the pale face of the vicar in his pulpit. The little boy swung his legs, his heels drumming on the pew until, once again, the
  eldest brother frowned at him.


  Charlotte tore her eyes away and tried to concentrate on what Mr Iveson was saying. As she brought her gaze to the front again, she saw with surprise  indeed, with a sense of shock
   that her father, sitting directly in front of her, was not paying attention to the vicar either.


  He was watching the man with his family of sons.


  As the service ended, the congregation filed out from the back with the occupants of the two front pews leaving last. Just outside the porch, Mr Iveson stood shaking each and
  every hand, but his flock was in no hurry to depart. Not this morning. They hung about in little groups, spilling out on to the road, pretending to talk to one another, whilst their children chased
  each other amongst the gravestones. But their glances kept coming back to the church door watching for the newcomers to emerge.


  That must be our new squire and his family, then.


  Whereve they come from?


  Why is there no woman with him? Wheres his wife?


  Hes a widower, Ive heard tell.


  Are those three boys his sons, dyou suppose? Arent they handsome young fellers?


  Cept that oldest one. He looks a mardy un.


  Snooty, if you ask me.


  But the master looks nice. Not uppity. He was pleasant enough, now, wasnt he? Nodding and smiling to us all.


  And the youngest  what a little cherub he is.


  Charlotte, Mary and Edward walked down the aisle towards the door, where Charlotte paused and glanced back over her shoulder to see her father hovering at the end of his pew and holding out his
  hand.


  Osbert Crawford, sir, of Buckthorn Farm. And, by what your young son said, you must be the new owner of the Ravensfleet Estate?


  The dark-haired man smiled. Laughter lines crinkled his eyes. There are no secrets when Georgie is around, he said in a deep voice. And yes, we moved into the manor on Lady
  Day. He shook Osberts hand and introduced himself. Miles Thornton.


  Osbert inclined his head. And these  he waved his hand towards the three boys already walking  or, in Georgies case, skipping  down the aisle 
  are your sons?


  Yes, they are.


  There was a slight pause before Osbert, with undeniable envy in his tone, murmured, You are indeed a fortunate fellow.


  There was a fleeting bleakness on the other mans face as if he carried some secret sorrow. Then he seemed to force a small smile but, to Charlottes surprise, he made no comment, no
  murmur of agreement with her fathers statement.


  She smiled at the three boys moving towards her. The eldest, leading the way, looked her up and down with such disdain that Charlotte almost felt the urge to curtsy under his superior glance. He
  passed her by without a word, put on his hat and marched out of the church. The second son smiled before following his brother, but did not speak. Georgie, however, stopped and beamed up at
  her.


  Hello. Whats your name?


  Charlotte smiled, her eyes sparkling behind her spectacles. Miss Charlotte.


  The young boy put his head on one side. Miss Charlotte? His smooth forehead puckered in a puzzled frown. Who dyou work for?


  Now Charlotte was puzzled. Work for? How  how do you mean?


  Youre a maid, arent you? So, who dyou work for? The gentleman you were sitting behind?


  Charlotte almost gasped aloud and then she realized. In the young boys mind, she had every appearance of a maid. In her dowdy clothes and seated behind her father alongside his household
  staff, she appeared to be a servant too. For a brief moment, she was hurt, but then her natural sense of humour and the realization of how she must look to anyone who did not know her  and
  her circumstances  came to her rescue. She chuckled and bent down towards him.


  The gentleman talking to your father  the one I was sitting behind  is my father.


  Georgie blinked and for a brief moment seemed lost for words. Oh, was all he said.


  Charlotte straightened up and put her head on one side, regarding the boy with wry amusement. But I suppose youre right. I do work for someone. I work for my father on his farm and
  about the house. And I suppose I work for the church, too. I teach at the Sunday school. Would you like to come?


  Ooh, yes please. When is it?


  Well, right now, after Morning Service, but


  Georgie held up his hand and, almost without realizing how it had happened, Charlotte found his warm little hand grasping hers. Ill come now.


  The two men were walking towards them and Charlotte turned anxious eyes to the stranger. Im sorry, I


  Georgie, his father said easily, are you misbehaving?


  The child turned his blue eyes and his beatific smile on his father. No, Papa. This nice ladys called Miss Charlotte and shes the Sunday school teacher. And Im going
  with her to Sunday school. He turned back to Charlotte. What time do we finish, Miss Charlotte, so that Brewster may come back in the motor to fetch me?


  Well  I  er   Again she cast an anxious, questioning gaze at the boys father. He was watching her with amusement.


  This, Mr Thornton, Osbert said grudgingly, to my eternal disappointment, is my daughter. He waved his hand towards her. So now that you see her in all her
  glory   his mouth curled with sarcasm  dithering like some halfwit, perhaps you can understand why I called you a fortunate fellow.


  Mr Thornton seemed startled and a small frown deepened the creases in his forehead. Then he gave a courteous little bow towards her and said quietly, Im happy for Georgie to come
  with you, Miss Charlotte. Shall I send my man back for him at twelve?


  That  that would be fine, Charlotte found herself stammering and blushing, not only from embarrassment at her fathers cruel words, but also as, under the soft brown
  gaze of the stranger, she found the colour rising in her face and her pulse racing.


  As she led the little boy to the room at the back of the church where the Sunday school was held, Charlotte heard her father say, I was not blessed with sons like you, sir, and, as you
  can see for yourself, with her looks, its most unlikely shell marry and present me with a grandson.


  To Charlottes surprise, the little chap walking sedately beside her now, suddenly squeezed her hand, looked up at her and smiled, and her fathers words  true though they
  undoubtedly were  lost some of their sting.





  Four


  The children came running from all directions into the schoolroom. Georgie had seated himself in the centre of the front row. He sat on the small chair swinging his legs and
  smiling up at Charlotte. The others jostled each other to sit beside him. They all wanted to know about the newcomers. Charlotte sighed inwardly. She could see she was going to have a battle this
  morning to keep order and gain their attention.


  She opened the childrens book of Bible stories that formed the basis of her Sunday school teaching and stood in front of them, waiting patiently until the shuffling stopped and silence
  reigned. She had to wait quite a while, for there was a lot of nudging and whispering.


  At last she said, Quiet now, children, please. We must begin. Today, as its Palm Sunday, Im going to read you the story of how Jesus rode on a donkey into
  Jerusalem.


  For the next half an hour she read the story of Palm Sunday to them and then asked questions, but the children were still inattentive and fidgeting.


  Then, in the second row, a hand shot into the air. Please, miss, Tommy Warren  with a cheeky grin so like Jacksons  asked, can we do a play? Like we did
  last week with the loaves and fishes?


  Charlotte smiled. The children loved to act out whatever story shed read. They got rather excited and noisy, but Mr Iveson didnt seem to mind. He encouraged it. Sometimes, if he
  arrived to visit the class, he joined in and took one of the parts. Not like the previous vicar  old, crusty and certainly of the children should be seen and not heard brigade.
  Hed heartily disapproved of her even reading anything that was not straight out of the Bible itself. He hadnt liked her reading the simplified stories, but Charlotte knew the children
  could understand them so much better and that performing them brought the tales to life. They really remembered them.


  So, you want to act out the story of Jesus riding into?


  No, miss. Can we do the story you read us last week? About the Good Samaritan. It were brilliant, miss.


  Well . . . Charlotte said, but, glancing around the class, she saw that all the scuffling and the chatter had ceased and they were sitting up straight, their innocent eyes turned
  towards her. Very well, then.


  She was organizing who was to play which part when Tommy piped up again. A ya goin to let Georgie have a part, miss? Two other boys beside him giggled and clapped
  their hands to their mouths to stifle the sound.


  How thoughtful they are, Charlotte thought, to include the new little boy so soon. Thats a very good idea, Tommy. Now   she turned towards Georgie  what
  part would you like to play?


  He could be the chap who gets set upon by thieves, miss, Sammy Barker, one of Tommys friends, suggested.


  The golden-haired little boy nodded eagerly and slid off his chair. When all the parts had been arranged, Georgie and Tommy and his two friends, who were to be the robbers, took their places at
  the front of the room.


  Now, Charlotte directed, you go over there, Georgie, and you three go to the opposite side of the room. Now, youre travelling along a road, Georgie, and these three
  robbers jump out and attack you. Were just pretending, of course . . .


  Scarcely had the words left her mouth, before the three boys launched themselves at Georgie, punching and kicking him. Fists flailed as the small boy fought back. He landed a punch in
  Tommys eye but he was no match for the three of them. They wrestled him to the ground as Charlotte rushed forward. No, no!


  Horrified, Charlotte dragged them away. It had all happened so quickly. Sit down at once, she cried. The three boys returned to their seats with Tommy holding his eye. But they
  were all grinning.


  Thatll show the little cherub, she heard Sammy mutter. Shed deal with the three of them in a minute, but first she bent down in front of Georgie. A cut
  on his lip was oozing blood. Charlottes heart missed a beat. Oh, dear Lord, the child was hurt, but to her surprise, Georgie was grinning. What did you stop us for, Miss Charlotte?
  They were robbing me like the story said.


  Yes, I know, but they were only supposed to act it, Georgie, not do it really. She took a clean hanky from her pocket and dabbed at his lip. Whatever will your father
  say? she murmured, mortified to think what a bad impression the locals would have made on their new squire.


  At that moment, Mr Iveson chose to appear. He entered at the back of the room and strode to the front. Charlotte looked up at him with worried eyes. She hated telling tales, but it would be
  obvious to him at once that all was not well in her class this morning. She gave her handkerchief to Georgie. Keep pressing that on your lip, dear. Itll stop the bleeding.


  The little boy shrugged. Its nothing, Miss Charlotte. Honest. Im always in the wars. Father says Im   he paused, his smooth brow wrinkling in thought
   Im accident prone.


  The child was nonchalant about the whole incident and comical too, but Charlotte didnt feel like laughing. The naughty boys had attacked the newcomer deliberately and she was very angry
  with them.


  She sighed as she stood up and turned towards the vicar.


  What happened? Cuthbert asked.


  Before she could speak, Georgie piped up. We were doing a play, sir. The Good Samaritan. Please may we carry on now?


  But youve hurt your mouth, Mr Iveson began, but Georgie ignored him and beckoned the three boys to come to the front again. Lets show the vicar.


  Tommy, Sammy and Michael sidled out of their seats once more, glancing at one another uncomfortably. What was the new boy playing at? Now the vicar had arrived, they were going to be in such
  trouble.


  Right   Now it was Georgie directing. Lets start again and   Charlotte saw him glare at the other three boys in turn  lets
  do it properly.


  She almost gasped aloud. His fierce look was warning them. She couldnt believe a boy of six could act with such maturity. But the three miscreants were meekly taking up their places
  again. Georgie turned to her. Tell us what to do, Miss Charlotte.


  Charlotte swallowed, embarrassed under Mr Ivesons watchful eye. Er  well, she stammered, her usual composure quite deserting her. She took a deep breath to calm her
  jangling nerves. Youre walking along the road when three robbers jump out at you and  Charlotte turned what she hoped was a stern gaze on the other three boys 
  you three attack him but youre only pretending.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Cuthbert raise his eyebrows, but he said nothing and the three urchins looked suitably chastised.


  This time they threw mock punches at Georgie but not one of them touched him, though the younger boy cried out with realistic terror as Tommy pulled his off his sailor jacket. Georgie fell to
  the ground, but intentionally now. Michael pulled off Georgies boots.


  Thats enough, Charlotte cried, suddenly afraid that the three boys were going to strip the child naked in the interests of authenticity. The three robbers ran
  to the back of the room, whilst Charlotte beckoned the two children who were to act out the roles of the priest and the Levite, who passed by on the other side.


  Georgie lay on the floor, moaning and reaching out with pleading hands. Help me, oh please help me.


  Hes a good little actor, isnt he? Cuthbert murmured, coming to stand beside Charlotte.


  Now you, Phoebe, Charlotte instructed. Youre the Good Samaritan . . .


  The girl walked shyly towards Georgie and held out her hand to help him up. Then she put her own shawl round him and led him off to the side of the room.


  All the other children clapped.


  Cuthbert moved to the front of the class and began to ask questions about what they had all learned from the story. The children glanced at each other and then one or two hands were raised
  tentatively. Then, with growing enthusiasm, the answers and comments came thick and fast, with the vicar nodding and smiling, pleased at such a good response.


  As the hands on the clock on the wall reached twelve, Mr Iveson dismissed the class, but Charlotte raised her voice above the scraping chairs and scuffling boots. Tommy, Sammy and Michael
   I want a word with you. Stay here until I come back. She held out her hand towards Georgie. Well see if your fathers motor car has come back for you.


  They went outside to see Brewster leaning against the vehicle, reading a newspaper whilst he waited for his young master.


  Im so sorry about what happened, Charlotte said to the boy. I  Ill come and see your father later to explain.


  Georgie grinned up at her. Theres no need really, Miss Charlotte. Father always says we must stick up for ourselves and fight our own battles. And not be a telltale, he
  added.


  Youre certainly not that. But I feel I must explain to your father. Im responsible for all the children while theyre in Sunday school.


  Georgie was thoughtful for a moment. Then he nodded. Just so long as you promise not to tell him their names.


  Charlotte sighed. It would be a difficult interview with the new squire but she felt duty bound to see him. She felt it was all her fault.


  Very well, she promised and the little boys grin widened.


  As the motor drew away, Charlotte returned to the schoolroom. Cuthbert had disappeared back into the church, but the three boys were waiting for her looking ill at ease. Sammy  not so
  brave now  looked as if he might cry at any moment. His father would give him a beating if he found out what had happened. And what on earth Joe would do to his son, Charlotte dared not
  think.


  Now, Charlotte said severely, what you did was very naughty. You know very well when we do our little plays about the Bible stories, we are pretending. So why did you all
  hit Georgie?


  Even as the question came out of her lips, Charlotte already half guessed the answer herself. Their action had been a kind of primeval instinctive reaction against someone who was different.
  Georgie was from a privileged home. He wore a smart suit. He was articulate and bright and outgoing. And hearing their mothers gushing over the angelic-looking little chap, the local boys had taken
  an instant dislike to him. Luckily, Charlotte thought, it was most unlikely that Georgie would be attending the village school. And he probably wouldnt want to attend Sunday school
  again.


  She turned towards the one she knew had been the ringleader. Tommy Warren, Im surprised at you. Whatever were you thinking of?


  Tommy went red and hung his head, afraid that Miss Charlotte would tell his father. Im sorry, miss. I didnt think.


  And you, Sammy. Your father is now Mr Thorntons tenant. Saltwort Farm, where the Barkers lived, was part of the Ravensfleet Estate.


  Tears were running down Sammys face now. Please dont tell me dad, Miss Charlotte. Hell whip me.


  Soll mine when he finds out, Tommy muttered.


  Charlotte bit her lip. She so wanted to tell them that she thought it unlikely that their fathers would get to know of their escapade. But a few hours, days maybe, of fear would be an apt
  punishment.


  Well, I hope youve learned your lesson. And the next time you see young Georgie Thornton, you apologize to him. Dyou hear me?


  Three heads nodded vigorously. Were sorry, Miss Charlotte.


  Just mind you tell that to Georgie, too. You may go now.


  She watched them walk out of the schoolroom and down the path through the churchyard. There was no running and whooping and yelling. They were suitably subdued, their heads together, no doubt
  swapping stories of what punishment awaited them. She felt mean but was determined to stick to her resolve.


  Besides, the little rascals had put her in an unenviable position. Feeling responsible for what had happened to his son, she felt obliged to face Miles Thornton.





  Five


  As Charlotte walked up the long lane leading to the manor on the edge of the town the following morning, she was trembling all over. Her palms were sweaty and her stomach
  churned.


  Knowing some of the servants there, she went round to the back door.


  Miss Charlotte, Lily Warren cried, whatever are you doing here? The girls welcoming smile faded suddenly. Oh! She clapped her hand to her mouth.
  Nothings wrong at home, is it? Dont say its me grandad!


  No, no, Lily, Charlotte reassured her swiftly. Nothings wrong. Im so sorry  I never thought.


  Lily breathed a sigh of relief. Its all right, miss. Its just me being silly. But you know how bad me grandad gets.


  I do and Im sorry. Ill call at the cottage on my way home and see your mother. See how things are.


  Would you, miss? Oh, that is kind. Weve been so busy just lately with the new family arriving. But Lily was smiling as she said it, as if the changes in their lives were
  very welcome. Lily had worked at the manor since the age of fourteen, starting as a scullery maid and working up to become first housemaid. Now she wore a black dress, a frilly white apron and cap.
  Servants were fast becoming a dying breed since the end of the Great War. Women had begun to look for work in offices, shops and even factories. Menial housework was beneath them, they felt, but
  Lily liked her life at the manor. She loved living in the grand house and she could see her family often. Any other employment would have meant her leaving the countryside she loved.


  There was a pause before the girl asked again, So  what are you doing here?


  Charlotte pulled in a deep breath. Ive come to see Mr Thornton.


  Oh  right. Come away in, then. Ill introduce you to Cook. Mr Thornton brought his own cook.


  Whats happened to Mrs Overton? Has she been dismissed?


  Lily laughed. No, no, nothing like that. When old Mr Davenport died, Mrs Overton left to go an live with her widowed sister in Bognor. She was getting on a bit anyway and her legs
  were bad. So it all worked out well.


  What about the rest of you?


  Weve all been kept on, miss. Course, when the old man died it was a bit worrying, like. Not knowing who might buy the place and if wed all still have jobs. But the
  master only brought Cook and his chauffeur with him and a tutor for the two younger boys. But of course we hadnt got one of them anyway.


  Charlotte was relieved. The manor had a large household of servants, some of whom would have been hard pressed to find new employment locally either because of their age or the scarcity of jobs
  available.


  And the oldest son   Lily went on. Did Charlotte fancy it, or did the girls tone of voice alter? She glanced at the housemaid to see a pink tinge in the girls
  cheeks. Goes to boarding school, but hes home for Easter just now.


  Lily opened the kitchen door and ushered Charlotte inside. Cook was standing in front of the huge range but she turned at the sound of the door opening and smiled a welcome.


  Cook, this is Miss Charlotte Crawford from Buckthorn Farm. This is Mrs Beddows, Miss Charlotte.


  The cook wiped her hands on her apron and came forward. Im pleased to meet you, Miss Crawford.


  Charlotte took the plump hand. Please call me Miss Charlotte. Everybody does.


  Mrs Beddows smiled, invited her to sit down at the table and take a cup of tea and a slice of her chocolate cake, but all the while Charlotte was uncomfortable under the womans scrutiny.
  Not that the cook was being impolite, just curious. Charlotte wondered what shed been told. She could imagine what might have been said. Miss Charlottes plain as a pikestaff.
  Shell die an old maid at the beck and call of that miserable old devil of a father.


  It was not how she would have chosen to be described, but Charlotte was honest enough to realize that it was the truth.


  You go an get on with your work, Lily, whilst me an Miss Charlotte here have a nice little chat.


  When the girl had left the room, Mrs Beddows said, I didnt know how theyd all accept me, to tell you the truth. But since the last cook left of her own accord, its
  been easy. Theyre a nice bunch what works here. She leaned forward, confiding. And they cant get enough of my chocolate cake  its a speciality of
  mine. She nodded towards the half-eaten piece in Charlottes fingers. All right, is it?


  All right? Its delicious.


  Mrs Beddows smiled and sat back. So, what brings you to the manor?


  Ive come to apologize to Mr Thornton.


  Apologize? Whatever for?


  Charlotte sighed. Georgie stayed on yesterday after Morning Service to attend my Sunday school. We were acting out the Good Samaritan and the three robbers got a little
   well  shall we say over enthusiastic.


  Ah, so thats how he got a cut lip?


  Im afraid so. There was a moments pause before Charlotte asked, He didnt say?


  Little Georgie wouldnt tell tales and his father wouldnt encourage it, I assure you. In fact, my dear, if youll take my advice, youll not give the master any
  names either.


  I wasnt going to. Georgie asked me not to and I admire him for that. Im just here to apologize for not keeping better control of my class.


  Mrs Beddows laughed. Boys will be boys. Its not the first time Master Georgies been in a scrape and itll not be the last.


  Charlotte began to feel a little easier, but she was still determined to see the boys father. Is Mr Thornton at home?


  I believe so. Hell be in the room hes had fitted out as his study. Her face clouded. He spends a lot of his time on his own since his poor wife
  died.


  Youve been with him a long time?


  Ever since they were married. Mrs Thornton appointed me when she set up house. Lovely lady, she was. So sad.


  What  I mean  when did she die?


  Three days after little Georgie was born. She got the childbed fever.


  How dreadful.


  The masters never got over it and I dont think he ever will.


  He must have loved her very much, Charlotte said huskily.


  Oh he did, he did. The cook sat a moment, lost in memories in which Charlotte could have no part. Then she shook herself and heaved herself to her feet as Lily came back into the
  room.


  Ive told the master youre here, miss, and he says to take you up.


  Suddenly, the churning stomach and the sweaty palms were back, but Charlotte rose, thanked the cook for her hospitality, and followed Lily up the back stairs and into the hallway. The housemaid
  led the way to a door on the right-hand side and knocked. She opened the door and announced, Miss Charlotte Crawford, sir.


  Charlotte stepped into the room and the door closed behind her.


  Miles Thornton was seated behind a large mahogany desk, with his back to the long windows overlooking the front lawns. The room was more like a small library than a study, for most of the wall
  space was lined from floor to ceiling with shelves of books. There was a large marble fireplace on one wall. Above it hung a huge oil painting of a beautiful woman. Charlotte couldnt help
  staring at the lovely face framed by blond curling hair. The womans mouth curved in a sweet smile and her blue eyes seemed to follow everyone in the room. This was Miles Thorntons
  late wife and Georgies likeness to her was unmistakable.


  Charlotte tore her gaze away and let her glance rest on the big dog stretched full length on the rug. It raised its head and growled softly, but at a word from its master it was silent, though
  it remained watchful and wary.


  Miles rose, came around the desk and held out his hand. His face creased in a smile, but Charlotte noticed that the sadness deep in his brown eyes didnt quite disappear. Now she knew why.
  This man was still mourning the loss of his beloved wife six years earlier.


  Good morning, Miss Crawford. Please come and sit down  if you can find your way around Duke. Miles gestured towards one of the two wing chairs that were placed one on either
  side of the hearth.


  Charlotte smiled nervously and went towards one of the chairs. It was not the dog of whom she was afraid, but the man. She bent and held out her hand towards the animal.


  I wouldnt. Hes not very friendly towards strangers. Hes Miles stopped mid-sentence and stared in astonishment. His temperamental guard dog was actually
  licking the hand of this woman.


  Well, Ill be damned, he muttered. Id never have believed it if I hadnt seen it with my own eyes.


  Mesmerized, he sat down in the other chair, still staring at his dog. Now, Charlotte was scratching Dukes head and the animal was gazing up at her with a bemused expression.


  Miles chuckled suddenly; a deep, infectious sound. Are you a witch?


  Charlotte relaxed a little. No. I just seem to have an affinity with animals. She forbore to add that she felt more at ease with animals and children than she did with adults.
  Especially strangers and, even more particularly, men. The thought reminded her of the reason for her visit and nerves gripped her once more.


  Ive come to apologize, she began, never one to put off doing whatever had to be done. Georgie got into a fight yesterday at Sunday school and I feel
  responsible.


  You? How come?


  She repeated what she had said to Mrs Beddows.


  Ah, so thats why three urchins presented themselves at my front door this morning asking to see Georgie?


  Charlotte gasped in surprise. They  they did?


  They did indeed. In fact, theyre still here somewhere  outside in the grounds, I think  playing with him.


  Oh! Charlotte could not hide her surprise and a sliver of anxiety. Was little Georgie safe? What if . . . ?


  As if reading her thoughts, Miles said quietly, Have no fear for my son, Miss Crawford. Though I didnt interfere, I heard them apologizing to Georgie and he invited them to play
  with him in the orchard. Cowboys and Indians, I think he suggested. So Im sure all is well.


  I  do hope so, Charlotte said fervently.


  And you have no need to feel guilty any more. Theyre just being what they are. Boys.


  Charlotte smiled wanly. Yes, she whispered. I suppose so.


  He watched the pain in her face and knew from his brief conversation with her father that he was approaching delicate ground. Charlotte gave the dog a final pat and stood up. I
  mustnt take up any more of your time. You must be very busy. Thank you for seeing me.


  Miles rose too. Its been a pleasure. His deep tone was warm and genuine. He opened the door for her. And Ill be seeing you again very soon. Tomorrow evening,
  in fact.


  Charlotte stared up at him. T-tomorrow?


  Hasnt your father told you? Hes invited us all  even Georgie  to dinner.





  Six


  I dont believe it. I cant believe it.


  Charlotte had still not recovered from the shock by the time she reached home and went straight to the kitchen. Mary was in a blind panic.


  Hes just told me, she said. Its more than twenty years since I cooked for a dinner party. Not since   She paused and glanced at Charlotte.
  Well  not for a long time. Dear, oh dear. Ill have to get Joe to take me on the cart into town. Weve nothing in but the plain fare we normally have. The best,
  Mary. Thats what he said. The best. Whatevers he thinking of? And with such short notice, an all. Ill have to have some help, Miss
  Charlotte.


  Yes, yes, of course. Ill help you.


  Oh, moren that. Ill have to ask Peggy Warren to come. Thatll be all right, wont it?


  Of course. If she can leave the old man.


  Shell just have to  for once, Mary said firmly. She stopped her agitated pacing and sat down at the table. But why? Why now and why them?


  Charlotte was silent for a moment. Then she said in a flat voice, Because Mr Thornton has three sons, Mary, thats why.


  Mary gaped at her and couldnt think of a word to say.


  By the time Mary and Edward were in their own bedroom that night, however, Mary could think of plenty to say.


  All these years hes been a recluse and kept that lovely girl away from any kind of society cept his farm workers and their families, she whispered angrily, to avoid
  being overheard. There were three large bedrooms on the first floor of the farmhouse. Osbert slept in the biggest,reached by the main staircase, and Charlotte in the one on the opposite side of the
  landing. The third room, beyond Charlottes, was where Mary and Edward slept and it was reached by a narrow back staircase from the corner of the huge kitchen. So why does he suddenly
  want to start entertaining now? Mary was still ranting. Miss Charlotte reckons its because of the boys. Mr Thorntons sons. But I dont see why he wants to befriend
  them?


  Wouldnt put owt past that old devil, Edward muttered. Hes got a devious mind. I wouldnt like to even try to guess what be goin on in his
  head.


  So whyve we stayed here all these years?


  You know as well as I do, love. Weve only put up with him for Miss Charlottes sake. If it hadnt been for her, Idve been long gone.


  Mary smiled. Aye, me an all. She sighed. But weve stayed and now were too old to move on. Whod want us now?


  The two glanced at each other. What Mary said was true. They were probably too old now to find domestic work elsewhere, but not for one moment did they regret their decision to stay here. For it
  was Miss Charlotte who would own the farm one day, and she would see them all right.


  Of that, they had no doubt.


  I dont want you at the dinner party, Osbert told Charlotte the following morning. I shall inform our guests that you have a headache and have begged
  to be excused. You can either stay in your room or help Mary in the kitchen. He gave a snort of derision. Yes, youd better do that. Shes going to need all the help she
  can get. I hope shes up to the task. I dont want to be shamed in front of our new squire and his sons.


  Charlotte stared at her father. Had his disappointment in her festered for so long that it was now akin to hatred? Shed no choice but to obey him, but, once over the initial surprise,
  shed been looking forward to the dinner party. Now, it seemed, she was to be kept in the background like some mad woman in the attic.


  Her father was ashamed of her. She sighed inwardly as she left the sitting room. If you could call it that for she never sat in it. Her father had made it his own sanctuary, surrounding
  himself with his books. He spent most of his days in the room now, scarcely venturing out except to church and the occasional visit to the market. Once he had been a regular public figure, had
  attended shooting parties and had even hosted such events on his own land. But after his wife had died, hed
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