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1914


Chapter One

Maggie wedged the basket of eggs on her hip as she wrestled the barn door closed. Bustling past her, Toby gave a woof of pleasure as he spotted a familiar figure and she turned to see her father across the farmyard. His walking sticks rested against the dry-stone wall and he was hanging onto the rickety gate to keep himself upright as he gazed longingly across the valley.

Maggie’s sigh blended exasperation with admiration. Albert Oldroyd could barely walk, barely speak, and still he insisted on dragging himself outside every day despite being told that he couldn’t manage on his own.

And they called her stubborn and proud.

‘You’re a right chip off t’block,’ Joe had commented once. It was one of the nicest things he had ever said to her.

It was a bright day but cool for early July and Maggie was glad of the shawl she had thrown around her shoulders earlier as she followed Toby across the farmyard. He was a bristly, long-legged terrier – not the prettiest of dogs – but with bright eyes, a cold black nose and a sweet nature that more than made up for his lack of looks.

A brisk wind was shoving great clouds across the Yorkshire sky, sending shadows sweeping over the fells on the far side of the valley and dazzling with sudden bursts of sunlight. It snatched at her carelessly pinned-up hair and she swiped the strands away from her face with the back of her wrist.

Toby frisked around her father, nearly unbalancing him before Maggie called him sharply and he nosed instead under the gate onto the track. Hemmed in by two mossy stone walls and overhung in places by oaks, elderflower bushes and dog roses, the track led down to the lane into the village. A quagmire of mud in winter, it was lush now with feathery summer grass and Toby snuffled happily among the buttercups.

Maggie balanced the basket of eggs on the gatepost so that she could take her father’s arm. ‘You shouldn’t be out here, Pa,’ she said, knowing that she was wasting her breath. ‘You’ll get cold.’

Albert’s eyes were fixed on the fell opposite. She followed his gaze across Beckindale, a huddle of grey stone houses in the curve of the beck, to rest on the long, low farmhouse settled into the fold of the hillside beyond.

High Moor.

‘Wish … go … home …’ Albert’s words were forced out with agonising effort, and so slurred that only Maggie could understand him, and her heart clenched in sympathy.

‘I know,’ she said, her throat aching. ‘I’d like to go home too, Pa, but we can’t. The bank has sold High Moor to pay off our debts, remember?’

Now strangers owned the great iron key that sat, never used, in the front door of the farmhouse that had been built by her grandfather’s grandfather. Strangers would be learning about the stair that creaked and the way the sunlight spilt onto the landing on summer mornings. They would stand at the parlour window and watch the rain racing across the fells, skimming over the long lines of the dry-stone walls and sweeping up and over the tops. They could step into the early morning dew and listen to the skylarks soaring over the heather and the distant bleating of the sheep dotting the hillsides, far from the squash and squabble of village life.

A tear squeezed out of the corner of her father’s eye. ‘Sorry,’ he managed.

‘It’s all right, Pa,’ said Maggie gently.

‘Not … right …’ The gate to the farmyard hung drunkenly from the post. The wood was rotten, the iron hinges rusting, the broken sneck held in place with frayed binder twine. When her father’s grip on it shook in frustration, the whole gate lurched forwards and Maggie only just managed to haul him back before he fell.

‘Pa, be careful! You know what this gate is like.’

She had tried asking Joe to fix the gate once, when she had been a new wife and had thought she could change things at Emmerdale Farm.

Joe had soon put her right about that.

Maggie sighed, remembering. She knew that the state of the farmyard must be distressing to her father, who had run a tight ship at High Moor until his collapse, but they had had nowhere else to go.

Emmerdale Farm had been their only option.

Without meaning to, she glanced down to the right, where Miffield Hall stood half hidden in the trees. Once she had thought there might have been another choice, but she had soon been put right about that, too.

‘Ralph is not for you, Margaret.’ Lady Miffield could not have been clearer. She hadn’t bothered to lower her voice as the congregation milled around outside the church, most listening avidly to Maggie’s humiliation at the hands of Ralph’s stepmother. ‘The marriage wouldn’t be successful. In the long run, you would be much happier with someone of your own class, and so would Ralph.’

‘To hell with them.’ White with fury, Ralph had come to find Maggie when he heard what his stepmother had done. ‘They can’t stop us getting married. We’ll go away tonight.’

‘And go where?’ Maggie had asked dully.

‘America! Australia! Anywhere!’

‘And Pa? He’s too ill to travel. I can’t leave him, Ralph. Not now.’

Leaving High Moor was going to break her father’s heart, Maggie knew. She couldn’t take him away from Beckindale too, but where could they go? They had no money, no family, and isolated as they had been, few friends. Lord Miffield owned most of the land around the village and he was not inclined to rent so much as a cottage to a young woman who had, according to his wife at least, tried to seduce his eldest son and heir away from a sense of what was right and fitting.

And then there had been Joe Sugden, twisting his cap between his hands. His family had emigrated, leaving him Emmerdale Farm. He needed a wife, he said. He would give her father a home.

Ralph went out and got drunk when he heard. A week later, he left Miffield Hall.

There were those in Beckindale who felt Maggie had got above herself. They viewed her downfall with the satisfaction of those proved right in their predictions: Margaret Oldroyd would get what she deserved. They had been quick to pass on the rumours from Miffield Hall over the past year. Ralph was in New York, wooing an American heiress. Ralph was holidaying on a yacht in the Mediterranean. Ralph was shooting with the King at Sandringham.

Whatever he was doing, Ralph was a very, very long way from Beckindale. From Maggie.

She swallowed down the memory and made herself look away from Miffield Hall, only to find her father watching her and clearly able to read her unguarded expression.

‘You …’

It was terrible watching his face contort with the effort of speaking.

‘… here … sorry …’

‘Oh, Pa …’ Maggie couldn’t bear the anguished guilt in his eyes. He blamed himself for his seizure, for letting High Moor go, for her decision to marry Joe. She mustered a smile ‘It’s not so bad, is it? We’ve got each other,’ she reminded him. ‘We’ve got Toby,’ she added as a pheasant burst out of the long grass with a loud rattle, outraged at having been disturbed, and the dog recoiled in comical shock.

The corner of Albert’s mouth twitched in an attempt at a smile. Encouraged, she tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. ‘Remember what you used to say to me and Andrew? That all we could do was to keep our promises and keep our heads up? Maybe Emmerdale Farm isn’t what I dreamed of – what either of us dreamed of – but I’m not going to start weeping and wailing. I’m going to keep my head up, just like you taught me to.’

‘My … girl … proud.’

Maggie wasn’t sure if her father was telling her that he was proud of her, or if being proud was her problem. Perhaps it was. Ralph had used to tease her about being too proud. ‘I love it when you look down your nose at me,’ he had said. ‘It makes me realise that the Verneys are Johnny-come-latelies to Miffield Hall, while the Oldroyds have been at High Moor for ever.’

Disguising her sigh with a smile, Maggie kissed her father’s cheek, hating how papery his skin felt. ‘Come on, Pa. I don’t want you catching a chill. Let’s get you inside.’

Toby came bounding back at her whistle and wriggled under the gate to fawn adoringly at her skirt as she picked up the eggs and tucked one of her father’s sticks under her arm so that she could help Albert back to the house. He was terrifyingly frail and light, and his hand trembled alarmingly on his stick. Very, very slowly they made their way across the farmyard, picking their way through the stale puddles that gleamed in the bright light.

Emmerdale farmhouse was a long, grey stone building, so old it seemed to sag into the ground. The dairy Maggie had made her own stood between the farmhouse and the cow byre where the cows were milked. A cartshed, a stable, an empty pigsty and a barn, all in various stages of dilapidation, formed the other sides of a rough square. A mess of rusting wire, broken wheels and pieces of wood cluttered the doorways and were guarded by a tangle of nettles and bindweed. In one corner of the yard, a muck heap sprawled, turning the cobbles slick and slimy with manure whenever it rained. Maggie wrinkled her nose at the stink of it. At least the wind was blowing the flies away today.

‘I haven’t got time to pretty up t’farmyard for you,’ Joe had warned his new bride. ‘You stick to the kitchen where you belong, and we’ll get on.’

After the brightness outside, the kitchen seemed very dark and until Maggie’s eyes adjusted all she could hear was the bad-tempered thump as Dot slammed the washing-dolly into the clothes, and the splash of water sloshing over the edge of the tub onto the flagstone floor.

Maggie knew she was lucky to have help in the house. There was no way she could do all the tasks that fell to a farmer’s wife and care for her father at the same time. Besides, Dot was an excellent cook, while Maggie couldn’t even manage the oatcakes that were staples in any Yorkshire farmhouse. Dot had stared at the burnt and crumbling mess on the iron griddle in disbelief.

‘Ent nobody never taught you how to make havercake?’

‘We had a cook at High Moor. I never learnt how to cook.’

Maggie imagined Dot regaling the gossips of Beckindale with mocking accounts of her inadequacies in the kitchen. She could almost see her lifting her nose with her finger and mimicking ‘we had a cook’.

At least Dot went home in the evenings, unlike Joe’s farm labourer, George Kirkby, and the farm lad, Frank Pickles, who had rooms above the stable. They might view her with a mixture of suspicion (George) and alarm (Frank) but at least they didn’t treat her with the patronising contempt meted out by Dot. At seventeen, Dot was three years younger than Maggie, but that didn’t stop her criticising or pointing out that growing up at High Moor had made Maggie a hopeless farmer’s wife.

Maggie didn’t need reminding. She had spent the year since her marriage to Joe Sugden learning how to do all those things she had taken for granted at High Moor, where her father had had a cook and maids and a shepherd and farmhands. Joe had George and Frank to help with heavy work on the farm, but Maggie had to cook and to bake and make butter and cheese. She had to feed the hens and salt the bacon. She had to wash and iron and mend. To clean out the range and get down on her hands and knees to polish the stone floor. To fetch water from the pump. To empty the slop bucket into the privy every morning.

And when Joe turned to her in bed and pushed up her nightgown, she had to lie there and let him grunt and thrust inside her. Because she had married him and that was what she had promised to do.

Keep your promises. Keep your head up.

Ignoring Dot’s impatient tsks, Maggie helped her father into his chair by the range and tucked him in with a blanket. ‘Comfortable?’

His face worked. ‘Thank … you.’ It came out as ank oo.

Maggie set her jaw against the grief that barrelled through her whenever she remembered her father’s intelligence and quick wit, the jokes and puns he and her brother had delighted in. He had been such a strong personality, with a vivid presence and a warm smile that had made High Moor a golden place.

Until Andrew came in from the fells that day, rubbing his neck. ‘I’ve got a sore throat,’ he said. Four days later, he was dead, and Albert Oldroyd had never been the same again.

‘I’d better give Dot a hand with the washing.’

Monday was wash day. All the dirty clothes from the previous week had to be pounded in the tub, then rinsed and put through the mangle before being hung out to dry. It was a task that took the two of them all morning and Maggie was glad of the chance to escape the dark and dingy farmhouse when it came to hanging out the washing in the unkempt garden. Toby came with her to lie in the grass and sniff happily at the wind while the damp clothes snapped and billowed on the line.

Maggie was pegging out the last of Joe’s shirts when she saw Toby’s ears prick up and a few moments later she heard the cursing as Joe struggled to open the gate he could never be bothered to mend.

Her husband was back.

He had taken the carthorse, Blossom, into the smithy in Beckindale for a new shoe. Maggie suspected that he would have passed the time drinking in the Woolpack while Will Hutton, the taciturn farrier, dealt with Blossom. She braced herself for her husband to be in a surly mood when she went back into the kitchen, but for once he seemed almost genial as they sat down for dinner with George, Frank and Dot. Her father hated being fed like a baby so Maggie helped her father eat later when the others had gone.

‘Any news in the village?’ she asked Joe as she poured herself a cup of tea.

At twenty-five, Joe Sugden was a thick-set, sandy-haired man with ruddy cheeks. It could have been worse, Maggie often told herself. Her husband wasn’t hideous, but his attitude veered between lust and a kind of resentful contempt that made him unpredictable and she had learned to treat him warily.

‘Aye, some,’ said Joe, shovelling potatoes into his mouth. ‘The vicar talked my ear off about some foreigner, Archduke somebody or other, getting shot in a godforsaken foreign place I’ve never heard of. Vicar reckons it means war.’

‘War?’ Maggie looked up sharply as she helped herself from the plate of cold beef. ‘Why?’

‘Summat to do with Russia and Austria, Germany mebbe …’ Joe wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I stopped listening,’ he admitted. ‘Charles Haywood is an old windbag and probably wrong. It’s nowt to do wi’ us anyroads.’ He removed a piece of gristle from his teeth. ‘Vicar had other news, too.’

‘Oh?’

‘He’d just come from Miffield Hall.’

Maggie stiffened. She had made no secret of the fact that she had loved Ralph. Joe had known that when they married. He had said that he understood. But now when her eyes met his, it seemed to her that his smile was rife with malice.

‘Aye,’ he answered her unspoken question. ‘Ralph Verney’s back.’


Chapter Two

Rose Haywood took a dainty sip of tea and surveyed the parlour at Emmerdale Farm with interest. It was not a welcoming room. It had dark, peeling wallpaper and the uncomfortable-looking chairs smelt musty, as if the parlour had been forgotten until it was needed to lay out Albert Oldroyd’s body. Rose wrinkled her nose at the thought. His coffin wouldn’t have been resting on a couple of stools for long. It was too hot to have bodies hanging around, and besides, it was hay-time. Albert had died on the Thursday and been buried in the churchyard of St Mary’s that afternoon.

The decencies were being preserved with a funeral tea, but the men would go back to the fields afterwards. No one wanted to waste the good weather, death or no death. As it was, Rose was surprised at how many people had crowded into the parlour. Mr Oldroyd had been much respected, of course, but he had barely been seen since the seizure that had robbed him of speech and left him paralysed on one side. Rose suspected that people were more interested in getting a look at Emmerdale Farm.

That was why she had come after all, Rose owned to herself. As vicar, her father had taught his three children to be aware of their own faults, and Rose knew that curiosity was her besetting sin. But Emmerdale Farm had always seemed a kind of Bluebeard’s chamber to her, at once alarming and intriguing. As children, Rose and her brothers had dared each other to go into the farmyard, but more often they had ended up running past the gate. There was something about the overgrown farmyard that appealed to Rose’s romantic nature and she was intensely curious about what lay behind the firmly closed front door of the house.

And clearly she was not alone. Someone had managed to push open one of the windows, but the press of bodies was stifling and Rose could feel sweat trickling inside her corset. The cold meats laid on the table were curling in the oppressive heat. The last week had been one of the hottest she could remember. Every day, the sun had glared down, turning the limestone tops of the fells an eerie white and the normally muddy tracks to dust, and curdling tempers. Even her affable papa had snapped at their maid, Mildred, the day before.

‘It’s all this talk of war,’ her mother, Edith, had sighed when Rose told her how she kept glancing over her shoulder, expecting every time to see an almighty storm building on the horizon. ‘It feels as if we’re just waiting and waiting for something terrible to happen and we can’t do anything to stop it.’

‘Perhaps it won’t happen,’ Rose had said hopefully. ‘But I wouldn’t mind a storm. Thunder, lightning and a downpour … at least it would be cooler then and we could all sleep.’

But the sky behind the hills was still hazy in the heat; it would be August the next day and there was no sign of a storm any time soon.

‘Not much of a show, is it?’ Near Rose, Ava Bainbridge was making no effort to lower her voice as she surveyed the display of ham and cakes with Joan Carr, Betty Porter and Mary Ann Teale. ‘When you think of the Oldroyds of High Moor … well, it just goes to how you can come down in the world, doesn’t it? Poor Maggie. It must be hard for her.’

She clicked her tongue and shook her head in what Rose imagined was supposed to be sympathy, although Rose didn’t know why she bothered to pretend. It was common knowledge that Ava was a cat and that she loathed Maggie Oldroyd, although whether that was for some long-forgotten reason or because Maggie looked at Ava as if she were no more bothersome than a summer midge, easily slapped aside and forgotten, Rose had never known.

‘She doesn’t look too upset about losing her pa,’ Joan commented, and Rose followed their glances to where Maggie stood, stone-faced, at the far end of the table, dispensing tea from a battered iron pot.

‘Dot says she never cried a drop,’ Betty confided. She lived next door to Dot’s mother and had heard all about it. ‘Not. A. Drop. Just found him dead in his bed one morning and Dot didn’t even realise until she saw Maggie was standing there staring at the wall. “He’s dead,” that was all she said. Course, Dot offered to get Joe Sugden, but Maggie wouldn’t have it. He needs to get t’harvest in, was all she’d say. And then Dot said she’d go and get Eliza Booth to help with the laying out, but madam wasn’t having any of that either. Insisted on doing it all herself!’ Betty finished triumphantly.

‘She was always supposed to be such a devoted daughter too,’ agreed Ava. ‘You’d think she could bother to look a little sad.’

Rose glanced at them in disbelief. She had always found Maggie cold and more than a little intimidating, if the truth were told, but it seemed obvious to her that Maggie’s jaw was clenched with the effort of not weeping and that the strikingly pale grey eyes were full of pain. And when Rose thought of how she would feel if she lost her beloved papa, she knew she wouldn’t want to stand in a stifling room pouring tea for a lot of nosy neighbours who had never done anything but gossip about her.

‘That’s typical of Maggie,’ Ava went on with a sniff. ‘She always has to be different. Although she’s not as different as she thinks she is, as Lady Miffield pointed out.’ She snickered at the memory of Maggie’s very public humiliation.

Mary Ann leant closer. ‘Do you think she knows Ralph is back?’

Rose didn’t want to think about Ralph, and she moved away, murmuring an excuse here and there as she threaded through the crowd. The news that Lord Miffield’s heir had returned had sped around the village and she had been thrilled to be invited to tea at Miffield Hall with her mother a few days after his arrival. Rose couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been in love with Ralph. Who could not be? He was charming, kind and ridiculously handsome and she had been bitterly disappointed when she had learnt that he was in love with Maggie Oldroyd of all people.

Rose couldn’t understand it. Maggie wasn’t even pretty! She was aloof and fierce-looking with intelligent, eerily pale eyes. Wolf eyes, Rose’s brother, John, had described them once and even though Rose had never seen a wolf, she somehow knew what he had meant. But Ralph wasn’t a wolf. He was a golden figure, a hero, like a knight from a story book and his inexplicable preference for Maggie had cut Rose to the quick.

When Ralph had gone away, life in Beckindale had been horribly dull. It wasn’t that she had seen that much of him before, Rose could admit to herself, but just the chance that she might encounter him unexpectedly or be invited to Miffield Hall when he was there had been enough to brighten her days.

And if Ralph was back, it must surely be that his strange infatuation with Maggie was out of his system. He would be ready to settle down, Rose told herself, and why shouldn’t it be with her? She knew without vanity that she was very pretty. And she wasn’t a horrible person, whatever her younger brother, Arthur, might say. The Haywoods might not have a title but they were a good family, so it wasn’t as if she were completely ineligible, like Maggie.

Rose had dressed carefully for the tea, in a pleated skirt and high-necked blouse with long sleeves and a lacy panel down the front. It was terribly hot, of course, but it made her look like a young lady instead of the schoolgirl she had been before Ralph went away. She had only been sixteen then. She wanted Ralph to see that she had grown up.

But though Ralph had been charming and chatty, not even Rose could convince herself that he had looked deep into her eyes or pressed her fingers meaningfully. He had treated her just the way he had always used to, like a fond older brother.

It had been awfully disappointing.

Carrying her cup and saucer, Rose headed towards her mother who was trying to engage Maggie Sugden in conversation. She would say everything that was proper to Maggie and then perhaps they could leave.

She moved through the press of people with difficulty, catching snatches of conversation as she went. Farmers with broad, weather-beaten faces, uncomfortable in their stiff dark suits, fidgeted, anxious to get back to haymaking. Their wives gossiped about their children and their neighbours and wondered if Ralph Verney had come home to announce his engagement, as rumour had it, and if so, how Maggie Sugden would react.

Why was Ralph’s name always linked with Maggie’s, Rose wondered disconsolately.

Her father was nose to nose with Mr Bates, discussing the latest news that had been displayed in the newsagent’s window that morning.

‘The government are taking things seriously at last, Mr Haywood. My boy came back from Bradford and said all the excursion trains for the Bank Holiday had been cancelled.’

‘Not before time,’ Charles Haywood said, fingering his pocket watch. ‘With Germany under martial law and Russia mobilising, I fear war can no longer be avoided.’

‘But will England join in?’

‘We must, sir, we must!’ Charles exclaimed. ‘It is a question of honour!’

Rose was as tired of hearing about the prospect of war as she was about Ralph and Maggie. She had no idea why England should get involved in a dispute over Serbia and she had stopped asking, or her father would explain in tedious detail. All she knew was that until Germany and Russia had settled their differences, she was stuck in Beckindale and short of Ralph Verney falling miraculously in love with her, nothing was going to change.

‘Ah, there you are, Rose,’ Edith Haywood said with a trace of relief as she reached them. Evidently the conversation with Maggie had been a laboured one. ‘I was just saying how tired we are of this heat.’

‘And tired of talking about it,’ said Rose crossly and was surprised and even a little gratified to see a fleeting smile cross Maggie’s strange grey eyes.

What was it about Maggie that Ralph found so fascinating? Rose wondered anew. She wasn’t beautiful, or even pretty. Her nose was big, her mouth too wide. Her jaw was too angular, her brows too bold, her expression cool. She held herself very erect, with her chin tilted at a defiant angle that seemed to put the rest of the world at a distance.

What was it like for such a woman to be married to Joe Sugden? Rose could see him across the room, his beefy face a dull red, sweating profusely in his black suit and waistcoat. He was drinking beer in a surly fashion. The other farmers might be heading back to the fields where their farmhands would be making the hay they all depended on in winter, but it was clear that Joe would be going nowhere. If he felt the disapproving glances, he gave no sign of it, unless to drink more heavily.

‘Would you like some more tea, Rose?’ Maggie asked, and Rose flushed, sure that Maggie had been able to tell exactly what she was thinking.

‘Thank you,’ she said, handing Maggie her cup and saucer. ‘That would be …’ She broke off as she saw Maggie freeze, her eyes widening, and turned to follow her gaze.

As if pulled by an invisible string, all the other heads in the room turned too. The babble of conversation petered into a hush as they realised who was standing in the doorway: Ralph Verney, impeccably dressed in a tailored black suit and black tie, his hat in his hand. He held himself with an aristocrat’s unconscious assurance and looked ridiculously out of place in the dingy parlour.

Rose’s heart gave a little somersault at the sight of him, so tall, so glamorous, and her mouth curved into a smile before she realised that he wasn’t looking at her at all. His eyes were fixed on Maggie and hers on his. There might have been just the two of them in the room. The air between them pulsed and crackled in the heat and Rose caught her breath. It was as if something dangerous had entered the room, zipping precariously through the hot air.

This wasn’t the sweet, romantic love Rose had dreamed of. It was raw and powerful, and her mouth tightened at the painful pinch of envy.

The silence jangled. Rose could see people looking at each other, wondering if someone should say something, but then it was too late.

Joe Sugden was pushing his way through the crowd, his tankard still clutched in his meaty fist. He was very drunk, and the funeral guests silently made way for him as he staggered towards the doorway where Ralph still stood.

‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded.

Apparently unmoved by Joe’s aggression, Ralph regarded him with only the faintest expression of distaste. ‘I have come to offer my condolences,’ he said in his deceptively languid cut-glass tones.

Joe’s head was lowered like a bull’s, his eyes red and mean. ‘You’re not welcome here, Verney.’

‘You might remember that you only hold the lease of Emmerdale Farm,’ Ralph said very softly. ‘This farm belongs to my family, and I can go where I please.’

The shock of seeing Ralph seemed to have frozen Maggie into place. Rose took the cup and saucer from her before she dropped it, but she doubted that Maggie noticed as she jerked into belated action.

As Maggie stepped forward and laid a hand on Joe’s arm, Rose couldn’t help thinking it must be like trying to control a vicious dog, straining at the leash and trembling with suppressed violence.

‘It was kind of you to come, Mr Verney,’ Maggie said in a surprisingly cool voice.

‘I am very sorry about your father, Maggie,’ said Ralph. ‘He was a fine man.’

‘Thank you.’ She glanced at Joe. ‘I hope you will forgive Joe his outburst. It has been a difficult time – with my father dying,’ she added quickly as Joe stirred ominously.

‘I quite understand.’ Ralph inclined his head. ‘I just wanted you to know that I have been thinking of you.’ His gaze swept the room briefly. Rose felt it pass over her face like a searchlight and although she doubted he had even registered her presence, she wished fervently that she hadn’t been there.

‘I must go,’ he said formally as his eyes returned to Maggie. ‘My sincere condolences for your loss.’

And with that he turned and left.

The silence in the parlour was broken by the clang and clatter of Joe’s tankard being flung into the fireplace and his inarticulate cry of rage as he shook Maggie’s hand off his arm.

‘Leave me alone!’ he snarled and headed out after Ralph.


Chapter Three

Maggie hurried after her husband into the hallway. ‘Joe, don’t!’ she said in an urgent undertone.

‘Don’t what? Don’t tear your nancy lover-boy apart with my bare hands? Don’t shove his condolences down his bloody throat?’

‘Don’t lose the farm,’ she said.

Joe stood for a moment, his hot eyes on her face, his head swinging slowly from side to side as her words sunk in. His face twisted and he wrenched at his collar. ‘I’m going to take off this bloody suit,’ he said.

Maggie stood in the dim hallway, her hands folded over her stomach, making herself breathe – in, out – very carefully. She could hear Joe stomping up the stairs, the violent rattle of the latch on the bedroom door, thuds as first one boot and then another were thrown across the room, and then at last the creak of bedsprings that told her he had flung himself onto the bed.

In the parlour, a low hum of whispered conversations had broken out. Well, that little scene had given the village plenty to gossip about, Maggie thought bitterly. A vicious headache was tightening around her skull. She wanted nothing more than to run away, up to the moor, to lie in the heather and look at the sky and beat down the grief and the pain and the humiliation that surged inside her.

But only cowards ran away.

Lifting her chin, Maggie went back into the parlour where the whispers abruptly ceased. She knew that she looked cold and proud but she couldn’t relax her expression. If she let herself go, she would unravel into a hysterical mess of screaming and tears and there was no way her pride would let her do that. ‘I must apologise,’ she began stiffly, but the vicar had evidently decided to take charge of the situation.

‘My dear Mrs Sugden, there is no need to apologise. It is, as you said, a most difficult time for you both. And now we must go too.’ Charles Haywood swept the room with a smiling glance that nonetheless held all the authority of his calling. ‘And, I am sure everyone here has work to do. You men will be anxious to be back at the harvest.’

There were murmurs of agreement and some relief.

‘You go, too, Dot,’ said Maggie. ‘I’ll clear up here.’

Dot needed no second telling and at last Maggie was left alone.

She let Toby out of the barn where he had been penned during the funeral and he frisked around her as she walked back across the dusty farmyard. A cloud of flies swarmed over the muck heap and in the field behind the byre, one of the milking cows let out a mournful bellow.

Tying her apron around her waist, Maggie began listlessly tidying the parlour. She put any leftover pieces of ham and cake in the cool larder and gathered up the discarded cups and saucers. She moved sluggishly, barely aware of what she was doing, until a faint pattering caught her attention. A butterfly that must have found its way into the room through the window was beating its wings frantically against the glass.

Maggie put down the plates she was holding. Gently she cupped her hands around the butterfly, admiring its elegantly patterned wings.

‘Off you go,’ she said to it as she shook it from her fingers outside the window and watched it flutter away.

Lucky butterfly.

By the time Joe woke up, Maggie had drawn water from the well, boiled it in a great pot on the range and washed and dried all the crockery.

‘Christ, my head’s splitting,’ said Joe, stumbling down the last step into the kitchen as Maggie was putting away the last of the cups in the pine dresser that had belonged to Joe’s grandmother. Maggie often wondered what kind of life she had led. Emmerdale Farm had been thriving in those days.

Joe didn’t comment on the fact that Maggie had cleared everything away, but there was nothing surprising about that. Gertie, the cook at High Moor, would have known what to say. What d’you expect from a pig but a grunt?

‘I’m going t’pub.’

Maggie said nothing. What was there to say, after all? She just nodded an acknowledgment as she untied her apron and hung it on the hook by the range.

‘Come, Toby,’ she said when Joe had disappeared unsteadily down the track. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

Turning the opposite way to her husband, Maggie headed for the moorland behind the farm. It was a steady climb and she had to hoist up her skirts to jump over the tussocky grass in places while Toby snuffled into rabbit holes, startling grouse that burst out of the bracken with their clattering cry and the skylarks that darted over the heather. Somewhere she could hear the mewing call of a buzzard and when she looked up, she saw it circling lazily overhead.

The heat had faded from the sky, but it was still warm and Maggie was soon sweating in her funeral blouse and dark, heavy skirt. Driven upwards by a determination not to let her swirling emotions get the better of her, she refused to stop until she reached a boulder high above Beckindale. Worn smooth by aeons of wind and rain, the rock was still warm from the sun. Toby flopped panting into its shade. Maggie sat, with her knees drawn up, and let herself think and feel at last.

Three days ago, her father had been alive. He had been ill and unsteady, but he had been there, and then she went to wake him that morning, and he was gone. Maggie had known she would grieve, but not how his absence would clang in the silence, beating at her until she wanted to cover her ears.

She was glad that he was at peace, glad that he no longer had to force himself to the gate to see High Moor, to yearn for home and grope through the confusion to realise what she was telling him about where he was, and why, glad that he no longer had to remember the pain of Andrew’s death afresh every time. But the loneliness was a fist around her heart, squeezing and squeezing until she could hardly breathe with the pain of it.

Untethered by grief, Maggie had retreated into a cocoon of numbness, only fuzzily connected to the world around her. She had been going unthinkingly through the motions: sending for the doctor, for the vicar. Laying out her father’s body, caring for him one last time. Eyebrows had been raised when she insisted on attending the burial, of course. The women were supposed to leave that to their menfolk, but Maggie couldn’t abandon her father to Joe. She had accompanied him right to the end, to bear witness and watch dry-eyed as his coffin was lowered into the ground.

And now that was done, and the funeral tea was done and there was no more she could do for her father. He was gone.

Maggie didn’t remember her mother. She had died when Maggie was barely two, and her father had never remarried. Maggie had always imagined that he had loved his wife too deeply to bear the thought of putting another woman in her place, and although the village gossips had disapproved of the way he let Maggie and her brother run wild, the truth was that Maggie had never missed having a mother. Her beloved father and Andrew were enough for her.

But now they were both gone and she was alone

Except … Ralph had come back.

The sight of him in the doorway had jolted Maggie’s feelings back to life, the rush of awareness so piercing that it blotted out everything except the unthinking joy of knowing that he was there.

Ralph still loved her. He hadn’t needed to say anything, she knew just by looking at him. He had come back for her.

Too late, too late, too late. The bitter realisation drummed along Maggie’s veins. She was married to Joe. She had wed him with her eyes open. She had needed a home and he had provided one. She had stood in front of the altar in St Mary’s and promised to stay with Joe till death parted them, not until her father died or Ralph came home.

Ralph loved her and she loved Ralph, but love wasn’t a good enough reason to break the vows she had made, Maggie realised. She had made her choice the year before. There was no point in grieving for what was lost. All she could do was what her father had always said, to keep her head up and keep her promises.

And that meant going back to Emmerdale Farm and making the best of it.

‘Where are you going?’ Joe demanded.

Maggie stood in front of the mildewed mirror and secured her hat onto her hair with a pin. ‘Church,’ she said. ‘It’s Sunday.’ She looked at Joe’s reflection. ‘You should come.’

‘I’ve got better things to do than listen to t’vicar droning on.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like keeping this bloody farm going.’ Joe jerked his head in the direction the river. ‘We’ve still got to get in hay from t’far fields.’

The fields should have been done the week before but Maggie knew better than to say anything.

‘You haven’t forgotten that you promised Frank he could go home today? He hasn’t had a day off for three weeks now and his mother will be looking for his wages.’

‘The lad’s simple,’ said Joe in disgust. ‘His ma should be paying me to feed him!’

Maggie said nothing. Frank was not the brightest of lads, but he had a way with animals and cheerfully milked the cows twice a day. Joe wouldn’t want to take on that job again, she knew.

Joe stomped over to the mantelpiece and took down the tin where he kept his money. He flung the coins at Maggie. ‘Take it then,’ he growled as if she had been nagging him for hours.

‘Thank you,’ she said coolly. ‘I’m sure you’ll be able to manage with George.’

‘George won’t work when he finds out Frank’s having a holiday.’ Joe looked out of the window, his expression morose. ‘We may as well do the fields tomorrow.’

He would waste the whole day, Maggie realised with an inner sigh. She knew that he had begged his father to leave him in charge of the farm but no sooner had Orton Sugden set sail for Australia than Joe had started to resent the responsibility. He lived his life in a constant state of dissatisfaction, yearning for something only to turn around once it was achieved and blame it for not making him content.

He had been the same when it came to her. He had wanted her only until he had her, and now it seemed that she was to blame for everything that went wrong.

At fourteen, Frank was already as big as many men, but his expression was childlike with a round face and round blue eyes. He looked alarmed when told he was to accompany Maggie to Beckindale, but he was used to doing what he was told, and seemed to be reassured by Toby, who greeted him joyfully and ran around in excited circles as they set off down the track.

Maggie tried to talk to him while they walked, but couldn’t get anything beyond a nod or a shake of his head, so after a while she left him alone and they walked in companionable silence, down the track, along the lane and over the bridge into Beckindale. It was another oppressive day, the heat pressing down from a hazy, strangely colourless sky, smothering the countryside which had a raggedy, inert look.

Surely it would rain soon? Maggie scanned the hilltops with narrowed eyes but she could see no sign of clouds, just a faint purple smudge along the horizon. All along the lane, the grass had collapsed and was leaning forward as if anticipating a blow while the normally muddy ruts had hardened into ridges that made for hard walking.

Nancy Pickles lived on the far side of the village in a mean cottage that seemed to be full of children, but her face lit up when she saw Frank and she took the money Maggie gave her gratefully.

‘Thank ee, Mrs Sugden,’ she said, fingering the coins. ‘Likely as not the great gowk would have lost it if left to himself,’ she added with an affectionate look at her son. ‘I’ll make sure he’s back in time for milking, never you mind.’

Maggie smiled. ‘Enjoy your day, Frank,’ she said, and he blushed fierily and ducked his head.

Maggie’s smile faded as she approached the church. Most of Beckindale – those who weren’t Chapel, anyway – would be inside. She hadn’t seen anyone since the scene at the funeral tea, and she was not looking forward to the stares and the whispers. If it hadn’t felt like cowardice, she would have made an excuse not to come. At least everyone was already inside in the cool, so she could slip into a pew at the back.

Toby went to lie in the shade of a yew, and she squared her shoulders before pushing open the church door. Its loud creak cut through the murmured conversations and half the congregation turned to see the late arrival. Ava Skilbeck – now Bainbridge, Maggie remembered – was there with her husband and three timid stepchildren. Maggie saw her lean forward and exchange a significant look with Betty Porter, who twisted round, her plump face bright with curiosity. Janet Airey raised her brows at Mary Ann Teale. What did they think? That she was here to seduce Ralph in front of them?

Maggie met their looks with a defiant lift of her chin, but beyond the nodding bonnets and speculative gazes she had glimpsed a familiar wheat-coloured head in the front pew and in spite of her resolve, her heart lurched into her throat and lodged there, hammering.

Ralph was sitting between his stepmother, the young Lady Miffield, and the slumped form of Lord Miffield who was famous for sleeping through the service. As if sensing her gaze, Ralph turned to look over his shoulder, and Maggie slipped quickly into a pew right at the back where she could hide behind a pillar. Her knees were trembling and she bent her head to rest on her hands, fists clenched in a pretence of prayer, to give the heat in her face a chance to subside.

Keep your head up, keep your promises, she told herself.
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