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The wind howled through the glen, cutting through the rugged landscape like a blade, a relentless reminder of the isolation that the inhabitants of Yew Tree Home Farm had learned to endure. Patricia Murray stood at the threshold of her home, the sturdy stone walls behind her a testament to the resilience needed to survive in such a place. Despite the biting cold, she felt a deep connection to the land, the farm, and the people who depended on her.

This land had seen generations rise and fall, fortunes made and lost, but nothing quite like the winter that had just passed. The snow had been relentless, burying the hills and trapping the sheep, threatening to wipe out livelihoods in a single, unforgiving season. But the thaw was beginning, and with it came new challenges—rebuilding, restocking, and recovering from the toll the cold had taken. 

Patricia pulled her coat tighter around her, her eyes scanning the horizon where the distant mountains still glimmered with a stubborn crust of snow. The spring that should have arrived weeks ago was finally making its presence known, though hesitantly, as if unsure of its welcome after such a harsh winter. The ground remained hard, unyielding, a reflection of the challenges that lay ahead.

Inside, the farmhouse was quiet, but not peaceful. It never truly was anymore. The ghost of Stephen, her late husband, lingered in every room, in every decision she made. It was a comfort and a burden, his memory both guiding and haunting her as she navigated the responsibilities that had once been his. The picture of him on their wedding day sat hidden in her desk drawer, his smiling face a constant reminder of the life they had once shared, a life cut short by a cruel twist of fate.

Patricia’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching, heavy boots clattering against the stone floor. Carl Bruce, one of the farmhands, entered the room, his usual cheerfulness replaced by an expression of confusion. Before Patricia could inquire, Duncan Clark, the estate factor, appeared behind him, his face set in that familiar mask of disapproval. The April Fool’s joke he had played on Carl was meant to be harmless fun, but it was just another reminder of the subtle ways he tried to undermine her authority.

Yet, Patricia had learned to steel herself against Duncan's jabs. He was just another obstacle, another challenge she would have to manage, like the weather, the livestock, and the demanding work of the farm. She sent Carl away with a reassuring word, her gaze not leaving Duncan's until he turned back to his office, defeated by her calm resolve.

A short time later, Rob Morrison, the new dairyman, arrived, his face flushed from the cold but lit with a quiet confidence that Patricia found reassuring. He was a good man, she thought, with a warmth that contrasted sharply with the icy manner of Duncan Clark. She had a feeling that Rob and his wife, June, would bring something vital to the farm—hope, perhaps, or simply a sense of stability that had been missing since Stephen’s death.

Together, Patricia and Rob stepped out into the morning air, the sun just beginning to break through the clouds, casting long shadows across the farmyard. As they walked towards the herd, Patricia couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a turning point. The thaw was coming, not just to the land, but to the people as well. 

But as the days grew longer and the snow finally melted away, Patricia knew the true test would begin. The wounds of winter were deep, and healing would take more than just time. It would take strength, patience, and above all, a resolve to face whatever new storms might come, both from the land and from those around her. 

And as much as she wanted to trust Rob, to believe in the fresh start he represented, Patricia couldn't ignore the other storm she sensed brewing—one that had nothing to do with the weather, but with secrets and lies buried deeper than the snow. Secrets that had a way of surfacing when the ground began to thaw.
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“How many lambs did you lose, Mrs Murray?” Duncan Clark glared at the farm manager through his horn-rimmed glasses.

Patricia Murray was used to the estate factor’s glare and his questions and was no longer intimidated by them. She drew herself up to her full height and looked him in the eye.

“Ten. We’re luckier than most. We were able to get the sheep off the hill in time and our fields are sheltered. I wish we hadn’t lost any, but it was unavoidable.”

“If you say so.” Duncan’s tone implied that Patricia alone was responsible for the icy weather that had brought the country to a standstill for three months.

He gestured at the piece of paper she held.

“Is that the final costs for the feed?”

Patricia handed it to him. The factor glanced at it and shook his head.

“Feed merchant taking advantage of the situation. I don’t know what Lady Margaret’s going to say.”

He waved his hand again, indicating that he was finished with her.

Patricia marched back to her office, fuming, though she knew Lady Margaret Baxter would have the sense to realise there was no option but to buy extra feed when the hills were under feet of snow.

The snow had gone from the ground, but the office was freezing. Patricia lit the paraffin heater, though she knew she wouldn’t be sitting down for long and poured tea from the flask Libby had filled for her. She opened her sandwiches.

The farm diary for 1963 lay on the desk. Today was the first of April and she should be planning when to plant the potatoes, but the ground was still so hard!

To keep the farmhands busy today she’d set them to do some fencing repairs and tidy the barn.

Rob Morrison, the new dairyman, had started this morning. He was to present himself here in ten minutes and together they’d go out to look at the herd.

Patricia hoped he and his wife, and their new baby would settle in at Yew Tree Home Farm. It was a small community and mostly harmonious, even if Rob’s wife would likely find her next-door neighbour less than congenial!

Rob seemed a good person, respectful but not afraid to say what he thought, his honest eyes twinkling with humour.

Patricia had taken his personality into account almost as much as his dairy experience when she offered him the job.

Mr Clark had wanted someone else, but she hadn’t taken to the hard, unsmiling man who was his choice.

He’d snapped questions at her, finding it hard to believe that a mere woman was the farm manager. Fortunately, Lady Margaret had said the final decision was Patricia’s.

Rob’s wife hadn’t come to the interview, but Rob assured Patricia that she’d be delighted with the semi-detached cottage that would be their new home.

Patricia finished her sandwich, folded up the bag and put it in the drawer, hoping she’d remember to take it home.

Libby put on a martyred air if she forgot, and much of Patricia’s energy went into trying to keep on her mother-in-law’s good side.

Inside the drawer was a photo of Stephen, taken on their wedding day. He never looked comfortable in a suit – a checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up and his old corduroys were more his style.

She used to look at the picture and ask Stephen’s advice. When she took over his job after the accident, she’d take the picture from the drawer and tell him whatever problem she was grappling with. More often than not the solution would come to her.

Two years had passed, and Patricia more confident in her abilities. But knowing the picture was there gave her strength.

A sound came from next door. She rose and looked along the corridor to his room.

Carl Bruce, one of the farmhands, was standing in the doorway to the factor’s office, looking upset. He was a sweet-natured man who had never quite grown up, but he was strong as a horse and a hard worker.

“Carl?” She hurried to him. “What’s wrong?”

Before Carl could reply, Duncan Clark spoke.

“Just an April Fool, Mrs Murray. I sent Bruce to the shop for tartan paint, but they didn’t have any!”

He came round his desk.

“You get back to work, Bruce.” He closed his door.

“Never mind Mr Clark, Carl.” Patricia gripped the man’s arm. “He has a strange sense of humour.”

She held out her watch to show him the time.

“It’s after midday. April Fool jokes don’t count now. Go have your sandwiches. I’ll come to see you later.”

The new dairyman appeared. She took a deep breath to compose herself.

“Rob! You’ve enjoyed your first morning at Yew Tree?” She put on her jacket. “I hope your wife is getting settled in. Moving house so soon after having a baby is hard. If she needs any help, do ask. I’ll go down and see her later.”

“Thanks, Mrs Murray,” Rob Morrison said cheerfully. “Sue had us up before the birds this morning, so we cracked on with getting unpacked.”

“Good. Right, let’s show you round.”

June pinned the last nappy to the line, picked up the laundry basket and looked up at the sky. The air was warmer. Spring was here at last.

This was a beautiful place. On Sunday afternoon they’d pushed the pram around the estate. Rob had pointed out Mrs Murray’s house, and the lodge where Mr Clark lived.

They’d peered through the gates of Yew Tree House, a grand Victorian building. It was empty most of the year, Rob said, as the estate owner, Lady Margaret, lived most of the time in England.

June turned to gaze at the pram by the back door. After five long years they had a baby. A miracle!

A miracle for Rob and herself, of course. Not for Rita, Sue’s birth mother.

Circled on the calendar and engraved on her heart was a date. June 17, 1963. On that day, June prayed, Sue would truly be their daughter.

There was another black cloud on her happiness, but on this lovely morning June was not going to let her new neighbour get her down.

She hadn’t ventured far on her own yet. Today she would walk the mile to the village post office to buy stamps for the letter she had written to her mother.

*  *  *  *
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Beryl Douglas looked up as the bell jangled and a woman came in, pulling a pram. She dashed round the counter to help.

The pram would have been safe outside, but as she peered into it, she saw this was a very new baby. First-time mothers could be overly protective.

“How are you liking Yew Tree, Mrs Morrison?” she asked, enjoying the look of surprise on the newcomer’s face.

“I’m liking it fine. How do you . . .?”

“It wasn’t difficult. I’m Beryl. I’ve been working in this post office for almost forty years. There’s not much gets past me.”

June held out her hand.

“Nice to meet you. I’m June, and this is Sue.” She stroked the little hand lying on the blanket.

“A redhead, by the look of it.” Beryl glanced at June’s dark curls.

“There’s red hair on my husband’s side,” June said, almost defensively. “I’d like six second class stamps, please.”

She looked around. The post office took up a corner of the shop which was crammed with all manner of household items.

“Is this where the grocery van comes from?”

“Yes, it goes round all the farms and outlying areas. Tuesday is Yew Tree farm day. Patricia will have told you about it. Mrs Murray?” she added, seeing the question in June’s eyes.

“She’s nice, Mrs Murray, isn’t she?” June sat on the chair Beryl kept by the counter to encourage folk to sit and chat. “She’d put food in the larder and had the fire lit for us when we arrived. I’ve never heard of a woman being a farm manager before.”

“A good job she’s making of it, too.” Beryl took the money for the stamps and held out her hand for June’s letter. “I’ll put it in the bag for you.”

She dropped it into the sack behind the counter, glancing at the address.

Paisley. Not that she was being nosy – just gathering information.

She perched on her own chair and leaned forward on her elbows.

“I mind Patricia when she was wee, tramping around in her wellington boots after her dad – he was a shepherd up Helmsdale way. In the war, the land-girls were here, so she knew that girls could be farmers, too.”

“What happened to . . .?” June stopped.

Beryl nodded. It was natural to want to know about Patricia’s situation, which was unusual, but she liked that June felt some delicacy in asking.

“It was terrible! Stephen was on his horse on the road between here and the farm. Something caused the horse to shy and he was thrown off. And there was Patricia, left with the wee ones.”

“Two girls? I’ve seen them around the farmhouse.”

“Libby and Flora. Well, Patricia had been at the agricultural college, where she met Stephen, so she begged Lady Margaret to give her a chance and let her have Stephen’s job.

“Duncan Clark wasn’t too pleased about it – he had a pal lined up. But she’s a sensible woman, Lady Margaret. She could see what Patricia was like.”

“How does she manage with the children?”

“Libby, Stephen’s mother, moved in with her. She lost her man in the war and Stephen was her only child.”

June raised an eyebrow.

“I’m awful fond of Rob’s mum,” she admitted, “but I don’t think we’d get on in the same house!”

“Aye. Libby’s not an easy woman to live with, but her hearts in the right place.” Beryl looked June in the eye. “And what has Isa Robertson been telling you about us all?”

June fumbled for words at mention of her next-door neighbour.

“Let me guess.” Beryl counted them off on her fingers. “One, Beryl Douglas can’t mind her own business. Two, she knows who Stephen Murray visited the afternoon he died. Three, Patricia’s sister is no better than she should be. Four, Frank, her own blue-eyed boy, is being unfairly threatened with dismissal by the factor.”

She took a breath.

“And I’m sure that wasn’t the half of it!”

June’s scarlet face told Beryl she was spot on.

“As to the first allegation, you can make up your own mind!” she said. “The next two are pure Isa poison. And the last? Well, I’m no admirer of Mr Clark but there’s nothing unfair about what’s happened. Everyone knows Frank Robertson skives off work and Strides about the countryside, breaking hearts. It’s a wonder he’s lasted this long in the job.”

June’s mouth was open.

“What does Frank do?”

“He’s the forester.” Beryl patted June’s hand. “The best thing is not to believe a word Isa says – and don’t tell her anything!”

There was a clatter outside as a woman with windblown hair leaned a bicycle against the wall.

“Here’s Peggy Smith. I’ll introduce you. She’s a cousin of Patricia’s. You’ll get to know everybody!”

June put the stamps in her purse.

“I’m sure I will,” she said, looking dazed.

“Hello, darling!” Rosie kneeled down and held out her arms and Flora ran into them.

Rosie stood up, lifting her granddaughter with her.

“Neil wanted to visit one of his cronies in the village
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