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The Primal Scene


1

A RIME OF FROST lay thick on the puddles in Old Common Lane that February morning. The wheels of the carriage broke into it with a sound like gunfire. At least, that was the image it conjured in the mind of Patrick Davy as he waited for the carriage to pull up outside his cottage gate; gunfire was an easy image in many a mind in 1915. He heard the coachman cry Whoa! and glanced uncertainly at his wife, Martha. She just sat at the window, staring out with that inscrutable calm of hers, so endearing when they were apart and yet so maddening when he was face to face with it on an occasion like this. The ice on one of the puddles gave out a groan, like a distant cry from the damned, before it splintered. That would be the driver getting down to open the gate for the nurse.

Yes, there was the creak of its hinge; Martha wouldn’t let him oil it. And the nurse had iron studs in her boots; they made a contemptuous crunching on the gravel path.

“Aren’t you going?” he asked Martha.

“You go,” she said, turning to him and smiling. “He’s every bit as much yours, too, my dear.”

Patrick rose and went to the door, opening it just as the nurse arrived. He nodded to her. She looked at him strangely, surprised to find the man of the house involved in such a business as this. Then she handed him a tight-wrapped bundle; she had held it in her arms for the past half-hour, so her relief was enormous.

As it passed into his uncertain clutch, a mouth buried deep within its swaddling opened and a pair of month-old lungs bellowed lustily. Patrick looked sharply at the nurse and for a moment their eyes were locked; they knew this was a significant moment. That cry of rage and frustration – at that particular moment – had symbolic meaning for them all. But neither of them could think of the right words for it; in the end they just smiled at something they had recognized and then let it pass.

He hugged the bundle tighter and the howling stopped, just in time for Martha to take both the baby and the credit for pacifying him. The nurse turned and walked back to the carriage. Not a word had been spoken. The coachman dropped a little bag inside the gate and gave the Davys a cheerful nod, as between colleagues. They would not expect him to carry it to their door; and the baby, too, had just lost all claim to that sort of privilege – so, in a way, it was another symbolic act. Patrick went to retrieve it, and to close the latch properly.

Martha watched the carriage vanish in another fusillade of simulated gunfire, up the back lane to Old Norton. There was no crest on its door, but she needed none; she knew the lady who had borne this child very well indeed – and all her family. She’d made the Lessore beds, washed the Lessore dishes, peeled the Lessore vegetables, and thanked them prettily for her wages, almost as long as she could remember.

She carried the baby indoors and laid him down on a rug in front of the kitchen range. “All this-here tight old swaddling can’t be good for them,” she muttered. “I shan’t believe it.” As she unwound the bindings she reflected grimly that it would have been better for young Miss Miriam if she had been kept as tight-wrapped as this. She remembered the last time they had met – herself, Mrs Lessore, and the daughter – in the business room at Marton Abbey. Miriam, not yet showing her “interesting condition,” had just sat and stared out of the window, as if the arrangements being worked out between the other two had nothing whatever to do with her. Just at the end, though, she had turned and given Martha such a funny look: “I can’t think of a better mother than you, Mrs Davy.” That was all she had said – but the way she said it … very odd.

“Look at his little arms and legs, then,” she told Patrick. “All white like that. Starved of blood, they are.”

Patrick stared at that tiny little acorn and thought of his own, rampant and hot in the glade that evening … and her, Miss Miriam, throwing herself on him with a passion that left him drowned and beaten. How long before the same quickening began to spout from that improbable little button down there on that rug?

“On and on and on,” he murmured.

Martha looked up. “You’d best get out and see to your traps,” she said. She loved it when he came back to the cottage after a day in such cold as this, for then he truly relished her cooking – and her warmth in bed afterward.

As she began to rewrap the baby, making his binding much looser, Heather, their only child until now, came sleepily from her crib in the back room. Patrick squatted and hugged her into his arms – from which safe fortress she turned and stared down impassively at the little bundle of wants and imperatives that had just blown in to wreck their lives.

“What’s that?” she asked in disgust.

Patrick knew what she was looking at; who ever said little girls are all sweetness and innocence? He craned forward to see her expression; but she had none. She just went on staring down at it; who could ever tell what they were really thinking? Were they born with the knowledge that that funny little bud of gristle would one day grow into a mighty wrecker of girls’ bellies? Or was it just something different, something new?

That was the other wrecker of bellies – the thirst for something new. That’s all he had been to her, up there in the glade on that hot, hot evening last May – something new. He didn’t give himself airs in that department.

“Where’s it come from?” Heather asked.

“All the way from France,” he told her. “That’s where your old dad will be off to, soon enough.” He turned to his wife. “What are you going to call ’un?” he asked. “Poor little Fitzie.”

“You’re not to call him that!” she blazed.

“It’s what they call the chance-children of princes,” he replied mildly. “Fitzroy, Fitzwilliam …”

“I’ll think of a name, only it’s got to be right, see. I’ve got to look something up. But one thing I’ll tell you – I’ll not have him called Fitzie.” She rose and, hugging the nameless baby to her, crossed to the window. There she unbuttoned her blouse and offered him an ample breast.

“What are you at, woman?” her husband asked. He rose, swinging their daughter up in his embrace until her head was on a level with his.

Across the gulf between them Martha said, “I thought I felt a little milk there last night.” The baby sucked greedily. “Yessss!” she murmured ecstatically. “That’s it – go on – milk me, you milky little devil!”

Patrick was unable to speak against the sudden pressure of tears behind his eyelids. And Heather leaned her head into his big, strong shoulder, and stuck her thumb into her mouth, and stared at her mother and that strange new toy at her breast.

 

* * *

 

Miriam Lessore sat at her window in Marton Abbey and stared vacantly out over the frostbitten lawns. It was done at last. What a year that was!

Her father, the Colonel, always said that, when he sampled a good vintage: What a year that was!

A little smile played at the corner of her lips – he certainly wouldn’t say it about the summer of 1914, no matter if the vintage proved to be the best of the century. No, 1914 would always be the year when the Lessores had been brought down in shame and ignominy, when their daughter disgraced their ancient name. The irony was that the first of them – the one to whose loins they so proudly traced their lineage back in 1072, was a bastard of the Conqueror, who was, in turn, a bastard of the Norman duke. How often had her father boasted of it when he showed visitors round the gallery of ancestors … “Yes” – tap on the nose and a wry little grin – “there he is! Old William Lessore. Born the wrong side of the blanket, you know, like his pater before him – old Billy the Conk!”

Well, Miriam thought to herself, if she’d done nothing else, she’d saved countless future pilgrims to the Abbey that little joke. Poor Dad! He couldn’t help being such a crashing bore.

We treat our bastards differently now, she reflected sombrely. We don’t give them abbeys and estates any more, we give them away.

Her eyes walked the lawns where, one blistering hot evening in May, in this never-to-be-a-vintage year, she had wandered in distraction, knowing that her entire world had just been shattered. The heat was the culprit. But for the heat she would never have wandered into the old summerhouse, carrying a message from Windsor for the Prince; but for the heat Sidney would never have dared caress Margot like that; but for the heat Margot would never have undone so many buttons. Her mouth went dry now, even at the memory. Suppose they had seen her, just standing there gawping at them!

But for the heat she would have run away across the lawns, on and on in heedless fright until the woods had safely devoured her. Instead, her errand forgotten, she had walked in a daze; and her leaping, bursting heart, having no tired muscles into which to pour its excess, had instead claimed all her attention, demanding to know why it was so strangely stirred as she sauntered away over the lawns, down into the haha, and out across the stubbled hayfield to the woods.

It was the primal shock of the thing. All those sniggers after lights-out in the dorm, all those whispered confidences from giggling girls back after their Continental holidays – they were one way in which young girls prepared themselves for the event, but not for the shock that went with it. To imagine a young man’s hand upon a girl’s naked breast was one thing; but to see it actually happening, there, before your goggling eyes, was altogether something else. It was like a physical blow in the pit of her stomach.

And all during that violent-leisurely walk she had been forced to tell herself, again and again, that it really did happen. Not in some clandestinely borrowed book, not among people who ended up in the newspapers, but right here, among her own friends – the salt of the earth … people like Sidney Lang and Margot Drysdale. That was what changed it, for if them, then why not her? It suddenly put her among them. Her own breasts, which until now had been just awkward lumps stuck on the front of her – good handwarmers on a frosty night – were suddenly available, too, in that way.

And so she had stood in that little clearing in the woods, and eased her blouse out of her waistband and undone all its buttons and closed her eyes and tried out the idea on herself – never realizing how quietly a dashing, young gamekeeper could creep up on her.

“I want to make it so good for you, Miss Miriam.”

That was all he said, or needed to say.

And by heavens, she’d do it all again – even knowing what it had led to. She wouldn’t relinquish her claim to one second of the hour they had spent together that evening. Fate had intended it. Why else, the minute she emerged from the woods, had she practically bumped into the Prince and Colin Henderson and Arthur Pelham, walking back up the hayfield?

“Oh Sir! I’ve been searching everywhere for you …”

And all was explained – her long, unchaperoned absence, her dishevelled state – everything! That had to be Fate.

She stiffened, and returned to the present, to the frozen lawns and the ice-pictures on the windowpanes.

“What are you thinking, dear?” her mother asked nervously from somewhere behind her.

She said the first thing that came into her head: “I was wondering if, when Jack Frost shows people around his portrait gallery, does he ever mention which side of the blanket they were born?”

Her mother sighed and, coming close, put her arms around her, cocooning her, rocking her gently. “Poor darling! You’re not going to mope for ever, are you?”

“I’m not going to mope at all. My God! One month of mewling and puking was as much as I want in all my life!” In a quieter tone, almost as if speaking to herself, she added, “Which is just as well, perhaps.”

“Your father wonders if you mightn’t like to go back to France until the end of the summer? In the south, you know – well away from all this wretched fighting.”

Miriam did not respond. She herself had ideas of going to France – but very close to “all this wretched fighting.”

“Mmmm?” her mother prompted.

Miriam sighed. “I think I might go to London, actually. Stay with Margot. She’s organized the most splendid tea service at Victoria, for the troops, you know.”

“I know – and no chaperones,” Mrs Lessore said with a ritual sort of hand-wringing vexation in her tone.

Miriam gave a single hollow laugh. “Dear Mama! When this war’s over, you know, the word chaperone, just by itself, will be a side-splitting music-hall joke.”

The other let a silence grow before she said, “I don’t suppose you’ll ever tell us who the father really is?” By now she no longer waited for the girl’s affirmation. “Well, your Loyalty” – and she always gave the word Loyalty an extra-special emphasis – “does you great credit, my darling. The Colonel says if we make no fuss, take it on the chin, there could be a baronetcy in it for us, so I won’t press you on it.”

When she had gone, Miriam laid her forehead against the ice-crystalled glass and rolled it gently, this way and that, relishing the numbness it brought.


2

COOMBE NORTON WAS A village disguised as a town. It had held a weekly market since time immemorial – and certainly since 1218, when the custom was authorized by royal charter. To accommodate the cattle pens and pedlars’ stalls its main street was of a generous width, so that the houses, which in other villages would beetle over narrow lanes, stared grandly at each other across a distance of thirty or forty paces, every inch of it cobbled and paved. Since a market day affords an ideal opportunity to get a cart wheel mended, a tooth pulled, a wen lanced, or a troublesome neighbour sued, specialists in all these services, and more, had set up shop along that generous highway; their substantial houses added greatly to its generally rather townlike appearance.

However, that single wide street was virtually the entire village. At its lower, eastern end it formed a short-topped T, the left branch of which led into Old Common Lane. The right branch kept up its urban pretence for a brief space but then yielded to a mile or so of farmland before it arrived at Old Norton in the very foothills of the Cotswolds. At its other end, at the crest of a long, gentle slope, the one broad street was flanked by two imposing houses whose projection narrowed it to the more usual width for a country road. In this case, the road led to Bristol, twelve miles away as the crow flies and half a century distant by any reasonable measure of social progress.

Such was the earliest home of the still anonymous baby that Martha and Patrick Davy had adopted.

She did not rush to give him a name. She knew that at some time during the permitted two months in which a newborn child could stay legally nameless, an omen would be sent to her. Meanwhile Patrick had no name to call him but Fitzle. Martha objected, of course, but his answer was reasonable: “Give the boy a proper handle, woman, and I’ll gladly use it.”

Heather also called him Fitzie. She did it to provoke, for she resented his sudden commandeering of her mother’s time. Martha hid her annoyance, hoping that when her little brother was properly baptized they could all forget his nickname of shame. Unfortunately, a small part of Martha did not consider it a shame. She remembered the visit of the Prince of Wales to the Duke of Beaufort’s place at Badminton in May last year – exactly the right time if you reckoned it back; she remembered a certain strange pride in Mrs Lessore’s manner when they had been discussing the arrangements for the adoption … a certain hint that everyone connected with this affair was in some way honoured. And Martha could put two and two together as well as the next woman. She knew what she wanted to call the boy, for she had found her shortlist in the 1911 copy of Debrett that had been relegated to the outer office at Fawley’s the solicitors: Edward Albert Christian George Andrew Patrick David, Prince of Great Britain and Ireland, Duke of Saxony, Prince of Coburg and Gotha …; b. June 23rd, 1894. Two or three names from that would do nicely, she thought. Patrick, of course, chose his own name from the list. “Call him Fitzpatrick,” he said with that infectious laugh of his.

Although she had several times called on Mr Fawley to tell him of her decision, her courage had always failed her at the last moment. Suppose her suspicions were wrong? Suppose that girl Miriam had just spread her legs for any old hedge-trimmer! Not very likely … but still, stranger things had happened. No, she needed an omen to back her suspicion. If the good Lord sent her one before the two months were up, then she’d be much more sure of her ground.

But the two months had gone by, and still the heavens had not parted, no scrap of paper had fluttered through the open window, and countless prickings of the bible had yielded nothing but impossibilities like Perez-uzza or Obededom the Gittite. By now the name “Fitzie” had acquired a certain ring of inevitability. She began to panic.

One afternoon the following week she discovered she had no flour. That’s what worry did for you. It was a warm day for March, and the rain had gone over by mid-morning, so the roads were nearly dry again. She wrapped little Fitzie in his shawl and laid him in the old perambulator she had bought out of the money from Mrs Lessore. She felt quite grand to be pushing it up Old Common Lane to the main street, just like the high-quarter folk at the top end of the street and out along the vicarage lane; Patrick had given it a lick of paint, so it looked almost unused. It just needed a new spoke for one of the wheels and it would be perfect. She’d get that today, too. The only drawback was Heather, who, never having enjoyed such a luxury in her pre-walking days, now wished to make up for lost time. She grizzled, “Pleeeease please-please-please,” and “Why not?” at every other pace.

“There’s no room, you daftie,” Martha snapped. “If you sit on the poor little mite, you’ll smother him.”

All Heather said was, “I hate Fitzie!” And then it would begin again: “Please, please …”

Their way led past Maggie Coates’s. Maggie herself was out on her doorstep gossiping with Ruth Thomas; but the pair of them came swiftly up the path to stand by the gate when they saw her approaching. “Afternoon, Mrs Davy,” Maggie called.

“Good afternoon, Mrs Coates, Mrs Thomas. This weather’s turning fair at last.” She prepared to sail on by. Funny thing – they had been Maggie and Ruth and Martha when they had all been at board school together; but that wouldn’t be respectable enough now. Only the dirt-common people down Quarry Lane went on using their childhood names like that.

“Let’s hope our lads in Flanders are getting their share of it, too,” Ruth said. Both her husband and Gordon Coates were at the front.

Martha slowed but did not stop. “I don’t know what sort of a time they’ve been having. We’ve not heard from my brother for a month.” No harm in reminding them her family was doing its share, too. And next week, when Patrick went to enlist, they’d stop taunting her with their sacrifices.

Maggie Coates sniffed sarcastically. “And when you do get a letter, the censor’s gone and made a dog’s breakfast of it!” Then, as Martha insisted on edging past, she threw out her last conversational grappling iron: “Oh bless the little thing! You never saw him yet, did you, Mrs Thomas?”

“Only the once,” Ruth lied.

Martha gritted her teeth and pulled to a halt. Her feelings were mixed, however. She felt a great pride for her new, ready-made son. When she lifted him from the pram and held him up for admiration, it seemed to her that the nobility in him was so obvious … surely everyone must notice it?

“Those eyes,” Maggie said in seeming rapture. “There’s blue blood there, no doubt of it.”

Maggie had tried every trick she knew to wheedle some definite information out of Martha, but beyond the fact that she and Patrick had adopted the boy – which could hardly be denied – she gave not the slightest hint. No one else, except Patrick of course, even knew he was from the Lessores. One day, that bit of the secret would come out, to be sure; a servant would get drunk or be sacked and then it would spread. But by that time, lives would have mended and the nine-day-wonder of it would be long forgotten.

“Little Fitzie!” Maggie made baby noises at the child but kept a weather eye on his adoptive mother.

Martha only smiled. “I’d almost forgotten what distraction a babby is,” she said coolly. “I ran all out of flour. Imagine – not an ounce left in the house. I don’t know.”

These were words to ease the baby back into the pram but as she turned to it she saw Heather precariously balanced with one grubby leg over the rim. She gave her knee a stinging slap and cried, “Get your muddy boots off of that nice clean shawl!”

Heather howled all the way up the lane to the school at the corner. “If you aren’t quiet,” Martha told her, “I shall get Mr Watts to come out and whip you to rags and tatters.”

Mr Watts was actually rather a mild headmaster; it was Miss Deems that everyone feared. But to Heather, Mr Watts was ogre, giant, hobgoblin, and the Wicked Stepfather, all rolled in one. She fell silent and for a second or two remembered that very soon she would be going through those dreaded gates every morning and would then be forced to spend most of the day in the monster’s lair.

“That’s better,” Martha said gratefully.

Round the corner, into the main street at last, she stopped at Powell’s, the cycle shop, to get the new spoke. She was just coming out again when someone called her name. It was market day and the village was fairly crowded; she did not notice Mr Taylor, head clerk to Mr Fawley, the solicitor, until he was almost upon her. “I was just coming down to see you,” he said. “I’m sure you know why.”

“I do,” she sighed. “I’ll come in directly, I promise. I’m just going up to Mr Sweatman’s for a …”

“Directly isn’t good enough, I’m afraid. Mr Fawley sent me to tell you that unless we have your decision on the boy’s name by close of business today, he will simply have to make the choice for you. I’m sorry, Mrs Davy, but this afternoon really is your last chance to name him.”

She felt trapped. Would she, after all, have to fall back on an ordinary name? Did the very lack of an omen mean something? Was the good Lord telling her not to be so stupid – just give him any old name and be done with it? Still something checked her. “I’ll call by on my way back home,” she promised, but with lacklustre conviction.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated as she turned to go.

Heather had taken advantage of the distraction to climb up into the pram. “And I’m not mothering Fitzie,” she cried urgently, holding up an arm to ward off blows. “And my boots aren’t on the shawl.”

Martha laughed. “Oh, Heather, my lovely, what’s to be done with you? I don’t know.”

“My boots aren’t muddy, anyway,” the child added when she saw she had won.

“No, I don’t suppose they are – not now. You wiped them all nice and clean on that mattress, didn’t you! All right, you just sit up this end. I only hope it doesn’t tip, that’s all.” She resettled the baby, who did not even stir out of his sleep. “Aren’t you a marvel!” she told him.

“Am I a marble, too?” Heather asked as they set off again.

“Every inch of you.” Martha laughed and tousled her hair.

Heather jogged impatiently up and down. “Faster! Faster!” she urged her mother.

There were two shops that sold flour even before they reached the lane that led to the quarries; but Martha passed them by in favour of Sweatman’s. It was not that his flour was any better – indeed, it all came from the same mills out on the Bristol road – but Sweatman had a spare room in the back where he bought and sold second-hand furniture. Most of it was cottagey sort of stuff but some had seen better days. Martha loved to pop in there and browse, to run her hand over the polished surfaces, to smell the lingering scents with which people had laced their beeswax … in a word, to dream, for there was neither space nor call for any more furniture at home.

Old Mr Sweatman saw a kindred soul in her. He, too, loved old furniture; even the dents, the inkstains, the marks of time, delighted him. All those years of polishing and dusting and care – they added something to the wood that not even the finest craftsman could mimic. Like all shopkeepers, though, he had a streak of snobbery. He could never resist pointing out those pieces that had come from the great houses of the district. “Here’s an old dumb-waiter that was once in Doddington Hall,” he would tell Martha. And together they’d stand and admire its opulent lines, and try in vain to picture the scenes of unimaginable privilege it would reveal to the humbler world, could it but speak.

On this particular afternoon he greeted her as warmly as ever. “I have a splendid piece in the back, Mrs Davy. It’s just been delivered. One of the best pieces to come my way for years. Old Shaw, the antique dealer from Clifton, you know, he’s coming to see it.”

She left the pram under the archway that led to the furniture store. “Now you guard your brother against all harm,” she warned Heather. “If you don’t, I’ll twist your arms off.”

Heather laughed at the very idea; anyway, she’d soon grow new ones. Happy in her possession of the pram she stared past her mother, aslant the archway, to where, on the far side of the street, she could see the last of the cattle being loaded from the market pens. The men were already gathering the good straw to be reused next time. Soon they’d bring out the two hoses. She hoped her mother would come back in time to take her down for a ringside seat.

“How did you come by it?” Martha asked the shopkeeper as they went across a narrow little courtyard.

He laid a finger against his nose and then, with a showman’s flourish, directed her to the piece in question. It was, indeed, magnificent – a tall chest of drawers made in the style of a military locker, with brass corners and pivoted handles that hung flush with the fronts.

“Well!” she said in tones of awe as she ran her fingertips over the gleaming wood.

“Walnut on an oak carcase,” he told her. “I’ve just given her a polish.”

“It must be worth a tidy sum?”

“Yours for thirty pound, Mrs Davy,” he offered with a small, mock-solemn smile.

The best part of a year’s wages! Or exactly a year’s payment for the rearing of … Fitzie. She remembered her encounter with Mr Taylor and there was a leaden feeling in her stomach.

“It came to me from Marton Abbey – you know, the Lessores,” he said, casually watching for her response.

Not by a flicker of an eyelid did Martha reveal her surprise. “I don’t remember this,” she said, running her hands over it approvingly. “I should think I’ve polished and dusted every stick in that place.”

“’Course you have.” He tapped his forehead. “I’d forgotten that. But this came from her father’s house. He died, back end of last year. I don’t suppose they got room for it up the Abbey.”

“No, and that’s a fact!” Martha laughed – but the hair rose on her neck. Here at last was the omen! She felt sure of it. “Fancy selling a beautiful thing like that!” she said.

He grinned, almost as if he were suggesting something risque. “Try one of the drawers!”

The top one moved so easily it almost shot right out. Sweatman put forth his hand to stay it. He was surprised that Martha said nothing. He turned to her, only find that she was lost in perusal of an old newspaper that lined the drawer. It was The Times, he noticed – and, because history was in his blood, he even noticed the date: June 25th, 1894. Twenty-one years ago. He grinned. “Old newspapers, eh. They’re the scourge of my life.”

“What?” She returned to the here-and-now with difficulty. “Sorry, I mustn’t trespass on your time, must I. Yes, it is a lovely piece, Mr Sweatman. I’d love it. When I dig up the pot at the end of the rainbow …”

“I couldn’t promise to hold it for you that long,” he told her in mock solemnity. “As a matter of fact, I was referring to the old newspaper. The hours I’ve wasted on finds like that! Tell you what – why don’t you take it. If you can’t have the chest, at least you can have the old newspaper!”

He opened the drawers, one after another, and took out their linings; they were all from the same issue. “Interesting,” he commented. “You don’t often see that – all the same date.”

“It had to be,” Martha told him.

She scurried back outside, turned the pram about, and set off at once to cross the street to Fawley’s office, barely able to contain her excitement.

Heather was equally thrilled. The men on the far side of the street had rolled out the hoses and joined them to the iron thing they stuck down in a hole among the cobbles. And the fat man with the Kaiser moustaches, as her father called them, was just putting another bit of iron into the hole. When he turned it, the hoses would become snakes, and water would come out of the end, so fierce it would knock a grown man down. Even her father. He told her so.

Sensing that her mother had forgotten these rituals, she jigged up and down in the pram. Martha came back to the here-and-now. “Sorry, love – your scatterbrained old mum forgot.” She stopped and turned the pram to give the child the best view. She wouldn’t be able to cross the street to Fawley’s office until they’d finished, anyway.

No one in the village needed telling to stay clear of the pens when the men with the hoses were about. The spectators had all withdrawn to this side of the street – a few dozen loafers waiting for a cart ride home and a crowd of children, just freed from their lessons. Martha glanced at the clock outside the grammar school and then at the recruiting tent for the Gloucesters, which was erected at its foot. Her guts churned. Every week they took away two or three dozen young men. Next week Patrick would be among them.

There was a gasp from the children as the hoses leaped into life. The men hugged the nozzles tight beneath their arms and braced themselves for the backlash. White jets of water leaped forth and smashed themselves sixty feet away in a spectacular chaos of spray and rainbows. But today there was an extra stirring to the blood, for, in the very next moment, there came the roll of sidedrums, the beat of their big bass brother, and the taunt of the bugles: “You’re in the army now, you’re not behind a plough …” This week’s harvest from the fields around the village was being marched to the railway station, half a mile out on the Old Norton road.

Martha refused to look at them. Their clodhopping farm boots made, at best, a ragged accompaniment to the precise measures of the little band. The sergeant gritted his teeth and smiled, knowing that his hour would come soon enough. His eyes quartered the cheering crowds as a farmer’s might seek among ripening wheat for ears that were ready to fall.

The men across the street did not turn off their hoses but they changed their angle of attack so that the gallant band could pass unscathed. Whatever the angle, the play of the water was still spectacular. Where it hit the cobblestones and the iron stanchions of the pens it broke into shimmering white curtains that dazzled the eye; but where it hit the piles of dung, the white was suddenly stained with flashes of green and brown. And then they’d chase it up, pushing it toward the drains in a creamy froth, like green blood. Then the stains became paler and paler. Finally, when all the water was white again, they turned the hoses off and took up brushes and forks. By then the recruiting party was no more than a dwindling drumbeat, an attenuated shrill of bugles, out on the Old Norton road.

Heather gave a little sigh of satisfaction. “Can we stay and see them swill?” she pleaded.

“You’ll see them swill, all right,” Martha promised. “I have to go to Mr Fawley’s office, over there, look.”

Crowds of schoolboys ran ahead, incidentally clearing a path for her. Their game was to stamp in the puddles and splash each other – and, of course, to dodge the men with the brooms.

“Come in and get me if he cries,” she told Heather as she rang the bell.

Mr Taylor let her in. “Just in time,” he commented, tapping his watch pocket. “I saw you waiting.” He pointed to a chair. “And now I’m afraid you’ll have to wait a while longer. Mr Fawley is with a client. Unless you wish to give me the name?”

She smiled. “Rest my feet a bit, I think.”

He shrugged and left her to it.

She took out The Times and began to read. The front page was all births, marriages, and deaths – not like the same page nowadays, which was deaths, deaths, and deaths. Still, the omen would not be there; it would be something you’d find only in this edition, not in any other. Something very special. She had already noted the date – but, more important was the day: Monday. Until now she had not realized that the Prince had been born on a Saturday. There was no Times on a Sunday, so the announcement in the Court Circular would be in this, the Monday edition. Oh, if only it was! She turned the pages with trembling fingers.

Ten minutes later Mr Fawley himself came into his outer office. “Well, Mrs Davy!” he cried as he advanced toward her, smiling indulgently. “You’ve made up your mind at last!”

“Oh, my mind was made up from the beginning, sir,” she told him. “It was just a matter of searching properly.”

“Ah! That’s one thing for which you need never apologize – not to a lawyer, you know. We, more than any, understand the value of making a proper search!” He grinned at Taylor, as if only the two of them would grasp the joke; then he gestured for her to go into his office.

As she followed him in Martha tucked the newspaper under her arm. The names she had chosen – had, indeed, been forced to choose by the power of this omen – were now indelible in her mind.

“His names,” she said firmly, “are to be Edward David Fitzpatrick.”
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THE GRANDFATHER CLOCK out in the passage struck eight, but it was a lie. The real hour was closer to ten, judging by the angle of the sun, which just managed to poke a few thin fingers through the line where the curtains almost met. Margot came in without knocking and set a tray down on the bedside table. “Tea, toast, marmalade, boiled egg, soldiers, and that’s yer lot, as we say.” Her finger wagged in time with the list, first like a tally clerk’s then like a schoolmarm’s.

Miriam stretched luxuriously between the sheets. “You’re being absolutely marvellous to me, darling,” she purred.

Margot wrinkled her nose. “And you, my pet, are starting to get a bit niffy, you know. You could at least have a bath. This room stinks like a knocking-shop.”

Miriam leaned across, picked up the tray, and eased it onto her lap; the air wafted up from the disturbed blankets was a bit foxy. Or vixeny? Margot was right. Mustn’t let herself go utterly to pieces. She nodded ruefully and asked, “What do you know about knocking-shops, anyway?”

“Harry Beauchamp took me to one recently, just for a lark. In Curzon Street. Told the madam there he’d sell me to her for a couple of magnums.”

“And?” Miriam prompted, trying to be absolutely blasé about it as she decapitated her egg with the point of her teaspoon. White hard, yolk soft – of course. Margot always did everything perfectly.

“We were chucked out, of course.”

“Oh, so you didn’t actually see anything.”

“Of course we did.” Her eyes quartered the room looking for jobs for workmen to do – if such a luxury as workmen ever came back into the world. “We rented one of the rooms and did a bottom-wetter there.” She arched her eyebrows and made her mouth hollow and echoey when she said “bottom-wetter,” to show it had been nothing too serious. “Very plush and oo-la-la. But the main thing I remember was the stink of women.”

“Okay! Don’t rub it in. I’ll have a bath straight after breakfast.” She dipped a soldier in her egg yolk and raised it to her lips, catching the drips in the palm of her free hand.

Margot stared at her in silence for a moment. “I say, you’re not going in for a great big mope over all this, are you, darling?” she asked quietly.

Miriam chewed with relish, avoiding her friend’s eye, and then said, “No, I’m not.” After a further silence she added, “Anyway, it’s legally done with now.” She stared blankly at the half-empty teacup, the half-eaten egg. She felt nothing. “Legally signed, sealed, and delivered.” No feeling at all. None whatsoever. “After all, what could I do with a bloody kid?”

“The main thing is to avoid the next one.” Margot touched her lightly on the arm. “There are ways, you know.”

Miriam gave a single, rather bitter laugh – and yet her eyes were merry enough when she replied, “There won’t be a next one – with or without the help of your ways. At least, that’s what my doctor said.”

The other’s eyes went wide with sympathy. “Oh, I didn’t … Oh, my poor dear!”

But Miriam was determined to show how little she cared. She pushed her tray to one side, slopping tea into the saucer, and rolled down the sheets. She was wearing man’s pyjamas so she just yanked at the cord and pulled open the fly. “There!” She drew up the tunic, exposing her belly from the bottom of her ribs to the first few hairs on her mons. The stretch marks were bad enough but the caesarean scar was appalling.

“Dear God!” Margot stared at it in horror. “What did your own doctor say? When you came home, I mean?”

“What he said was that the fellow who did this must have been trained as a vet. But what his eyes said was, That’s the wages of sin, little girl!”

Later, as she lay in her bath, washing off the odour of neglect, she wondered if she hadn’t perhaps laid it on a bit thick. She had made herself sound very bitter – and she truly didn’t feel that way. She marvelled at how the skin rubbed off her, like flakes off an indiarubber when you erased a drawing. Wouldn’t it be marvellous if you could do that with scars? Perhaps you could, in time. She’d have to think of some way of showing Margot that she truly hadn’t a care in the world about the whole bloody business.

After lunch she pulled herself together and made her way to Victoria Station to see if her friend wanted any help. They were expecting heavy troop movements that day. The atmosphere that greeted her arrival was terrible. People – soldiers mostly, of course – were standing around in little groups, talking disconsolately, smoking, staring at nothing. She’d seen crowds like that once in Bristol, when she’d emerged from a milliner’s shop and was told that only five minutes earlier a runaway horse and cart had gone careering onto the footpath, killing several people.

“There’s been a balls-up,” Margot said furiously, calling the words out to her when she was still a dozen paces away. Heads turned in surprise to hear such language from an obviously well-bred young lady, but there was no shock at it, only a sort of feeble amusement – which, in a way, was even more chilling than the general air of gloom.

“What’s been happening?” Miriam asked.

“They brought in a hospital train. Usually they try to keep them back until late evening, after the reinforcements have been cleared. There were hundreds of them. On crutches … and stretchers. It just went on and on arid on.”

Sara Fairbairn returned at that moment with a fresh urn of tea and another box of buns, and they set about serving the long queue that had meanwhile formed. “You can start at the very foot of the ladder, young ’un.” Margot dropped back easily into her public role as she handed the washing-up mop and tea-towel to her new volunteer.

For an hour Miriam hardly looked up; the dirty cups gathered at her left as fast as she could clear them. Then Sara took pity on her and extracted the mop from her by then almost nerveless fingers. “Your turn to serve the lads,” she said. “Astonish yourself.”

She had no idea what Sara might mean by such an ambiguous remark. Be astonished at her own stamina? Or at the discovery that one could strike up something amazingly like a friendship, a warm and genuine friendship, in just a few seconds, with total strangers most of whom came from an utterly different class? Or at something much grimmer – at the endless appetite of the High Command for “reinforcements”? It could be any or all of these, for each one did, truly, astonish her.

After eight hours the khaki tide began to slacken. It became possible to do more than simply pass out cups of tea with a smile and a few cheery words. One could light their cigarettes, accept the shy offer of one for oneself, strike up conversations … really meet them.

And so it went, all that week. There was a “big push” building up somewhere over there, very hush-hush, of course, but how could you keep such a secret at Victoria, whose very stones rang with its echoes? At the end of each day Margot’s cheery, “It’s not always like this, you know,” seemed more and more hollow. But on the Sunday it really did appear that the present wave of reinforcements was drawing to its close; for it was no longer the PBI, the Poor Bloody Infantry, who stood in lines for “tea and a wad,” it was the support arms – the ordnance, the commissariat, the field bathhouses and laundries.

Miriam had been grateful enough for her exhaustion in the beginning. To be wanted again by someone – and to be really useful for the first time in her life – was a tonic beyond price. But seven such days on the trot was more than enough – which must explain why she was so slow off the mark when it happened.

“The same again for my mate,” said this Ordnance private.

Normally that meant the friend was a few dozen yards away, leaning against the wall and guarding both their kits; but this private jerked his head toward a soldier, another private, standing only feet away – and standing, moreover, with his back toward the stall.

Was his face so badly scarred he was ashamed to come up to them in person? Margot said it sometimes happened like that, though this past week they’d all been fresh-faced recruits. But one had to keep an eye open for it – and do something about it, too, like go up to the fellow and flirt with him and make him feel better about it. “We each develop our own ways of coping,” she had added. “I make no bones about it. I ask point-blank how he got his wound and then say things to let him know we’re all so proud of men like him. Make him feel better about it.” And she had laughed. “One day I’m going to be told he got it when his wife caught him in the coal cellar with the scullery maid!”

So Miriam found all those ennobling, comforting phrases rising within her almost as soon as the private said, “And the same again for my mate.”

“I’ll take it to him,” she answered reassuringly.

The man grinned as if he had been sure she’d say as much; and there was also a suggestion he’d enjoy his mate’s discomfiture – which didn’t at all fit in with her expectations. Even so, it wasn’t until she was actually face to face with the fellow that she recognized Patrick Davy.

“Well,” she said evenly, with no trace of surprise in her voice. How she managed to keep a hold of his cup and bun, was something of a marvel.

He nodded awkwardly. “I didn’t know – honest.”

She glanced quickly around. There was no one actually within earshot if she kept her voice down. “Listen,” she said urgently. “If I stay and talk, can you pretend we’re just passing the time of day?”

“I’ll try,” he replied in a strange, shivery voice. She could actually see his pulse hammering away in his neck – exactly as it had in the woods that day. Good lord, she thought, did he still desire her like that?

“You could make a start by relieving me of this tea and wad,” she prompted.

He took one in each hand and then tried to spit out the cigarette between his lips. It was freshly lit. She reached up and took it gently from him, unscrewing it almost, so as not to skin his lip. Then, on an impulse that came from nowhere, she put it to her own mouth and took a big drag, which she inhaled deeply and blew out in one luxurious cloud, over his head. Then she smiled at him and delicately spat a shred of tobacco from her lip. “It never crossed my mind, either, that this might happen,” she told him. “How is … what have you called him?”

“Edward David Fitzpatrick – but everyone calls him Fitzie.” He took a large bite of his bun, as if he wanted to be rid of it.

She chuckled. “Our family name until 1370 was Fitzroy.” It was like throwing something into a wave, she thought, and the wave bringing it back to you.

“I heard you had a bad time of it,” he murmured awkwardly around his mouthful. “I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “You didn’t say how he was.”

“Doing famously. The best-behaved babby most folks ever saw. And the best looking, too.”

She smiled, as if they were talking about the weather. “Best looking? He’s only six months old.” She could not help adding, “Six months, one week, and a day.”

“That’s what people say, anyway.” Then, not knowing what else to add, he threw in, “Nobody knows. They all think …”

“I don’t care if they do or not.”

“They all think he’s from some upstairs maid at Badminton – got when the Prince of Wales visited there.”

He had finished his bun by now. She took one more drag on his cigarette and popped it back in his mouth. “Dear Patrick,” she murmured, allowing her knuckles to linger on his cheek for a fraction of a second. “I believe his blood is a great deal nobler than that.”

The cigarette trembled violently, so that ash fell into his tea.

“D’you still want me like that?” she asked.

He closed his eyes for a second or two and then nodded.

“Well then – I’m here.” She fumbled in her bag for a slip of paper, wrote her address on it, care of Margot, and popped it in his tunic pocket. “Look me up sometime,” she said. Almost as an afterthought she added, “And let me hear how Fitzie’s getting on, too. From time to time, you know.”

Her last sight of him that day would be frozen for ever in her memory: his stocky, powerful frame, built for freedom and the open air – and so wrong in khaki – striding through an explosion of pigeons, surprised at his sudden irruption among them. For she remembered how, on that day of days, back in the woods at Marton, as she had walked away from him, listening in amazement to the sticky meeting and parting of her thighs beneath her dress, she had put up a family of pheasants in just that same way; and the harsh clatter and feathery panic had been a similar explosion to her. And that absurd point of similarity between them was more delightful to her than anything that had happened since.

“You obviously knew him,” Margot said when she returned to the stall.

“Patrick Davy, our gamekeeper. Or former gamekeeper, I suppose I should now say. His wife, Martha, was one of our maids all the while I grew up.”

“Ah, he has a wife then?”

Miriam, back in her blasé shell, added, “I don’t suppose she’d miss a slice or two – if you’re interested.”

“If I’m interested?” Margot echoed.
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IN THE SUMMER OF 1916 Patrick had his first proper leave – back to dear old Blighty for two whole weeks. His mates had it all mapped out: Take care of the old girl, give her a touch of loving she wouldn’t forget in a hurry; then off down the boozer, see all your old mates, catch up on the news – who got caught doing what, who’s got who in trouble; patch the leaking roof, rehang the gate, mend the lino, plant the scarlet runners … a bit more loving, a lot more boozing … then, Watch out Kaiser Bill, 8th Coy (Ordnance), BEF 2nd Army, Northern Div., is back in action!

It didn’t quite work out like that.

Patrick was the only serving Tommy from Coombe Norton due home on leave that day; so Martha, Heather, and Fitzie were the only people waiting on the platform of the little country station to greet him. Right from the start the atmosphere was wrong. The war and the emotions of war thrived on numbers, crowds, the sheer masses of folk who were by now caught up in its toils. Womenfolk stood a dozen-deep outside the post offices and swooned or wailed in droves as the daily lists of casualties went up. Recruiting sergeants thought in hundreds. Populists harangued their crowds of thousands: “Come on lads, we need a million!” And in factories and depots up and down the land, the shells and bullets responsible for it all were counted by the thousand-million.

So one solitary, desperately nervous young woman of twenty-five, and one proudly sophisticated schoolgirl of five, and one quiet, observant toddler of twenty months, standing all alone on the platform of a quiet, rural station, comprised a profoundly disturbing group – a deputation from some saner world, and quite out of place in this.

“Why do you keep walking about, Mum?” Heather asked. “You only come back again to where you started.”

Martha stared up and down the empty platform and murmured, “Take your thumb out your mouth or I’ll chop it off when we get home.” She straightened the girl’s pigtails, needlessly, and firmed up the pretty blue bows, not quite so needlessly.

“Crow!” Fitzie said, pointing to a speck of black up in one of the trees.

“It’s a rook!” his sister told him scornfully. “Look at the beak. Isn’t it a rook, Mum?”

“I can’t see that far. It could be a jackdaw for all I know. Anyway, what’s it matter?”

She seemed to have been having conversations like this for ever. Stupid little arguments about nothing – about being tidy, and kind to your brother, and not getting ink on your fingers or hankies, and changing your socks instead of letting the holes get as big as that, and don’t take so much butter, don’t you know there’s a war on?

“If Dad was here, he’d soon say it was a rook.”

“When Dad gets here, he’ll have a lot better things to talk about than that, I hope.”

And as for little Fitzie, he just watched it all with those great big eyes, and listened, and did what he was told. How could you be fair to two such different creatures?

“Choochoo!” Fitzie said.

The woman and the girl stopped their gentle brawling and strained their ears to listen.

“Choochoo!” Heather echoed scornfully and kicked a pebble down between the rails.

“If you scuff those shoes just once more, I’ll nail your feet to the platform,” Martha told her wearily. “Anyway, the boy’s right. Look at the smoke.”

The engine had emerged from the tunnel under the Cotswolds and was hauling up the bank into Old Norton, punching out great plumes of white cumulus.

“He’s always right,” Heather grumbled.

“No he isn’t,” Martha snapped back defensively, distressed to hear herself being sucked in yet again, into a ’tis-’tisn’t shouting match. “Not always. But when he is, it’s because he listens more and talks less. Some other people I could mention should just try it sometime.”

After a while Heather pointed out that if everybody listened and nobody talked, there’d be nothing to listen to. And that gave Martha the chance to pick her up and cuddle her and plant a big wet kiss on her neck – and bite her own tongue off before it could say, “Here! You never washed this neck like I told you, young madam.” And Heather pretended to struggle in dismay and to want nothing better than for this hot bath of love to be over and done with.

“Sheep!” cried Fitzie in delight, pointing to the puffs of white smoke from the engine. “Oh, Fitzie,” she said, tousling his hair. “The things you see!”

“Sheep!” his sister yelled at him in scornful anger.

Martha squatted between them. “Now listen, madam – I’m not going to start a fight with you because your dad’s on that train and he’s got better things to think about than our silly squabbles. But if you didn’t go on at the lad so much, we’d all be a lot happier. Now can’t you just try and be a bit nicer to him? Just while your dad’s home, eh?”

“And if I’m not?” the girl asked, with a strange dreamy smile – the sort children wear when they’re being told a favourite story and they know exactly what’s coming.

“If you don’t” – Martha’s voice was solemn and low – “when we get home, I’ll take off all your clothes and whip the flesh off of your bones. And that’s a promise.”

Heather giggled in delight and threw her arms around her mother’s neck, so that when Patrick stepped off the train he saw his wife hugging their daughter tight against her breast, both smiling fit to burst. And there was their son, standing alone a few paces away, a solemn spectator to something of which he really ought to be part. It was not the expected picture. He dropped his kitbag, went over to the lad, and picked him up. Then he went to his wife and put his arm around her to give her a hug. There was no one to see them; and in any case, the sight of a soldier home on leave giving his wife a hug in public was common enough, yet he still felt awkward. Before the war he’d never have dreamed of it; he never even saw his own parents touch each other, much less hug.

“You all look well,” he said.

“You too,” she replied, though it wasn’t true. He looked haggard and tired.

He nodded and gave her an encouraging smile. “I’ll sleep the clock round, I think.”

Fitzie struggled out of his father’s clutch and leaned across to be taken onto his mother’s other hip. “What’s this?” she asked him in surprise.

He hugged her fiercely and grinned in triumph at his sister. “Well!” Martha said. “Wonders’ll never cease. That’s the first time he ever did any such thing as that.”

Patrick tousled his son’s hair, but the boy flinched away from him. “Not too fond o’ that sort o’ caper yet,” Martha said with an apologetic glance at her husband.

“He thinks smoke from trains is sheep,” Heather told him.

“He’s a poet, then,” her father replied solemnly. “That’s what poets do, you know.”

Martha was chagrined that she had not thought of saying that; how could he come in out of nowhere – after a year away from them – and just put his finger on it like that? She almost despaired of herself – the way she’d allowed her spirit to be dragged down to their childish level. She smiled wanly. “I’ve missed you.” If she hadn’t been burdened with a child on each arm, she’d have reached out and touched him. She felt isolated.

He grinned at her, catching only her urgency but not really grasping what she meant. “You’re not the only one.”

“Oh?” She became arch as she felt a little more of her old confidence with him. “Who else is missing you then?”

The fleeting panic in his eye startled her; then he laughed when he saw she was teasing. “You know what I mean.”

“Do I?” She turned away, too thrilled inside her to be able to hold his gaze any longer.

“If you don’t,” he leaned close and murmured, “I can soon show you.”

Heather saved them. “I missed you, too,” she said casually.

He blew her a kiss, which she thought was the start of a wonderful, giggly game.

“And me,” Fitzie interrupted, leaning deeply into his mother’s bosom and staring away up the line.

Over his head, Martha’s eyes signalled yet more astonishment. She had so much to learn about little boys – such alien creatures, they were.

“Well!” Patrick stooped to retrieve his kitbag. “Shall we build a new home here or shall we go and see if the old one is still standing?”

“Oh, let’s build a new one here!” Heather wriggled and squirmed with excitement.

They laughed and started to climb the steps to the footbridge over the line. “Rooks!” he murmured when they reached the landing. “It’s the simple things you forget. I haven’t seen rooks’ nests since I left here last year.”

Martha’s eyes rested briefly on the old derelict cottage that stood opposite the station entrance. “I think it’s a crying shame the way the Lessores have let that place go to rack and ruin,” she commented. “It used to be a lovely place.”

“Mmm …” He stared at it as if he had never seen it before.

Heather smiled triumphantly at his mention of rooks and stuck out her tongue at Fitzie; to her fury, he merely stared at her as if the airing of that pink, wet blob were just another colourful event in life’s infinite weave.

“Your mother wants us to come on Sunday,” Martha, breathless from the climb, told her husband. “Oh, Heather, love, don’t you think you could walk a bit? Or are you still your mammy’s babby?”

The girl struggled down and skipped ahead, shouting “Rooks! Rooks! Fly away rooks!”

“’Course we’ll go,” Patrick said.

“You know she’s moved to Wotton-under-Edge now?”

He nodded. “She said she was going to in her last letter. To be near Dad.”

“They should have let you come home for his funeral.”

“France is a long way. And they probably know they can’t win the war without me.” There was no humour in the statement, though that was his obvious intention. She felt lost suddenly. “My mum and dad say we can pop over any time. Just drop them a p.c. the day before and she’ll bake us a cake.”

“Cake,” Fitzie echoed happily.

Patrick didn’t know how to accept these grappling irons she was throwing at him – and not just Martha but all that former way of life they’d once shared so naturally … visits to the old folks, the baking of cakes … send us a p.c. …

He chuckled. “Nothing changes, does it. ‘Send a p.c.’ … do they still take in p.g.s? And go to the w.c.? And say I’ll smack you on your b.t.m?” He saw the anguish in her eyes and felt constrained to add, “I’m not mocking them, woman. I just think it’s marvellous that everything’s going on the way it always did.”

He no longer wanted to call her “woman.” Why not “darling,” or even “dear”? No, indeed, everything was going on the way it always did.

She flashed him a smile, brave rather than warm. “We’ll pop over one day,” she said dismissively. “See how things go.”

“You know about rooks, do you?” he asked Fitzie. “If you see a rook on his own, that’s a crow. And if you see a whole flock of crows a-nesting together, they’re rooks!”

Fitzie struggled in his mother’s embrace, reaching out his arms toward his father.

 

* * *

 

They lay together in bed, warm and entangled in each other’s arms, and Patrick was more desperate for sleep than at any time he could remember.

“It’s just I thought about it too much,” he explained.

Her lips grazed his cheek. “No matter,” she whispered. And it truly didn’t matter; how could she make him believe it?

“I set too much store by it, see.”

“Just get some sleep, love. Sleep all you want. I’ll see the kids don’t make a noise tomorrow.”

“No, I’ll get up. I only get a headache lying in bed. And there’s plenty to do.”

“Ssshh now. Just go to sleep.”

He was silent so long she supposed he had, in fact, dropped off to sleep. Then he said, “Funny. I’ve thought about nothing else for months.”

She decided to try a little humour. “’Tis all they French girls, that’s your trouble, my lad.”

He thought of ‘all they French girls’ – well, one, actually. Three francs, she charged. Special rate for Tommies. But the things she could do! She’d throw her legs right up over your back. Martha never did that. Death is a great hornifier of desperate flesh, especially when he squats on your shoulder night and day.

“Patrick?” she prompted.

“What?”

“You never, did you?”

“’Course not!” He laughed at the very idea. “Mind you – plenty do.”

“Anyone we know?”

He kissed her cheek. “I must try and sleep, love.”

But after another long pause he asked, “Am I the only one for you?”

“’Course you are! What a question!”

“No, I mean … ever, like. You know?” She did not answer.

“Does that mean I’m not?” he pressed.

“There’s never been anyone since we got engaged. Nor yet since we went out together. Nor yet before that.”

“Who, then? Lord, you must have been fourteen or something.”

“’Twas only messing about – you know, fingers and that. We never … anyway, you’re the only man, or ever will be. What d’you want to start on all that for, this time of night?”

“Who was it?”

“No one. You never knew him. Anyway, he’s dead now. Died on the Somme.”

“What did you think about him?”

“How should I know! All those years ago.”

He chuckled. “Now there’s a difference, see. I played around like that. But I still know exactly what I thought.”

“Tell me tomorrow night,” she murmured sleepily.

 

* * *

 

The telegram recalling him a day earlier than expected came on the eve of his visit to her parents in Bristol – far too late for them to send a p.c. to cancel. So their final day together was passed in an infinite tedium of unshared memories and unvoiced criticism. Patrick knew her people had always thought Martha too good for him, but his opinion of them wasn’t high enough for it to matter. So he humoured them superbly and drove them mad by his refusal to rise to any of their tiny barbs.

In the train on the way back to Coombe Norton she leaned her head against his shoulder and said, “You were wonderful. Thank you.”

“When?” he murmured. “Do you mean today? Last night? Or the night … oof!”

She dug him with her elbow before he could run the whole gamut of nights on which they had buried the shame of that initial failure.

Fitzie was asleep in the luggage rack, where it said, LIGHT PARCELS ONLY. Heather, on the seat opposite, stared up at them in astonishment; she had never seen this skittishness between her parents before. Martha leaned forward and squeezed her knee, “What’s up, my lovely? Didn’t you know grown-ups can be silly, too?”

She took it as a genuine question, shaking her head in wide sweeps, while her eyes remained fixed on them.

“Well, they can – and a good thing too.”

“Even Miss Deems?” the girl asked.

“Ah, well now, that’s a tricky one, that is.” She didn’t wish to undermine the teacher’s authority.

But Patrick had no such scruple. “I’ll bet she plays with celluloid ducks in her bath,” he cut in.

Heather giggled and covered her mouth and looked all about them, as if it were quite possible the woman was just outside the window, or in the corridor.

They made a game of it then, imagining all sorts of impossible acts of childishness for Miss Deems to indulge in. When they’d exhausted their invention, Patrick just happened to glance up at his son – and found him wide awake, staring down at them, taking it all in. On an impulse he gave the lad a solemn wink; Fitzie grinned shyly and winked back.

Patrick heaved a great sigh of contentment and slipped his arm around Martha. Let the whole world look on if it liked, what did he care?

She snuggled against him and leaned her head on his shoulders. “Penny for them?” she said after a while.

“I was just thinking – when this war’s over …” He hesitated and glanced briefly at her.

“Yes?” she prompted.

“Oh … what a family we’re going to be!”

The train negotiated a series of points, shuddering and jolting from side to side. Martha stared out at the passing country. She remembered this stretch of line from her girlhood; not one of those houses had been here then. “What were you really going to say?” she asked.

He smiled as if she had caught him at something naughty.

“You needn’t think I’ve forgotten all your little ways,” she added with a slightly smug grin.

He tilted his head and sucked in his breath through his teeth. “I was only going to say that, when this war’s over, everything’s going to be very different. That’s all. It’s got to change – got to be different.”

“What d’you mean – different?” There was no smile now.

“Better,” he replied, glancing up at Fitzie once again. Those untiring eyes were still upon him. “A better world all round.”

 

* * *

 

It was such a marvellous leave he didn’t really resent the loss of that one precious day. He felt on top of the world when he got off the train at Paddington and set out in search of the RPO and some explanation of that telegram they’d sent.

Miriam Lessore was waiting for him just inside the door. “Darling!” she cried. “I do hope you didn’t mind my little ruse?”
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MIRIAM RAN AFTER him. “But you can’t,” she cried. “Patrick! Surely you can’t be as angry as all that!”

He strode on, saying nothing. If he stopped, if he dared talk to her, he was sure he’d do her some violence.

“Don’t you think you owe me something?” she asked, changing the emotional tack. “Just this one day?”

He hesitated, only a pace or two, and then marched on more fiercely than ever.

“What d’you think I want of you?” she asked angrily. “Why d’you suppose I arranged all this?”

His own impetuosity halted him in the end. He found he had walked directly back to the train he had just left. Realizing the absurdity of it, he turned on her and shouted, “Damn you!”

Now it was her turn for silence; she just stood there, eyes downcast, on the verge of tears. That dreadful possibility forced him to rein in his temper. “What ever made you go and do such a thing?” he asked.

Not looking at him, she said gently, “At least come and have a cup of tea.”

He stared all about him, a man at bay.

She pressed on: “We’re two civilized adults, aren’t we? What we did …”

“I’m a gamekeeper – temporary lance-corporal – and you’re the daughter of the big house. Your dad’s my employer and a colonel.”

“Good God, Patrick! Don’t tell me you still believe in all that old rubbish!”

He did not know how to respond to that. It was the rock on which his life had been built.

She let the silence become almost intolerable before she went on – and in a voice so quiet he had to strain above the din of the station to catch her words: “Did you think I was just some randy little rich girl, overcome by the heat, who wandered off into the woods looking for a horny young peasant?”

He watched her, spellbound, thinking she was the loveliest and most desirable creature he’d ever met – and wishing he were anywhere but here, so close to her. She looked up at him then and made an involuntary movement to touch his arm. “Oh, Patrick – is that what you’ve been thinking of me all this time?”

He gulped. “No. I never thought that of you.”

She smiled. “Cup of tea?”

His eyes traced the great arc of the station’s ironwork above his head; he knew how foolish his indecision was making him seem. “S’pose so,” he said grudgingly. “Got the whole day free now, haven’t I.”

“We’ll see,” she promised and, taking his arm, led him toward the canteen. “I am most terribly sorry,” she went on. “It was just a light-hearted bit of fun. I’d no idea it would upset you so much. Anyway, I promise I’ll never, never play such a trick again. It’s this bloody war! It makes everything so snatched and hasty and we leap to all sorts of wrong conclusions.” She laughed and hugged his arm. “I suppose you must think I’m some sort of femme fatale, out to winkle you away from your wife and family?”

When he did not at once reply, she pressed him: “Do you really? I can’t believe it, Patrick.”

“Well, I can. What else is there to think?”

“You could be a little more grown-up about it, surely?”

He had no idea what she might mean. When he tried to pay for their refreshments she said, “No, I’ve already stolen the whole day from you. The least I can do is see you’re not out of pocket by it, too.”

“’Tin’t right,” he grumbled, but she had paid by then.

“Dear Patrick!” she mused as they sat down. “You’re so eaten up with old-fashioned notions.”

“What d’you mean – I could be more grown-up about it?” he asked.

“Well, there’s such a thing as cutting your losses, you know. Making the best of things. What we did last year was one of the most beautiful … wonderful …” Her voice caught and broke; her eyes grew misty.

He could not help reaching across the little marble table and giving her hand a squeeze. She grabbed him back and gave an almost man-to-man shake, letting him go at once. “Thank you for that,” she said ruefully. “I’ll try again. What we did was wonderful. I have never regretted one second of it and I’d do it again, like a flash, if I could live my life over. You set me free that day, Patrick. Didn’t you know that?”

He shook his head.

“Well you did. Anyway, my point is that we can either live in permanent shame and regret, the pair of us turning pink with embarrassment every time we meet – in which case, it’d be best to cut ourselves off entirely from each other. Or we can say, ‘Look – it’s happened. Nothing we can do about it now. We don’t want to do it again. We don’t want to demote something as wonderful as that to a stale, furtive, old habit. But surely it entitles us to treat each other like sensible, mature adults?’ That’s what I tell myself, anyway.” She smiled at him. “I feel we could have quite a terrific sort of friendship, don’t you? Nothing to do with sex and the old green-eyed monster. We could be the best of … chums – no?”

The only words she withheld were: Or are you too small for that? But the implication almost shouted at him. His only response was an awkward shrug.

She did not push it. “Well – let’s see, eh? I may be wrong.” She half sighed, half laughed. “I often am!”

When they had finished she said, “It’s such a lovely day. We could take a steamer up to Hampton Court. And you can tell me all about yourself and your wife and your family. There’s so much I want to know about you, Patrick. Or d’you just want to go off and mope on your own?”

They took the Tube to Westminster steps, where they caught one of the regular steamers to Richmond and Hampton Court. All the way upriver she plied him with questions about Martha and Heather and Fitzie, and about his childhood, too – how he’d been brought up, what his ambitions were … had he always wanted to be a gamekeeper?

That stumped him. It had never really crossed his mind that he could be anything else. His father had been a gamekeeper at Marton Abbey, and his grandfather before him, at Tormarton Hall; no other possibility had ever been canvassed.

“And after the war?” she asked. “Are you going to go back to all that sort of thing?”

“I got a thought in the back of my mind,” he admitted.

They watched the Thames for a while as the boat nosed steadily upriver.

“Go on,” she prompted.

Why not? he thought. If she was determined to offer him this friendship, he might as well put it to some use. “Funnily enough, I was going to see the Colonel about it, next leave.”

“How exciting! Would it include us? Is there anything I can do to help?”

“I don’t know.” It seemed strange not to have to call her Miss Miriam all the time. “You know that derelict cottage opposite the Coombe Norton station?”

She arched an eyebrow. “Don’t call it ‘cottage’ when you talk to him! We’ve always called it a villa! It’s the old dower house to the Abbey estate. D’you want to do it up and sell it?”

“Not sell it. Matter of fact, it’s more the walled garden behind as interests me.”

“What? That huge, rambling old wilderness?”

“Four acres. It would just do nicely as a market garden, see. Put up a bit of glass – increase it as time goes by, out of the profit, like …” His voice tailed off; he had reached the limit of his dream, or, at least, of its practical implications. It had other elements, of course – the large car, the splendid waistcoat, the cigar … Martha at his side in a big, flowered hat … sending the children off to school … but he certainly wasn’t going to share that with her.

“Farming always goes into decline after a war, you know,” she said.

He glanced at her with a new respect; he knew she was shrewd, but not in that sort of way. “Ah, but this is market gardening, see – a bit different from farming. And with Bristol just a dozen miles up the line … I think he’s got every chance of succeeding, a good little market garden.”

“I wonder.” She looked him up and down through narrowed eyes. “Have you got the makings of a gardener within you? I’d love to see your own garden.”

“Don’t you never dare go down there,” he said quickly.

She put up her hands, like a soldier surrendering, and laughed. “Of course I wouldn’t. Martha would have a fit. She drove a very hard bargain with my mother, you know. And my total exclusion from all claim to the child – even to see him – was part of it.”

A subtle difference occurred to him: When she called him Patrick, it was one equal to another; but when she spoke of Martha, it was Miss Miriam the employer and Martha Whatsit, the domestic. It made him feel both guilty and pleased.

“What vegetables would you do?” she asked.

“Anything a farmer would call too much fuss and bother. There’s no point doing potatoes and cabbage and suchlike. But purple broccoli, tomatoes, asparagus, lettuce – stuff like that, see. And cut flowers. I think there’d be quite a pretty little trade in hothouse flowers.”

She stared at the river a long while, sunk in thought, “When were you last in there?” she asked at length.

He sniffed. “We went a-trespassing there two days ago, as a matter of fact – me and Martha. The house fascinates her.”

“So she knows of your plans, too. Well, of course she would, wouldn’t she. Silly of me.”

He said nothing as to that, though the truth was he had not yet told Martha. The threat of insecurity would only worry her to no purpose. “Why did you ask?” he countered.

“I was just wondering what sort of plants you noticed there – if any?”

“Weeds!” he laughed. “Docks, nettles, thistles, ground elder … old briars … there’s a good few months’ work there, I can tell you.”

She gave a knowing smile. “Blanche Moreau?” she asked. “Rugosa repens? Wichuriana? Baron Giraud de l’Ain? Rambling Rector? Do they mean anything to you?”

He shook his head cagily.

“They’re what you’ve just called ‘old briars.’ In fact, they’re old-fashioned garden roses. There must be two or three dozen of the really old varieties in there – enough to start you in trade as a nurseryman specializing in that sort of thing. I shouldn’t think any other firm in the country would be able to offer that many. If you’re interested?”

He shrugged noncommittally.

“Well,” she dismissed the topic. “Just a thought. Tell me, what did your mother think of Fitzie?”

He laughed awkwardly. “Funny thing, that. What with Dad dying and all, and the move to Wotton, I believe she’s forgotten he was adopted. She kept saying he’s the image of me when I was that age. She got out an old photo of a Sunday School treat, when I was just a toddler, and you could have knocked me down with a feather! But for the clothes, you’d have sworn it was Fitzie in that photo.”

Miriam chuckled with delight. “What did Martha say? Didn’t it make her stop and think?”

“Well, she didn’t like it, of course.”

“Why not? I’d have been … never mind. But why didn’t she like it?”

He grinned. “She’s very taken with the thought that she’s been chosen to bring up the child of Edward Albert Plantaganet Saxe-Coburg – oops! – Windsor Howsyourfather.”

“Poor Patrick,” she murmured. “Don’t you feel excluded?”

He remembered the way young Fitzie, lying up there in the luggage rack, had winked at him. “No,” he said blithely.

At Hampton Court she took him unerringly to the centre of the maze and then gave him the slip. It cost him fifteen minutes of increasingly red-faced trial and error to follow her out. He was furious. But the sight of her, standing there just outside the entrance with her arms folded and a broad grin on her face, melted him entirely. Without really meaning to, he threw his arms around her. She hesitated only a moment and then responded. They might as well have been naked for the message that flashed between them, body to body.

He almost leaped away from her, mumbling that he was sorry … and she said that, on the contrary, she was the one who ought to be apologizing. “I really don’t want that sort of relationship with you, Patrick,” she promised him. “I would so much rather have your straight friendship.”

He wondered why the assertion brought him such little ease.

The voyage downstream, after the turn of the tide, was swift. Having skipped lunch they took high tea at the Busy Bee in Charing Cross. They should have bidden each other goodbye at that point but somehow they found themselves drifting on up the Strand – and then into the Gaiety to see To-Night’s the Night. Neither of them made a joke about the title and how apposite it might be.

“Well,” he said as they left the theatre, happy and relaxed again. “I’d better just see you home and then head for the Toc-H, I suppose.” He frowned. He hadn’t meant to add that “I suppose,” which made it sound so provisional. “Yes!” he added in a firmer tone.

When they reached Margot’s apartment in Eaton Square, she thanked him for a wonderful day and then asked, “Aren’t you ravenous? I could easily cook you a bit of supper – bangers, eggs and mash, you know. I’m going to cook some for myself anyway. When does the Toc-H shut? It’s only just down the road, isn’t it? Somewhere near Sloane Square?”

He thought of saying midnight, but she’d know from her welfare work that it stayed open twenty-four hours. “I’m all right there,” he said dubiously.

“Margot and Sara’d love to meet you,” she coaxed. “They’ve probably brought home a couple of blokes for a bite as well. We’ll be ever such a jolly party.”

They hadn’t, as it turned out, but they were delighted to meet him and it was a jolly party. They’d heard so much about him. “Yes, so much,” Sara repeated with a heavy wink and a pitying nod toward Miriam.

Patrick felt acutely uncomfortable. At least, the conventional depths of him, where his conventional feelings were kept, felt so; but he had – since that morning – just begun to discover that there were other levels within him, where there were feelings and aspirations that could not so easily be named. And there, in one of those levels, he felt a certain pride that two such high-born ladies as Margot and Sara could assume that someone like him – no, not someone like him, but himself in person – that he, Patrick Davy, could be considered a serious candidate for the affections of another lady of their class.

It astonished him. Upper-class people had been “friendly” with him before, of course. On any shoot you always got one or two who were “against the whole class thing on principle,” even as they grabbed every perquisite it offered. Their idea of friendliness was to patronize him until the smile ached. But there was none of that here. They treated him with the same degree of warmth, of interest, of carelessness – in a word, of friendship – as they treated one another.

At length Margot said, “Well, we’ll use the bathroom first, then it’s all yours. Busy day tomorrow.”

“Oh,” Patrick said. “I’d as soon kip on the floor in here, if it’s all the same to you. I’m not much at sleeping in baths.”

She turned and looked at him in complete bewilderment – then, punching him quite hard on his chest, she laughed. “Almost had me that time, boy!” As an afterthought, at the door, she added, “See you next leave. Stay longer, do.”

“What’s all that about the bath?” he asked when he was alone with Miriam again.

She just sat there, her skin all golden in the candlelight, and stared at him. A familiar stirring moved his loins.

“Do we fight it?” she asked gently.

He could not meet her eye.

“I could be knocked under a bus tomorrow. And you …”

He stared disconsolately at his boots. Martha, he told himself, I do love you.

It was true, but it did not help.

“You needn’t worry about another kid,” she added.

He raised his eyebrows and looked at her then. She shook her head. They washed up their supper things and set the cloths to dry before the range. Patrick topped up the fire with small coal and slack, just as he did at home.

Margot came into the kitchen in the middle of it all, to hang her stockings over the line; she was stark naked. “Lord,” she said when she saw him there. He thought she was embarrassed; in fact, she was impressed. “If you know anything about pipes and cisterns and things,” she said, “I’ll try and wangle you an early leave next time. Night!”

“Night!” he echoed, blasé as you like.

She had a lovely bottom, with the cutest dimples at the tops and sides; the flesh shivered so enticingly as she walked.

Miriam, who had been coming up the passage in the dark, saw his eyes through the open door as Margot was leaving. She walked right up to him and kissed his neck below his left ear. Her breasts pressed firmly against him. “I don’t mind where you work up an appetite, my dear,” she murmured, “as long as I know where you dine.”

“Feast,” he said.

They took one of the candelabra into her bedroom and undressed each other completely by its light. Despite all the other men who had done this to her, in this same room, these past months – the handsome, the decent, the shy, the drunken Adonises, the confident stick-wavers – she understood, the moment she saw him in their place, exactly why he was and always would be the one special man in her life. Those others flexed their muscles around her and she knew, by the very feel of them, they had been force-reared in the pseudo-exhaustion of the public-school playing field. They flaunted their lust at her, too – and she knew that had been acquired, snigger by snigger, in the changing rooms after.

But Patrick! His strong body was all of a piece. It had been formed out there in the wild, loping through hunting covert, standing motionless by trout beck or poacher’s clearing, climbing to falcons’ nests to exterminate their young. It was a hard, merciless body, which did everything for a purpose and wasted no movement it made. It had learned its carnal lust from the fox and the stag; it was relentless and purposeful – yet infinitely respectful and tender of her. She longed to tell him these things but she knew he took it so much for granted – his oneness with his own body – that he wouldn’t have the first idea what she was talking about.

They lay together in delicious entanglement until ten the following morning, when it was time to leave for Victoria, she to her teas and buns, he to the boat train and the carnage.

They walked the half-mile to the station, parting before they reached Buckingham Palace Road. The chances anyone would recognize them were minute, but one never knew.

He queued up with the rest of the lads for his tea and wad. “See you next leave!” she said cheerily to each of them.

“Aye,” they called cheerily back.

“See you next leave,” she told him brightly.

“Aye,” he called cheerily, with his heart in his boots.
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IT ALL HAPPENED in the same week in January, 1917. Patrick got made up to corporal, which meant a safer desk job, miles behind the front. Yet it was there that a stray shell burst in the woodland nearby and a piece of shrapnel took off part of his skull. It was “a Blighty one” all right, and they shipped him back home as soon as his condition had stabilized. They treated the wound in Portsmouth and they replaced the bone with a silver plate in St Mary’s, Paddington.

The surgeon first told Martha that he’d never recover the use of his left side. Then they detected some movement in his leg; but they said his arm would definitely remain paralyzed. Martha watched the nurses, how they encouraged him to try, the exercises they did, and the way Patrick seemed to lose his spirit once they passed on to the next plegic, or whatever name they buried them under; then she asked if she couldn’t have him home. She knew she could do better herself.

They demurred at first but, as he was in no sort of acute danger, they eventually allowed him to go. Martha bore him off like a school prize. And it was schooltime for him from that day on. She was relentless. The housework was skimped until things got so bad she had to get up one morning at three to set it all straight again; and it was the same pattern with Heather and Fitzie – neglected and smother-loved by turns.

In fact, Heather blossomed in the regime of neglect. At the age of six, she was just old enough to apprehend its cause and be terribly grown up and understanding about it. After she caught her mother in the throes of that mammoth 3am tidy-up, she started doing the sort of housework that had always previously “belonged” to Martha. When she came home from school, instead of slipping out to play with Alice Smart and Becky Churleigh, she would put on her pinny and sprinkle the tea leaves and set to, sweeping the floor. Martha watched in alarm at first – and, indeed, Heather did make a mess of the baking the first time because she didn’t set the dough to plim up properly. But she got it right next time, and from then on – well, her father said her bread was even better then Mum’s.

Soon Martha had to stop the girl from taking on too much, especially when she came back from walking Patrick round the common and caught her trying to light the fire under the copper to boil some woollens. “You’re very good to help me so much as you do,” she told her. “I don’t know any other child in this village would do so much.”

Heather wanted to say he was her father, too, and she was doing it not just for her mother but for all of them; but all she said was, “It helps take my mind off of Miss Deems.”

Martha smiled. “Well, you’re not the first young woman to find you can escape into housework.”

Fitzie, now just over two, accepted the changed routines of the house as calmly as he accepted everything else. In fact, his father was a new toy to him. He had seen “ellopranes” flying from Yate and Filton and his chief delight was to stretch out his hand, as tight and wide as he could, and glide it through the air, yelling “Gneeeeooooouuuuw …” in a piping little treble that, to him, was the most perfect imitation of an eight-cylinder radial Bentley at full whack. It almost drove Martha scatty – until one day when she saw the lad dive-bombing his father, and, to her amazement, she saw Patrick’s useless left hand lift itself in uncertain pursuit. That was during the second week after his homecoming. From then on, ace-pilot Fitzie, the daredevil of the parlour skies, was chief-assistant nurse in his father’s rehabilitation. They could dogfight for hours at a time, Fitzie’s hand flashing through the empyrean vastness, Patrick’s clumsy paw lumbering after it in hopeless contest.

Every day, no matter what the weather, Martha took him out in his wheelchair, up to the common. When they reached a certain point, which was one pace farther from home each day, he would get up and stagger home. Sometimes, if he was in a good mood, he would say, “Sinner, thy sins be forgiven thee. Rise, take up thy bed, and walk.” Certainly the walking got better and better. Fitzie often came with them. On the common he was a “moeycan,” something he had once heard a couple of older boys claim to be. What moeycans did was creep from bush to bush and spring out on unsuspecting people with the most bloodcurdling yells.

Heather found an old tennis ball in one of Sweatman’s bits of furniture, which he let her have for a penny – and gave her three-pennyworth of sweets on her way out. Then, as Patrick soon grew more confident of his walking, Martha started a throwing game with him; he scored one point for a right-handed catch or throw, five for a left-hander.

The day after he scored five hundred – a fine, blustery afternoon in the May of 1917 – they also reached the mile-from-home marker. It was, in fact, a discarded fragment of the previous common gate which they moved on each day, twenty paces at a time by now. Apart from Charley Bickerstaffe’s herd of dairy shorthorns – which always seemed more scared of Fitzie than of either of his parents – they were alone in that wilderness of grass and hawthorn; and on that day it was especially lovely, for the trees were all arrayed in bridal white and pink.

“It’s hard to believe there’s still a war on,” Martha commented placidly.

“It’s hard enough even in the middle of the war itself,” he replied. “When you’re lying flat out in mud, and every whizzbang and mortar ever made seems headed straight for you, it’s hard to believe the same thing is going on for another hundred miles each side of you and there’s a million other poor sods out there, all thinking the same as you.”

For the hundredth time, Martha faced the impossibility of comprehending all that carnage; she shrank from it, back into the shell of here, now … this family.

Patrick almost leaped up from his wheelchair. Really, by now, the only reason for using it was to prolong the ritual, to maintain a true comparison of his progress. Also because Fitzie expected it and regarded his ride part of the way home as one of the perquisites of life. Patrick skipped with an imaginary rope for a while and then gave a small display of shadow boxing on the spot, curling his head over his right fist and jabbing at Martha with his left. “Shake hands with the next southpaw welterweight champion of the world!” he crowed.

Over his shoulder Martha saw a woman on a horse, cantering toward them along the verge of the dusty road to Old Norton. She had known that figure since her childhood, and the woman’s childhood, too, come to that; but she had never before seen her wearing trousers and riding split-saddle, like a man.

“Let’s hurry home,” she said, facing about. “Heather’ll have a nice pot of tea ready.”

Miriam Lessore was still some way off. But they had hardly taken a dozen paces when Patrick heard the distant thunder of hooves and looked behind him. Instantly he turned to Martha with a look of panic – on her behalf, she realized. She gave him her most confident smile. “Don’t fret now,” she assured him. “It’s bound to happen from time to time. We’ll just face it.” Boldly she raised an arm and waved at the rider. “Anyway …” she added vaguely, dismissively.

Miriam was as surprised as they, or appeared so. “Mrs Davy!” she called out. “And is that Mr Davy? Good heavens! You have made progress.” She was as breathless as the horse from her canter. Out of practice.

“Will you thank your mother very kindly for her note, Miss Miriam?” Martha asked, the moment she had come to a halt. “Say the things were most welcome and I’ll reply myself as soon as I’ve a minute to spare from this man.”
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