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            Sarah

            
        Surrey, Spring 2010
      

         

         Light-dappled woods shade her from the sun. Tiny birds call to each other and dart from branch to branch. The path is a carpet of dry leaves, turning slowly to dust.

         Sarah is free to walk at her own pace. Jack, who would be stopping to study beetles or collect sticks, is at school. Charlie, tugging at her hand or sitting on her hip, is at nursery. Her body feels weightless, as if she might float away without the anchor of her children.

         For a moment, she imagines that Paul is beside her, his arm brushing hers, their shadows blending together, but he’s hardly ever here any more. His absence compresses her, wearies her heart and empties her, and she can’t remember a time when it was different.

         The path begins to climb and her legs work harder. A breeze lifts the hair from her face. She loosens her scarf. A twig snaps and something rustles in the undergrowth. Perhaps it was some shy creature, a squirrel or a rabbit.

         She is alone. There is no sign of the man who walks his muzzled Alsatian, pulling the lead tight when they pass, or the two Lycra-clad women who jog and converse in low, breathless voices.

         The ascent takes longer than she remembers, but at last she reaches the top and is rewarded with the view: sloping green fields, divided by hedgerows and wooden fences, enclosed by leafy trees. A train sounds its horn, winding through pastures and villages whose names she has forgotten but will remem­ber as the months pass. In the distance, there is the muted roar of the motorway.

         The sky is blue, there is no cloud, and she stretches her arms over her head. The sun warms her face. Her body feels loose, limber, and the ache in her shoulder melts away.

         There are horses in the next field and she thinks of Charlie, who waves to them as if they are friends. They look cosy in their blankets. Although the afternoons are warm, it is still cool in the mornings.

         The path becomes narrower and uneven, with cropped grass. Yellow flowers have sprung up in the foliage and she studies them carefully, noting the size and shape of their petals; later, she will look them up. Catkins decorate some of the trees, which she thinks are silver birch. After so many years in the city, she has forgotten these things. She wants the boys to grow up outdoors, not in front of the television; this is why they have come here.

         It is a homecoming of sorts, but her grandparents are long gone, buried in the cemetery at St Michael’s, and her mother has moved overseas. She doesn’t often think of her father; they haven’t spoken for years. People she doesn’t know live in her grandparents’ old house and she avoids driving past. A glimpse of the white farmhouse and the honeysuckle by the front door makes her throat tighten. There is only Aunt Edith now, living in a smart gated estate, and she’s nearly ninety.

         An ancient tree stands in her way like a guard; its thick, ridged trunk and crooked branches look fossilised. She circles past, brushing her fingers over the knotted bark.

         The ground begins to drop down into the woods again. The trees tower above her, fragmenting the sky. It is suddenly cold and she pushes her hands into her pockets. She has never walked this far from home. She wonders if she should turn back. It will soon be time to collect Charlie.

         Something glitters, gliding through the bracken and the brambles. A stream is flowing beside the path. She didn’t notice it before; perhaps it’s been there all along. She follows the stream, wondering where it will lead her, and comes to a wooden plank bridge. Through the silhouettes of trees, the pale mist, the horizon shimmers. She crosses the bridge.

         The trees thin, the light grows stronger, and birds are flying above. A lake, as smooth as a plate of glass, appears before her like a mirage. Reeds line the rocky edges and a willow tree drips into the greenish water. A white swan floats past and its reflection is a painting. Red-brick houses with striped lawns slope down to swept wooden jetties and rowing boats. A few deckchairs are positioned to catch the sun. It is quiet.

         She’s never heard of a lake in Littlefold. She searches her childhood memories, but there is nothing. Perhaps this was once the water garden of an old country house, knocked down and developed into new properties.

         She follows the path circling around it. Here and there, trails lead down to the water. Up close the lake is murky, with wreaths of tangled weed. A black-and-white duck paddles in the shadows; a bigger, brown one dives and resurfaces, its wet head glistening like an emerald. There is a sign for the Littlefold Anglers, but she can’t see any fish. Perhaps it is quite deep.

         She comes to a bench and sits down. The trees are wrapped in ivy and tiny buds of new leaves sparkle like fairy lights. The lush vegetation hums with invisible insects and bees.

         Across the lake there is another, larger seat. Carved from pol­ished dark wood, it looks more like a beautiful piece of artisan furniture than an outdoor bench. The sun pulses, the woodland seat glows, and she suddenly longs to touch it. She follows the path around to it and there is a name, Samuel Thomas, and two dates. The boy, Samuel Thomas, was thirteen when he died. The wood is as smooth as walnut, the grain flecked with amber and gold. She runs her fingers over the blackened inscription. A flower in His garden. In the stars and in our hearts.

         She doesn’t know how his parents have managed to go on living. She can’t imagine a life without one of her sons.

         
             

         

         ‘Sarah, darling. And little Charlie,’ Aunt Edith says, looking pleased. She is in the sitting room, folded into a high-back blue velvet armchair drawn up to the fire, a copy of Pride and Prejudice and her spectacles on a table beside her. The damask curtains are tied back, but it is overcast and Anna has switched on the lamps. Beneath the heavy gilt mirror, on the marble mantelpiece, are silver-framed portraits of family weddings: Aunt Edith, tall and elegant in a veil and long flowing gown, standing beside Uncle George on the steps of St Michael’s; Grandpa Jim and Grandma Maggie in their uniforms in wartime Rome; Catherine, her blonde hair falling around her shoulders, in an ivory dress with puffed sleeves; Harry in a grey coat and tails, stepping out of a Rolls. And there are Sarah and Paul, on their honeymoon in Barcelona; it wasn’t that long ago, but they both look so young, their faces glow­ing, their eyes bright with the promise of a life together. She remembers strolling hand in hand with Paul along the tree-​lined avenues, admiring the flamboyant Gaudí architecture, sitting close together for candle-lit suppers by the marina. It seems like a dream now.

         Sarah leans down to kiss her great-aunt and is nearly tipped over by the weight of Charlie, who has refused to be put down. A blanket is tucked around Aunt Edith, but her cheek against Sarah’s is cold. There is a trace of perfume that is almost medicinal; it is probably Chanel, and fifty years old.

         Sarah sits on the Parker Knoll sofa opposite Aunt Edith, a glass-topped coffee table between them. Charlie sees the wooden toy chest in the corner, wriggles out of her arms, and she flinches as he narrowly misses the sharp corner of the table. Aunt Edith watches Charlie rummaging through toys that once belonged to Harry. Her white hair hangs in limp waves around her angular, still handsome face. Her grey eyes are inquisitive, but softer than they used to be when Sarah was a child. There is a loud, crashing noise as Charlie empties a box of cars over the parquet. Sarah begins to get up, but Aunt Edith says kindly, ‘Let him play.’

         Charlie is at that unpredictable toddler stage, equally prone to giggles or tears, and sometimes Sarah feels as if she’s guarding a ticking bomb. At the moment he’s on good form, smiling winningly at Aunt Edith and making vroom-vroom noises as he pushes a car along the floor, then up the leg of her armchair. The car journeys across Aunt Edith’s lap, bumping over the blanket, but she doesn’t seem to mind. ‘They grow up quickly,’ she says.

         Charlie looks every bit the cherub, with his blond curls and blue eyes. When he wraps his arms around Sarah, she feels a pang, knowing he’s her last, and drinks in his infant smell. Even so, there are times when she wishes Charlie would grow up: these early years are trying, and there are times when she wishes she could leave him in the garden. It is difficult to express these mixed feelings, and she is accustomed to the nostalgia of mothers with grown-up children, so she says, ‘Yes, indeed.’ One day she too will feel the emptiness that comes when children leave.

         Anna carries in a tray with a teapot, two china cups and saucers, and a plate of digestive biscuits. Charlie sees the biscuits and drops the car, but Sarah scoops him onto her lap before he can lunge at the tray. ‘Hello, little man,’ Anna says, smiling at Charlie. She puts the tray on the coffee table, gives Charlie a biscuit and pours the tea. ‘How’s he enjoying nursery?’ she asks Sarah.

         ‘He cries when I leave, but settles quickly.’

         ‘Bless him,’ Anna says. ‘He’s a good boy.’

         Anna has sons of her own who have long grown-up. She doesn’t ask, unlike others, if Sarah and Paul will try for a girl.

         Aunt Edith lifts her teacup and saucer to her lips, but her hand shakes and tea spills into the saucer. She puts the cup down. Anna wipes the saucer with a cloth, then leaves, clos­ing the door quietly behind her.

         ‘How are Harry and Catherine?’ Sarah asks.

         ‘Harry is as busy as usual, working all hours in town. Catherine might bring the girls this summer.’

         ‘That would be lovely,’ Sarah says, cautiously. Aunt Edith’s daughter lives in Australia and has been promising to visit for years. Sarah feels sorry for her aunt, growing old without her children near. At least she has security and neighbours, living on a private estate.

         Sarah’s mother says that Edith used to live in one of the grandest old houses in the village, with acres of grounds, tucked away at the end of a winding lane. After George died and there wasn’t as much money, Edith said it was too remote and moved here. She has one of the last red-brick thirties houses on the estate; most of the original homes have been demolished to make way for neo-Georgian mansions – sweeping paved driveways, double garages with staff annexes, cavernous marble halls, two, if not three stair­cases. At night the mansions are lit up like landmarks. ‘These new builds are ridiculous, with their pocket-handkerchief lawns. They’ve been squeezed into plots meant for smaller houses,’ Aunt Edith often remarks. ‘Gardens have gone out of fashion.’ Her own garden is large and secluded, with ancient conifers and oak trees, fragrant lavender and roses, an over­grown lawn, and a wild, wooded area where the boys like to hunt for beetles and peer into foxholes.

         ‘Anna pops in all the time,’ Aunt Edith goes on, as if she must reassure Sarah. ‘She looks after me.’

         ‘Yes, Anna is wonderful,’ Sarah says. Anna has been with Aunt Edith for years. It’s difficult to believe that she is now in her seventies – she’s fit and energetic, never ill. She’s more like a family friend than a housekeeper; loyal and kind, with brown eyes full of the wisdom and patience that comes from caring for people and their homes.

         ‘How is Jack? Does he like school?’

         ‘Yes, but he misses his friends. He’s the new boy and it can be difficult at playtime.’

         ‘You’ll have to do your bit. Have a few children round.’

         Sarah knows she should, but it’s not easy with Charlie, who always wants to join in, and she finds the other mothers intimidating. When she collects Jack, they huddle in small groups, speaking in low voices, and she can feel their eyes flick over her as she walks past. The morning drop-off sets the tone: women arrive in four-wheel drives and then teeter in on high heels, one hand steering their children, the other displaying a designer handbag. Their sunglasses are oversized, their hair glossy and highlighted. Sarah doesn’t have the time for, or interest in, all this preening. She rarely wears make-up; she prefers to look natural and she’s lucky to have inherited her mother’s porcelain complexion. Her brown, shoulder-​length hair is straight, if a little fine, and doesn’t need to be blow-dried. She wears jeans, trainers and a parka: clothing suitable for the school run, grocery shopping and the often-​inclement weather. It’s practical and comfortable, and she doesn’t miss the tailored suits and court shoes that she used to wear to the office. She is smarter today for Aunt Edith, in chinos, a navy blouse that deepens the soft blue of her eyes, and a cardigan. The chinos are smudged from Charlie’s shoes when she carried him in.

         Starting school was a milestone for Jack, but Sarah hadn’t realised it would be a challenge for her too. There was a lot to remember: the uniform, with its permutations, to launder and name; sports kits for football and swimming to deliver on the correct days; homework to supervise and log books to complete; parent-teacher conferences and open mornings; packed lunches for school trips; birthday parties to organise and attend; coffee mornings and school fairs. The run-up to Christmas was a gathering storm of nativity plays, teachers’ gifts and class parties. By the new year she was worn out. Her academic achievements and City career were no use. She was not qualified.

         She reminds herself from time to time that life could be much worse. She is lucky in so many ways. She has a loving husband, happy children, her health, a comfortable home. There are many women in the world who aren’t as fortunate, who struggle with illness or relationships or money. Some women face unimaginable hardship – poverty, disease, war. It’s easy, living in Littlefold, to lose perspective.

         Aunt Edith leans forward and pats Sarah’s hand. ‘Don’t fret. Children are adaptable. If it’s the mothers you need to win over, put on a nice frock and go to a charity lunch.’

         ‘Yes,’ Sarah says, but it’s up to Jack to make friends. Friendships orchestrated by mothers are artificial.

         Charlie has been quiet, eating biscuit after biscuit, but the plate is now empty. ‘More?’ he says, his mouth full, show­ering crumbs. Sarah hunts in her bag for baby wipes. ‘No,’ he says, trying to twist away while she cleans his mouth and fingers. He breaks free and points to the plate. ‘More,’ he says firmly.

         As if Anna has heard, the door opens and she comes in. Charlie runs to her and holds up his arms. She swings him up, kissing his face. ‘You smell of biscuits,’ she says. ‘Have you had the lot already?’

         ‘I’m afraid so,’ Sarah says.

         ‘More,’ Charlie repeats absently, studying Anna’s dark hair, which glints with silver. He touches it carefully, as if it’s treasure.

         Anna takes a bottle of pills from her apron pocket and puts them on the side table beside Aunt Edith.

         ‘Thank you, Anna,’ Aunt Edith says. She puts on her spectacles and looks at the label, then shakes out a tablet and drinks it down with cold tea.

         ‘And you, young man, can come with me,’ Anna says. ‘I’m sure I can find something for you to play with.’

         Charlie is happy to be carried away by Anna, and Sarah feels the relief of not having to supervise him. Aunt Edith’s ornaments – little china figurines and lacquered boxes, dis­played on low console tables, are irresistible to the fingers of an inquisitive little boy.

         Without Charlie to mind, Sarah remembers her question. ‘I’ve been walking in the fields near our house. There’s a lake in the middle of the woods. Do you know it?’

         Aunt Edith’s eyes flicker. ‘Yes, the old brickworks pit. When the clay ran out the council filled it with water.’ She’s silent for a moment, then says, ‘You shouldn’t be walking in the woods on your own. If you want to keep your figure there’s no shortage of gyms. I hear Zumba is all the rage with the mothers around here.’

         ‘Yes,’ Sarah says, but she has no intention of joining a gym. It’s peace and quiet she’s after, not small talk with the women she sees at the school gates. She says nothing more. She can’t help feeling disappointed. She’d imagined that the beautiful lake was once a water garden in the grounds of a Victorian house, perhaps commissioned by a lord with a passion for horticulture or landscape painting, not a dusty quarry pit with machinery and miners extracting clay.

         Aunt Edith has sunk into her armchair. She looks pale and exhausted, and Sarah knows it’s time to go.

         ‘I should take Charlie home for his nap. Thank you for having us.’ She kisses her aunt’s powdery cheek.

         Aunt Edith’s fingers brush Sarah’s face like feathers. ‘Little ones can be tiring,’ she says, and Sarah wonders if her aunt misunderstood. ‘Come again soon, darling. It’s lovely having you near.’

         Anna is playing with Charlie in the kitchen. They have made a train track with two loops and an eclectic mix of toy spectators – a cow, a dinosaur and Postman Pat. Charlie sees Sarah and reaches for her. She picks him up and he rubs his face against her neck.

         Anna walks Sarah to the door. ‘Your visits do her good,’ she says, kneeling to help with Charlie’s shoes.

         ‘I’m glad,’ Sarah says, although her feelings about these visits are tangled. She feels beholden to Aunt Edith, who has always taken an interest in her – even though there were times when Sarah did not wish it, but she used to come to the Laurels with Grandpa Jim and it’s strange to be here without him. It’s as if she and Aunt Edith are waiting together for an important guest, passing the time with polite conversation, but the guest never comes. Still, she tries to visit every few weeks. ‘I saw her hand shaking,’ she says to Anna.

         ‘That’s the Parkinson’s, but the pills help. And her mind’s as sharp as ever,’ Anna says. She stands and her knees click. She sighs. ‘Neither of us is getting any younger.’

         Outside the cloud has cleared and a cat is lying on the sunlit roof of Aunt Edith’s Peugeot.

         ‘Looks like the afternoon will be nice. I expect you and the boys will be in the garden,’ Anna says.

         Sarah wants to ask Anna about the old quarry lake, but instead she says, ‘Yes, I expect so. See you soon.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Maggie

            
        Italy, 1944
      

         

         Maggie is hiding in the broom cupboard from Matron. She doesn’t want to go to the party. She’s come to Italy to tend to the wounded, not entertain officers. But the cupboard is dusty, she sneezes, her hiding place is discovered, and she is dispatched along with the other nurses to brush her hair and put on lipstick.

         The journey to the Foggia airfields was tiring and she longs for bed. Instead she’s in the officers’ mess, a crowded and stuffy marquee, sipping red wine and making small talk. This is not what she’d expected when she joined the RAF.

         A young man is walking towards them. He is tall and fair, and has the lean build of a sportsman. She thinks he’s heading for Nancy, a thin blonde who looks his type, but instead he touches her arm and says, ‘Would you care to dance?’

         ‘Me?’ she says, before she can stop herself.

         The other girls titter. Nancy pats her hair.

         The young officer’s grey eyes make her think of a misty morning and she feels a sudden pang for England. He smiles warmly at her, as if they already know each other.

         He holds her close, his hand resting lightly on her waist, and leads her in a waltz. He smells clean, of soap and water, and beneath it a green musky scent like the woods in the spring. She feels stiff and awkward, aware of the eyes of the other nurses, but he’s a considerate dancer and she soon loses her self-consciousness.

         ‘I’m Jim Howard,’ he says.

         ‘I’m Maggie Jones,’ she says.

         ‘I’m going to marry you, Maggie Jones. You’re my kind of girl.’

         He is smiling again and she thinks it’s a joke. A laugh bursts from her. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she says.

         The music is fading, the song coming to an end, but he keeps his arms around her. ‘A few of us are going to the coast tomorrow. A day in the sun before we leave. Please say you’ll come,’ he says.

         She hesitates. She doesn’t know this man.

         ‘Bring your friends. We’ve got the transport,’ he says, as if he’s guessed what she is thinking.

         She wants to see him again. And it would be lovely to bathe in the sea. She decides not to listen to the voice in her head, whispering of impropriety. The risk is nothing com­pared to the war.

         
             

         

         The three girls sit on their towels, the white cliffs behind them, the turquoise bay beyond. Sorrento is an oasis, undis­turbed by the war; the empty hotels and the quiet cobbled streets are the only sign. Alice and Nancy are gossiping about Matron.

         ‘I’ve never seen her smile,’ Alice says, leaning back on her elbows. She is wearing a two-piece, and her bare midriff is smooth and creamy.

         ‘I can’t imagine it,’ Nancy says, brushing sand from her long, coltish legs. ‘She wouldn’t look herself at all.’ She’s in a glamorous floral one-piece, with a halterneck and a short skirt. It looks new and must have been expensive. Maggie’s own costume is second-hand; she chose it for the colour, a brilliant cobalt blue that suits her complexion, but it clings to her hips and she has to keep tugging at it.

         The girls laugh, poking more fun at Matron, and Maggie hears them as if from a distance. She’s watching Jim swim­ming in the sea, the sunlight flashing off his shoulders, his hair wet and slick. He is strong and fast in the water. She has a sudden, childish urge to race him.

         ‘You’d better snap that one up,’ Nancy says archly.

         Maggie feels her face go pink. Before she can speak, Robert and Tom arrive, carrying two large umbrellas. They seem keen to live up to Jim’s introduction; ‘good sorts’ from his regiment, the North Irish Horse.

         ‘Thank you, darlings. It was getting rather hot,’ Nancy says.

         The boys look pleased, as if they’d do just about anything for her.

         Jim is swimming back to shore. He emerges, the water streaming down his face, his arms, his chest. ‘Come in,’ he calls. ‘It’s glorious.’

         ‘I’ve just done my hair,’ Nancy says, smoothing her blonde waves. ‘I don’t want to get wet.’

         ‘The water looks cold,’ Alice says, wrinkling her nose.

         The boys have finished setting up the umbrellas. ‘We’ll keep you company,’ Tom says, rolling out his towel.

         ‘Don’t tell the CO, but I’m not much of a swimmer,’ Robert confides, joining them.

         ‘I’ll go,’ Maggie says. Her childhood holidays were spent at her grandparents’ home on the Welsh coast. She is accus­tomed to bracing swims.

         She stands on the beach. The waves cascade over her feet then pull away, leaving effervescent foam on the flaxen sand. The sun warms her hair. In the distance, a shadowy Mount Vesuvius rises up out of the sea like a sleeping mythical creature. The air is scented with lemons and oranges, and carries the salt tang of the sea. The war seems far away here, as if they are in another country. Jim is further out, floating, drifting on his back. The tides tug at her, tease her, seem to be calling her. She takes a deep breath and runs headlong into the sparkling water. She swims, the shock of the cold eases, and hidden currents that are more powerful that she’d expected carry her towards him.

         It’s late by the time they get back to Foggia. Jim parks his truck and walks her to her apartment. Her face feels warm, but she doesn’t know if it’s from too much sun, the wine at dinner, or the thought of being alone with him. At the door, they stand together quietly. He strokes the hair back from her face. He kisses her and she tastes the salt sea on his lips. ‘Will you write to me?’ he says.

         Her throat tightens, painfully. ‘Yes,’ she says, but her voice is a whisper. ‘I will.’

         He gently wipes the tears from her face. ‘Everything will be all right. It has to be.’

         She’s afraid to say goodbye; she has already lost her brother to this war that claims life after life and is never satisfied, but she must be strong and brave for him. ‘It will be all right,’ she says, as if repeating this will make it real.

         ‘Tell me when you get your next forty-eight hours. If it’s quiet, we could meet,’ he says.

         ‘Yes,’ she says, feeling her heart lift. She will find a way to see him.

         
             

         

         Maggie rolls over, sighs, gives up on sleep. The nights on the ward are exhausting, but it’s difficult to rest during the day; sunlight seeps through the curtains, it’s hot, and there is the constant drone from the airfields.

         She reaches for the letter she received from Jim the day before. He can’t divulge the regiment’s location because of the censors, but she’s guessed from the news and his other letters that he is travelling north. Wherever he is, it sounds enchanting. Even though it would be dangerous, she wishes that she were there with him, instead of here in hot, dusty Foggia.

         
            Ltnt Howard

The North Irish Horse

24th June 1944

            
                

            

            My dearest Maggie,

            
                

            

            I received your letters of the 15th, 16th and 17th all at once today. I can’t think why there was a delay, but I suppose we shouldn’t complain. I must admit that I was getting a little concerned, so it was wonderful to hear from you, darling. I do hope that you’re managing to get some rest. Night duty must be tiring. How very resourceful of you and Nancy to organise deliveries with the local farmers – they sound most obliging.

            I’ve been monitoring the wireless as usual, but it’s fairly quiet here at the moment. We are staying in an abandoned castle, with a rose garden and views over the green valleys. When it’s misty, it feels as though we’re at the edge of the world. I’ve been feasting on cherries and peaches in the orchard, so you mustn’t worry. I’m not going hungry.

            The vino is rather scarce, unfortunately. The Germans and French Moroccans have taken it all. Last night, I played piquet with the CO. We made some dubious cocktails and I felt quite ill this morning. I think it’s a good idea to keep in with the CO, so that he’s helpful when I ask him for leave. I may be able to get away for a night in a couple of weeks. Do you think you could take your 48 hours? If you can hitch a flight to Rome, I could meet you there.

            There isn’t any more news. It’s late, and I’m writing this by candlelight, so I’m sorry if the writing isn’t as neat as it should be. Just know that I’m thinking of you all the time, missing you, and longing to be with you again.

            You mustn’t doubt my love for you, my darling. You’re so different to the other girls I’ve known: honest and brave, and strong. Sometimes, I think I see you in the castle rose garden. You turn, I stroke your cheek, and you smile at me, the way you do with your eyes. You’re my angel, guiding me.

            
                

            

            Love,

Jim

         

         At last she has the answer to the question that she’d finally dared ask; from time to time she’s wondered why he chose her instead of Nancy or one of the other girls. When she’s tired or unhappy, she returns to this letter, reading again the last few lines, and it comforts her.

         The days pass; the long nights on the ward pass; she writes to him every day and waits impatiently for his letters. Jim manages to get leave from the CO, no doubt persuaded after several rounds of cocktails over piquet, she is allowed her forty-eight hours, and they have one night together in Rome. Jim is thinner, with stubble on his face, but his smile is the same. He holds her close and she breathes in his smell, the green scent of the woods. They kiss and she can almost taste the cherries from the orchards in the north. In the morning, neither of them want to part.

         ‘We are one now,’ he says softly, tracing her cheekbone with his finger. ‘Will you marry me?’

         There is a rushing sound in her head and she feels sud­denly faint, as if looking down from a great height. They’ve only known each other for a few months. Even so, she can’t imagine a life without him. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Of course I will.’

         He pulls her to him. ‘My angel. We’re going to be so happy.’

         
             

         

         Autumn arrives, bringing cold winds and rain. Jim is a cap­tain now, still journeying up through Italy in his wireless truck with the Eighth Army. ‘If this carries on, it won’t be long before we’re clear out of the country,’ he writes. Maggie has been made a sister, with responsibility for the burns ward. Both of them are busy, but they write to each other as often as they can. She is anxious about Jim. He tries to be cheerful in his letters, but it’s clear that conditions are deteriorating.

         
            Capt. Howard

The North Irish Horse

15th November 1944

            
                

            

            My dearest Maggie,

            
                

            

            I’m sorry that I haven’t been able to write. We had to move again, and the muddy fields and boggy tracks made progress slow and difficult. Still, we’ve reached our new place now, and I think we’ll be here for a few days. I’ve been busy with the wireless at night, keeping communications open, and haven’t been getting much sleep – now I know how you feel on night duty. It’s hard to get much rest, in any event, with the shells whizzing past my tent. I’ve dug a trench and when it gets too noisy, I take cover in there. If it rains, the bedding gets soaked, and it’s hard to get it dry again. I’ve started to fantasise about having a bath. You can’t imagine how dirty I am. You’d be appalled.

            The food isn’t as good now – bully and biscuits, sardines, dehydrated potatoes. How I miss the summer, when we could pick cherries and peaches! There isn’t much vino, either. The CO and I have a brandy or whisky when we play piquet. When things are quieter, I’ll speak to him about our wedding. I’m hoping that he’ll give me leave in December.

            I had letters from Mother and Edith today. Mother was pleased to receive your letter – thank you, my darling, for writing to her. The family seem a little shocked by our engagement, but I suppose that’s to be expected. I’m sure they will love you, just as I do, when you meet. Edith has suggested that we marry once we’re back in England, after the war, but I don’t think we can wait, do you?

            There isn’t any more news. If you don’t hear from me for a few days, it will be because we’re on the move again.

            
                

            

            All my love,

Jim

         

         She doesn’t want to wait until the war is over either; now that they are engaged, she is as impatient as he is to be married. His family’s reaction to their happy news unsettles her – she’d expected surprise, not shock – but she’s too wor­ried about Jim to dwell on it. It isn’t easy in Foggia, but at least she has decent food and a roof over her head. She can’t bear the thought of him cold and wet, sleeping in a ditch, living on bully and dehydrated potatoes. If this carries on, he’ll fall ill. One of the soldiers on the ward is going back to the Front in a few days. Lieutenant Peterson is a kind young man. He might take a parcel for Jim.

         
            Capt. Howard

The North Irish Horse

23rd November 1944

            
                

            

            My dearest Maggie,

            
                

            

            Thank you for such a wonderful parcel! The almonds and chocolate are delicious, a most welcome change from bully and biscuits, and the woolly socks are just the ticket. You’re so thoughtful and clever, arranging it all. Peterson seems a good sort. He spoke very highly of you.

            It’s quieter here now and everyone is in better spirits. We’re staying in a farmhouse and it’s wonderful to have a roof over our heads again. The mobile shower unit came today. It really is the most amazing contraption; pipes bring water from a stream and a burner heats it. Being clean again feels like the epitome of luxury!

            Yesterday, the CO confirmed that I am to be given a tank, so it’s farewell to the wireless truck. I asked if I could get married first. He wasn’t keen, but eventually he agreed. I don’t think this war can go on much longer, but I can’t go into a tank without knowing that you would be looked after if anything were to happen. I’ve spoken to the Padre, and he’s trying to organise a church in Rome. I’m hoping that you can get leave within the next couple of weeks – do you think Matron will agree?

            
                

            

            All my love,

Jim

         

         She loves him even more after this letter. He will be the one in greater danger, yet his first thought is about her.

         Arranging a wedding during wartime isn’t easy. It proves difficult to find a church, neither of them being Catholic, and the CO becomes evasive about leave. There is nothing to do but wait and make the necessary preparations, so that when the time comes, they are ready. She wonders about a wedding dress, fashioned from silk parachutes, but it doesn’t seem right to go to such lengths during a war. It would be better to wed in their uniforms. Gold is scarce, so Jim has their wedding rings made from the gold used by dentists for fillings.

         At Jim’s request, Maggie has her portrait taken by a pho­tographer and sends it to his family. She tries to look her best; she hopes they will approve. Jim tells her that his father has given them his blessing, and his mother and sister thought her photograph very nice, and this reassures her. She knows how important family is; her mother died of polio when Maggie was ten, and her father drank himself to death. She aches for them, and her dear brother. They would have adored Jim.

         One weekend in mid-December, she travels to Sorrento to gather a few items for her trousseau – a lace nightie and a dressing gown, and returns to find a telegram from Jim.

         
      Leave granted. Service arranged in Rome, 24th December.
    

         On Christmas Eve, at the Anglican All Saints’ in Rome, she and Jim are married. The red-brick church is elegant and stately, with marble columns and pillars, stained-glass win­dows and wooden floors. After the service they emerge, arms entwined, and snow falls on their hair like confetti. It’s all happened so quickly, it feels like a dream, but here are Tom and Robert congratulating them, clapping Jim on the back, and she receives kisses from Alice and Nancy.

         The Army surprises them by putting them up in the Grand Palace, a luxurious hotel usually reserved for senior personnel. Two nights; this is their honeymoon, and they are separated again. Jim goes back to the Front and Maggie returns to Foggia.

         It feels unnatural to be apart now that they are mar­ried. Everyone is saying that the war will be over soon, the Germans can’t carry on for much longer, but somehow it drags on. Maggie worries even more, now that Jim is in a tank. If his letters are delayed, her heart slows and her blood stills, and she can think of little else until an envelope addressed to Mrs M. Howard in his slanting writing arrives.

         
             

         

         She is holding the hand of a dying soldier when she hears that the war is over. The soldier is young, just a boy; another life lost, laid waste. Others around her are celebrating, but she feels numb at the pointlessness of it all. Still, she knows that she is lucky. She has survived, and so has Jim. They can make a new life: pick up the pieces, rebuild, begin again.

         She and Jim return together to England, to the village of Littlefold, where Jim’s sister lives. They buy an old farmhouse, painted white, with low ceilings and beams, and honeysuckle by the front door. It has a comfortable, rambling feel to it. Maggie knows that the farmhouse will be more work than a modern property, but she prefers character to convenience; this is a family home, somewhere she and Jim can settle down. The large garden, with its expanse of lawn and neat borders, looks out onto fields and a copse where the ponies from a neighbouring farm rest on hot days. She can imagine children playing happily here.

         Now that she is expecting, nursing will have to wait; instead of caring for the injured, she tends to bantams and nurtures tomatoes. She kept house for her father after her mother died, so she knows how to run a home. She is thrifty and organised, and enjoys cooking. She tries her best to be the good wife that Jim had judged her to be that evening they first met in Foggia.

         When Vivien comes, a tiny child with green eyes and auburn hair, she looks so like Maggie’s own mother it makes her wonder if she’s been reborn. She loves her baby, but it’s some time before she can look at Vivien without feeling her chest tighten with longing for her mother, who is gone. Two years later, Michael arrives, dark like Maggie, but with the Howard grey eyes. With a baby and a toddler, her hands are full.

         Jim is working as an accountant in London. He leaves on the seven o’clock train, coming home in time to kiss the chil­dren before they go to bed. Maggie prepares a three-course meal every evening. Jim is fond of roast dinners and steamed puddings, although you’d never know it: he burns it all off playing squash and tennis.

         Housework and children are as tiring as nursing. Washing and ironing clothes, shopping, cooking, tidying, dusting … it is never-ending. There are times when she misses nursing, the bustle of the ward, the camaraderie of the other nurses, her own money; but a woman’s place is at home now, and there is no one else to look after Michael and Vivien. Still, running up and down the stairs all day long keeps her fit. And a family and home are precious; she knows not to take it for granted.

         It’s a different life from when they were in Italy. Their war­time love affair has been replaced by stability, family, routine. And although this is what they both dreamed of there are times, fleeting moments, when Jim kisses her cheek almost chastely or half listens to her recounting an anecdote, when she wonders if he found her more interesting during the war. She is content with this quieter life. She tells herself it’s only natural, in a marriage, for the romance to fade.

         Jim’s sister, Edith, often calls in for a cup of tea at the weekends. She’s a handsome woman, tall and fair like Jim, but aloof, not as warm – or at least, she’s like that with Maggie. Edith and her husband, George, have more money than they know what to do with. They live in an elegant six-bedroomed house at the end of a beech-lined drive. Edith doesn’t have to lift a finger; they have a nanny for their two children, a housekeeper and a gardener. She is always beau­tifully dressed, a chiffon scarf tied loosely around her neck, her blonde hair set in waves.

         Edith is never unpleasant to Maggie, but she doesn’t seem to want to be friends either. ‘You must come round for tea, Maggie darling,’ she says in front of Jim; but later, when he’s speaking to George, ‘Unfortunately, next week is terribly busy,’ and she talks about her children’s piano lessons, coffee mornings and appointments. If she and Edith meet at all, it’s by chance while shopping in the village. Maggie revises her expectations. Perhaps a polite, arms-length relationship with her sister-in-law is for the best. She is grateful that Jim’s par­ents have retired to France; at least she only has to contend with Edith.

         One Sunday lunch, several years later, Maggie finally understands. It’s a bright summer’s day and, at Jim’s sugges­tion, they meet at the Anchor. The pub’s low ceilings and beams seem to trap the heat, and there is a stale smell of chips and beer, but their table is by a window and looks out on to a pretty walled garden and golden fields.

         Edith brushes the wooden chair before sitting down, smooths her floral-print swing dress and removes her white gloves. Maggie hopes that Vivien and Michael are behaving themselves with Edith’s nanny; they are younger than Harry and Catherine, and can be impulsive.

         Jim and George go up to the bar to order. The pub is busy and the two men wait their turn. The barmaid seems to know Jim. She speaks to him and smiles while pulling pints. She is a striking young woman. Dark eyes, smooth olive skin; her shining black hair falls in waves to her waist.

         Edith sighs, fanning herself with her hand. ‘I’m parched, but at least Jim’s got the barmaid’s attention.’ She gives Maggie one of her tight smiles. ‘My brother’s always had girls after him. There was an heiress who was terribly keen, before the war. What’s your secret, darling? How did you persuade him to settle down?’

         Maggie is aware of the way women look at her husband, but it has never troubled her. ‘I don’t have secrets,’ she says lightly. ‘Just lucky, I suppose.’

         They both watch Jim, leaning against the bar, speaking to the dark-haired girl. She reminds Maggie of the girls she saw in Italy during the war.

         ‘Yes,’ Edith says softly, almost kindly.

         There is no need to say any more. Jim could have married an heiress. Maggie is a disappointment.
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