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One Sea-Side Grave

Unmindful of the roses,

Unmindful of the thorn,

A reaper tired reposes

Among his gathered corn:

So might I, till the morn!

Cold as the cold Decembers,

Past as the days that set,

While only one remembers

And all the rest forget, -

But one remembers yet.

Christina Georgina Rossetti

(1830–1894)


Chapter 1


Tuesday, 11th December 1917. Boulogne, northern France.


‘Watling!’

Winnie Watling’s eyes shot open. Her dream, where Kaiser Wilhelm was unravelling bandages as fast as she rolled them, vanished. She must have nodded off as she sat on the wooden bench in the ambulance, squashed between the back door and a stout soldier. Now, shielding her eyes against the sudden light, she saw Sister Starch holding open the door and behind her, Boulogne harbour, where more ambulances and trucks were discharging bandaged, limping or stretchered soldiers onto the quayside.

‘Yes, Sister?’

‘Look lively, Watling. Get yourself down here. This is the last convoy of wounded. Help your group to the gangplank. Don’t dawdle. The boat leaves in thirty minutes. Telegrams have been sent. There are families in England waiting for these men.’

Winnie clutched the envelope that her cousin Grace had thrust into her hand before the ambulance left the hospital. The latest post from England. Winnie’s heart sank at the sight of her mother’s copperplate script. She knew what the letter would say. They were always the same. Throw it away, a voice inside her urged. Oh, it was tempting, but she would read it. Didn’t she always? But not now.

She pushed it deep into her pocket, touching on something flat and metallic. Pulling it out she saw it was a small brown coin, ten centimes, left over after paying the old woman for vegetables in Sainte-Agnes-au-bois. Winnie’s throat constricted, her lungs struggling against her tightening chest, remembering the woman, now dead, and her little grandson.

‘Watling! Did you hear me?’’

‘Sorry, Sister.’

Winnie jumped down from the back of the ambulance. Lining the harbourside was a higgledy-piggledy row of warehouses and cranes, with three boats rocking on the water as wooden boxes were unloaded onto the wharf. One sounded its whistle and grey wisps of smoke snaked from a funnel towards a small bi-plane, a tricolour flag flapping on its tail, as it came in to land. Winnie watched it touch the water, agitating the surface, forcing small waves outwards. She crossed her fingers. Please God it’ll be a smooth crossing and that any U-boats out there somehow know we’re transporting wounded. She turned to the soldiers sitting in the back of the ambulance and patted the two nearest on the shin. Bandaged eyes turned towards her.

‘Move towards my voice. Use the ambulance walls to guide you to the door edge. That’s it.’ She watched anxiously as they inched down the ambulance’s wooden benches towards the opening where, with a hand on the door, a tentative foot towards the ground, they eased themselves out onto the quay. One, a captain judging by the three stars on his sleeve, misjudged the edge, losing his balance. Winnie rushed to take his arm, but he fended her off, shouting,

‘I can manage, damn it.’

She stepped back.

‘Sir, I think that was the nurse!’ said one of her charges.

‘Forgive me, Nurse. It’s just these…’ The captain touched the crepe bandages over his eyes.


‘I’ve heard worse,’ said Winnie, ‘much worse. I could probably make you blush.’


He cocked his head to one side. ‘Your voice… I’ve heard those words before. You’re the nurse from that ambulance that picked us up from the Casualty Clearing Station. You rescued that little Belgian boy, didn’t you?’

‘Watling!’ Sister Starch’s voice razored through the thrum of voices and shuffling feet.

‘Oh, Lord. I’ll be for it. Hurry, please.’ Winnie stood biting her lip as she allowed her group of blinded soldiers to organise themselves into a line, the right hand of each on the shoulder of the one in front. Many had uniforms stiff with dried mud or the darker stain of blood, two leaned on canes protecting an injured leg or foot and all had bandages over their eyes. Until her training had begun, eighteen months before, Winnie’s eyes would have teared-up to see the line of young men, heads bent, waiting for her, but she was more resilient now and hurried to the head of the line, tucked the leading soldier’s arm into her own and walked them towards the gangplank, forcing gaiety into her voice,

‘His Majesty’s finest cruise ship is at our disposal for today’s luxurious voyage across the Channel.’

One or two gave a small cheer but she heard the captain’s voice from the back mutter, ‘A rotting old tub, I’ll be bound.’

‘Good ol’ Blighty,’ sighed the soldier on her arm.

‘The weather is,’ she cast an anxious eye to the sky and crossed her fingers again, ‘fair, and the wind is, I think, behind us.’

‘As is the Hun,’ said the captain.

Surprised at the bitterness in his voice, she said lightly, ‘Who’s waiting for you in England, Captain?’

‘No-one.’

‘I’ve gorra girl,’ piped up a Liverpool accent. ‘We’ve been courting three years. We can get wed now. If she’ll ‘ave me. Like this, I mean. She could ‘ave any fella, she’s beautiful.’

‘She got a sister, Walt?’ chirruped a voice from the back.

‘Nah. But I have,’ said another.


‘Cheers, mate, but if she’s an ugly mug like you—’ The voice lapsed into coughing, ‘But then it don’t matter, do it? I won’t have to look at ‘er. Me eyes are napoo.’


‘You don’t know that,’ said Winnie. ‘In time, lots of soldiers recover their sight. Some quite quickly, in fact.’

‘The nurse is right, lads,’ said the Liverpudlian. ‘When me bandages were changed this morning, I reckon I could see shapes, shadows like.’

Her group had reached the bottom of the gangplank where a fat corporal balanced a clipboard on his stomach. He looked up from under his cap brim, barked, ‘Name, rank and regiment,’ licked the tip of his pencil and waited.

The soldier on Winnie’s arm straightened. ‘Dartin, Private, 9th Batallion, The East Dorsetshires.’

A lick of the pencil. Tick.

Winnie placed the soldier’s arm on the gangway’s hand rope, telling the others where it was. The corporal moved down the line.

‘Crowther, Private, Rifle Volunteers … Harrison, Private, East Dorsetshires ... Winter, Private…’. 

The last in line was the captain.

‘Hunter, Captain, East Dorsetshire Regiment.’

The corporal nodded and said to Winnie. ‘All present and correct, Nurse.’ Then shouted, as if the soldiers were deaf as well as blind, ‘You can board now. The gangplank’s steep, so hold on to the rope rail. There’s someone at the top’ll guide you.’

The line shuffled upwards and he turned to Winnie who was still waiting.

‘Yes?’

‘My name should be on there.’ Winnie was scanning the upside-down list. ‘There. Watling, Winifred. Voluntary Aid Detachment. Lady Edith Stirling’s Brigade.’

Another lick, another tick, and for her, a yellow-toothed grin.

‘Looking forward to seeing your family, Nurse?’

She touched the pocket which held the unopened letter, muttered, ‘No, I’m not,’ and moved forward, bumping into the back of the captain, who had stopped at the bottom of the gangplank. ‘Is there anything the matter, Captain?’

‘No,’ he snapped. He seemed about to say something else and Winnie waited, hearing the shouts of the sailors and the rumble of the ropes being uncoiled from the rusted mooring bollards and hauled onto the boat.

‘Captain?’


He spoke again, this time with a conciliatory tone in his voice. ‘But maybe I can help you’, but before he could say anymore the corporal shouted to get on board as the ship was about to sail.



Chapter 2

Winnie felt the deck vibrate beneath her feet when the boat picked up speed as it passed the harbour wall and headed into the Channel. She watched the seagulls wheeling above the churning white foam trailing in the boat’s wake, the wave crests frothed wildly before widening and weakening and finally dissolving into slate-grey sea.

That’s like my life, she thought. What did Miss Newell at Thunorburne Grammar School call it? A metaphor, that’s it. It’s a metaphor for my life. The frenzy of northern France – convoy after convoy passing through the hospital, making the days a whirl of dressings, blood and bedpans, surviving on cigarettes and snatched sleep – is disappearing and I’ll be swallowed up by Thunorburne and life the way it was before Aunt Edith cajoled Mother into allowing me to volunteer. Pulling out the now-crumpled envelope that Grace had thrust at her, Winnie ripped it open and shook out the folded papers it held.

‘A letter, Nurse?’ Beside her, the captain’s voice was flat.

‘My mother. She writes every week.’

‘Very dutiful, your mother.’

‘Oh, yes, Mother is a great believer in duty.’

‘She must be very proud of you. It’s no small thing to give up a comfortable life in England and endure the hardships that you nurses do. How long is your leave?’

‘It isn’t, leave that is. I’m going home, maybe for good.’ Her voice was bleak as she stared at the coastline of mainland Europe fading into the distance.  

‘You sound as though the thought does not please you.’

Is it so obvious even the blind can tell, she wondered, but said out loud, ‘I’ve been unwell. I wanted to stay in France, but the unit’s doctor said otherwise,’ and one never questions doctors.

‘I, too, have no wish to return.’

She looked at him curiously. Usually, the injured made no attempt to hide their pleasure at going home for a few weeks’ recuperation, especially those who had a ‘Blighty wound’ and would never be sent back across the Channel to face the enemy again.

‘If you’re worried about your sight, don’t be. In time, lots of soldiers recover their—’

‘Sight. Yes, yes. You said.’ He stabbed his cane on the deck. ‘You know, I came out here expecting to die. Instead,’ he touched his bandages, ‘I’m going home. Blind and missing part of my foot.’

‘Most men would be grateful, Captain. There are many—’

‘Grateful? To live like this,’ he was shouting as he twisted towards her, ‘when I was prepared for death? If you want to preach…’ He turned away.

Her face burning, Winnie looked at the men around them. A few were rudely listening to their conversation although, true, he had been rather loud. One or two were nodding their heads at his words, but most seemed to be in as comfortable a position as they could find for the voyage, collars pulled up against the wind and hands tucked under their arms, eyes closed. The Tommies’ amazing ability to snatch sleep anywhere, a skill she too had acquired.

‘What are you going to do back home?’ Thankfully, he’d lowered his voice.

‘What am I going to do? I don’t know. Everything happened so quickly. Just when I thought I was going to return to full-time duties, Sister Starch called me in—’

‘Sister Starch?’


‘Sister Ellingham’s nickname. Not that we dared say it to her face. She was at one of the big London hospitals before she volunteered for France, so she has very high standards and made sure everyone else had them too, or else she’d have your guts for garters.’ Winnie paused, remembering that last meeting in Sister Starch’s office. Sister’s usually brusque voice gentle as she’d explained that Winnie’s health had not yet sufficiently recovered and she was not capable of the standard twelve-hour shifts, let alone the eighteen-hour ones they did when there was a “push” on. ‘She told me the hospital won’t allow nurses who can’t pull their weight, and I can’t, not since my accident, not yet. I’m accompanying the wounded up to London and then… and then I have to go back home. For a few weeks, at best.’ Several months, at worst.


‘What awaits you at… Where is it you live?’

‘Thunorburne.’

‘What awaits you at Thunorburne?’

Winnie pictured the chestnut and oak-lined road leading out from Thunorburne towards the gentle hills of North Wiltshire. Mafeking Road, the chosen nesting place of the town’s solicitors, bankers and doctors, where halfway down stood number 12, a large red-brick house guarded by a high laurel hedge. Home. Father, out most of the day at the office then dining with clients at his club until late, leaving her with Mother, whose life consisted of visiting friends or drifting round the house, preparing to be “At Home”, while speculating out loud what rank Arthur might have achieved now or where he might have been serving. Remorse, regrets and reproach, that’s what awaited her.

The captain nudged her boot with his cane. ‘Oh, you are still there. What awaits you at Thunorburne?’

‘Life as it was before. Accompanying Mother, paying calls – although I believe that is much reduced now – Bridge…’ and she unfolded the letter from her mother, placed it on her skirt and holding it down in the wind, began to read.

Dear Winifred,

I trust this letter finds you well as are both Father and I. It has been a most vexing week. Clarke left without notice, saying she had gained employment in a munitions factory. It really was most inconsiderate of her. Despite her being somewhat ineffectual, we were resigned to her, as help is impossible to find now. This dreadful war. Everyone is complaining of the servant difficulty and in consequence, social visits are very infrequent. Mrs Copperwhite’s son, Geoffrey, who attended Levinghurst with our dear Arthur, has been promoted to Major. He remains in Mesopotamia. Her daughter, Helena, has returned from London. Such a help to her mother now we have these dreadful shortages. My nerves are really quite exhausted, and with the news of more Zeppelin raids, Father and I have decided—

Winnie pictured her mother writing this letter, in the drawing room, sitting at the walnut bureau, its top covered in photographs: Arthur in his long white christening gown, Arthur in his prep school uniform, Arthur with the Cricket First XI, Arthur in the striped jersey of Levinghurst’s rugger team, ball under his arm. She stared over the heads of the dozing Tommies at the rolling waves.

‘Pfft’ whistled through Winnie’s lips as she fought the urge to use one of the more colourful words she’d learned in the past months.

‘You don’t sound happy. Perhaps… you might be interested in a… proposition I have?’


Winnie sighed. Here it comes. It had happened to almost all the nurses and VADs, even Colette-with-the-wall-eye who scrubbed the floors, so it was bound to happen to her sooner or later.


‘There will be recompense, of course.’

‘Oh, of course.’ Who did he think he was? Some of the officers seemed to think all the nurses and VADs were fair game although, true, some were. Two or three names came to mind, despite their attempts to be discreet.

‘Don’t get on your high horse. It’s not what you think and yes, you may still be offended, but hear me out, please.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Would you consider spending the next few weeks with me.’

She jumped up, watching his hand floundering as he reached for her and found empty air. He must have been listening to the chatter of the WAAC girls as they sat in the warmth of the huts waiting for the next ambulance, making up scurrilous rumours about the VAD girls. Not that the VADs weren’t capable of holding their own in the gossip stakes, sending many a rumour round about this or that WAAC, seen in the hotel in Etaples in the company of an officer enquiring about rooms. The captain obviously thought that she was that sort. She stopped herself. Who was she to criticise? War did strange things to men—and women. Who could blame the captain for wanting to affirm life after what he had been through?

‘I have offended you, Nurse.’

‘Don’t be silly. I’ve heard worse I can assure you, especially when a patient is coming round from anaesthesia. But we’re sworn to secrecy.’ She sat down again. ‘I’m sure you’re very nice, but—’

‘I’m blind, Nurse, not stupid. I have offended you and I apologise, but hear me out.’

A sheen of sweat was forming on his flushed cheeks. He’s becoming feverish, she thought.

‘Captain, shush,’ she hissed. ‘If it’s that important to you, I’ll listen, but please, lower your voice. You are drawing attention to yourself, and me.’

‘You misunderstand me. I’m not interested in you, in, well, that way. Since I’ve been in the hospital, I know what you nurses do.’ He hesitated then ploughed on, his voice even lower. ‘More than a wife might do for her husband,’ adding hurriedly, ‘or a mother for her child.’ His head turned as if seeking the White Cliffs of England through the dimming light. ‘Back at the quay, I heard you say you are going home, and I know that you’ve been ill since your accident on the way back from the Casualty Clearing Station.’


‘I crocked up, congested lungs.’ And nightmares. Again.


‘Yes, I heard. My eyes might be done-for, but my ears are still sharp, despite the shelling. I overheard all manner of tittle-tattle. With my bed being next to the sink room or whatever it is, I learned, well, you can’t imagine.’

Winnie could. She’d lingered outside its door often enough.

‘I digress. Would you accompany me home while I convalesce? We can agree terms and I would be most generous with your salary.’

‘I’m not a fully qualified career nurse. I’m with a Voluntary Aid Detachment. I did basic training at the local hospital. Everything else I learned here, as I worked.’

‘I would introduce you as a nurse for my convalescence and Lennox, our family doctor is nearby, if required. Your experience will be sufficient. You can change dressings, can’t you?’

‘Yes, of course. But wouldn’t you rather your wife, or another female relative…?’

‘I’m not married. My mother’s dead, and my sister… well, squeeze too hard on a tube of red gouache and Joan keels over.’

Winnie’s spine relaxed against the wooden wall behind them. Was she too quick to judge? ‘They could engage a man instead.’

‘I have my own reasons for wanting this arrangement and besides where would one find a suitable man?’

That was true. Unless he was in a reserved occupation, every able-bodied man was in uniform. Winnie looked down at the letter, its edges flicking in the gusts blowing across the deck, then up to the West where the sky was bruised gold and lilac as the sun sank towards the sea. One more sunset and she would be back in the mausoleum of Mafeking Road. She scrunched the letter into a tight ball and launched it over the guard rail.  

‘I’ll do it.’


Chapter 3


Thursday, 13th December 1917. Hunter’s Hall, Dorset, England.


Although it was early afternoon, rain clouds like grubby cotton wool smothered the sky, dampening the light, as the horse-drawn taxicab carrying Winnie and Leo rolled between the lichen-covered gate posts of Hunter’s Hall. She shivered, her breath steaming in the cold, and longed for a blazing fire. Rubbing a gap in the grime of the window she saw a brick-built mansion house, set on a raised terrace. On either side a set of stone steps led down to a lawn that looked as if it had been well-tended once, but now weeds were winning the battle with the grass. The right-hand wing of the house was covered in dark ivy but plain umber-coloured brick was visible elsewhere. Carved gargoyles more usually seen on church rooves gurned out from the stone lintel above the wooden front doors and the stone pillars which supported a balcony that ran the length of the first floor. 

‘They know you’ve arrived,’ said Winnie, as the front door opened and people made their way down the steps. The group parted allowing an older man in a tweed suit to make his way to the front. Long strands of thin black hair were brushed across his bald head. He stroked them smooth, tugged on the bottom of his waistcoat and straightened his back, eyes locked on the taxicab.

Leo raised a hand to the bandages on his eyes. ‘Describe them.’


‘There’s an older-looking gentleman, with black hair,’ unnaturally black, ‘standing in front of the others. Quite stout, but broad shouldered, quite imposing, handsome. He looks as if he might have cut a dash in his younger days.’


‘My father, Sir John Hunter. He rode daily until the horses were taken for the war. He used to spend what little free time he had on the tennis court or fishing. Who else?’

‘A tall, thin man with straight hair the colour of wet wheat, wire-rimmed spectacles. I’d estimate him to be, oh, perhaps, around forty years. Quite stern looking.’

‘That’s Reginald, my sister, Joan’s husband. He only smiles at test tubes and balance sheets. Is Joan there, middle-height, wavy dark brown hair?’

Winnie peered at the group as the taxicab slowed.


‘There are two like that. One small and, er, rather dumpy, with two rather divine little children and another older, taller and slimmer, attractive in a smouldering sort of way. She reminds me of Elisabeth Risdon. I saw her in Florence Nightingale two years ago.’


‘Was that why you became a nurse?’

‘I’m not a nurse. I’m a VAD—and that was due to my Aunt Edith. She’s a great one for charity committees. She set up a Voluntary Aid Detachment, and well, volunteered me. Who are the two women?’

‘The taller one will be Cecily, my stepmother. Joan could never be described as smouldering. Mouldering, perhaps, as she was rather a bluestocking as a girl, keen to go to Oxford, but she forgot all that when she met Reginald. Now everything revolves around him and the children.’

‘Twins?’

‘Yes. William and Roberta, or Billy and Bobbie as we call them. Spawn of the Devil, by all accounts.’

‘Do you mean your brother-in-law? Or are the children impish?’

‘Impish. Joan despairs of them at times. They’ve already seen off two nursery maids and they’re not yet six. Reginald’s not a bad stick. Works with Father in the business.’

She wanted to know more, but the taxicab had stopped. Shrieking with excitement the twins ran to it, followed by their mother.

Winnie stepped outside, turning to help Leo navigate the narrow step down.

Joan cried, ‘Oh Leo. It’s really true. We thought… we’d been told…’, and she burst into happy sobs, hugging the twins to her. They twisted and turned, trying to see back over their shoulders, chanting,

‘Uncle Leo. Uncle Leo.’

Winnie touched Leo’s stick to his hand. He grasped it but did not move. She sniffed the wood smoke of a bonfire drifting on the frosty air and a rook cawed from the woods behind the house. Was he thinking the same as she was? How far away the murder and mayhem of Flanders seemed? Obviously not, as he said,

‘Thought what, Joan?’

Sir John stepped forward. ‘A telegram came a month ago, saying you were dead.’

‘Blasted army bureaucracy. Completely useless,’ muttered Leo.

‘We had a memorial service for you two weeks ago,’ sobbed Joan.

Sir John grasped Leo’s hand in both of his. ‘Then yesterday, another telegram came saying you were injured and had been evacuated.’

‘So we were expecting you yesterday evening,’ said Joan, her mouth wobbling between sob and smile.

‘And now here you are, like Lazarus,’ said Reginald, a hint of a Black Country accent in his voice, slapping Leo on the back in a not-too-sure-if-this-is-hurting-you way.

Winnie tried to read their faces, but the family turned away from her and with Leo at its centre, the group moved towards the steps that led up to the open oak door. At the first step, Leo stumbled and cursed,

‘Damn it. Are you trying to finish me off?’

Joan flinched. Winnie saw Leo’s mouth tighten. Was he in pain? She should check his foot.  

‘Winnie?’

‘Here.’ The family, faces puzzled, stood back to let her pass.

‘Father, Joan, everyone, may I introduce Miss Winifred Watling,’ said Leo. ‘Miss Watling was serving in Flanders. She was returning to her home but I persuaded her to nurse me here during my convalescence. Miss Watling—’

‘Winnie. I’d like everyone to call me Winnie,’ she said, mustering what she hoped was a winning smile towards faces that were as stony as the carvings above the door.

‘Winnie was nursing at the hospital where I was treated. She is experienced with injuries such as mine.’

Leo’s words and Winnie’s smile were not having an effect. Maybe she should try something else. She assumed an earnest expression and touched Leo’s arm to stop him.

‘Leo, perhaps one of your family…? I need only stay tonight. Tomorrow I could demonstrate how to clean and remove any infected tissue, administer the creams, how and where to dispose of soiled dressings… It’s really not too complicated. Anyone could learn. It’s only twice a day.’ She allowed that to sink in before adding, ‘Usually. Then I could continue on home to Thunorburne. My mother lacks help at home at the moment and …’ but the women were already rushing forward saying what a pleasure it was to make her acquaintance and would one of the maids take Winnie’s case up to the second floor?

‘No. The first floor,’ interrupted Leo, ‘on the family corridor. Winnie is here as my guest.’

Winnie ignored the speculative eyes around her and picked up the small medical case she’d purchased the day before, saying, ‘Two stone steps Leo, shallow, with a slight dip in the centre. That’s it. Four paces and you’re at the front door.’ They stepped inside the house. ‘We’re in a long, wide hallway with a marble floor, but there aren’t any rugs to worry about. On the righthand side there are doors, a corridor leading off, and a wide wooden staircase. At the bottom of the stairs is a grandfather clock and a walnut cabinet. There’s also a telephone table. On the left, there are three doors. Close to us is another walnut cabinet and an elephant foot umbrella stand. At the far end of the hall are two doors with an absolutely marvellous Christmas tree between them.’

‘Then nothing’s changed since I left.  I’ll be able to find my way around, but for a day or two, I’ll keep this.’ He swung his stick, smacking the walnut cabinet. A ginger-and-white cat shot out from beneath it with a yowl and skittered up the stairs.

‘Livingstone, I presume,’ Leo informed a startled Winnie. ‘He goes exploring for days at a time then struts home with lumps of fur missing. He’s been here for eight or nine years.’

The twins had escaped their mother’s grasp and four arms were now flung round Leo’s waist. Bobbie’s auburn ringlets were pressed against the serge of Leo’s uniform jacket.

‘Mother told us you were with the angels. Is this lady an angel? She doesn’t look like one. I’ve seen them in pictures. She’s not pretty. She’s not an angel.’

‘That’s enough, Roberta!’

Bobbie’s face turned sulky at her grandfather’s voice, but Billy asked,


‘Why are you playing Blind Man’s Buff, Uncle Leo? Can we play? Can we? Can we?’


Winnie cringed, but Leo said,


‘I’m not playing Blind Man’s Buff, Billy. I just look as if I am. I’m rather whacked now. Maybe we can play it another day and I’ll win because I’ve been wearing these bandages so long that I’ll be an ace at it.’ To Bobbie he said, ‘Angels come in all shapes and sizes. Sometimes they’re invisible and you only know they’re there if you see a tiny curly feather float to the ground.’ Bobbie’s eyes were round. ‘However, you’re right, Miss Watling is not an angel; she’s a nurse. That’s like an angel, but not quite.’


Winnie tried to imagine herself in a flowing gown and white wings, but pictures of slopping bedpans and amputated limbs intruded.

“Smouldering” Cecily glided forward. ‘Welcome home, Leo dearest. It’s truly a miracle. We thought you were dead, and now…’ She stepped back, holding him by the hands, frowning as she scrutinised his face. ‘You do look unwell.’ She turned to a young woman with fluffy pale blonde hair and a petulant mouth, whose blouse of overblown pink roses and dark green leaves brought a burst of colour to the assembled group. ‘Connie, would you telephone Doctor Lennox? Ask him to call forthwith.’

Winnie waited for Leo to protest at the fuss, but he remained silent.

‘Can’t it wait, Mother?’ The young woman made a petulant moue.

Cecily gave a slight lift of the eyebrows.

The girl’s pout grew bigger before she said, ‘Oh, very well,’ and flounced down the hall.

Cecily turned back to Leo, saying, ‘Now you’re home, safe, we can truly celebrate Christmas.’

Billy hopped from foot to foot, a flush of excitement across his pinched face. Bobbie spinning like a dervish, her ringlets bouncing and petticoats swirling, said, ‘Grandfather said we couldn’t have Christmas because you were dead, Uncle Leo.’

‘We can now,’ said Bobbie. ‘Mason brought the decorations down this morning and Matilda got the tree.’

‘Who’s Matilda?’ said Leo.

‘She’s a lady gardener and,’ Bobbie’s eyes widened further, ‘she wears trousers.’

Before the adults could protest, the twins were pulling Leo further down the hallway to where a large Spruce loomed, festooned in garlands. They let go of his hands and began racing around the tree, pointing and jumping up to touch the decorations.

‘I helped with the candles.’

‘I put the red baubles on.’

Billy leaped up, reaching towards a misshapen paper star, crying, ‘I made this’. His sleeve caught on a branch and the tree began to tilt. Decorations tumbling, it toppled to the floor with a shush of pine scented air, causing Sir John to leap to one side. Then silence, broken by the tinkling of a tin bauble which rolled to a stop by Winnie’s feet.

A roar from Sir John made her jump. ‘Joan! You have been warned. It’s high time they learned how to behave. You will make arrangements for William to attend boarding school. In January.’


Chapter 4

‘This is your room, Miss,’ said the diminutive maid, looking Winnie up and down, taking in everything from her belted trench coat and wide-brimmed hat to her laced-up black leather shoes.

Winnie patted her hat. It might not sport plumes and feathers, but it had served her well in the driving rain of northern France. Not that she hadn’t tried to buy more suitable clothes. On arriving in London, an exhausted Leo had taken rooms for them in Claridges’ Hotel, planning a comfortable night’s sleep before the early morning train from Waterloo station down to Dorset. While there, Leo had instructed her to equip a medical case with whatever she thought necessary for his care. After changing the bandages on his eyes, which looked remarkably well, and tutting at the angry redness of his right foot where three toes had been amputated, she insisted he rest. He was snoring within seconds. While hanging up his uniform jacket, she spotted a piece of paper in one of the pockets. Opening it out, telling herself it was so she could flatten it and re-fold it correctly, she realised it was a brief note from a doctor at the hospital in France detailing the captain’s injuries. She read it, frowned, then returned it to his pocket.

When he woke, he said he needed a haircut and a shave otherwise his family would mistake him for a tramp. She’d left him at the barbers in Claridges’ Hotel and walked along Oxford Street seeking a new outfit and a Post Office to telegraph Grace informing her where she was going. Winnie had intended buying a more feminine dress and jacket suitable for polite society but had been thwarted by the scarcity in the shops. Leo had had better luck as she found him smooth-cheeked, his pale brown moustache and hair newly trimmed and his uniform jacket freshly pressed. Her trench coat, lace-up shoes and broad-brimmed hat would have to do for the moment,

‘I be Mason, if you needs anything.’ Still staring at Winnie’s masculine attire, the maid stood back to allow her to enter first.             

She stepped into the wood-panelled room and looked around. Her eyes were drawn to the bed. It was an old-fashioned wooden four-poster with a thick mattress, lace pillows and a pale jade silk eiderdown, a far cry from the narrow bed covered in coarse woollen blankets in the tent she’d shared with Grace in France. Her eyelids grew heavy just looking at it.

Mason opened the small suitcase and began shaking out Winnie’s clothes. She placed Winnie’s mother-of-pearl backed hairbrush, comb and mirror on a glass tray on the dressing table and then pulling out a dark blue woollen skirt, revealed a silver-framed photograph that had been wrapped in it.

‘I’ll take that,’ Winnie said, snatching the frame from the girl’s hand. She moved over to the window to catch the dying rays of the sun that angled low through the panes. The Winter Solstice was approaching, and the days were short. She pulled her handkerchief from her pocket and wiped the glass, staring down at the three figures frozen in sepia.

‘Them’s ‘andsome fellows with ‘ee, Miss. Be them your brothers?’ Mason was at her elbow, staring at the photograph. Winnie was about to hug the frame to herself when she realised the girl’s tone was wistful.  

‘No, Mason. Only one is my brother, that one there.’ She touched the face through the glass. ‘His name was Arthur. Like King Arthur and Camelot. My mother was a great reader when she was younger.’

‘And ‘im?’ Mason pointed to the other young man.

‘He… he was a sort of cousin. Cousin of a cousin, something like that. Distant family.’ She gently wiped away the smudge that Mason’s finger had left on the glass.

‘And they be…?’

She nodded. ‘Both of them.’

‘Both, oh Miss.’ Mason began to sniffle. ‘I’m sorry, Miss. My brother be dead, too. Four months gone. At Wipers.’

Winnie passed her the handkerchief. Let the girl think both Arthur and Edward were killed in the war, to satisfy her curiosity, unlike Winnie’s own which was itching to learn more about the Hunter family. She sat on the worn velvet window seat.

‘Why not fetch us both a nice hot cup of tea and you can tell me about your brother and then…’ She glanced towards the open door and whispered, ‘perhaps tell me about the captain’s family, too?’

Mason nodded, blew her nose, then tucked Winnie’s handkerchief in her own apron pocket and scurried off.

Another sodden handkerchief and two milky teas later – oh, for an enamel mug of strong hospital coffee – Winnie felt she knew every leaf and twig on the Mason family tree as far back as the destruction of nearby Corfe Castle by the Roundheads in 1646, as well as some branches of relative newcomers to the area, the Hunter family.

Plain John Hunter, as he was then, had installed himself in the village of Netting Handley, in the year of Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. He had been travelling round the country seeking a site on which to build his new factory. Staying with friends in Poole for a boating holiday, he had decided that Dorset would be the ideal home for both his business and family. At that time he was a widower, aged forty, with three young children. Leo, then nine, was at boarding school and twins, Joan and David, were aged six or seven. A year after that holiday, the Hunters were established in Dorset, and the machines were running in Sir John’s new factory.

‘For years, society ladies along the coast set their caps at ‘im, but they ‘ad their noses put out when ‘e upped and married his housekeeper, Cecily Jennings as was then, five year gone.’

Winnie raised her eyebrows. So, Cecily had been “below stairs” staff? She would drink any number of cups of milky tea for this.

‘Cecily was Sir John’s housekeeper? Cecily, now Mrs Hunter?’


‘Lady Hunter, since 1916,’ Mason nodded. ‘The wedding, in 1912, well, proper scandal it were. Her a widow-woman and at thirty-five she were twenny year younger than ‘e.’ She leaned close, whispered, ‘Sir John likes ‘is staff, if you know what I mean, and it were said she were,’ her eyes dropped towards her stomach.


‘Were she? I mean, was she?’

Mason shrugged. ‘No babby arrived. She already ‘ad two childer of ‘er own – Miss Connie and Master Harry, who died – but ‘er and Sir John never had none together an’ that’s why I reckons Sir John—’

‘Mason!’

Mason jumped up as the object of conversation stepped into the room. At forty, Cecily’s face was beginning to lose its youthful elasticity and Winnie thought she could see a silver thread or two among the glossy brunette hair that was pulled into a slightly old-fashioned chignon, but the high cheekbones, well-defined lips and deep-set eyes the colour of woodland earth more than made up for these. Those dark eyes were now fixed on Mason, whose cheeks were afire.

‘I was just unpacking,’ said Winnie. ‘I asked Mason to make some tea as it was thirsty work. Thank you, Mason, I can manage now.’

Mason fled. Cecily’s eyes raked the room taking in the still bulging travelling case and the two cups and saucers. She picked up one of the teaspoons and examined it closely, tutting as she rubbed at something on the handle. ‘Nurse Watling—’

‘Winnie, please.’

‘It is not wise to become over-familiar with the household staff… Winnie. Please be so good as to remember that. If you’ll follow me, Doctor Lennox has arrived and is with Leo. Perhaps you would care to meet him?’

Leo’s bedroom door stood open. Winnie tapped it, paused a moment and then stepped inside where a tall, thin man of middle years, with a short black beard, was standing by the bed. Doctor Lennox she presumed, although his suit of loose blue serge seemed more suited to town than a country practice. He nodded to her as she approached, smoothed his brilliantined black hair back into place, pulled a stethoscope from his neck and dropped it into his bag. Pulling out a packet of Wills’ Gold Flake cigarettes and a box of matches, he said,

‘Everything seems most satisfactory, Leo.’ His tone was low and measured, with a hint of the Scottish borders. ‘You’re obviously in capable hands. Now, I’m going to have a word with your nurse about another of my patients. You’ve no objection, I take it? Good, good. We’ll just step onto the balcony while you finish dressing unless you need…?’

Leo made a “go, go” motion with his hand, and began fumbling with the buttons on his shirt. Dr Lennox twisted the wrought iron handle and pushed open the door to the balcony, waving Winnie ahead of him. He leaned against the stone balustrade, apparently oblivious to the sleet that was starting, and opened the cigarettes. 

‘You said another patient?’ prompted Winnie.

‘I treat all the family, and at Sir John’s request, the household staff.  Most are in fine fettle, but Sir John, I keep a close eye on him, hmm. Have done for some years.’ He shook his head. ‘He was devastated, devastated when the telegram arrived in November saying Leo was dead. The shock, hmm, the shock. I shall tell you this in confidence, Nurse Watling, I’m concerned for him.’

‘He seems well enough.’

Doctor Lennox wagged a finger at her. ‘I’m concerned.’

‘Leo told me—’

‘Leo has been away for three years. Sir John is not a well man. Not a well man, at all, though he will not admit it to anyone.’

She was staring hungrily at the Wills’ packet.

Cigarette dangling from his lip and match box in hand, the doctor paused, ‘Would you rather I didn’t?’

‘Oh, no, no. At the hospital, during breaks…’ Her voice trailed off as she remembered the warmth of a glowing cigarette cupped in her hand as she snatched five minutes away from bedlam, inhaling the smoke, waiting for calm to descend. Then she saw his outstretched hand offering the open packet. She took one, relishing the familiar feel and the anticipation of the first intake of nicotine. He struck a match, lit her cigarette and then his own, shaking out the flame.

‘Cecily – Lady Hunter – tells me recently you were in Flanders. What were you doing there?’

‘I was in a VAD unit. I trained at my local hospital, and then in August ’16, I volunteered for overseas duty. I was sent to northern France, to a field hospital. I worked on the wards – sometimes being left in sole charge of one – learned from the professionally qualified nurses, collected patients from Casualty Clearing Stations—’

‘Did you work in the Dispensary?’ His interruption sounded casual, but his eyes were sharp.

‘No, but we had lectures from the dispensers and learned how to prepare certain compounds. Why? Does the family doubt my competence?’ 

The doctor waved his cigarette back and forth leaving a zig-zag trail of smoke in the air. ‘No, no, not at all. You must forgive my clumsy interrogation, Nurse. Your experience overseas is intriguing, really most intriguing, and I was interested to converse with a fellow medical professional,’ she stood straighter at his words, ‘about a situation that is unfamiliar to me. Death, yes, of course. I deal with it every week but,’ he blew a line of smoke into the air, ‘the injuries caused in this war … terrible, terrible.’  He ground the stub of his cigarette beneath his heel, opened the packet again, offering it to her first. ‘And the invisible injuries to the mind…’.

She stared. He was surprisingly modern.

He caught her look. ‘Oh, yes, my dear. I believe the mind can suffer as well as the body.  But I digress. I have a selfish reason for finding out what you know.’ He tapped the cigarette gently on the balustrade. ‘Can I speak to you in, hmm, confidence?’

She nodded.   

‘I spend a lot of time here at the Hall, administering to the family.’ He inched towards her lowering his voice as he got closer. ‘Sometimes – no, often – my presence is unnecessary. Completely unnecessary. An anxious patient, a powder to be administered. But I come anyway. For things that could be done by any competent person, but they call me. I’m sure that you have experienced this?’

‘Not in France, but’ she hesitated, ‘at home, my mother would ask—’

‘Exactly!’ His pale green eyes gleamed. ‘I knew you would understand. I have no wish to offend Sir John who is a friend, a good friend, but,’ he stared at her as if willing her to intuit something, ‘I have other concerns, other patients, and I know some think I spend too much time here. It’s true, but…’. He shrugged.

‘I understand,’ she said, thrilled to be taken into his confidence, ‘and I’ll help in any way I can. The captain is convalescing but does not need me full-time. Perhaps I could help with your patients in the village?’

He shook his head. ‘Ministering to those in the Hall and reporting back to me will be more than sufficient, more than sufficient, believe you me. Here, you will find there’s—’

He stopped as a scream rang out.


Chapter 5


Doctor Lennox stubbed out his cigarette and strode through Leo’s bedroom and down the corridor. Wondering how he knew where to go, Winnie hurried after him, Sister Starch’s Walk, don’t run! echoing in her mind. He entered a room at the end of the corridor and following, she found herself in another bedroom. A young woman stood by the bay windows. Her thin rectangular figure, mousey-hair and small pale face made her look like an outline waiting for the artist to make up his mind. Who was she? She hadn’t been there at Leo’s arrival. 


‘I saw him. I saw him. David. Outside.’

Doctor Lennox went to the window, head moving slowly from left to right as he stared out.

‘No, Freda. There’s nobody there.’

Winnie moved to stand beside him and peered out, screwing up her eyes to see beyond the strengthening sleet. They were at the back of the house. Light from the ground-floor windows fell across the terrace. Steps descended to the garden, where everything was blurred, the boundary bushes hunched like misshapen figures against the gloom of the woods.

‘David was there, please believe me.’ Freda’s voice was as insubstantial as her presence. ‘I knew he would come.’


‘You are seeing things, lassie,’ he said, then murmured ‘again’. He raised an eyebrow at Winnie, as if to say, See what I mean? before leading the trembling young woman towards the bed as gently as if she were a nervous filly hearing gunfire for the first time.


‘Hysteria at Hunter’s Hall,’ drawled a pseudo-American voice behind Winnie. ‘What a simply marvellous title for a play.’

She turned to see the sulky young blonde slink into the room.

‘Still performing, Connie?’ Doctor Lennox’s voice was brusque from across the room.

‘All the world’s a stage, Doc darling,’ said Connie, ‘although Freda does rather ham it up, don’t you think?’

‘Her nerves have given way,’ he said.

‘It happens,’ Winnie nodded. ‘I saw such cases in Flanders.’ To Connie, she said, ‘Has Freda been involved in any war work that might have distressed her?’


Winnie could see Connie’s resemblance to Cecily, especially the same earth-coloured eyes, but unlike Cecily, Connie’s hair was white-blonde – was it dyed? Surely not! – contrasting with those dark eyes. If Cecily was smouldering, her daughter was striking, although her beautiful features were now contorted into a sneer.


Connie spluttered laughter. ‘Freda? Oh no, the most dangerous thing she ever did was leave her mother’s boarding house in Keswick and marry one of the Hunters.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Winnie

‘She incurred the wrath of my stepfather, Sir John,’ said Connie. ‘He was convinced she was a gold digger who’d got her claws into one of his precious sons and then when he died—’

Winnie glanced across the room at Freda, but she seemed oblivious to all except Doctor Lennox’s ministrations, nevertheless she lowered her voice. ‘Who?’

‘David. Leo’s younger brother. He and Joan were twins. And when David died, poor, frail Freda—’

‘Was David at the Front?’ asked Winnie.

‘Front, back, middle? We don’t know,’ sniggered Connie.

‘For God’s sake, Connie! Have you no respect?’ The doctor sounded appalled. ‘David Hunter was in a train crash, Nurse, the big one in Scotland, two years ago. They never recovered his body.’

‘And now, Freda is completely,’ Connie made a circling motion by her temple. ‘Utterly convinced David is alive, suffering from amnesia after the crash and when he recovers his memory, will come back to her.’

Winnie looked towards the bed where Freda lay rigid, her legs covered with a blanket. Doctor Lennox was giving her an injection, murmuring to her as he leaned close. Winnie closed her eyes and concentrated but couldn’t catch the words.

‘Don’t be deceived,’ said Connie in her ear. ‘Freda looks fragile, but when she needs to, she can make a crocodile handbag seem soft. Sir John wants her to be treated in a private asylum—a good way of getting rid of her, I suppose, but Freda won’t have it. Though why anyone would want to remain here…’ Connie snorted and flung out an arm as if encompassing the house and family, all the time watching herself in the dressing table mirror.

Freda appeared to be drifting into sleep, her ragged breathing slowing and deepening. Blue veins snaked beneath the thin white flesh of her eyelids which fluttered as heavy footsteps reverberated along the corridor.

Sir John appeared. His voice bellowed, ‘What is it this time?’ He pushed past Winnie and Connie and strode to the bottom of the bed. He looked down at Freda and grunted, ‘More damn tomfoolery.’

Freda’s eyes opened and she tried to push herself upright, slurring,

‘Shan’t go. Can’t make me. David. Here. Saw David.’

He snorted, looked at the doctor. ‘Lennox. A word before you leave. Drop by my study. This nonsense has gone on long enough.’ Then he stomped out of the door.

‘Oh-oh,’ Connie leaned towards Winnie, her eyes alight with malicious pleasure, ‘Freda’s finally off to the Funny Farm.’


Chapter 6

At dinner that evening, Winnie met the final member of the family living at Hunter’s Hall. Although the Hall had electricity, candles lit the length of a table that did not know shortages. The war in Flanders was two days and a million miles away it seemed. Sir John, now in black dinner suit and high collar, epitomised bonhomie, but closer inspection revealed the downturned mouth and myopic eyes that lingered a little too long it seemed as they passed over Winnie. Leo, sat with his eyes bandaged, below which his face was white with fatigue and probably, pain. His limp had seemed worse when escorting Cecily into the dining room and Winnie made a note to mix him a sleeping draught before bed.

Everyone was seated. Sir John drummed his fingers on the table. Cecily was making minute adjustments to the already perfect place setting in front of her. Connie examined her manicure. Why the wait? Then there was a bang on the door, which swung back hitting the wall with a thud and with a squeaking of wheels a wizened gnome in a bath chair wheeled itself into the dining room. A long black dress and a white lace widow’s cap, that would not have looked out of place on Queen Victoria, were the only clues that the gnome was female.

‘Leo and Joan’s grandmother, Elizabeth Harris, mother of Sir John’s late first wife,’ Doctor Lennox whispered to Winnie, ‘and bane of Sir John’s life.’

The old lady manoeuvred her chair into the space at the end of the table and without waiting for anyone else, picked up a spoon and began sucking up the Oxtail soup. If the noise was a measure of enjoyment, then the soup must be good. Winnie breathed in the rich, beefy smell that steamed from the bowl and picked up her own spoon. She glanced round the table to remind herself who was who. Sir John sat at the head of the table, his arm going up and down like a pump as he ate, barking words at Leo on his right. Next to Leo were his sister Joan and her husband, Reginald and then Cecily’s daughter from her first marriage, Connie something. Jennings, that was it. Connie Jennings. On the other side of the table Doctor Lennox was flanked by Winnie and Sir John’s second wife, Cecily. At the end, bath chair like a throne, sat Old Elizabeth Harris. Sir John’s daughter-in-law, Freda, was still asleep upstairs. The twins, Billy and Bobbie, had been banished, despite protesting they wanted to stay with Uncle Leo. A hollow-cheeked maid with doleful eyes had borne them upstairs, but not before Billy had kicked her ankle. Sir John gave him a hard smack and threatened a whipping for further disobedience, before reminding Joan about boarding school. Joan sat downcast, picking at her bread, occasionally giving her father a pleading look which he ignored. 
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