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It’s about time I thanked Galvin Dwyer and Todd Galuin, the computer gurus who’ve been building and servicing my computers for a good few years – not to mention answering dozens of questions from me. Couldn’t manage without you, guys!




Prologue


November 1918



At two o’clock in the morning of Tuesday, November 12th, when everyone else in the house had gone to bed after celebrating the end of the war, Lady Daphne Bingram sat alone in the library sipping a final glass of brandy and wondering what her life would now become. She wasn’t sad that the war was over, never that! But she was sad at the thought of disbanding her ‘girls’ because she’d miss them dreadfully.


Her thoughts inevitably drifted back over the war years. She’d formed her group of aides as a personal contribution to the war effort – and what a splendid bunch they were! They came from all sorts of backgrounds from maidservants to prim, ageing spinsters and privileged daughters of the rich, and were of all ages, with the majority in their mid to late twenties now and the oldest fifty-four.


She’d started with twelve of them, picking women she’d met here and there who seemed to have more gumption than most. Twelve were all she and her husband could afford to support and buy uniforms for, since they were comfortable rather than rich.


She’d had the aides taught to drive and learned with them – such fun! – then borrowed several cars from friends who were also keen to support the war effort. Ready at last, she’d offered her aides to the War Office to replace the soldiers who drove senior officers from the armed forces around London or further afield. Jolly well the girls had done it, too. Later she’d bought a couple of motorcycles, one with a sidecar.


And her original group of aides had been so appreciated that the government had given her money to employ and train more of them to do special clerical and other work, women prepared to go wherever they were needed. Now the group numbered over fifty.


Later she’d opened a canteen in her London home, a place where men from the armed forces who were recuperating or on leave could spend a few hours at no cost, without the need to buy alcohol.


What would become of her aides now that the war was over, though? Many of the men coming back would be treated as heroes, but what about the unsung heroines who’d also contributed a great deal to winning the war? And once the men reclaimed their jobs, what would happen to the women who’d been doing them? She’d had enough experience of the unfairness of life to be sure that women would not be given the credit they deserved. Would they even be allowed to continue using their new skills in the place of men who’d died, or would they be pushed back into their former narrow lives?


She’d keep in touch with her girls and always be there to help them – well, she would as long as she lived. She was getting on for seventy now, though she didn’t feel it.


Raising her glass, she drained the last few drops of brandy in a silent toast to ‘Lady Bingram’s Aides’, as everyone called them.
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November 1918 – March 1919



Those aides not on duty had just finished breakfast, which was rather late today because of the celebrations of the previous day. Ellen saw Lady Bingram standing in the doorway and nudged the woman next to her. As usual, everything stopped when her ladyship came in and stood waiting for their attention at the head of the table.


‘My dears, now that the war is over, I’m afraid we shall have to start thinking about the future. It won’t happen overnight, because there is still the influenza epidemic and we can help there. But when we have no more purpose as a group, we shall have to disband. I’m mentioning it today because I want to give you as long as possible to think about what you’re going to do with your lives from now on. And if any of you needs help, come and see me. Even after you leave, well, you will always know how to contact me if I can do anything for you. Be sure I shan’t forget you . . . ever.’


There was utter silence, then one girl sniffed and pulled out a handkerchief.


‘No tears!’ her ladyship said sharply. ‘We shall hold our heads high until the end.’


She gave them a smile and walked briskly out.


Ellen was rostered to clear up and noticed that her companion in the kitchen was quieter than usual.


‘I don’t want to go back home, do you?’ Tessa said as they washed and wiped the dishes together. ‘There’s nothing for me there but a dull life looking after Father.’


Ellen looked at her in sympathy. They all knew what a bully Tessa’s father was, how angry he’d been when his daughter joined Lady Bingram’s Aides and left his care to an elderly cousin. ‘You don’t have to go back to living with him.’


‘What else can I do? He’s nearly eighty now.’ She sighed. ‘But you at least are free to find a more interesting job. Have you got any idea yet what you’re going to do?’


‘I only wish I had. I don’t know what I want and that’s the truth.’


When they’d finished, Ellen hung the tea towel over the drying rack and went outside to clean the motorcycle and sidecar that she had used more than anyone else to deliver important documents and messages all over London. She loved driving round on it, would miss it dreadfully.


She’d always planned to return to Lancashire after the war but didn’t intend to live at home. She didn’t get on with her stepfather, never had, and though she tried to be polite to him, he didn’t pay her the same courtesy, ordering her around as he did her mother and expecting her to ‘jump to it’ and serve him like a lord.


When she was fourteen she’d been glad to leave home and live in at the Hall, and she knew she could return to her old job there, because her mother had said so several times in her letters. ‘No, I’m not going back to being a housemaid!’ Ellen didn’t realise she’d spoken aloud until she heard a chuckle just behind her.


‘First sign of madness, talking to yourself.’ The cheeky young delivery boy from the grocer’s winked at her as he lugged a big basket of provisions down the steps.


She smiled. He was sixteen and undersized, so hadn’t been able to feign being older as some had done in order to volunteer for the Army. Now he wouldn’t have to face the horrors of war, he and many lads like him. But her smile soon faded and her thoughts returned to her own problems. She’d go mad stuck indoors, cleaning the same rooms day after day so that a rich family could live in an immaculate house. Surely she’d be able to find a job where some of her new skills would be used? But try as she might, she couldn’t think what that job might be in peacetime.


She’d learned so much since becoming one of Lady Bingram’s Aides. She’d arrived in London a quiet, rather shy girl of twenty who had met Daphne when her ladyship came to visit her employer in Lancashire and then had been given a lift in Daphne’s motor car when walking back from town on her day off. After her initial shyness she’d enjoyed chatting to her mistress’s guest and had told her about the books she borrowed from the library about far-away places.


She could never have guessed where this meeting would lead until a letter arrived from her ladyship inviting Ellen to join her Aides and do important war work. She’d accepted because by that time she was fed up with working at the Hall.


Her stepfather had been furious, as had her employer, but Ellen knew this was her big chance to see something of the world, possibly the only chance she’d ever have. Before she went to London she knew only about housework and life in a village in Lancashire. Now, she not only knew her way round the nation’s capital but could drive both a motor car and a motorcycle, service their engines and do simple repairs too. She was comfortable talking to people from the highest to the lowest, could do paperwork and simple accounts. She’d even worked for a time as a stewardess on a ship bringing Belgian refugees back to England. She liked to think she could turn her hand to just about anything because of these experiences.


As she stood lost in thought, Daphne Bingram strolled out to join her in the mews, looking tired, as if she hadn’t slept very well.


‘I’ll miss this old girl.’ Ellen indicated the machine, which was now gleaming and ready for use. It was an A.J.S. model ‘D’ passenger outfit, sturdy and reliable, and she preferred driving it to motor cars, if truth be told, loved to feel the wind on her face.


Daphne studied it. ‘The cars I borrowed can go back to their owners, but I had to buy the motorcycles. It’d be a waste to leave the two of them standing idle, so I suppose I’ll have to sell them.’


It was then that the idea came to Ellen, such a bright, wonderful idea. ‘How much would you want for this one?’


That urchin’s grin that they all loved to see lit up Daphne’s face. ‘Ten pounds if it’s going to a good home.’


‘That’s not a fair price. It’s worth much more.’


‘I know how you love this machine and I think ten pounds is very fair, given the circumstances.’


Ellen looked at her uncertainly.


‘It’d please me very much to see the bike go to you.’


And she couldn’t resist it for a moment longer. ‘Done! And thank you so much. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.’


Solemnly they shook hands, then Ellen turned and stroked the machine. Hers, now. It would cause a sensation in the village and her stepfather would throw a fit, but she didn’t care.


It was a symbol of her new life, owning a machine like this. It seemed to promise that she didn’t need to give everything up, that she could do anything she chose in the bright new world they were promised.


Sergeant Seth Talbot got up very early the morning after the war ended, just wanting to enjoy a few minutes’ peace and quiet. None of the men was awake, so he got his wish and though it was chilly, he went outside the hut where twenty new recruits were still sleeping and sat down on the wooden steps. He was more relieved than words could ever say that he wouldn’t have to turn another group of dewy-eyed, enthusiastic boys into cannon fodder.


He stayed there, enjoying the silence and fresh taste of the morning air, until he heard voices. Then he went inside to begin his day. But for the life of him, he couldn’t summon up his usual fierceness. It had been alien to his nature, but the only way he knew to frighten the duller lads into learning enough to perhaps save their young lives when they were out there in the trenches. He knew all too well what conditions were like in that hell on earth, as he had been there himself for two long, weary years until he was injured and then transferred to training duties.


‘It’s all going to be different now, Sarge, isn’t it?’ one lad said as he made his morning round, inspecting their beds and kit to make sure all was in order. ‘We won’t have to fight. Will they send us home again, do you think, or keep us in the Army?’


He looked across at the lad and smiled, enjoying the thought that this one wouldn’t be killed. ‘Well, you won’t be going to fight, but it’ll take a while to demobilise everyone. And it never hurts to learn what you can, so we’ll carry on with our lessons until we’re told otherwise.’


They’d go away with more than fighting skills. In every group of new recruits there were lads who had never had a proper bath in their lives, who accepted being lousy as normal, and who didn’t know how to use knives and forks properly, others who couldn’t read and write properly. He and the elderly corporal were used to teaching many other things than how to fight and look like a well turned out soldier.


For the next few days Seth kept wondering what his life would be like as a civilian. Did he want to go back into the police force? He’d fought against his family’s wishes when he’d joined it in the first place, because they’d wanted him to continue working in his uncle’s corner shop, which was considered a step up from being a carter like his father. His uncle had no children, so getting their eldest son well in with him was regarded as a prudent move by his parents.


He’d gone to work in the shop when he was fourteen, because no one had given him a choice. He’d lived in an attic bedroom there and acted as general dogsbody, both in the house and in the shop. It was better than he’d expected, because his uncle was a kind man, but this wasn’t the sort of shop that delivered to customers and he absolutely hated being penned up all day indoors. But his uncle liked his food and fed them both well, so Seth had grown tall and strong while living with him.


The person he’d admired most in his new life was the police sergeant in charge of that part of Manchester, a man who could control naughty lads in the street with no more than a glance, yes and grown men too.


As soon as he was old enough, Seth apologised to his uncle and joined the police force. His next brother took his place in the shop, but poor Ben had been killed in ’16 in France at some obscure skirmish. Now Seth’s youngest brother was working in the shop, had been due to be called up, but would escape that, thank goodness.


Seth had enjoyed being a policeman. He’d believed in what he was doing – fighting crime and maintaining public order in Manchester. He’d been ambitious, hoping one day to rise to Sergeant or even higher.


He wasn’t ambitious in that way now.


It was seeing the scars on his chest and arm as he got washed that did it, brought back pictures of wounded men, dying soldiers, mangled bodies. He doubled up, trying desperately to hold back the agony. But he couldn’t and found himself weeping helplessly into his towel. So many good men dead, friends lost, others maimed. Why had he been saved?


When he recovered from the unmanly tears, his brain seemed clearer and he knew exactly what he wanted to do with his life. No more turmoil, if he could help it. No more ambition, either. All he wanted now was the peace and quiet of a small country town or village, preferably somewhere in the north of England, where he’d grown up.


He longed quite desperately to leave this crowded camp and go home.


They asked him to stay on in the Army but he refused. The Captain pressed him hard to reconsider, so he said quite simply, ‘I need some peace and quiet now, sir. I’ve had enough. The sooner I can get out of the Army, meaning no offence, the happier I shall be.’


The Captain looked at him long and hard, seeming to understand what he was feeling, because he nodded. ‘Very well. I’ll set things in motion. You can be proud of what you’ve done for your country, though, Talbot, and the regiment is proud of your bravery in rescuing those men in Flanders.’


Seth shrugged. ‘Anyone would have done the same. They gave me a medal, but it should have gone to everyone, because we all stuck together out there.’


The Captain held out his hand. ‘I’ve been happy to serve with you.’


They shook hands solemnly then Seth watched the Captain walk away with that slightly stiff gait. He’d lost a leg at Passchendaele but had talked his way into a desk job, because he came from an army family and had never wanted any other sort of life.


Seth knew it’d take a while for the Army to spit him out again, so he thought about his future for a week or two longer before writing to his former Police Sergeant and doing something that would have been unthinkable to the fiercely independent young man he’d been five years ago: asking a favour.


What did pride matter now? The only thing that mattered was building a world in which war could never, ever happen again. He wanted to be part of keeping the new peace, but only in a minor way. Mostly, he just wanted to enjoy it.


The next day Ellen went to the savings bank to withdraw some money to pay for the motorcycle. It was a daring thing for a woman to do, own and ride a vehicle like that, and she knew her mother and stepfather wouldn’t approve, but she was old enough at twenty-six to make her own choices.


At the bank there was a man behind the counter instead of Miss Phipps and Ellen asked where the usual teller was, worried that the kindly elderly lady she’d chatted to every week for the past few years might have fallen victim to the influenza.


‘She’s gone back to the office where she belongs,’ the new man replied in a snappy tone. ‘This is my job and now I’m doing it again. Anyway, women don’t understand money like men do.’


Ellen wasn’t being talked to like that by anyone. ‘Oh, and who do you think manages the housekeeping money in most homes?’


‘I’m talking about real money, the sort we handle in banks, not pennies. Now . . .’ He picked up her form and frowned at it. ‘You’re withdrawing rather a lot of money. Ten pounds! Are you sure you haven’t made a mistake?’


As he pushed the paper back towards her she saw that his hand was badly scarred, as if it’d been burnt, and guessed he’d been wounded and discharged from the forces recently. But that was no reason for him to speak so slightingly of poor Miss Phipps, who had once said wistfully how much more interesting it was to meet and talk to customers. And his war service was certainly no excuse for speaking to Ellen as if she was stupid.


‘Well?’ the teller repeated, tapping the piece of paper impatiently with his forefinger. ‘Are you sure about this withdrawal?’


She shoved the paper right back at him without even glancing at it. ‘What I do is not your concern and I’ll thank you not to make my business public to the other customers.’


He drew himself up, scowling. ‘I wouldn’t be doing my job correctly if I didn’t double check. Lady customers can make some foolish mistakes and ten pounds is a lot of money for a young woman like you.’


‘What do you mean by “young woman like me”?’


The Manager came out of his office. ‘Is there a problem, Johnson?’


‘No, sir. Just checking that the young lady’s slip has been filled in properly.’


‘Good, good.’


Ellen found her voice. ‘Well, I have a problem. I wish to complain about this new teller of yours, who’s been telling the whole bank my business and talking to me as if I’m five years old. What sort of way is that to treat a customer?’


They both looked at her in shock and two male customers who were waiting their turn rolled their eyes at one another.


Ellen had met this patronising attitude all too often before the war and had been powerless to do anything about it while she was a housemaid except grit her teeth. But she’d hoped that women’s contribution to the recent victory would have earned them more respect. It hadn’t with the men here today, that was obvious. She could feel the hostility of all four of them. ‘I’ve changed my mind.’


‘Ah!’ The teller nodded at her. ‘I knew you’d made a mistake.’


‘I hadn’t made a mistake. And I do still need that money because I’m buying a motorcycle.’ Oh, the joy of seeing the shock on his face as she said that! ‘But now I’ve decided to close my account and draw all the money out. I’m not leaving my savings in a bank where people treat me so rudely.’


‘My dear young lady—’


‘Please don’t speak to me in that patronising tone.’ She kept her voice calm, in spite of the anger simmering underneath, trying to achieve the same icy tone she’d heard Lady Bingram use.


Both men behind the counter sucked in their breath in shock, then the manager stepped forward, saying in the same sort of soothing tone people use to small children who have been naughty, ‘Shall we discuss this in my office . . .’ he glanced down at her left hand, ‘miss?’


‘No, thank you. I’ll just draw out my money and deposit it in another bank where they treat me with more courtesy.’


‘You’re being too hasty. And you’ll be losing some interest if you close the account before the end of the month. Perhaps you could discuss this with a male relative – your father or brother perhaps? – and come back tomorrow? And surely you don’t mean it about buying a motorcycle? I should hate to see my daughter even riding on one of those things, and as for driving one, well, I’m sure it’s unsafe for a woman.’


‘No one complained when I used a motorcycle to serve my country during the war, carrying messages and documents round London for the War Office,’ she snapped. ‘Nor did General Mortonhoe complain when I rushed him across Lodon sitting in my sidecar to get to an emergency meeting.’ She waited a moment for that to sink in, then said quietly, ‘Please close my account at once and give me back the money I’ve earned working for the war effort!’


As the sulky-faced teller began to count out the notes, she added, aiming her words at the manager’s back as he walked away, ‘And you can be sure that I’ll write to your head office and tell them exactly why I’ve withdrawn my money from this bank.’ She’d learned about that sort of thing too from Lady Bingram. Don’t just accept bad treatment. Complain about it to whoever is in charge and do so confidently.


As she walked home, Ellen’s anger faded and she admitted to herself that she’d acted hastily. She should have waited to close her account until she’d found another bank. Oh, well, she could easily do that when she had an hour free. She’d only chosen that one because it had a branch near the place where she lived and worked. Banks were all pretty much the same, after all.


But would other returned soldiers be the same as that teller, acting scornfully towards the women who’d worked so hard to keep things going on the home front? Surely not?


That evening Lady Bingram joined the other women at their meal. Her husband was a semi-invalid now and rarely came up to London, so she often ate informally with the aides, refusing to stand on ceremony or even allow them to address her by her title. ‘I have some news,’ she said once the pudding had been eaten. ‘The influenza epidemic is putting a great deal of pressure on hospitals, which are already busy catering for wounded servicemen, and Major Bradley has asked me if I’ll turn this house into a temporary nursing home for those with no family to look after them once they start to recover. So I’d appreciate it if those of you who are able to will stay on and help me look after people.’


Several of the women cheered and one called, ‘We didn’t want to go home anyway.’


Lady Bingram smiled. ‘I didn’t want to lose you, either. But you realise you’ll be putting yourselves at risk by doing so? I’m told this particular influenza kills more younger people than old.’


‘Just let it try!’


Once again they were a team, serving their fellow citizens, and there was great satisfaction and pride in that.


They were so busy the next day reorganising the house that Ellen didn’t get a chance to go out and find a new bank. So she asked her ladyship to put the money in her safe and knowing it would be all right there, promptly forgot about it, because almost immediately they were working day and night to care for the sick.


The influenza epidemic got worse and worse. Many people in the streets were wearing gauze masks, some smaller shops had closed ‘Due to illness’ and two of the aides had to rush home to nurse family members. One aide’s young brother died.


There had never been an influenza epidemic as bad, people were saying, and certainly Ellen and the others saw for themselves how it seemed to turn quickly into a severe form of pneumonia for some sufferers. Even when it didn’t, many of those who’d been sick were weak and took a long time to recover.


Christmas passed in a blur. The aides were too busy to celebrate, though Lady Bingram bought each of them a dress length as a present, in beautiful fine wool, each piece the exact colour needed to bring out the best in its recipient. How she’d found such material in wartime was a mystery, but then she always had been good at finding things when no one else could. ‘I’ve engaged a seamstress to make them up and I’m choosing the styles for you,’ she said with one of her mischievous smiles. ‘Mrs Clarence needs the work now that she’s not helping to make uniforms, so you can’t refuse.’


In February one of the aides caught the influenza and died so quickly they were all shocked rigid. Ellen and Mary Ann were chosen to go with Lady Bingram to the funeral. They stood in the bitterly cold church during the short service, which was limited to a brief ten minutes because there were so many being buried each day.


Her ladyship drove the car herself and was unusually quiet. ‘I think we’ve all had enough of death,’ she said as they stopped in the mews behind her house.


Both young women nodded.


When Ellen woke the next morning, her head was thumping with pain and she felt weak and achy. She called out to the girl in the next bed, ‘Jenny, I’ve got the flu.’ Her voice was little more than a croak and Jenny didn’t stir, so she leaned across and pulled the covers off her friend. ‘I’ve got the influenza.’


She was so dizzy the other girls had to help her down to the makeshift ward and put her in a bed there. It felt strange to be so helpless and she wondered vaguely if she was going to die, but couldn’t even raise the energy to worry about it, because her whole body was aching.


Seth was woken a few mornings later by the elderly corporal coming into his room. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Jim’s not well, Sarge.’


It took only one look for Seth to realise that it was the influenza. He’d had a mild dose a few months ago and had thought nothing of it. There was usually some sort of influenza going round most winters. But this one had turned into an epidemic, then into something worse: a pandemic, which was a new word to him. The influenza was sweeping the country, killing hundreds of people, disrupting the normal life they’d all been longing for.


He got up and tied a handkerchief round his face then went to look at Jim. The poor lad had it badly, with dark marks on the skin of his cheeks and a sunken look to his eyes. Seth raised his voice. ‘Don’t come near him. Get dressed as quickly as you can and assemble outside.’


‘But Sarge—’


‘Do as I say! And on the double! Don’t even think of making your beds.’ A doctor had told him once that influenza was passed on by aerial droplets that were inhaled, so he felt it urgent to get the others out of reach.


When he was dressed, Seth went to the door and bellowed. ‘Fetch the Medical Officer. Wake him if necessary and tell him it’s urgent. And no one is to come in here without my express permission. Corporal, a bit of marching will soon warm them up.’


He waited by the door, knowing he could do nothing to help the poor lad. A friend of his worked in a military hospital and had written him a horror story describing the outbreak, the full details of which were being kept quiet for fear of alarming the rank and file.


And now the scourge had come to their camp.


The MO came hurrying across the parade ground and Seth explained the situation.


As they looked at Jim, the MO shook his head. ‘We’ve got two men down with it in C Squad as well. But he’s worse than they are.’ He gazed round. ‘I think we’ll turn this hut into a temporary hospital, because it’s well away from the others. Will you run it for me, Talbot? I’ll not hide from you that it’s a dangerous job, so I’m only taking volunteers.’


‘Yes, of course I’ll do it, sir. I had the influenza a few months ago, so I may have some resistance to it.’


‘Good man. I’ll get the gear sent across for nursing them and assign orderlies and nurses as necessary.’ He hurried off, looking as if he had the cares of the world on his shoulders.


During the next few weeks, Seth found himself in charge of an ever-changing set of nurses and orderlies, some of whom became patients themselves, in spite of the masks they all wore over mouth and nose in an attempt to avoid transmission of the disease. Day blurred into night and he slept when he could.


All too many times he sat by the bedside of boys, for most of the lads in this camp were very young, and watched helplessly as they died struggling in vain for breath or drowning in bloody froth.


One day they sent him no new patients, the next day one, then gradually no more, so that the temporary ward emptied. When the last lad had been discharged to finish recovering at home, Seth sat numbly in his office, too exhausted to think what to do next.


A hand on his shoulder made him suddenly aware that the Captain was standing beside him, but he couldn’t even find the strength to stand up and salute.


‘It really is over now, Talbot. No, don’t bother to get up.’


They were both silent for a moment or two.


‘Nearly as bad as the trenches,’ the Captain said gruffly.


‘Yes. I can’t believe it’s over.’


‘As far as you’re concerned, it is. Any new cases can go to the regular hospital. I’m going to arrange an immediate discharge for you. You’ve earned it, if anyone has. I want to offer you the Regiment’s thanks for all you’ve done.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’


Seven days later he was on his way home to Manchester, wearing civilian clothing.


The Captain had hinted that his name had been put forward for another medal for his ‘selfless work caring for the sick’. As if he wanted it!
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Ellen was one of the lucky ones and didn’t get the influenza too badly, but she was slower to recover than she’d expected. By the end of March she was feeling more her old self again, however.


In early April a letter arrived from her stepfather.




Dear Ellen,


It’s about time you stopped being so selfish and thought of your family. Your mother isn’t well and needs your help. Now that the war is over she worries about you racketing around London with a bunch of giddy girls. And so do I. We shall expect to see you soon.


Bevan Halsopp


P.S. Jory Nelson’s just got demobbed. He asked me to give his regards to you.





After reading and rereading it, she took it to show Lady Bingram.


‘You must go and see your mother, of course, but don’t let them bully you into staying in Shawcroft if that’s not what you want. You can always come back here if you need to until you find your feet, or to our house in Hampshire once I’ve closed this place down. You know that, I hope?’


‘Yes.’ Ellen smiled and suddenly dared to give her ladyship a hug, finding to her surprise that it was reciprocated. ‘I’m going to miss you. You’ve been wonderful.’


‘So have you. All I had was a bunch of untrained girls and women when we started, who couldn’t even drive. Look at you all now.’


‘I don’t want to leave.’


‘The emergency is passing. You’d have to be going soon anyway, like a fledgling leaving the nest. I’ll give you a letter to show to any prospective employers, who may also contact me for references, naturally. And I’ll make sure the War Office does the same.’


‘Even with that, it’s going to be hard to find an interesting job. Other employers aren’t like you, Daphne. They not only pay women less than men but keep them in the background.’


‘I always was a rebel. Don’t let them crush you, Ellen dear. Mr Lloyd George may talk about “a fit country for heroes” but I’d like to see a fit country for heroines too, even if we have to fight another sort of battle to win it. What shall you do about the motorcycle?’


‘Drive back on it, of course.’


‘Good girl.’ She glanced at the letter again. ‘Who’s this Jory Nelson?’


‘I was engaged to him once, but I broke it off.’ She didn’t explain why, had always refused to explain that to anyone, her stepfather included. He’d been furious at her treating the son of his old friend so badly but she’d never change her mind about Jory.


Ellen sent a letter to her mother to say she was coming back to Lancashire later in the week and hoped they could put her up for a day or two, but wasn’t quite sure exactly when she’d arrive as she’d be driving. She decided to travel in her aide’s uniform, because it was more practical, consisting as it did of boots and trousers with a knee-length tunic coat over them and a very smart cap, all in a dark, practical brown. She’d wear the matching waterproof raincoat and leggings over it all to drive and tie the cap on very firmly with a scarf.


But oh, she didn’t want to go! If it wasn’t for her mother, she’d find somewhere else in Lancashire to live, far away from her stepfather – and from Jory Nelson and his cronies too. Trust him to have survived the war, when so many better men had been killed!


In the small Lancashire village of Little Fairworthy, Veronica Gresham hurried through the milking, clearing everything up with her usual scrupulous attention to cleanliness, then left her boots on the back porch and ran up to her bedroom to get changed. She intended to wear something far more attractive tonight than her Women’s Land Army uniform of green jumper, corduroy trousers and mud-spattered leggings. She was going out with Giles Covington again and had been looking forward to it all day.


When she was ready she looked at herself in the mirror, took off the spectacles, then shook her head and put them on again because everything was blurred without their help. She had no need to pretend with Giles, didn’t want to.


The other land girl who shared the bedroom with her came padding up the stairs in her stockinged feet and stopped in the doorway to smile across at her. ‘Going out with him again tonight, Ronnie?’


‘Yes.’


‘You look nice. That blue really suits you and these shorter skirts show off your ankles. When are you going to bring him back to meet us?’


‘Never. I’m keeping him to myself.’ It wasn’t exactly a joke. She didn’t feel at all confident about her own ability to keep a man’s interest and felt a deep sense of relief every time Giles asked to see her again, even after three months.


‘He must seriously like you and yet you’re still afraid of losing him, aren’t you?’


Ronnie shrugged. You couldn’t hide things from someone when you lived and worked so closely together. ‘I’m not pretty like you. I’ve never been successful with men.’


‘But you are successful with Giles.’ Cora came across to stand behind her and smile down at their joint images in the mirror. ‘It only takes one man, you know. He’s a widower, isn’t he?’


‘Yes. His wife died of TB early in the war. He has two sons, and his wife’s mother looks after them. He wants me to meet them all next Sunday.’


‘That’s a good sign.’


‘Yes. Only I don’t know anything about children, so I’ll probably make a mess of it.’


‘Oh, Ronnie, what are we going to do with you? I’d hug you, but I’m all dirty. You’re a kind, lovely person and I’m not surprised this Giles is courting you. He’s lucky to get someone as nice as you.’


Those words heartened Ronnie as she hurried down the lane to the village pub and went into the lounge bar. They’d been meeting here all through the influenza epidemic, sure somehow that they’d not catch it. And they hadn’t.


Giles rose to greet her, tall and rather bony, straw-coloured hair thinning, but with the widest smile in the whole world. ‘Good. You got away early. What do you want to drink?’


‘Lemonade, please.’


‘No G and T tonight?’ he teased.


She smiled as she shook her head. She had no head for alcohol and never touched it if she could help it. The drink was only an excuse for sitting here with him.


When he brought her glass across and sat down again, he clasped her hand in his and gave her another of his wonderful smiles. ‘It’s all arranged for next Sunday. Bernice is putting on a special lunch for us. I’m borrowing my friend’s car again and I’ll pick you up at eleven o’clock.’


‘Giles—’ She hesitated, then confessed, ‘I feel nervous about meeting your sons. I’ve not had much to do with children. My sister sends hers to boarding school and anyway, they live in Hertfordshire now.’


‘I’d never do that to my pair, send them away I mean. I want to be with them, see them growing up, make sure no one hurts them. And it’s great fun playing with them. You’ll see.’


Imagine having a father who cared so deeply for you. She could barely remember her own, who’d died when she was five. And in her world nearly everyone sent their children away to be educated from the age of eight. She’d hated her own school with a passion. They’d said she was stupid and she felt it sometimes because she was so desperately shy she never dared ask the teachers for extra help. And she got things wrong because she couldn’t see the blackboard properly. She knew now that she should have been wearing glasses from an early age, but her mother said they made her look ugly and weakened the eyes, so had refused to let her have them, even for reading.


‘Now where did you just go?’ Giles asked softly. ‘Your eyes glazed over and you looked – hurt.’


‘I was thinking about school, how much I hated it, how bad I was at everything.’


‘No wonder if you weren’t allowed to wear glasses.’ He peered at her face. ‘Actually, I think they suit you, draw attention to your eyes, and pretty eyes they are too.’ He shook his head and waggled one finger at her. ‘No, I’m not just saying that. I’ll never lie to you, my darling. Your mother must be mad to forbid you to wear them.’


‘I sometimes think she is. She didn’t believe schoolwork was important anyway, only riding and knowing how to behave in company and that sort of thing.’ She hesitated, then added in a small voice, ‘I’m terrified of her, always have been. Even now. She’s so big and loud and bossy.’


‘So I’ve gathered. But once we’re married I’ll be able to protect you from her.’ He took her hand. ‘You are going to marry me, aren’t you, Ronnie darling?’


She bowed her head, her eyes filling with tears of both joy and despair. ‘I want to – oh, so much! – but Mummy would never agree.’


‘You don’t need her permission. You’re twenty-five years old.’


‘She always finds a way to get what she wants.’


‘Darling, we can get married first then tell her, if you’d prefer it.’


‘She’d find a way to annul it.’


He laughed. ‘You can’t do that when two consenting adults over twenty-one marry because they love one another and then consummate the marriage.’


‘In that case she’d ruin you, and she can do that, especially if you’re going to set up your own practice. She’s ruined others who’ve upset her. I’ve seen her do it. I couldn’t bear that to happen to you, Giles. Think of all the people who depend on you, your sons, your mother-in-law.’


Tears ran down her cheeks and splashed on to their joined hands as she desperately tried to make him understand. ‘You don’t know how ferociously determined my mother is when she wants something. And what she wants now that my brother is dead is for me to marry Algie St Corbin and for him to take over the family estate because he’s a gentle sort of person and she’ll be able to boss him around. I sometimes think the estate is the only thing she truly cares about in the whole world, which is strange because it comes from my father’s side of the family.’


Giles took out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes, kissing her cheeks as he did so. ‘I think I can stand up for myself, darling. And I’m a lawyer, a professional man, so not quite beyond the pale as a husband, surely? Now that I’ve been demobbed, I’ll be able to find somewhere to set up shop – I’m not staying where I am now old Henderson is dead – then I can make a proper life for all of us. I’m sure your mother will come round when she sees that you won’t change your mind.’


Ronnie shook her head and repeated, ‘You don’t know her.’ She took the handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘Now, let’s not talk about her any more tonight. I don’t want to – spoil things.’


‘We’ll have to talk about her sometime, about this whole situation. Make plans.’


‘Later. Tell me about your children now. I don’t want to say or do the wrong thing. And then I want to hear if you’ve had any luck in finding a new practice to join. Weren’t you going to see somewhere at the weekend . . . ?’


Seth arrived in the north and felt instantly at home. In Manchester it was raining. He smiled at the shiny grey slate roofs and the water-darkened pavements, cocked his head to listen to the slow Lancashire voices – it was just like the scenes of his childhood.


He was going to see his old mentor, who should have retired from the police force by now but had stayed on because of the war and then the influenza.


Sergeant Roswell was behind the desk in the police station, smiling benignly at the world. He had a little less hair and a little more stomach than the last time Seth had seen him, but didn’t look anything like his age. His smile broadened when he saw who had just come in and he raised one eyebrow as he looked at the civilian clothing. ‘Have they let you out of the Army at last, then, Seth lad?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Where are you staying? With your family?’


‘No. They’ve no spare beds. I’ll find a room for a night or two.’


‘You’ll come home with me, then. Millie’s already got the spare room ready in case.’


‘Thank you, sir. That’s very kind of you.’


‘I think you could call me Bert now, don’t you? As one sergeant to another.’ He saluted and there was no mockery in his face.


Seth returned his salute and nodded. ‘Bert it is, then.’


The Sergeant lifted the desk flap. ‘Come through to the back and have a cup of tea. I’ve only an hour to go before the night officer takes over, and it’s usually quiet at this time of day.’


Sitting in the small office sipping tea from an enamel cup made Seth feel he was really home. Oh, he’d go and see his family and his uncle and youngest brother, but Phil was too young to have served in the Army and his uncle had been too old, so none of them understood what it had been like in France. And he had a feeling that Bert did, because he’d fought in the Boer War and anyway, he was a very wise man.


‘I got your letter. So you want to be a village bobby now, eh?’ Bert stirred three spoonfuls of sugar into his tea.


‘Yes. I don’t know if it’s what I want for ever, but I need some peace and quiet.’ To his embarrassment, Seth’s voice wobbled.


Bert patted his arm. ‘There are a lot of chaps in the same boat, nothing to be ashamed of, lad. I’d think worse of you if the war hadn’t left its mark on you or if you’d been brutalised by it. I give you three years, five at most as a village bobby, then you’ll be wanting to come back into the City.’


Hope rose in Seth. ‘Back from where?’


‘Shawcroft. Wes Cobbley came out of retirement for the war, but it’s time he handed over to a younger man. So I put in a word for you with an old friend of mine.’


From the tone of his voice, Seth immediately realised that Bert didn’t like this Wes Cobbley, but he didn’t ask why because he knew Bert wouldn’t tell him. His friend never spoke ill of anyone, except for the most hardened of criminals.


‘The appointment’s been approved already?’


‘It has.’ Bert smiled into his tea. ‘I knew Inspector Dunham, the chap in charge of that district, when he was a little lad, knew his father too. He didn’t refuse me a favour and he trusted my word that you’re a good policeman.’


Seth closed his eyes and a long shudder of relief went through him. Then he opened them again to say, ‘Thank you,’ in a choked voice.


‘If I was you,’ Bert said, ‘I’d go and poke around Shawcroft for a day or two before introducing myself. Get to know the place, meet a few people, that sort of thing. You could say you were looking for somewhere to settle. There are a few lads who’ve been demobbed wandering round the countryside, wondering where to live now. They’ve not all got jobs to come home to – or they don’t want their old jobs. It scars everyone, war does, one way or another.’


After a wonderful meal and a lot of motherly fussing from Mrs Roswell, Seth slept better than he had for months in the comfortable back bedroom of their neat terraced house.


On the Saturday Veronica scalded and tidied away the milking equipment and went to tell her employer that everything was done for the morning. She was intending to wash her hair and do her nails, because she wanted to look her best the next day when she met Giles’s family. Just as she was about to sit down for a cup of tea with Mr and Mrs Tilling and Cora, there was the sound of a motor car in the lane and they looked at each other in surprise.


‘Who can that be?’ Mrs Tilling wondered aloud in her placid voice. ‘We’re not expecting anyone, are we, love?’


‘No. It’ll be someone who’s lost their way, I dare say.’


The car stopped and there was the sound of footsteps crunching on the gravel.


Mr Tilling got up. ‘I’ll go and see who it is. You girls have earned your rest.’


He was back a moment later, tight-faced, as if annoyed about something. ‘It’s for you, Ronnie love. Your mother. She wants you to join her in the car. She won’t come in, wouldn’t even speak to me, it was the chauffeur who gave me the message.’


She looked at him in horror. ‘My mother? Whatever can she want?’


‘Only one way to find out.’


It was a minute before she could force herself to her feet. Cora squeezed her hand as she passed and whispered, ‘She can’t eat you.’


But nothing would lighten the feeling of apprehension that sat like lead in Ronnie’s chest. Outside, Tadwyn, who had been with the family as a groom and made the change to driving a motor car reluctantly, opened the car door for her so that she could get in next to her mother.


When she tried to talk standing beside the car, her mother said irritably, ‘Do get in. I don’t intend to sit here in a draught.’


Ronnie did as she was told, feeling like a condemned prisoner being locked in a cell.


‘You look a perfect fright, Veronica.’ Edwina Gresham frowned as she ran her eyes up and down her daughter. ‘Ruddy cheeks like a milkmaid and what are you wearing those things for?’ She gestured towards the spectacles and reached out a hand to take them off.


Ronnie put up a hand to protect them. ‘Because I can’t see properly without them.’


‘Of course you can.’


‘No, I can’t! It’s worse now than when I was at school. Everything’s a total blur without them.’


‘That’s because your eyes have grown weaker, dependent on them. They’ll soon improve if you stop relying on them. And you’ll look so much better. Men aren’t attracted to women who wear spectacles.’


It was typical of her mother to start by attacking her and making her feel ugly. Ronnie didn’t waste her time trying to argue. Once her mother had made up her mind about something, that was that. Her heart was fluttering in her chest and she felt physically sick.


‘You haven’t asked me why I’m here.’


‘Why are you here, Mummy?’


‘To take you home, darling.’


‘I can’t go home yet. I’m still needed here.’


‘If I’d had my way, you’d never have joined the Women’s Land Army in the first place, but no, you sneaked out and signed up. Well, you’ve been putting me off for long enough with silly excuses about the problems Mr Tilling is having finding a replacement, so—’


‘I was needed because of the influenza!’


‘Don’t interrupt, please. I suppose your manners have slipped along with your appearance. So anyway, I decided to come and fetch you. You’re to come home with me this very day and I’m not taking any excuses.’


Ronnie stared at her in horror, unable to speak for a moment in shock. ‘But – what about my work here? Who’ll do it? Mr Tilling’s son hasn’t been demobbed yet, he’s still overseas.’


‘Who cares? The war’s long over and they ought to have found someone else to do the job by now, a man. Farm labouring is no job for a woman. Your skin is horribly windblown. We’ll have to work on getting it soft and white again.’ She paused to stare at her daughter. ‘I’d have thought you’d be pleased to come home.’


She wasn’t, but didn’t dare say so. ‘They rely on me. I can’t just up and leave.’


‘I’m not taking no for an answer. Go and tell this Tilling person that you’re leaving then pack your things. And don’t be too long about it. It’s boring sitting here in this foul-smelling yard.’


‘I can’t leave today. I’ve got . . . things to do, a luncheon engagement tomorrow. I’ll come home next week – or the week after.’


‘That’ll be too late. Algie’s been demobbed at last and he’s been asking about you. If you play your cards right, you can catch him before anyone else does.’


‘Catch him?’


‘Oh, darling, don’t be so obtuse!’ She tapped the third finger of her left hand. ‘Get his ring where it belongs, on your hand not another woman’s.’


‘Marry Algie? I couldn’t. He’s like a brother to me.’


The smile vanished from Edwina’s face and her expression became vicious. ‘You’ll do as I tell you, young lady. And this time I’ll make sure you don’t mess things up. I intend to have you married to him within six weeks. I’ve already spoken to his parents and we’re all in favour of the match.’


‘Has anyone asked Algie what he wants?’


‘He’ll do as his family tells him, just as you will. He’s only a second son and marrying you is the best chance he’ll ever have to get an estate of his own. If your brother hadn’t stupidly volunteered, I could have found him a war job, then he wouldn’t have got himself killed. If he was still alive, the matter of you marrying wouldn’t be so urgent, though I’d never approve of anyone who wasn’t the right sort. But as it is, we need to get an heir for Gresham Park, a male heir, and the sooner the better.’


‘I can’t marry Algie. I’ve met someone else.’ As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Ronnie regretted it.


‘Then you can just un-meet him. I know best what’s good for you, and I always have done, you’re so stupidly weak.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Who is he? Another farm hand?’


‘He’s perfectly respectable. He’s a lawyer.’


‘Do I know his family?’


‘I shouldn’t think so. He’s frightfully clever, won a special scholarship to Oxford and—’


‘If I don’t know his family, he won’t do.’


Ronnie screwed up her courage. ‘He’ll do just fine for me. He’s asked me to marry him and I’ve said yes. I’m going to meet his children tomorrow.’


‘Children?’


‘He’s a widower with two little sons.’


‘Then you’re definitely not marrying him. You fool, the sons will inherit, not your children. Have you no sense? Go and pack your things at once.’


Ronnie shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Mummy, but I’m not coming back yet and I am going to marry – him.’ She changed what she had been going to say, because she didn’t want her mother finding out Giles’s name.


Edwina Gresham glared at her daughter, then grasped her wrist with one hand and took the speaking tube in the other. ‘Drive home at once, Tadwyn, and pay no attention to what happens here in the back. My daughter is not well.’


Ronnie fumbled for the door handle, but her mother was so much bigger and stronger than her and not only kept hold of her wrist but somehow managed to twist her arm behind her back, so that it was excruciating to move.


She screamed for help and continued screaming as the car reversed down the lane. As the car turned, she saw Cora at the farmhouse door, with Mr Tilling behind her, staring open-mouthed at the car. But before they could come to her help, the vehicle had gathered speed and turned into the main road.


‘Get home as fast as you can!’ Edwina shouted.


Ronnie tried to wriggle round, but her mother put so much pressure on the arm that she cried out in pain. Her mother didn’t let up the pressure for the whole hour it took to drive back to the Hall, by which time Ronnie was in agony.


Only when they stopped did Edwina let go of the arm and call, ‘Help me, Tadwyn! Miss Veronica is unwell. I think she’s delirious.’


As soon as she was free, Ronnie hit out at her mother with the arm that hadn’t been twisted and scrambled out of the car. But Tadwyn was waiting for her and her mother called over the farm manager, who was working nearby. Between them, he and Gerry held her firmly while Mrs Gresham mopped her bleeding nose, stared at the red stains on her handkerchief in incredulity, then got out of the car.


She came across to where the two men were holding her daughter, took the spectacles from Ronnie’s face, dropped them on the ground and stamped on them. Then she slapped her daughter hard across the face, first one cheek then the other. ‘Bring her into the house.’


She led the way, snapping ‘Get out of the way! My daughter’s ill,’ to the middle-aged housemaid who opened the front door. ‘We’ll put her in one of the spare bedrooms,’ she said as they got to the first landing.


Throwing open the door to the sparsely furnished bedroom on the floor above she said to the two men, ‘Keep her here till I fetch some medicine. As you can see, she’s very disturbed.’


Then she went for the sleeping drops she used regularly herself. ‘Hold her nose.’


As her daughter gasped for breath she dripped enough liquid into Ronnie’s mouth to send her soundly to sleep. She held her lips together in a vice-like grip until Ronnie had no choice but to choke it down.


‘Please stay here until she falls asleep. I must go and call Dr Hilliam, tell him that my poor girl has had a nervous breakdown.’


When she’d gone, Gerry looked at Tadwyn, who shook his head in a silent warning not to speak.


‘How can you let her do this?’ Ronnie sobbed. ‘It’s kidnapping.’


‘She’s your mother,’ Tadwyn said.


‘I’m twenty-five! She has no rights over me now, none at all.’


He sighed. ‘You of all people should know, Miss Veronica, that it does no good to go against the mistress’s wishes. You should apologise tomorrow then do as she says. You know you will in the end.’


‘Not this time, I promise you. Please, if you have any kindness in you at all, send a message to the farm where I was working. Mr Tilling, Overlea Farm, Little Fairworthy. I have friends there who’ll be worried. They don’t even know what’s happened to me. Please! At least let them know.’


‘You know I can’t go against your mother, Miss Veronica,’ Tadwyn said quietly.


She began to sob. ‘I hope you can both live with your consciences.’


When Ronnie was asleep, the tears drying on her cheeks, Tadwyn looked at the farm manager. ‘You can go now, Gerry lad. And not a word to anyone about this.’


‘It doesn’t seem fair to do this to the poor lass.’


‘You’ve an estate cottage as well as a job here. If you want to keep them both, you’ll hold your tongue about what’s happened.’


Shaking his head, Gerry went away. Tadwyn turned to look at the still figure on the bed. Miss Veronica was a fool. Mrs Gresham was one of the most determined and cunning people he’d ever met, always able to get what she wanted, even during a war. He had no patience with fools, never had had. And he knew which side his own bread was buttered on.


Still, it did seem a pity to treat her so harshly. She’d always been a nice lass, as civil as you please to the servants.


But you did what you had to in this world, not what you wanted, and he didn’t want to jeopardise his job until he had enough money to retire in comfort.


On Sunday morning Giles drove up to the farm, humming under his breath, looking forward to seeing Ronnie and introducing her to his family. She might be nervous about the meeting, but he was sure they’d love her. She was so gentle and kind, how could anyone not?


Since Ronnie didn’t come hurrying out to greet him as usual, he rapped on the front door. It was opened by the other land girl. ‘Ronnie not ready yet?’


‘No. You’d better come in. I’m afraid there’s some bad news.’


‘She’s not ill?’


‘We don’t think so, but . . . Look, come in first. We can’t talk on the doorstep.’ She led him into the kitchen where Mr and Mrs Tilling were sitting, both looking very uncomfortable.


He joined them. ‘Just tell me.’


Cora cleared her throat. ‘Well, Ronnie’s mother turned up yesterday just after we’d finished the morning chores. She wouldn’t come in, insisted Ronnie go out to speak to her in the car. The poor girl looked so worried and upset. And then suddenly we heard Ronnie screaming and shouting. When we got to the door, the car was driving away and she was struggling with her mother in the back. Her mother’s a very large woman and you know how tiny Ronnie is.’


‘No way of catching up with it,’ Mr Tilling said apologetically. ‘And that was the last we saw or heard of her.’


‘All her clothes and things are here still,’ Cora added. ‘So she can’t have been expecting to leave. We don’t know what to do. You can hardly go to the police about a mother taking her daughter away.’


‘Oh, can’t you!’ he said grimly. ‘Ronnie’s terrified of her mother. I thought she was exaggerating about the woman, but apparently not.’


‘What are you going to do?’ Cora asked.


‘I don’t know yet. No use rushing in until I know exactly what the situation is. But at least we can guess where she is. I’m not letting Ronnie go, so will you please tell me everything you can remember about her family . . . I know roughly where they live, but I don’t have their exact address.’


‘It’ll be among Ronnie’s things,’ Cora said.


‘Take him upstairs,’ Mrs Tilling said. ‘Maybe you’ll be able to find some clue about what’s happened.’


As they entered the bedroom Cora said, ‘She was terrified of that mother of hers.’


‘So I gathered.’


‘She kept writing to Ronnie, ordering her to go home.’ She hesitated then pulled a bundle of letters out of the bottom drawer. ‘Ronnie never threw anything away. These made her cry sometimes.’


Together they read the letters. Giles found them harsh, full of orders and angry complaints about Ronnie not returning home. ‘She told me about Algie once. He’s the younger son of a neighbour. Mrs Gresham wanted her to marry him, so did his parents, but he joined the Army before they could force it through.’


Cora nodded. ‘That was one of the reasons Ronnie didn’t want to go home when the war ended.’


‘I shouldn’t have waited,’ Giles said. ‘I should just have married her out of hand and told her mother to go hang.’


‘I’d have helped you, but you know Ronnie. She doesn’t like to hurt anyone, always tries to do the right thing.’


‘That mother of hers doesn’t sound the sort of person to be hurt easily.’


‘No. But you could never persuade Ronnie of that.’ Cora began to tie up the letters again. ‘What are you going to do?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I don’t think it’d be any use writing to Ronnie. She once told me her mother used to open and read all her mail.’


He went to stare bleakly out of the window. ‘I think I’ll go and visit this Shawcroft place, see what I can find out about the occupants of the Hall.’


‘Do you want me to come with you?’


He looked at her in surprise.


‘Well, if we seem to be a couple, maybe no one will realise you’ve come about Ronnie.’


He thought for a moment, then nodded. ‘Thank you. Can you get away?’


‘If we can find someone to replace me here.’


‘I’ll pick you up the day after tomorrow, if that’s all right.’


When he was down the road he pulled in to the side and thumped his clenched fists against the steering wheel several times. ‘I’ll get you out of it, my love,’ he promised. ‘Whatever it takes, I’ll get you out of her clutches.’
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Ellen took three days to drive back to Lancashire. She could easily have made it in two, but she wanted to enjoy the beginnings of peacetime and see something of the countryside on the way. As she’d expected, people commented on a woman driving a motorbike on her own, some of them in a very disapproving way.


But younger women envied her and at a country pub where she stayed one night, she gave the landlord’s daughter a spin on the motorbike.


‘I wanted to join one of the women’s organisations,’ the woman said wistfully, ‘but I had a baby instead, and since its father was killed before he could marry me – which he would have done! – I just had to count myself lucky that my parents didn’t throw me out. They love my little Alan now, though, so it’s all right.’


Strange that she was so envious of their guest, because when Ellen saw the lovely three-year-old boy, she envied the landlord’s daughter. She had always expected to be married by twenty-one, but had wasted her time with Jory, then the war had intervened.


She wished she didn’t have to meet him again. After what had happened, she’d as soon spit in his face as be polite to him.


Well, she’d be arriving in Shawcroft the following day, so had better steel herself. It was too small a place to avoid somebody. It called itself a town, but it was really a slightly overgrown village, a long narrow place nestled in a valley on the edge of the moors.


It was with mixed feelings that she set off again on the final leg of her trip on the Saturday morning.


On the Saturday, since it promised to be fine if chilly, Seth took a train to Rochdale with the intention of walking over the tops to Shawcroft. It was a roundabout route, and he could have got closer by going to Littleborough, but he wanted a good long tramp to fill his lungs with bracing moorland air. He took a small knapsack with a change of clothes, because he would probably be staying overnight.


He wasn’t going to introduce himself to this fellow Cobbley, because he reckoned he deserved a few days’ rest before starting work and anyway, he wanted to see what the man was like.


He took a bus to the edge of town, then followed a track across the tops, stopping for lunch and a pint of ale at a tiny pub looking down on Rochdale. Then he struck out towards Shawcroft. It had clouded over now and looked as if it might rain later, but he hoped to get there before it started. If not, well, he’d been wet and cold often enough before. At least no one would be shooting at him this time.


It was as he was approaching the road that led down into Shawcroft that he saw the motorbike and sidecar stopped by the roadside, with a young woman on her knees beside it, trying to untangle the chain, which had come off.


She didn’t seem to have noticed him approaching, so he called, ‘Hello, there. Can I help?’ before he got close, not wanting to startle her.


‘Not unless you happen to have a spare chain in that knapsack of yours,’ she said ruefully untangling the last few links. ‘I drove all over London during the war and this only happened to me once before. I knew the chain was getting a bit slack but I thought it’d get me here. I was going to get my Uncle Martin to replace it. He’s a mechanic.’ She held out the chain in an oil-stained hand, a firm, capable looking hand. She had a cheerful, rosy face and didn’t seem to mind that she was dirty.


‘It’s unusual to see a woman driving a motorcycle.’


‘I’ve been doing it for years. I was a member of Lady Bingram’s Aides until recently and we drove bigwigs and messages all over London during the war. I loved it.’


‘Some of those voluntary groups did wonderful work to support us,’ he said.


‘You’re an ex-soldier.’ It wasn’t a question.


‘Is it that obvious?’


‘Yes. There’s something about the way soldiers hold themselves.’


He gave the motorcycle a fond look. ‘I’ve driven quite a few of these. Very reliable if they’re well looked after.’ He flourished a salute at her. ‘Sergeant Seth Talbot at your service.’


She held out her hand, then looked at it and grimaced. ‘Better not shake or you’ll get dirty too. I’m Ellen Dawson.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Dawson. What brings you to these parts?’


‘My mother and stepfather live in Shawcroft. He says she’s ill, but I want to see that for myself.’ She looked at the sky and fumbled in the sidecar for a rag. ‘It looks like it’s going to rain shortly. I’d better walk to the nearest farm and ask if they can take my motorcycle into Shawcroft on a cart. Pity I didn’t break down a bit further along because it’s all downhill from there.’ She pointed to the crest of a hill about half a mile ahead.


‘I could help you push it to the top of the hill if you like, then you can freewheel down. I’m going to Shawcroft myself.’


‘That’d be a wonderful help.’


She beamed at him and there was something so wholesome and attractive about her that he found himself not only returning the smile but studying her. She was tall for a woman, not much shorter than himself, with brown curly hair cut short in one of the new styles. And when their eyes met, he didn’t want to look away, so continued to smile at her, noting the colour rise just a little in her cheeks.


‘Do you have relatives in Shawcroft, Mr Talbot?’


‘No. I’ve never been there before. I’m going to be the new village constable when Mr Cobbley retires, but I hope you won’t tell anyone that, because I came to have a quiet look round before anyone knows who I am.’


‘Reconnoitring?’


‘Yes. Seems a wise thing to do in a new situation. Well, let’s start pushing. Is it all right if I put my knapsack in the sidecar?’


‘Of course.’


It was a stiff push to the top of the hill and they paused for a rest by unspoken consent when they got there.


‘You’ll be all right now,’ he said.


‘Why don’t you ride in with me? It’ll be quicker than walking and it’s going to rain soon.’


He looked at her quizzically. ‘I think that might give people the wrong idea about us, don’t you?’
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