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      AUTHOR’S NOTE


       After some consideration, I decided it might cause complications if my fictional characters joined real regiments. So while

         the various military actions described in this book really happened, the West Herts and South Kents are my invention. The

         York Commercials likewise never existed, but they are based on genuine ‘Pals’ units.
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      BOOK ONE

      Embarkation

      

      
      
           The gorse upon the twilit down,
         

         The English loam so sunset brown,

         The bowed pines and the sheep-bells’ clamour,

         The wet, lit lane and the yellow-hammer,

         The orchard and the chaffinch song

         Only to the Brave belong.

         And he shall lose their joy for aye

         If their price he cannot pay.

         Who shall find them dearer far

         Enriched by blood after long war

         Robert Nichols, ‘At the Wars’

      

      
   

      

      CHAPTER ONE


      

      


      

        February, 1915


      

      Jessie could see that the concert was not going well. The soldiers in their suits of ‘hospital blue’ welcomed any diversion

         to ease the tedium (and often pain) of their convalescence; but glancing around the hall from her vantage-point at the side

         of the piano, where she was page-turner, she had noted the looks of bemusement, and the slight, uncontrollable fidgetings.

      


      

      The performers who had volunteered their services were well-meaning, but their choice of material took no account of the audience’s

         taste: their experience so far in the war had been confined to wounded officers. Besides, even if it had occurred to people

         like Mr Morrison and Mrs Bickersteth that the Tommies would like something different, they would not have thought they ought

         to get it. There was a strong element of ‘improvement’ in the afternoon’s choice of material.

      


      

      Jessie was anxious for the occasion to go well, both for the soldiers’ sake and because she had invested so much of her own

         time and effort in it. It was the amply named Clifton Ladies’ Committee for the Relief of Soldiers’ Families and the Comfort

         of the Wounded – known for convenience as the Relief Committee – that had mooted the idea. The convalescents, lately arrived

         in the newly erected huts in the grounds of Clifton Hospital, plainly deserved some diversion. The idea was probably not unconnected

         with the fact that the rival Bootham Ladies’  Committee had announced that they were holding an entertainment for their convalescent soldiers at Bootham Park.

      


      

      Mrs Upton-Haye had offered the use of Clifton Grange for the event, on condition that it was called a concert rather than

         an entertainment, and on the unspoken condition that it would outshine the Bootham event in every respect. This involved,

         to begin with, choosing a date before Bootham’s, which had meant all the preparations had to be crammed into an inadequate

         amount of time.

      


      

      Jessie’s uncle Teddy – Mr Edward Morland of Morland Place, one of York’s leading citizens – had been applied to, as he was

         for every charitable activity. With his usual willingness he had paid for the timber and supplied his estate carpenters to

         erect a platform at one end of the ballroom at the Grange. This was then draped and decorated with strings of Union Jacks

         and the red, white and blue bunting left over from the Coronation.

      


      

      Jessie had been busy all morning, helping to set out Mrs Upton-Haye’s rout chairs (gilded and spindly – she looked alarmed

         at every creak as the soldiers shifted on them) in the ballroom, and the trestles for tea in the Marble Hall. She had then

         ferried large quantities of food, prepared by Uncle Teddy’s cook, from Morland Place, and finally helped transport the convalescents

         from the hospital to the concert, driving back and forth several times. It made her glad that she still had the big Arno.

         Her husband, Ned, absent in training camp with his Pals battalion, had wanted to change it for a little car, which he thought

         more suitable for Jessie than the heavy motor, but he had not yet got round to it.

      


      

      Jessie was happy to be busy, not only for the worthy cause, but because it helped to keep her mind off her own troubles. She

         was less sure about her personal participation in the concert: Mrs Upton-Haye had persuaded her to play some Chopin, and was

         giving over the whole second half of the concert to it. Jessie was to be the leaven in the lump. ‘So good for the men to be exposed to something truly cultural for a change,’ Mrs Upton-Haye had said.

      


      

       Well, perhaps it might be good for them, but would they enjoy it? Wasn’t the purpose of the concert to give the poor fellows

         a little pleasure?

      


      

      Perhaps she was the only one who thought so. Up on the platform, Mrs Bickersteth, with seismic vibrato, had given them ‘All

         in the April Evening’ and ‘Lo Hear the Gen-tel La-hark’, and had finished off with ‘Una Voce Poco Fa’, to which her voice

         was sadly not equal – definitely una voce too far, Jessie thought to herself.

      


      

      Mr Morrison, who fancied himself a tenor, had given a selection of sentimental folk songs from forty years ago, featuring

         young ladies with names like Pretty Peggy, Sweet Polly and Dainty Maud, who had a propensity to intense virtue and early death,

         which seemed somehow interlinked. He sang with an embarras of feeling, pressing his hands to his breast, rolling his eyes tragically and dragging out the mournful parts to such lengths

         that Miss Trevor from the church, accompanying him on the piano, was at a loss how to fill in the time until they joined forces

         again and had to insert a lot of superfluous runs and trills.

      


      

      Little Billy Watts, who was only seven, gave a violin recital. Jessie had no idea what he had played, and guessed that the

         enthusiastic applause at the end was a tribute to the fact that he had stopped doing it.

      


      

      Mr Belfield gave them ‘Full Fathom Five’, and then ‘In the De-he-hepths of the Dee-hee-heep’, a basso profundo song which went so low that even the most vigorous bending of his knees could not get him down far enough and he had disconcertingly

         to jump up the octave to finish.

      


      

      Mingled with this musical cornucopia there had been a number of poetical recitals and monologues of an uplifting and deeply

         patriotic nature. And old Mr Wicksteed, who had been wounded as a young lieutenant at Balaclava, gave his well-known account

         of the Charge of the Light Brigade, made confusing for those who had not heard it before by the fact that, like Lord Raglan

         before him, Mr Wicksteed continually referred to the enemy as ‘the French’. As he was very deaf and almost blind, it was impossible

         to stop him  once he’d started, and he rambled on at length, his voice descending at several points to an incoherent mumble as, eyes closed,

         he relived those days of his glory in the privacy of his own memory.

      


      

      It was no wonder, Jessie thought, that she had noted more sighs than smiles among the audience. But at last it was time for

         the tea interval. The men rose and rushed as fast as their various injuries would allow into the grand entrance hall where,

         behind the trestle tables, the Relief Committee presided over huge teapots, pitchers of milk and lemonade, mountains of sandwiches

         and plates of home-made cakes, buns and biscuits. There was no danger that this part of the entertainment would fail to please:

         hospital food was ample but dull. The Committee, in their best hats, beamed, and the men were able to thank them with honest

         fervour.

      


      

      Those whose injuries made it hard for them to stand were accommodated on benches around the walls, and Jessie was ferrying

         tea and cake to them when Mrs Major Wycherley, her particular friend, arrived. Mrs Upton-Haye, who was standing near the door

         with her hands lightly clasped before her, surveying the fruits of her benevolence with a gracious smile, buttonholed her,

         and it was some moments before Mrs Wycherley could prise herself away and hurry to Jessie’s side.

      


      

      ‘Oh dear, I’m sorry I’m so late. One of the young officers had a telegram about his brother, and there was no-one but me for

         him to talk to. In the circumstances I could hardly rush away. I’m glad I’m in time to turn for you. But to miss the whole

         first half was shocking of me. How did it go?’

      


      

      Jessie searched for words. ‘It was – memorable.’


      

      ‘Oh dear, was it that bad? Who are these two cups for?’


      

      ‘There are four men over in the corner who haven’t got anything. Take some cake, too. I’ll bring the other two.’


      

      ‘I’ll wait for you,’ said Mrs Wycherley. ‘Wouldn’t it have been easier for us and for the soldiers if they had been mugs?’

         She watched the wielding of a vast enamel teapot, which needed two hands to lift it. ‘What enormous teapots, though. Where

         did they come from?’

      


      

      ‘They’re the ones we use at Morland Place when we have  the summer fête there. Uncle Teddy lent them. There are enamel mugs that go with them, but Mrs Upton-Haye wouldn’t have them.

         She said that outdoor events were one thing but she couldn’t bear tin mugs in the house. She insisted on cups and saucers.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, well,’ said Mrs Wycherley, who had more experience than Jessie of the vagaries of volunteers, ‘it was nice of her to

         offer the house for the concert. And at least the saucer gives you somewhere to put the cake. That fruit cake looks nice –

         shall we take some of that? I expect they’d like something substantial.’

      


      

      ‘It might take their minds off cigarettes. Mrs Upton-Haye won’t let them smoke, either. Next time,’ Jessie vowed, ‘we hold

         it in the Scout Hall or the Working Men’s Institute. Then they can smoke all they like.’

      


      

      Mrs Wycherley laughed. ‘I dare say they are glad of the change, anyway. You know how bored convalescents get, and it must

         be worse for the men than for the officers.’ She and Jessie had been visiting wounded Belgian officers since the war began.

      


      

      ‘But I didn’t want this concert to be in the “better than nothing” category,’ Jessie said, as they carried the cups over to

         the last four soldiers. ‘Mrs Upton-Haye is going to make some closing remarks. She has a speech written out – pages of it

         – all about duty and sacrifice and the noble calling and so on. I’m not sure it isn’t too high a price to pay for an afternoon

         away from the hospital. Oh, please don’t get up,’ she added, as they reached the men, who naturally tried to rise at the approach

         of ladies. ‘You’ve just got settled. We’ve brought you tea and cake.’

      


      

      ‘Can you manage?’ said Mrs Wycherley. ‘Let me put your stick down here for you. That’s better. I’m so sorry you can’t smoke.’


      

      ‘Don’t worry yourself, ma’am,’ said one of them, looking embarrassed at being apologised to by high-ups. ‘We’re all right

         as we are.’

      


      

      ‘It’s right kind of you to lay all this on for us, mum,’ said another with his leg in a cast.


      

       ‘It’s our pleasure,’ said Mrs Wycherley, seriously, ‘and it’s very little in return for all you men are doing for us over

         there. Where were you injured?’

      


      

      She questioned them expertly and they were soon at ease and telling their stories, even venturing a little joke or two.


      

      ‘I’m afraid the concert is rather dull for you,’ Jessie said at last.


      

      ‘Oh, no, mum. It’s ever such a nice change,’ said the soldier whose left foot was missing, and whose face was drawn in lines

         of suffering. ‘We like a bit o’ music, don’t we, lads?’

      


      

      The others murmured agreement as fervently as natural honesty allowed.


      

      ‘You were down the front, by the pianny, weren’t you, miss?’ said another. ‘Thought I saw you.’


      

      ‘Mrs Morland is going to play for you after tea,’ said Mrs Wycherley, as though offering a great treat. Jessie made a face

         at her, more sure than ever that the Tommies wouldn’t enjoy it.

      


      

      ‘That’ll be nice, mum,’ said the soldier in the cast. ‘What’ll you be playing, if I might ask?’


      

      ‘Chopin,’ said Jessie, shortly.


      

      ‘I don’t know that one,’ he said. ‘Is it a song?’


      

      ‘A song? No, it’s—’ Her face suddenly grew thoughtful. ‘Excuse me one moment.’ She pulled Mrs Wycherley aside and said, in

         an urgent undertone, ‘I have to do something. Can you take over for me?’

      


      

      ‘With the tea? Certainly.’


      

      ‘I may be a little while.’


      

      Mrs Wycherley raised her eyebrows. ‘Not too long, I hope. You know I can’t play the piano.’


      

      ‘Oh, no, I’ll be back to do my piece. But if I’m not quite in time, can you stall them?’


      

      Mrs Wycherley asked no more questions. ‘Of course, dear. I’ll think of something. You’d better try to get out without Mrs

         Upton-Haye seeing you, though, or she might bar the door.’

      


      

      Jessie gave her a distracted smile and hurried away.


      

       She had not returned by the time the men filed back into the ballroom, and Mrs Wycherley drifted down to the front to be

         ready to intervene if necessary. But fortunately Mrs Upton-Haye opened the second half with a lengthy list of individual thanks

         to those who had made the occasion possible, and then asked the vicar to make a few remarks. He was still making them when

         Jessie came tiptoeing down the side aisle with a folder of music under her arm.

      


      

      Reaching Mrs Wycherley, she whispered, ‘Am I late?’


      

      ‘No. Nothing but the vicar has happened yet. I think he’s attempting to give the longest sermon in history.’


      

      Fortunately the sight of two ladies whispering made him lose his thread, and he was forced to go early to his concluding prayer.

         At the ‘amen’ Jessie headed for the piano, and Mrs Wycherley stood beside her to turn. Jessie put the folder on the top, selected

         a piece of music, put it on the stand, and as Mrs Wycherley’s eyebrows went up in surprise, she faced the audience, now politely

         hushed, and said, ‘I have an announcement to make. I was asked to play you some music by Chopin, but during the tea interval

         I had second thoughts about it, and I decided you might enjoy this more.’

      


      

      She sat down, and began to play ‘Tipperary’. Because she was reading the music she didn’t see, as Mrs Wycherley did, the instant

         brightening of faces all over the room, but she heard the enthusiasm with which the men joined in the chorus, and there was

         no doubt about the storm of applause that broke when the song was ended. Mrs Upton-Haye, sitting in the front row beside the

         vicar, glared and fidgeted, but as the vicar himself joined in the last chorus, she did not feel she could go over and remonstrate;

         nor could she take Mrs Ned Morland off, since there was nothing else arranged that could take her place. Seething inwardly,

         she was forced to smile coldly and let her continue.

      


      

      Jessie played more popular ‘numbers’, like ‘Boys in Khaki, Boys in Blue’ and ‘Sister Susie Sewing Shirts for Soldiers’. Her

         voice, though true, was too small to fill a hall; but fortunately Mrs Wycherley could sing, and had a strong voice.  She took over the verses, facing the audience so that she could encourage the men to roar the choruses. Later, in a spirit

         of pure mischief, Jessie put up ‘Aba Daba Honeymoon’, which the men adored but which made Mrs Upton-Haye reel in shock at

         the vulgarity, then ‘Ragtime Soldier Man’, and as a finale thumped out ‘I Like Pickled Onions’, which almost made the hostess

         faint dead away. The men enjoyed that one so much they roared through it twice and then applauded, stamped and whistled their

         approval. At Mrs Wycherley’s urging, Jessie stood, pink-faced with pleasure, to take a bow.

      


      

      Mrs Upton-Haye hurried up onto the platform to terminate the proceedings before they could plumb any greater depths, and in

         her agitation quite forgot her speech, so the afternoon ended for the men without a damper.

      


      

      ‘You sly thing!’ said Mrs Wycherley as Jessie put the music back in the folder. ‘Where did you get all this?’


      

      ‘I drove back to Morland Place for it. My sister-in-law, Ethel, has all the new songs. My brother Robbie buys her everything

         as soon as it comes out. I couldn’t bear the idea of making those poor men sit through Chopin.’

      


      

      ‘They might have liked it,’ Mrs Wycherley suggested.


      

      ‘Not the way I play it,’ Jessie laughed.


      

      ‘Oh, Lord, Mrs Upton-Haye is trying to come this way. Fortunately the vicar has her pinned. We’d better hurry, before she

         can wriggle free.’

      


      

      They walked quickly up the aisle, threading through the departing soldiers, who gladly made way for them, with grateful grins

         and nods when they saw who it was. ‘Was she very annoyed?’ Jessie asked.

      


      

      ‘I thought she would explode in “Ragtime Soldier Man”, when we got to the bit that says, “As long as I can run/They’ll never

         find me/They’ll be behind me”. It didn’t really fit in with the patriotic tone of the entertainment. And then, my dear, the

         vulgarity of the pickled-onion song!’

      


      

      Jessie grinned. ‘It’s a pity she didn’t let me do some encores. I have “Snookey Ookums” in here, and “Monkey Doodle Doo”.

         I’d have loved her to hear those.’

      


      

       ‘And I’d have loved to see her face,’ Mrs Wycherley said, laughing.

      


      

      Jessie left the hall elated, but reaction set in as she drove the short distance home to Maystone Villa, her nice little square

         stone house on the Clifton Road. Darkness had long fallen and the dank February chill made the bare trees that loomed into

         her headlights look dreary. The wind pressing past the motor’s windows bothered her. In the first days after she had lost

         the baby, while she was being cared for by her mother at Morland Place, she had been haunted by a sound like a baby crying.

         Sometimes, since she had come back to Maystone, she heard it again, at nights, when the wind was in the chimney. The sound

         made her ache with a misery like a physical pain. Her baby had never cried. It had been dead in her womb, Dr Hasty said, which

         was why she had miscarried. She shivered. Even inside the motor, her heavy coat wasn’t enough to keep out the deadly cold.

         It looked and smelt to her as though it might snow tonight or tomorrow.

      


      

      Home at last. As she crunched over the gravel Gladding, the stableman/gardener, emerged unwillingly to put the motor away

         – the only task concerning it that he would undertake. Jessie even had to get a Boy Scout to clean it, for Gladding said he

         only groomed horses: ‘Ah don’t ’ave to do wi’ them smelly things. The devil’s work, they are, and Ah’ll not encourage ’em.’

         He even grumbled under his breath now as he held the door for her; but then the front door of the house opened and a warm

         body dashed out and flung itself at her with a gladness that raised her spirits. Brach, her Morland hound bitch, always behaved

         as if every parting, however short, had been a lifetime long.

      


      

      Jessie caressed the big, harsh-haired body as it revolved round her with cat-like fluidity, and winced as the iron bar of

         a tail lashed at her knees. ‘Oh, foolish, foolish girl. Yes, I missed you too!’

      


      

      In the yellow slice of light at the doorway Tomlinson had appeared and was smiling a welcome. Tomlinson had been  her lady’s maid, and was now effectively housekeeper in the depleted household, but after so many years she was a friend,

         too.

      


      

      ‘Did it go well, madam?’ she asked, as Jessie came towards her with Brach still twirling and trying to trip her up.


      

      ‘It got better towards the end,’ Jessie said. ‘I think the men enjoyed it.’


      

      ‘Supper’s ready any time you want it,’ said Tomlinson, studying her face. ‘You look tired. A glass of wine would do you good.’


      

      ‘That would be nice,’ Jessie agreed. ‘But first I must go and see the horses. Will you take this in?’ She handed her the folder

         of music. ‘And remind me to take it back to Mrs Robert tomorrow.’

      


      

      Tomlinson looked a mild query. ‘Take the music back to Mrs Robert?’


      

      ‘I didn’t play the Chopin after all.’ And she turned away towards the stable.


      

      Tomlinson opened the folder and looked at the first sheet. ‘Ragtime,’ she murmured, and smiled. It was good to see her lady

         getting back a bit of spirit. But she did look tired. It was easy to overdo things when you’d recently had a miscarriage.

         She must make sure she rested properly tomorrow – even if she had to tie her to the sofa.

      


      

      Jessie stopped on the way in the feed-room to pick up a couple of handfuls of horse-nuts, and then went into the stable. There

         were only four horses in residence at the moment, and until two weeks ago there hadn’t been any, which hadn’t made Gladding

         complain any less about his work. Jessie had stopped riding altogether while she was pregnant – not that it had mattered in

         the end, she thought bitterly. She might just as well have enjoyed herself for all the difference it made. During that time

         her darling Hotspur, the black gelding who had been given to her by her beloved late father, had been turned out – though

         she had gone to visit him in his field most days. He came forward eagerly now to greet her, knuckering softly and lowering

         his head for her caresses.

      


      

      ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been able to take you out today,  darling,’ she told him. He lipped up the nuts from her palm and nodded appreciatively. ‘I hope Gladding exercised you properly.’

         Hotspur made another deep chuckling sound and stamped a foot. It often seemed to Jessie that he tried to join in conversations

         with her. ‘We’ll have a long ride tomorrow, I promise.’ He nuzzled her hair, and then lowered his nose to blow at Brach, who

         licked his muzzle in response. They were old friends.

      


      

      The other occupied boxes contained the two Bhutia mares, Mouse and Minna – Jessie had broken them to harness and they pulled

         the phaeton and the trap – and the new young mare she had brought up to school. Vesper was a two-year-old, and Jessie was

         bringing her on as an eventual replacement for Hotspur when he grew too old. That was assuming the army did not take her,

         as they had taken Jessie’s hunters. Gladding was strictly forbidden to ride Vesper, and gave her led exercise only, when Jessie

         was too busy to take her out. It was not a satisfactory arrangement, and another reason why Jessie hated the mean old man

         whose delight seemed to be to make everyone around him miserable. Why couldn’t she have a nice groom, and one who wouldn’t

         spoil young horses?

      


      

      She stayed a long time with the horses – so long that Brach lay down in the straw and set her nose on her paws – conscious

         of an unwillingness to go back to the house. It seemed so empty now, with Ned away (and no new baby in the room Tomlinson

         had been going to make into the nursery). She did not, of course, entertain without him, so it hardly mattered that she was

         down to only three indoor staff: Tomlinson, and the housemaids, Peggy and Susie. She hadn’t even had a cook since Mrs Peck

         left – but Peggy could cook well enough for her alone.

      


      

      But a house without a man in it seemed an oddly disjointed thing, an entity that had lost its purpose. It made her realise

         how often, not only at Maystone but in all the households she knew, things were always done a certain way, or never done at

         all, because ‘the master liked it that way’. Mealtimes were set for his convenience; the choice of menu  reflected his tastes; the routines, the cleaning rotas, the lighting of fires, the very placing of the ornaments and which

         side of the door the umbrella stand was sited – all the details of daily life were arranged round the man of the house.

      


      

      Ned was at training camp up on Black Brow with the York Commercials – the Pals battalion Uncle Teddy had helped to bring into

         being – and when the battalion was ready, it would go overseas, perhaps to France; so he would not occupy his house, except

         for brief periods of leave, until the war was over. And how long would that be? Her cousin Bertie had said from the beginning

         that it would not ‘all be over by Christmas’, as people had claimed. Bertie had said it would be three or four years, and

         though that had seemed impossible in the heady excitement of August 1914, it was beginning now to seem horribly likely. The

         terrible weeks-long battle of Ypres had been a victory, but with nothing gained, except that the line had not been broken.

         The German attack had been repulsed; but the price had been so dreadfully high. The British Expeditionary Force had virtually

         ceased to exist. Bertie’s battalion, which had gone to France twelve hundred strong, had been reduced to 108 men and three

         officers.

      


      

      No, it seemed likely now that it would not soon be over. Women like her – thousands, all over the country – would have to

         get used to living without men in their households. They would have to find other things to fill their days, and other ways

         to organise their routines.

      


      

      Brach suddenly sat up, ears pricked, and whined. Then she stood and stared up at Jessie with urgency, pawing her leg. Her

         kind could not bark, but she had her own ways of communicating. ‘What is it, girl?’ Jessie asked, and turned her head to listen.

         The sound of tyres on the gravel. Not motor tyres, but the thin tandem sound of bicycle wheels. Her mind flew to the obvious

         conclusion – a telegram? But who would contact her urgently at this time of night? It couldn’t be Morland Place, because they

         would have telephoned. She had a husband, two brothers and two cousins all in uniform, but Ned, brother Frank and cousin Lenny

          Manning were all still in training, and Jack, her favourite brother, who was in the RFC, had been shot down in November and

         his injuries would prevent his return to active service for some months yet. Only Bertie was at the front. But an ‘official’

         telegram about Bertie would not come to her, it would go to his wife, Maud; and Maud would not telegraph her.

      


      

      While she was thinking these things she had been hurrying out of the stables and towards the house, and was in time to see

         the telegraph boy climbing back onto his bicycle out in the road. Tomlinson was standing at the front door holding the envelope;

         Peggy and Susie lurked behind her at the end of the hall. Already, in a manless household, a telegram had become an event.

      


      

      ‘Oh, madam, I was just going to come and find you.’


      

      ‘It’s all right, I heard the wheels.’


      

      ‘It’s addressed to you, not the master,’ Tomlinson said, handing over the envelope.


      

      She opened it where she stood, unable to bear even the delay of going indoors, however undignified that might seem to the

         servants. Then she smiled.

      


      

      ‘Coming home short leave Tuesday stop,’ she read aloud. ‘Please meet 5.55 p.m. train stop. Signed, E. Morland.’


      

      ‘But it’s after six now,’ Tomlinson said. She looked over her shoulder at the hall clock. ‘It’s nearly half past!’


      

      ‘This was sent this morning,’ Jessie said. ‘It must have got mislaid.’


      

      ‘It’s a disgrace,’ Tomlinson said indignantly. ‘You pay enough for a telegram! Something should be said to that postmaster.’


      

      ‘Yes, but not this minute. I shall have to go to the station as I am. Run and tell Gladding to get the motor out again, will

         you?’

      


      

      But even as she said it there was the sound of an engine out in the road and a taxi-cab clattered into the drive and pulled

         up. Brach flattened her ears and sang, almost dancing on the spot in her excitement, as the door opened and a figure muffled

         in army greatcoat and cap stepped out.

      


       ‘He must have got tired of waiting,’ Jessie said.

      


      The master had come home.




      It seemed to Jessie that the house had come alive again. There was movement, bustle; there were lights all over the house,

         the sound of men’s voices – Ned had brought his servant Daltry, who had been his manservant before the war and had followed

         him into the army. Daltry seemed to be everywhere: taking Ned’s bag to his dressing-room, supervising the lighting of the

         dining-room fire – Susie was on her knees before it with a sheet of newspaper – laughing in the kitchen with the maids as

         they hurried to transform Jessie’s supper into a proper dinner, fetching up wine to go with it. He had taken off his khaki

         jacket right away and donned his black apron, and now was rubbing up the silver and laying the table. His presence had had

         a visible effect on the female servants, in the way they held themselves, moved, the way they turned their heads, laughed.

         The men meant extra work for them, but they didn’t mind. It had given them purpose again.

      


      

      Brach trotted busily back and forth, from room to room, from person to person, the ticking sound of her nails on the hall

         floor each time she crossed a small poignant background that Jessie heard out of all proportion to its volume or importance,

         as at times of great emotion one will notice tiny irrelevant details. Brach thrust her nose into everything, stared up into

         faces, smiled, waved her tail, trying to understand, trying to fit these new, familiar people into their old places in her

         mind’s pattern.

      


      

      Jessie thought she knew how the dog felt. She herself was bemused, seemed to be standing outside herself, watching, though

         she heard her own voice from time to time answering questions and commenting. Daltry had stepped back into his former role

         as manservant/footman/butler so easily that even his uniform breeches and puttees under his apron did not make him seem strange

         – only, as the maids’ flutterings attested, a little more exciting.

      


      

      But Ned had become a stranger, and not only to her  but also, obviously, to himself. He seemed ill at ease in his own house, kept starting to do something and then distracting

         himself. He spoke to Jessie disjointedly: his mind was evidently still at camp, for he began to talk about things concerned

         with it, as if he were talking to Daltry, and then remembered: ‘Oh, but of course you won’t know about that,’ or ‘Foolish

         of me – that won’t mean anything to you.’

      


      

      She bore with it patiently, following him about so as to be there to be spoken to. She stared and stared at him, trying, like

         Brach, to rediscover him. But he seemed nothing like the nice Cousin Ned she had grown up with, still less like the husband

         he had later become. He looked different: too clearly drawn, all hard edges and sharp definitions. Passing the dining-room at one moment she had seen Daltry

         draw off the baize table-cover and reveal the hard and shining wood underneath. It was like that with Ned, as though all his

         life so far he had worn a soft, muffling cover that had now been stripped away. She did not know this man, his look, his voice;

         she did not know what he might be thinking. When she had kissed him on arrival he even smelt different. A stranger had walked

         into her house masquerading as her husband, and she did not know how to react to him – except, like Brach, to keep smiling

         and wagging her tail. She stared at him to try to rediscover him, but when he looked at her she found her eyes sliding away

         from direct contact, with an odd kind of shyness.

      


      

      Daltry rounded them up and drove them gently into the drawing-room to serve them sherry. The fire was bright here, for it

         had been lit earlier, for her evening alone. On the small oval table at the end the single cover had been laid for her supper,

         and Daltry whisked across with a tut to remove it. Ned’s eyes followed the movement, then returned enquiringly to Jessie.

      


      

      ‘I’ve been eating in here,’ she said. ‘It saves on lighting fires – and the dining-room is too big for one to eat alone.’


      

      ‘Oh, Jessie, I’m sorry,’ he said. He seemed unduly troubled by this.


      

       ‘Why should you be? The war isn’t your fault. Goodness, I expect it’s much worse up at Black Brow. You must have had to give

         up all sorts of things.’

      


      

      ‘Well, not really. As far as the mess goes, we’re pretty comfortable. There’s an excellent cook, a good cellar, fine cigars,

         port and brandy, all the newspapers. The colonel saw to all that.’

      


      

      ‘Dear old Colonel Hound!’ Jessie exclaimed eagerly, glad of a point of contact, of something she actually knew about. Colonel

         Bassett, fondly known as Hound, was an old friend of Major and Mrs Wycherley.

      


      

      ‘He says, “Any fool can be uncomfortable.” And he says, “Good food fuels a good campaign.” He has lots of sayings like that.

         He likes mess standards to be kept up, too. We have to dress and so on – no shoddiness.’

      


      

      ‘I haven’t been dressing,’ she said apologetically. She was still in her daytime suit from the concert. ‘Should I—?’


      

      ‘Oh! No – really – it doesn’t matter. I can’t change anyway. I’ve only a clean shirt for the morning with me.’ Their eyes

         met at last and he smiled stiffly. ‘You look beautiful to me in anything.’

      


      

      She couldn’t sustain the contact and stared down at her sherry glass. ‘What’s it like up there? Cold, I expect.’


      

      ‘Terribly cold,’ he said. Brach came and laid her head on his knee and he stroked it. A dog could be a great comfort at moments

         of awkwardness. There was never any difficulty about showing your love to a dog. ‘But we’re getting hardened to it. It doesn’t

         trouble us as much as it did at first, and it wasn’t nearly as cold then. The men are snug enough, with those wood-burning

         stoves in the huts. Better off than us, really – our bedroom fireplaces are so small they hardly have any effect. I don’t

         suppose when the mining company built the bungalows they ever thought people would stay there in the middle of winter.’

      


      

      ‘Has it snowed yet?’


      

      ‘Only a sprinkling or two. But if we get anything heavy, Hound says we may have to move. Already it’s getting too hard to

         dig.’

      


      

       ‘Dig?’

      


      

      ‘It’s what we do most of. Digging trenches and marching. Lots of marching. The men are getting awfully fed up. But they’re

         good fellows. They just want to be off to the war. Once we get our rifles, they’ll be happy. That will be the sign that we’re

         really on our way. They’re afraid the whole show will be over before they’ve had a chance to have a biff at the Bosch.’

      


      

      He spoke differently, too, she thought – used different language. ‘Awfully fed up’; ‘show’; ‘biff’. It didn’t sound like him.

         But, of course, his language would have to have changed, since his whole life had changed. ‘Where will you be sent?’ she asked.

      


      

      ‘Oh, goodness knows. There’s a new rumour every week – practically every day. Egypt, Malta, the Sudan, France. The men all

         hope for France, of course. But nothing can happen until we get our rifles. They’re supposed to be arriving every week, but

         they never turn up.’

      


      

      He lapsed into silence, his eyes on the flames, deep in thought. His stroking hand stopped, and Brach sighed and took her

         great head over to Jessie’s lap instead.

      


      

      Daltry came in to announce that dinner was ready. So he had known, Jessie thought, that they would not be changing. She met

         his eyes as she went past. That was easy, compared with Ned. Daltry was only more like himself: himself emphasised. One of

         his eyebrows flickered in some kind of message to her, but she could not think what it might be – except that it seemed sympathetic,

         and comforted her a little.

      


      

      Safely separated by the dining-table – Daltry had put them face to face at one end – and with eating and drinking to occupy

         them, it was easier to talk. Ned came at last to the point of his visit.

      


      

      ‘You haven’t asked why I’m here,’ he said, spooning soup. It was pea, the same that Jessie had had at luncheon the day before

         – probably what she would have had tomorrow, too – but made more interesting by the addition of shavings of ham and little

         marrow balls.

      


      

       ‘I – I hadn’t thought about it,’ Jessie said, dragging her mind back. ‘It was all so sudden. Your telegram said you had leave.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, but didn’t you think it was odd I should have leave again so soon?’


      

      He had been home for a week in December when she lost the baby. She didn’t like to be reminded of that. She looked at her

         plate and said, ‘It didn’t occur to me. I don’t understand the ways of the army.’

      


      

      ‘And you an officer’s wife!’ he chided, trying for a joke. ‘You’ll have to learn about the ways of the army sooner or later.’


      

      ‘I suppose so.’ Ned and Bertie and Frank and Lenny – Jack too. Did he think he needed to tell her that?


      

      Ned finished his soup and laid down his spoon. He had thought coming home would be easy; he had not expected to feel so out

         of place, so much an alien. The shapes and sizes of everything were all wrong to his eyes, used to the wild open space of

         Black Brow, the huts, the bungalows. The house seemed cramped and confining; the silence behind everything, when he was used

         to being in shouting distance of a thousand men with their continuous bustle, was disconcerting. He had dreamt of Jessie and

         longed for her, but he could not get hold of her now she was here. She wasn’t in khaki, she wasn’t a soldier, square and hard

         and brown: she was soft and pale and silent and mysterious. He had longed for this every day since he had left, and now all

         he wanted was to run away back to camp.

      


      

      Daltry removed the plates and brought the fish. It was tinned herrings, with pickled French beans from the store-cupboard,

         decorated with radishes cut into roses. Jessie was amused at the ingenuity, and looked forward to the rest of the meal with

         intellectual interest, if not with appetite.

      


      

      Ned drank some wine and began to eat, hardly noticing what was on his fork. As a soldier he was hungrier and less discriminating

         than before the war. ‘At all events,’ he tried again, ‘this is a special leave, which the Hound granted me for a special purpose.’

      


      

       Jessie said nothing. She was unwilling to ask him what the special purpose was, in case it turned out to be her.

      


      

      Ned was forced to go on unencouraged. ‘The thing is – Jessie—’ He said her name to make her look at him. ‘The thing is that

         the government is taking over the factory.’

      


      

      ‘The mill?’ she said in surprise.


      

      ‘Yes. They’re requisitioning it. And as there will be a lot of things to arrange, the Hound allowed me special leave.’


      

      ‘But what does it mean, requisitioning it?’


      

      ‘Much the same as when they requisitioned your horses, except, of course, that I’ll get the mill back eventually. In the mean

         time, they’ll pay me a small amount for the use of it.’

      


      

      ‘How small?’ she asked sharply, beginning to realise what might be coming.


      

      ‘Small enough. You remember when they took your hunters, and paid you seventy-five pounds each for them?’


      

      ‘Yes – and if I’d ever wanted to sell them, which I didn’t, I’d have got three hundred and fifty at least.’


      

      ‘Well, there you are, then,’ said Ned. He made as if to eat a radish, then put down his knife and fork. ‘It’s going to mean

         a difference to us. It’s going to mean we’re less well off than before.’

      


      

      ‘You mean we’ll be poor?’


      

      ‘Not poor, exactly, but there won’t be anything spare for luxuries. It won’t matter to me, because I shall be in the army

         until the war is over, so I’m – provided for, if you like.’

      


      

      ‘Three meals a day and a roof over your head,’ she said, with a faint smile.


      

      ‘Exactly. Of course, there’s uniform, and mess bills, and other things to pay for, but I shall have the essentials, and the

         luxuries I can cut down on if I have to. But for you – well, I don’t want you to have to alter your way of life. I don’t want

         you to have to do without.’

      


      

      ‘I dare say everyone will have to give up something. Why should I be any different?’


      

      ‘Because you’re my wife, and it’s my duty to keep you in  the style to which you are accustomed.’ He chewed his lip, as if coming to the hard part. ‘This house, Jess – it’s expensive

         to keep up. And, really, don’t you think it’s too big for you? Apart from saving money, if you moved into something smaller

         you might be more comfortable – don’t you think?’

      


      

      She scanned his face. ‘Just be honest with me. We can’t afford this house any more, and we have to give it up – is that what

         you’re saying?’

      


      

      He nodded unwillingly. ‘I wish it could be otherwise. I know it’s your home—’


      

      ‘Our home.’

      


      

      ‘Our home, that’s what I meant. But if we give it up I can still support you decently. I don’t want you to have to scrimp.

         If I can install you in a small place for the rest of the war, then when it’s over, when I come home, we can find a proper

         house. We might even be able to get this one back again.’

      


      

      ‘Do you think you can get rid of the lease?’


      

      ‘Pickering’s sure he can. I think he has someone in mind.’ Pickering was his father Teddy’s land agent at Morland Place.


      

      ‘You’ve already talked about it?’


      

      ‘I made enquiries. Naturally.’


      

      ‘Naturally,’ she said. She was, naturally, the last to know. That was how the world was arranged. ‘What about the servants?’


      

      ‘If you move to a smaller place, I can afford Tomlinson and one of the maids. Whoever does your cooking, I suppose.’


      

      ‘That’s Peggy.’


      

      ‘The other one will easily get a place. Everyone’s short of servants.’


      

      ‘And Gladding?’


      

      ‘I will personally take great pleasure in giving Gladding his notice,’ said Ned, grimly – oh, this was a new, forceful Ned!

         ‘You can keep your horses at Twelvetrees. And I’ll sell the Arno and buy you a little car to run around in. I wouldn’t  want you to have to give up your hospital visiting and suchlike. Hoggett at the garage thinks he knows someone who’d like

         the Arno, and he’ll easily get a little thing that will do for you.’

      


      

      ‘You’ve spoken to Hoggett, too,’ she said, staring into her glass.


      

      ‘I’ve tried to think of everything,’ he said, part proud, part anxious. He studied her, trying to gauge her reaction. Daltry

         drifted in and removed the fish plates, glancing under his eyebrows at their faces. He brought in the entrée – just cold beef,

         Jessie noticed, from Monday night’s joint (she had been at Morland Place on Sunday) but there was hot gravy sauce with it,

         and potatoes, leeks, stewed mushrooms (dried, from the storecupboard again) with onions, and purple broccoli. Peggy and Tomlinson

         handed the vegetables – wartime had already meant that the old Morland rule of only male servants waiting at table had had

         to be modified – and then they all withdrew and left Ned and Jessie alone.

      


      

      ‘So,’ Ned said, as soon as the door closed, eager now to have it done, ‘what do you think?’


      

      ‘It doesn’t sound as though I have a choice,’ she said; and then, thinking that sounded petulant, added, ‘Everyone has to

         make sacrifices in wartime.’

      


      

      ‘There is an alternative,’ said Ned. She looked up, and saw it in his face before he said it. ‘You could go back to Morland

         Place. Father would be more than glad to have you.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Jessie. It was not just a form of words, as she knew: Uncle Teddy loved nothing more than to have his family around

         him. Her brother Rob and his wife and children lived there, as well as Jessie’s mother, and Uncle Teddy had almost broken

         his heart when Jessie and Ned had told him they wanted their own house when they got married. He would be delighted to have

         Jessie back.

      


      

      ‘It’s what I’d prefer for you,’ Ned said anxiously, ‘if you don’t mind it. I’d like to think of you there, with company around

         you, and people to look after you, rather than all  alone in a strange house. It makes more sense to me. I can come to you there if – when – I have leave. And meanwhile you’ll

         be with the family.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Jessie. She’d be able to keep an eye on her mother, too – she had thought she looked tired lately, and was sure

         she was doing too much. She could have her horses there, and be just as convenient for everything in and around York if she

         had a little car. And Uncle Teddy’s chauffeur, Simmonds, would be on hand to look after it, which was a distinct advantage.

         ‘It does seem more sensible than keeping up a separate place when you’re away.’

      


      

      ‘As long as – well, as long as you can bear it.’


      

      ‘Bear it?’


      

      ‘All the children – babies – you know.’


      

      Ah, yes, there was that. Ethel was heavily pregnant now, due to deliver in a few weeks. And up in the nursery there were Ethel

         and Robbie’s other children, Roberta and Jeremy, and Uncle Teddy’s little boy James. So much fecundity, so many reproaches

         to Jessie’s failure! She and Ned had been married four years, but she had managed only one false alarm and two miscarriages.

         And he so wanted children. She closed her face to him, pushed down the feelings. ‘Why should I mind it?’ she said lightly.

         ‘I love the children. They make the house lively.’

      


      

      He looked both doubtful and relieved. ‘When the war’s over,’ he said, ‘and things are back to normal, we’ll have a fine house,

         I promise you.’

      


      

      So it was decided, she thought. He had decided that way before he ever opened the subject – hers was simply to agree. But

         perhaps the financial situation was worse than he wanted her to know. And it did make more sense than running a separate establishment.

      


      

      He talked on about other arrangements – storing furniture, selling things they didn’t want, moving house, the servants – while

         they finished the beef and were served apple pie with thick Morland Place cream, and toyed with cheese and port. Then they

         retired to the drawing-room and Daltry brought them coffee, and Ned, in response to Jessie’s  prompting, told stories about life in camp and the ‘other fellows’, which, while they sometimes started out with promise,

         all descended into pointlessness because of their esoteric nature. He fell back on describing inter-company football and rugby

         matches and officers’ shooting competitions. And then it was time for bed.

      


      

      As soon as Tomlinson had undone her, Jessie sent her away and hurried into her nightdress and dressing-gown before Ned could

         come back from his dressing-room. He found her brushing her hair at the dressing-table, a ceremony he had always loved to

         watch. It had often been an erotic forerunner of passion. But as he approached her from behind to put out a hand to her hair,

         her eyes flinched away from his in the glass and she got up quickly and moved to the bed.

      


      

      ‘I’m very tired,’ she said. ‘And you must be too. Put the light out and come to bed.’


      

      For the life of him, he didn’t know if this was an invitation or a rejection. With her back to him she shed her dressing-gown

         and climbed up into the bed, pulling the covers up to her neck. He turned out the lights and felt his way to bed in the darkness;

         then lay on his back, not touching her, listening to her breathing, trying to gauge her thoughts. Up at Black Brow, in his

         narrow, cold bed in his bare, chilly room, he had thought of her every night. He had imagined her, soft, curved, warm, curled

         in the downy nest of their bed at home, imagined himself with her, drawing her to him, lying folded in sleep with her in their

         ship of the night, sailing the dark waters together. In his dreams, in his imaginings, there was no difficulty anywhere, no

         difference between them, no distance; they came together with the ease of familiarity and the warmth of love.

      


      

      But now he felt himself a stranger in her bed. What did she want of him? Should he touch her or not? He had last seen her

         just after the miscarriage, when she had been inconsolable and he – well, it made him hot with shame to think of it, but in

         his grief and anxiety for her he had been angry;  he feared he had blamed her, accused her. Did she remember that? Did she bear a grudge? How unhappy was she still? Could

         he comfort her, or only make things worse? What was the state of her body? Was it too soon? He had thought, marrying Jessie, that everything after that would be easy. Winning her was the hard part: once she had said

         yes, they would fly through life effortlessly, arms linked, happy, of one mind. So he had imagined. He had not suspected there

         could be such agonies of doubt and incomprehension.

      


      

      Jessie lay rigid, staring at the ceiling, wondering what was to happen. She had got into bed with a stranger, and she was

         afraid. In their marriage they had frequently pulled in opposite directions, had often argued and sometimes quarrelled, but

         in bed they had always met in passion, and its clean fire had burnt away all difficulties. She had always loved being made

         love to by him, loved the feeling of his body and the touch of his lips, gloried in his desire for her, which brought him

         to trembling in her arms.

      


      

      But not now. Now her body had turned traitor. It was cold and empty. Her senses seemed numb. She could find no spark of desire

         in herself for him. She didn’t want him to touch her, especially in that way. The thought of his entering her filled her with dread. Was it just the miscarriage? Was it just a temporary trouble?

         Or had something broken inside her, so that she would never feel that way again? She knew that he wanted her – she could feel

         the heat and hardness of his arousal even though it was not touching her. She felt that as a good wife, a soldier’s wife,

         she should give him what he wanted, especially as there was so little time and she did not know when she might see him again.

         But she didn’t want him to do it. She felt frightened and repelled, and lonely and lost.

      


      

      He turned on his side, facing her, and laid a hand on her shoulder, feeling her flinch at the touch. He removed the hand.

         ‘There’s something else I have to tell you,’ he said.

      


      

      It was a long time before her voice came out of the darkness, faint as though she were a long way off. ‘What is it?’


      

      ‘I might be leaving the battalion.’


      

       The words made no sort of sense to her in her rigid state of fear, and she could only say, ‘Oh?’

      


      

      ‘They’re so short of officers, you see, that they are talking about taking officers from the Kitchener battalions that aren’t

         ready, and attaching them to the units that are going to the Front. The Hound talked to me last week and asked if I’d be willing

         to go, if they wanted me. Well, of course, you have to go where you’re sent in the army, but he said all the service battalion

         COs had been asked to put forward names of officers they thought suitable, who would be willing to transfer. He said a lot

         of COs were sending returns saying none of their officers was suitable, so as not to lose them, but he didn’t think that was

         right. We’ve a war to fight, after all. And – well – I said I would go. So you see, I may be sent to the Front sooner than

         we thought.’

      


      

      ‘To the Front?’ She sounded a thousand miles away.


      

      ‘I’m glad, really. This waiting gets on everyone’s nerves. All the fellows want to go, but even when we finally get our rifles,

         the chances are we’ll be sent to Egypt or the Sudan, on garrison duty to release the regulars. I shall miss the fellows, but

         this way I’ll get to serve where it will really make a difference. You do see?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, I do see,’ she whispered. His hand, hot and heavy, touched her shoulder again, and she forced herself not to shrink

         away. He stroked her neck with a finger for a moment, and then caressed her hair, but when the hand drifted towards her breast

         she cried out, ‘I can’t! Oh, please, I can’t!’

      


      

      He had felt how rigid she was, had hoped that his hand might soothe her. Now he withdrew it, and said, ‘It’s all right.’


      

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and her voice sounded like a sob.


      

      ‘No, I’m sorry. It’s too soon. I shouldn’t have. I’m a selfish beast – oh, Jess, don’t cry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.’

      


      

      ‘I’m not crying,’ she gasped, and it was true. She was shaking and trembling with reaction – rather like those shivering fits

         she had had after the miscarriage. ‘I’m cold. So cold,’ she whimpered.

      


      

       ‘Let me hold you,’ he said softly. ‘Just that. I promise, I promise I won’t do anything. Just let me hold you and make you

         warm.’ Slowly, carefully, he gathered her against him, and held her softly and in silence until the shaking stopped and he

         felt her begin to relax. ‘Jess, I’m sorry. I didn’t think. It’s much too soon. Forgive me.’

      


      

      ‘There’s nothing to forgive,’ she said, muffled by his chest.


      

      He pressed her a little closer. ‘I love you so,’ he whispered.


      

      After a long time, she said, ‘Yes.’ But that was all.


      

      They rose early the next morning, unrested, both of them sad. He had to go to the mill, to make arrangements for the requisition.

         ‘I shall be there, and at the solicitor’s, all day. I wish I could spend more time with you, but it just isn’t possible. And

         I shall have to go back to camp tonight, so I shan’t see you again. I’m so sorry.’

      


      

      ‘I’m sorry too,’ she said. ‘It was – such a short visit.’


      

      ‘It was Hound’s kindness that we even had this time. It could have been just to York and back in the day, and then I wouldn’t

         have seen you at all.’

      


      

      She dressed quickly while he was in the bathroom and went down to arrange breakfast. ‘You didn’t have to get up with me,’

         he said.

      


      

      ‘I want to drive you in to York,’ she said. ‘Please let me.’


      

      ‘If you want to – I’d like it,’ he said, almost shyly.


      

      She forced a smile. ‘You’ve hardly ever let me drive you. “The Arno’s too heavy for a woman,”’ she quoted him.


      

      ‘We’ll get you a little car. I’ll write to Hoggett.’


      

      ‘Don’t bother, I can speak to him myself.’


      

      But he had not been gone long enough to allow that. ‘I’ll do it, dear. You shouldn’t be bothered with things like that.’


      

      Outside it was horribly cold, the sky like an iron lid over the earth, the first fine specks of snow already sifting down.

         Daltry, with grim enjoyment, had forced Gladding to get the motor out, start the engine and scrape off the ice, so it was

         ready for them when it was time to leave. It was a short drive to Layerthorpe, and they didn’t speak. Jessie drove  carefully, thinking Ned was watching her, but it was not her driving he was watching. He was memorising every curve of her

         face, every lock of hair, for when he was back in camp.

      


      

      ‘Drop me at the gates,’ he said, when they arrived. ‘Then you won’t have to turn round.’


      

      She turned to him, offering her lips, guilty at how little comfort she had given him, regretful now he was going away; but

         he would not kiss her here, in the street where anyone, where his employees, might see them. He kissed her cheek formally,

         and said, ‘I’ll write to you all about the arrangements. And I’ll telephone Father today from my office.’

      


      

      She could have done that, too. She would make her own arrangements with Uncle Teddy, she thought, and was suddenly impatient

         for him to go. He was a stranger again, irrelevant in her life. She didn’t know what to do with him or how to think of him.

      


      

      The snow was coming down faster as he stepped out of the motor. ‘Drive back carefully,’ he said. ‘I should have taken a cab.’


      

      It was only his care for her, but it felt as if he was throwing her gesture back in her face. ‘Goodbye,’ she said. He turned

         away, and she drove off.

      


      

      Leaving the city, coming out onto the Clifton Road, she found a world bleached of colour. The snow was beginning to lie, the

         sky was white, the trees were veiled and only sketchily grey, like pencil strokes against it. She wanted to weep, but she

         didn’t know precisely why, or for whom. She tried to distract her mind by thinking of what she had to do today, but her mind

         was as blank as the world around her.

      


      

      She turned in at the sweep of the little grey stone house, and stopped the motor. Her married home, she thought, her first

         home of her own – soon to be home no longer. It seemed empty and lonely again, now its man had gone. Ned had gone, would soon

         be off to the Front. It seemed like the end of something more than Maystone Villa. He had  said they might get it back at the end of the war, but she felt it was not possible. They would never live there again. She

         wondered, for a frightened, lucid moment, if they would ever live anywhere together again.

      


   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      

      
       The casualties sustained in 1914 had staggered the War Council, and finally convinced them that the war would not speedily
         be brought to an end. It was true that from the beginning Lord Kitchener had opined it would ‘last three years, not three
         months’. But still the ingrained trust in the might of the British Army had persuaded the politicians otherwise. They had
         believed in the short war – until nine-tenths of the BEF had fallen victim to German shells and machine-guns.
      

      
      At the end of 1914 the Council had seriously considered withdrawing from France altogether. The Western Front presented an
         intractable problem. The line stretched unbroken from Switzerland to the Channel, and all along it the Germans had the advantage
         of higher – and drier – ground. They had dug themselves deep and impregnable bunkers. Their trenches were of hotel luxury
         compared with the sodden scrapes the Allied soldiers shivered in, and were protected by forests of barbed wire. Manoeuvre
         was impossible, there was no flank that could be turned, and frontal attack had already proved murderous. Lord Kitchener had
         pronounced that the German line was ‘a fortress which cannot be taken by assault’.
      

      
      Yet something had to be done, that was plain; something other than – as Lord Overton, a military member of the Council, said
         to his wife Venetia – ‘sitting tight and waiting for a miracle’.
      

      
       Later in 1915 the new volunteer battalions – the Kitchener units, as they were referred to – would begin to be ready. The
         question was, what to do with them.
      

      
      ‘It’s plain Kitchener himself has no idea what to do next,’ Overton said. ‘When the Cabinet asks, he simply waffles.’

      
      ‘I can’t imagine him waffling,’ Venetia said. ‘He was always so clipped and to-the-point.’

      
      ‘Ah, you knew him when he was younger – and in the field he was never at a loss. He was an excellent soldier, but he’s not
         a strategist. The large-scale movement of armies is not his forte.’
      

      
      ‘Especially when they don’t move?’ Venetia suggested.
      

      
      ‘Precisely.’

      
      Sir John French, the Commander-in-Chief in France, favoured the plan of his French counterpart, General Joffre, which was
         to launch a series of attacks on the German line where it bulged in a huge salient deep into French sovereign territory. By
         attacking from three angles Joffre hoped to squeeze the salient, break through the line and so cut the German supply chain
         at the point where it was at its longest and most vulnerable. Without supplies the German offensive would wither and die.
      

      
      Joffre had been eloquent in his desire for British support for the plan, and Sir John felt it was so important that he travelled
         to London in person to urge it on the War Council, at their meeting on the 13th of January.
      

      
      ‘I had a talk with him in the lobby before we went into the meeting,’ Overton said that night. ‘He’s quite bitter about the
         Council’s failings.’
      

      
      ‘And what are they?’ Venetia asked. They were having a late supper in her sitting-room. Overton’s War Office work and her
         medical duties meant they were both very busy people: to eat together at all often required meals at odd times and in odd
         places.
      

      
      ‘Sir John says we’re starving him of men. Well, we’re doing what we can about that. It takes time to train and equip soldiers,
         and our standing army was very small. But worse, he says, we’re handing out ammunition, particularly shells,  with a teaspoon. The Germans have ten times, a hundred times, as much.’
      

      
      ‘That is a serious failing,’ said Venetia.

      
      Overton refilled her wine glass – at these late suppers they dismissed the servants and fended for themselves. ‘The peacetime
         War Office was equipped to supply a small army. The whole Army Contracts Department has only twenty clerks to do everything,
         and the munitions manufacturers have more orders than they can cope with.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t more manufacturers be used?’ Venetia asked.

      
      ‘Kitchener’s against it. He says only experienced firms can make shells of the right quality and, since he’s virtually dictator
         as far as the war’s concerned, his word is law.’
      

      
      ‘So it’s Kitchener’s fault?’

      
      ‘He’s not a bad chap,’ Overton protested, for he was fond of the great man. ‘But he’s stubborn, and rather limited in vision.
         It does slow us down, having to pass every decision through him.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t you get rid of him?’

      
      ‘Not possible. He’s so hugely popular in the country. It would cause a terrible crisis of confidence to sack him: the people
         feel that as long as he’s leading us we can’t lose the war.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose that’s true,’ Venetia sighed.

      
      ‘The worst of it is,’ said Overton, ‘that his dithering encourages bumptious amateurs like Churchill and Lloyd George to think
         they know better and come up with their own ideas.’
      

      
      Venetia had been long enough a soldier’s wife to know what happened when laymen devised military strategy. ‘I take it they
         didn’t care for Sir John’s plan,’ she anticipated.
      

      
      Overton shook his head. ‘They hardly listened. I’m afraid the Cabinet ministers all want an attack in the east, on Turkey.
         They’re desperate to avoid more heavy casualties in France, and want to open up a new theatre. And now that Turkey has entered
         the war on Germany’s side, the whole region is unstable. Bulgaria is wavering, and the government’s keen for a show of strength
         that will bring the Bulgars in on our side.’
      

      
       ‘What does the War Office think about it?’
      

      
      ‘Kitchener quite likes the idea. Because of his long service out east, he’s inclined to think everything important happens
         there.’
      

      
      ‘But would an attack on Turkey be likely to make much difference?’

      
      ‘It would be a way to take a victory without much loss of life, which is a political objective.’

      
      ‘Simply to have a few good headlines in the newspapers?’ Venetia said in disgust. ‘How paltry!’

      
      ‘Politics is no longer a gentlemen’s occupation, now the newspapers have so much influence,’ said Overton. ‘The public want
         action, and the Western Front is at stalemate. I’m afraid it’s rather a case of “We must do something; this is something;
         let’s do it.”’
      

      
      ‘My father must be turning in his grave,’ said Venetia. ‘Will you have a little cheese?’

      
      ‘Just a morsel. Thank you. Oh, I suppose on the face of it the Easterners do have some reasoning behind them. Russia is desperately
         hard-pressed, and Churchill’s idea – to take Constantinople and open up the Black Sea to supply ships – might give them some
         relief.’
      

      
      ‘Politicians always want to take Constantinople,’ said Venetia. ‘And even if the route were opened, what supplies do we have
         to send? We’ve barely enough for ourselves – not enough, in the case of munitions.’
      

      
      ‘It’s such a pleasure to talk to someone who has a grasp of the facts,’ Overton said. ‘Someone who isn’t swayed by sentiment
         and rhetoric. I wish you were on the War Council.’
      

      
      ‘A woman?’ Venetia said, in mock horror. ‘Never.’
      

      
      ‘It will come one day. Remember, it’s not so long ago that people would have said, “A woman surgeon – never!” And yet here
         you are.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but war more than anything is men’s work. They’ll never let us take their favourite toy away from them.’

      
      ‘I suppose if women were in charge there would be no war,’ Overton teased.
      

      
       But Venetia said, ‘Germany attacked first. We couldn’t let them get away with it. So, the plan is to attack Turkey and take
         Constantinople – and the Council has agreed?’
      

      
      ‘All but me and one other. Well, you know what Churchill’s like in full flood. As well try to resist the Victoria Falls! He’s
         put it up as a purely naval expedition, so Fisher, the First Sea Lord, is grudgingly with him.’
      

      
      ‘I’d have thought Lloyd George would be against a plan he didn’t think of.’

      
      Overton smiled at her estimation of the chancellor of the exchequer. ‘Actually, he’s attached himself firmly to it. He means
         to take the credit.’
      

      
      ‘If it succeeds.’
      

      
      ‘That’s the beauty of a purely naval attack. If it doesn’t succeed, they can claim it was just a show of strength to remind
         the region of our power to strike.’
      

      
      ‘A plan without a drawback,’ Venetia said drily. ‘What did Sir John French think?’

      
      ‘Churchill’s eloquence won him over, once he was assured they wouldn’t be taking any of his troops. But he didn’t get the
         support he wanted for his joint action with Joffre.’
      

      
      ‘Poor Sir John! You should have invited him back to dinner, Beauty.’

      
      ‘He promised to dine with us next time he’s in England. He said he had to hurry back to St Omer tonight. I suspect he has
         one of his beautiful women waiting for him,’ Overton added with a smile, for French had more than once been criticised by
         the stiffer part of society for his succession of well-connected mistresses.
      

      
      Venetia laughed. ‘I sincerely hope he has. It must be hard enough for him out there, without denying him his comforts. He’s
         too sensitive for a soldier – that’s the reality. He feels the men’s deaths too much.’
      

      
      ‘I shouldn’t want a commander who did not feel them.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps that’s true. So when does Churchill’s plan go into action?’

      
      ‘At once,’ said Overton. ‘A fleet of warships is to go in by way of the Dardanelles and bombard the Turkish forts  on the strait. Constantinople, they believe, will fall of its own accord as soon as the ships appear.’
      

      
      ‘But what then? You need troops to hold a place once you’ve taken it.’

      
      ‘I tried to get that point across, but no-one was listening. The politicians loved the plan. You know how they always like
         multiple objectives: attack Germany’s ally, encourage Bulgaria to join us, and open the sea route to Russia. They have to
         be seen to be doing something for the Russians. Grand Duke Nicholas has been sending increasingly urgent appeals for weeks.’
      

      
      Venetia knew that. Their elder son, Thomas, was a military attaché to the Court of St Petersburg, and his letters had been
         full of bad war news. ‘But this scheme won’t divert German troops away from the Russian front,’ she said. ‘Allies or not,
         the Germans hate the Turks: they won’t hurry to help them.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what I said. But my colleagues assured me that securing the Black Sea will open the back door into Germany through
         the Danube. They all got terribly excited about that, as if the war was all but won.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a long march from the Black Sea to Germany,’ Venetia pointed out.

      
      ‘You can’t expect politicians to know that – they don’t read maps.’

      
      ‘And we haven’t an army to send anyway.’ He only grunted in reply, frowning in thought. Venetia eyed her husband with sympathy.
         ‘You look tired, Beauty. All this is too much for you.’
      

      
      At these words he straightened up and smiled. ‘I’m not ready to babble of green fields yet, my love. And the country needs
         men of experience. Don’t you know there’s a war on? But I’ve been thinking that you were looking rather tired, lately,’ he counter-attacked cunningly, ‘what with all these committees of yours, and your work
         at the hospital.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ Venetia said, rising to his bait. ‘I’m sixty-five, not eighty-five – and when I’m eighty-five I shall still back
         myself to out-operate any youngster you care to put up  against me.’ She stretched out her hands and flexed them. ‘As long as these remain steady, and arthritis doesn’t strike.
         Thank God it’s not in the family.’
      

      
      Overton smiled, rose, and held out his hand. ‘Excellent. Then since we’ve established that neither of us is in the least tired,
         shall we go to bed?’
      

      
      One day in the middle of February Venetia was at home, busy reviewing case notes; but she put them aside gladly on the arrival
         of her daughter Violet, Lady Holkam.
      

      
      Violet had been the loveliest débutante of her year, with her dark hair, flawless skin and violet-blue eyes: at twenty-three,
         having had three children, she was, to her mother, even more beautiful. Her father, Lord Overton, had been so handsome in
         his youth he had been known as ‘Beauty’ Winchmore, and Venetia was glad Violet had inherited his looks rather than hers.
      

      
      In character Violet was also more like her father, being easy-tempered, charming, and fond of company and comfort. She had
         never had the violent ambition and fierce opinions that had made Venetia’s life so stormy – and ultimately so satisfying.
         It sometimes seemed odd to her that her daughter’s aim in life had always been to get married, have children and be châtelaine
         of a nice house; but then her own sister, Olivia, had been just the same. Beauty said the fact was that it was she, Venetia,
         who was the odd one out. Perhaps she was a throwback to her great-grandmother Lucy, whose wild exploits had included running
         away dressed as a boy to join the navy, and racing a curricle from London to Brighton.
      

      
      Venetia rose to meet her daughter as she came in, and said, ‘Darling, you look good enough to eat!’

      
      Violet’s day dress of beige foulard clung to her softly all the way down, in the slender style of current high fashion: the
         over-tunic ended mid-thigh, with a broad sash of black silk round the hips, and the narrow skirt stopped just on the ankle,
         revealing a glimpse of high-heeled black ankle boots. She was wearing her large sable wrap, against which  the alabaster skin of her face seemed to glow as if lit from within; her hat was close-fitting, black with an enormous black
         ostrich spray fixed to it with a diamond brooch. She carried a silky Pekingese dog in each arm: she dropped them to the floor
         as she crossed to embrace her mother, and they rushed round the room sniffing everything, their small coral tongues bright
         semicircles in their black velvet faces.
      

      
      ‘This is a nice surprise,’ Venetia said, hugging her. ‘Hmm, you smell good too.’

      
      ‘Do I? It must be me – I haven’t put anything on,’ said Violet, returning her mother’s embrace with enthusiasm.

      
      ‘And is that a new hat?’

      
      ‘Newish. I had it for the State Opening. Nothing I had would do – hats are going to be small this year.’

      
      ‘How annoying of them,’ Venetia sympathised, and turned to Violet’s companion, who had followed her in. ‘Emma, dear.’

      
      Emma Weston was a cousin of sorts, an orphan who made her home with Violet to avoid having to live with her guardian in a
         remote and unpleasantly damp part of Scotland. She was nineteen, very pretty, and extremely rich – or would be when she came
         of age. Venetia kept a distant eye on her, to see that she didn’t make any unsuitable connections.
      

      
      Emma kissed her, and said, ‘I can’t see that it matters about hats when there’s a war on. I shan’t worry about changing mine.
         Goodness, everything’s so exciting!’
      

      
      ‘Except that all the young men keep going away?’ Venetia suggested.

      
      ‘But they come back again on leave,’ Emma explained, with a grin, ‘and then they’re keener than ever on dancing, after the
         Front.’
      

      
      Violet sat on the sofa, let her fur slip off and began pulling off her gloves. ‘We met Lady Dawnay coming out of Selfridges’
         library, and she said Kit was coming home next week. And Freddie said he thought he saw Peter Hargrave in Whitehall.’
      

      
      Venetia looked at Emma, who blushed, but only a little. She had had a preference for Peter Hargrave last year, but  at her age absence, when accompanied by the excitements of London, tended to make the heart grow forgetful. ‘I expect he
         was mistaken,’ she said. ‘You know how Freddie is.’
      

      
      Sir Freddie Copthall was Violet’s most constant attendant. Lord Holkam rarely escorted her to parties.

      
      ‘All the same,’ Violet said, ‘I thought of giving a small dance next week, for Kit Dawnay and any of the others who are home.
         I know the Season hasn’t properly started yet, but so many people stayed up this winter because of the war. And then I can
         take a collection for my Indian Soldiers’ Fund.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a new one, isn’t it?’ Venetia asked. Her daughter was much in demand for committees.

      
      ‘Well, yes, but I couldn’t resist when I was asked. The poor Indians are suffering so much at the Front. Imagine going from
         the burning heat of India to Flanders in winter! They’re tremendously brave and fight like tigers, and it’s wonderful to see
         the loyalty of the Empire troops. But apart from the cold and wet, which they’re not used to, they have special requirements
         about diet. They can’t eat our biscuit – and of course they hate anything to do with pigs, so bacon won’t do either.’
      

      
      ‘You seem remarkably well informed on the subject,’ Venetia said.

      
      ‘We had a talk on Monday by a major from the Secunderabad Cavalry – most interesting,’ said Violet, her eyes bright with animation.

      
      ‘He was home from the Front, wounded,’ Emma added. ‘Goodness, he was handsome! I was so glad it wasn’t a bad wound. Anyway,
         he said that the Indians would sooner starve to death than eat the wrong food – isn’t that strange? And they have all sorts
         of odd superstitions and religious bans, which make it hard for the army to cater for them. So the fund was set up to get
         them things like chapatti flour for their biscuit, and extra warm clothes.’
      

      
      ‘And we’re trying to get the Brighton Pavilion for a hospital for them,’ Violet went on, ‘because we thought the poor things
         would feel so much more at home there. So,  you see, it’s a very good cause. Would you and Papa come next week?’
      

      
      ‘To a dance?’ Venetia protested; and then, at Violet’s melting look, which she found hard to resist, ‘Well, I suppose we might
         drop in around supper-time.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, do, please. It will make such a difference if the papers say you were there, because people always send money afterwards when
         they read about it.’
      

      
      ‘Very well, darling. Would you like me to see if I can persuade the King to look in as well, on his way to something or other?’

      
      ‘Oh, you’re so kind! But I really rather hoped you might get him and the Queen to come to my big hospital ball in May. I don’t want to wear them out.’
      

      
      Venetia smiled. ‘Very well, I shall keep back the big guns for later. But you’d better give me the date of your ball as soon
         as possible, because Their Majesties will have their diaries filled, even in wartime.’
      

      
      ‘Especially in wartime,’ Emma said. ‘It seems to me there are more people in London, having more fun than ever. The shops and restaurants are always full, and you can hardly get a ticket for anything. And everyone is having parties and dinners and luncheons. One would hardly know there was a war at all, if it weren’t for the young men
         in uniform.’
      

      
      ‘And the recruitment offices, all hung with Union Jacks,’ Violet added, ‘and the recruiting sergeants standing on street corners.’

      
      ‘And the public houses being shut in the afternoons.’

      
      ‘And flag-sellers everywhere, and people with collecting-boxes.’

      
      ‘And the women handing out white feathers,’ Venetia put in. ‘I saw one yesterday on my way to the hospital. The poor fellow
         she had cornered was desperately embarrassed, and really quite angry because he was a munitions worker so, of course, he was
         needed at home and couldn’t volunteer, but the woman wouldn’t listen, and I could see he quite wanted to strike her, except
         that he was too much a natural  gentleman. I wanted to strike her myself. It’s time something was done to protect essential workers.’
      

      
      ‘The funny thing is,’ said Violet, ‘that it’s so often the former suffragettes who do it. They’ve become so passionate about
         the war.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose they feel the need of a cause,’ said Venetia. ‘Now they’ve suspended their activities for the duration, it must
         leave a hole in their lives.’
      

      
      ‘I saw that woman who was such a friend of Cousin Anne’s the other day,’ Violet said. ‘Miss Whatever-it-was? Miss Polk, that
         was it.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, really?’ said Venetia coolly. Vera Polk had behaved most insultingly to Venetia while she was the companion of Lady Anne
         Farraline. Anne, a militant campaigner, had died in a motor accident almost a year ago, and Venetia had hoped never to hear
         Miss Polk’s name again.
      

      
      ‘Oh, was that the woman you pointed out to me?’ Emma said, and turned to Venetia. ‘She was in a FANY uniform, and, goodness,
         it looked smart! I must say one quite longs for something like that. The men have all the fun in the war, the uniforms and
         everything. Do you think Uncle Bruce would let me join the FANYs?’
      

      
      ‘I should think he’d have a fit,’ said Venetia. ‘You’re too young, in any case.’

      
      ‘I see. Very well,’ said Emma, meekly – too meekly, Venetia thought, narrowing her eyes. But her intention to probe Emma’s
         ambitions further was diverted by the door opening. Lord Overton appeared, followed by the butler, Burton, and the footman
         with the tea things.
      

      
      Her husband, she thought, looked tired and cross, but the sight of his daughter instantly cheered him. By the time he had
         ingested two cups of tea and several buttered teacakes, and listened to the light chatter of the happy young women for half
         an hour, he was almost relaxed. Venetia thought she would forbear to ask him anything about his day until later, but Violet,
         without a wife’s sensibilities, suddenly asked, ‘Where have you just come from, Papa? Was it something interesting or important?’
      

      
       And so the frown came back to Lord Overton’s face, and though he passed off the question lightly, his pleasure in the moment
         was spoiled and he soon excused himself. Not long afterwards the young women went home to dress for dinner, and Venetia went
         to look for him. She found him, as she expected, in the library, at his favourite desk, under one of the long windows onto
         Manchester Square, writing.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘By your expression it’s something of a bombshell.’

      
      ‘Yes, and dropped by the Admiralty,’ said Overton. ‘This Dardanelles business – it seems now that Fisher was unhappy with
         the plan all along, but allowed himself to be swayed by his political master—’
      

      
      ‘Churchill.’

      
      ‘Precisely. Now the Admiralty has sent a memorandum saying that a naval bombardment cannot succeed alone, and that there must
         be a strong military force to follow up and take occupation of the forts as they are silenced.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what you said,’ Venetia pointed out.

      
      ‘I did, but I didn’t advocate it. The only benefit of the initial plan was that it would be quite easy to pull back from,
         if things went wrong. Committing troops to a landing on the Gallipoli Peninsula, about which virtually nothing is known, and
         without any intelligence about the strength of the Turkish forces there, seems madness to me. We haven’t even any modern maps,
         and the few we have show no detail of the terrain.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t think we had any troops to send, in any case,’ said Venetia.

      
      ‘There’s the Twenty-ninth Division. They’ve just come back from India, and Sir John French was expecting to have them for
         his spring offensive. Now Churchill wants them for Gallipoli, and Kitchener’s wavering.’
      

      
      ‘I shouldn’t have thought K would want to waste them on the Straits.’

      
      ‘Equally, he doesn’t want to pitch them into the slaughterhouse in France, given that his beloved BEF has disappeared without
         trace. The Twenty-ninth is his last division of  seasoned regulars. I think he’ll agree in the end. The Horseguards’ pride will rear up – the old rivalry with the Admiralty.
         I heard him say, “If the Fleet can’t get through the Straits unaided, the Army will have to see the business through.”’
      

      
      ‘Can’t you persuade him?’

      
      ‘I’ll try – but he’s keen on doing something “in the east”.’ He sighed and passed a weary hand over his brow. ‘The worst of
         it is, they’re not going to postpone the naval operation.’
      

      
      Venetia was startled. ‘But it will take a month for the army to get there, won’t it?’

      
      ‘At least that,’ Overton agreed. ‘But the government wants an immediate strike in the area, to stop the Bulgars allying with
         the Germans. They hope to bring Greece and Rumania over to us as well. They feel there’s no time to be wasted.’
      

      
      They were silent a moment in thought. If the naval attempt to force the Straits were successful, there would be no troops
         on hand to occupy the forts that had been taken. If it were unsuccessful, the enemy would have plenty of time to improve his
         defences before the army arrived. And either way, the alert would have been given as to where the Allies meant to strike.
      

      
      Venetia went over to her husband’s side and stroked his hair, and he let his head rest against her a moment. ‘Perhaps it will
         all go well,’ she said. ‘Turks are no match for our men; and the British navy is the finest in the world.’
      

      
      He straightened up. ‘Of course. And if the navy forces the Straits, the Turks will lose heart and may just give up.’

      
      ‘In any case, there’s nothing you can do about it, except give your opinion,’ she concluded.

      
      ‘Quite so,’ he said; but he did not look as though that was of any comfort to him.

      
      As Jessie had expected, Uncle Teddy was more than delighted that she was to ‘come back home’, as he put it. He had never seen
         the point of young married people taking on all the expense of setting up a separate establishment  when there was room at Morland Place for all. He would have undertaken all the trouble of the removal himself, too, had it
         not been that his presence was required in Manchester, where the industrial unrest that was plaguing the country had spread
         to his factories.
      

      
      Just the previous October, he had been elated to be awarded a government contract for producing khaki cloth for uniforms.
         With the sudden increase in recruitment, thousands of volunteer soldiers had been parading and training in their civilian
         clothes, or at best in uniforms made up of spare blue serge. Huge quantities of khaki were wanted, and the existing suppliers
         had no hope of meeting demand. While the war lasted, there would be a continuous requirement for replacements, and to clad
         new drafts of soldiers. So it was an immensely lucrative contract to have landed.
      

      
      He also had the contract for the third of White Star’s ‘Olympic’ liners. The ship had originally been intended to be named
         Gigantic, but that was now thought to sound too much like Titanic, so at her launch in February 1914 she had been given the name Britannic. She was still in dock, for wartime shortages had delayed her completion, and fitting out would not be finished for months
         yet; but of course Teddy had to have his plans in place. He had lost his contract with Cunard for linens, which had caused
         short-term problems for him; but the war had brought a huge increase in demand for sheet cotton, both for hospitals and convalescent
         homes, and for use as shrouds, and enough of the new business had come his way. So Teddy’s factories were working full-out;
         and since plenty of work meant plenty of pay for the hands, everything ought to have been going smoothly.
      

      
      However, the unions were not happy even with this buoyant state. They were resisting the replacement of the skilled men who
         had volunteered with unskilled labour, even where the jobs required no special training. The process, known as dilution, was
         held to be a threat that would undermine the rights they had fought so hard for, and sweep away their jobs. And they believed
         that owners were making huge  profits at the workers’ expense, and that while prices were rising, as they always did in wartime, wages were not.
      

      
      At Teddy’s mills, the trouble had started with the engineers, who were refusing to allow an unskilled worker to perform any
         job previously done by a member of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers. Since a quarter of them had left to join the army,
         this had led to a slowing of production, as there were not enough ASE men left to fill three shifts. The engineers were threatening
         to strike if the management brought in non-union hands to operate the idle machines. Now the unrest had spread to the other
         workers, who were demanding a rise in pay, and hinting at a strike if they didn’t get it.
      

      
      Teddy was furiously indignant that his employees should take up such an attitude in wartime, when everyone was supposed to
         be pulling together. It was downright unpatriotic – practically treason. He hurried over to Manchester where he interviewed
         his managers, then the section leaders and the union representatives and gradually, as the days passed, hammered out a compromise.
         The non-engineering workers were easier to placate. They were getting plenty of overtime, and going on strike did not appeal
         to the rank-and-file as it did to the union leaders. At his managers’ suggestion he had a leaflet printed and circulated about
         the importance of the war effort, the patriotic duty of everyone to do his bit and work hard to supply the brave Tommies who
         were risking their lives for England’s freedom. Simultaneously he had a rumour circulated that there would be a bonus at the
         end of the year just before Christmas if certain targets were met; and he brought forward plans he had been formulating to
         build a workers’ canteen to provide the employees with a hot dinner at a subsidised price. There was a new government initiative
         that would allow the cost of such a canteen to be offset against taxes, so it would not be too expensive; and as far as the
         employees were concerned, the food would be so cheap it would be the equivalent of a pay rise.
      

      
      The engineers were harder to settle, and calls to their patriotism had limited effect. They had trained for seven  years on an apprentice pittance to qualify as tradesmen, and while many of the jobs they performed did not require much skill,
         still they were their jobs. Teddy and his managers had some long, hard arguing to do to reach an agreement. Certain tasks were to remain exclusively
         ASE jobs, but on other tasks they would take non-union men alongside them, a limited number to a section, with the ASE men
         supervising in return for a rise in wages. It was a clumsy arrangement, certain to cause delays, but it was better than a
         strike, and at least it would mean they could reinstate three shifts, spreading the union men among them.
      

      
      While he was away in Manchester, Jessie had to manage her removal alone. She did the packing herself, helped by the servants
         (though not, of course, Gladding), and, at the weekends by Polly, Uncle Teddy’s daughter by his first wife. Polly was almost
         fifteen and in her last term at school, where she was a weekly boarder. She was thrilled that Jessie was coming back to live
         at Morland Place: ‘Just at the right time, when I shall be home all day. We can go riding together, and all sorts of things.’
      

      
      ‘I shall have my hospital work to do, and the stables at Twelvetrees to run,’ Jessie pointed out.

      
      ‘I can help with those, too,’ said Polly, and added pathetically, ‘I shall be terribly lonely, you know, after having all my friends around me at school, just being the only girl in the house.’
      

      
      Jessie laughed. ‘You minx! You know you’re longing to be done with school.’

      
      ‘Oh, I am and I’m not, at the same time. Didn’t you like school?’

      
      ‘Not a bit.’

      
      ‘Well, I like some things. We have jolly romps in the dorm sometimes. And some of the girls are topping. But nowhere can ever
         be as nice as Morland Place, can it? Except,’ she said, looking round the drawing-room, where they were wrapping and packing
         ornaments, ‘that this is such a sweet house, and it will be rather sad to see it go. Are you very attached to it?’
      

      
       ‘I’ve been happy here,’ Jessie said. ‘Oh, not that one, I shall want that with me.’
      

      
      ‘What about these horrid vases?’

      
      ‘They’re not horrid. They’re very valuable.’

      
      ‘They’re a horrid colour. And those nasty flowers.’

      
      ‘It’s called famille noire and it’s French, and they were given to Ned and me for our wedding by Lady Olivia Du Cane – Cousin Venetia’s sister, you
         know.’
      

      
      Polly grinned. ‘I bet some fusty old aunt gave them to her for her wedding and she’d been longing to get rid of them ever since.’
      

      
      ‘Polly, you are naughty! But wrap them really carefully, darling,’ said Jessie, ‘because I plan to give them to you for yours.’

      
      ‘Thanks for warning me. Shall I drop them and be done with it?’

      
      ‘Absolutely not! Oh dear, look at the time! We should have finished all this by now.’

      
      Tomlinson came in just then and said, ‘I’ve finished the linen cupboard, madam.’ She looked around quickly, taking in the
         situation. ‘Would you like me to finish off here while you and Miss Polly have luncheon? I’ve laid it in the morning-room.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, would you? Have you? You really are a brick,’ Jessie said gratefully. ‘I have to go to Heworth Park this afternoon because I promised Captain Destoits I’d go on with reading Great Expectations. It’s so sad – they haven’t told him yet he’ll never see again, but I think he’s beginning to guess.’
      

      
      After living a bivouac kind of life for a week, as gradually more and more of the house was packed up, the moving began. The
         horses went first, to the stables at Morland Place, led over by Gladding and Thwaite, one of Uncle Teddy’s grooms, and followed
         by a cart carrying the tack and stable gear. Then went the boxes of linen, china, ornaments and kitchen equipment that would
         not be needed, to be stored in one of Morland Place’s endless attics. Most of the furniture would also not be needed: some
         was to be stored at Morland Place, one or two items Jessie would keep about  her, and the rest was collected by an auction house to be sold. These removals were done by a professional removals firm
         – Ned had insisted on that, saying his father should not be troubled with it. Finally Jessie’s clothes and personal effects,
         and Ned’s things, together with a few pieces of furniture, ornaments and paintings, were collected by Pickford’s men and taken
         to Morland Place, with Peggy and Susie travelling in the van.
      

      
      Jessie and Tomlinson checked everything one last time and then locked up. For a moment they stood looking at the silent house,
         its shutters fastened; grey stone and slate against a low grey sky. It seemed to have closed its eyes, shut away its face
         from them, as one who keeps his thoughts from those he no longer loves.
      

      
      ‘It’s the end of an era, madam,’ said Tomlinson.

      
      Jessie roused herself. It was cold: even through her gloves her fingers were numb. ‘All things come to an end. We must move
         on.’
      

      
      They were to drive over to Morland Place in the new little car Hoggett had found her, a neat four-year-old Austin with cream
         paintwork and black trim. It was standing ready for them, the engine running, the fine snowflakes that were falling again
         melting to steam on its bonnet. It had been brought out of its shed unwillingly by Gladding, who was standing nearby, morosely
         hunched against the snow, a fine powdering on his shoulders and cap. Jessie walked over to hand him the house keys. The agent,
         Pickering, had found new tenants, but they would not be moving in for a month, and it had been arranged that Gladding would
         stay on for that time as caretaker.
      

      
      Jessie would have liked to find a kind word to say goodbye, but in all fairness she was glad to be rid of him. Since Ned had
         given him his notice he had been increasingly surly, and over the packing and moving he had surpassed himself in unhelpfulness,
         refusing to lift or carry anything, presumably on the understanding that he could not be dismissed twice.
      

      
      ‘Here are the keys,’ she said. ‘No doubt Mr Pickering will  be in touch with you. I’ll send a man later this week for any mail that arrives.’
      

      
      The cold did not make Gladding rosy. His face was grey, the end of his nose blue, and he looked like an image of a man, made
         in stone. Stone images don’t speak. He took the keys, and walked away. Jessie heard Tomlinson draw in her breath at the rudeness,
         but only shook her head, and went back to the car. Uncle Teddy had been generosity itself over the servants, and said he would
         take them all; he’d even offered a place for Gladding, but Jessie and Ned had both shuddered at the idea, imagining how he’d
         upset the Morland Place staff.
      

      
      Tomlinson was to continue as Jessie’s maid, and had suggested that she maided Polly, too, when she was home, to help guide
         her through the transition from schoolroom miss to young lady.
      

      
      ‘Nobody could do it better than you, dear Mary,’ Jessie said, with a fond look. ‘I remember how you shaped me when I was a
         girl.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, madam,’ said Tomlinson, ‘but you shouldn’t call me “Mary” if we’re to set Miss Polly straight from the beginning.’

      
      ‘You’re very proper,’ Jessie laughed. ‘Well, I shall only do so when we’re alone. You must allow me that.’

      
      Peggy and Susie would both be housemaids. With several of the men having already volunteered, the female servants were having
         to take over more of the work, and extra hands were needed. But Jessie knew Uncle Teddy would have taken them even if they
         weren’t needed, for her sake.
      

      
      ‘I hope the girls will be happy at Morland Place,’ she said to Tomlinson. ‘They’ve never worked in a big place before, have
         they?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll keep an eye on them, madam,’ said Tomlinson. ‘I’m sure they’ll settle in. They’re sensible girls, and Morland Place
         always was a happy house.’
      

      
      With regard to accommodation, Henrietta had insisted on moving into the East Bedroom so as to give the Blue Room to Jessie
         and Ned. ‘It’s bigger and nicer, and you’ll  want space to have your bits and pieces around you,’ she said; and when Jessie protested, ‘I don’t need that big room any
         more. In fact, I’ve been thinking of moving anyway. It feels too big to me now – too empty – and it reminds me too much of
         your father. I shall be cosier in a smaller room.’
      

      
      Jessie was sure she was just saying that to persuade, and said so.

      
      ‘Truly, darling,’ Henrietta said, with a limpid look. ‘Besides, it will encourage me to start getting rid of a lot of things
         I don’t need any more. I’ve clothes in the wardrobe I haven’t worn in years. I’ve been meaning to clear out all my cupboards
         and drawers, but I’m too lazy to begin. This will be the spur.’
      

      
      Jessie was still suspicious, but could not put her finger on a flaw in the argument. ‘Well, you must let Tomlinson help you,
         then,’ she said finally.
      

      
      ‘That’s very sweet of you. Don’t look like that, my Jessie. I shall be very happy in East, I promise you, and I shall like
         to think of you and Ned enjoying the Blue Room when he’s home. Perhaps you’ll be so comfortable there you’ll never go away
         again, which would make your uncle happy.’
      

      
      It was true that the Blue Room was much nicer, not only larger but lighter and sunnier, with its attractive blue and white
         wallpaper and Chinese carpet, and the deep blue drapes on bed and window. There would be plenty of room for the furniture
         Jessie wanted to keep about her, including Ned’s desk, which she would have had difficulty in fitting into the East Bedroom,
         owing to the position of the window. But it had always been her mother and father’s room, and there was something about the
         transaction that made her feel slightly uneasy.
      

      
      ‘I shall be glad to be able to keep an eye on Mother, at any rate,’ she said aloud, as the car crunched over Maystone’s gravel
         for the last time. ‘She does too much. She looks tired.’
      

      
      ‘If you like, madam, I can help her with running the house, take over some of her tasks for her. I’m accustomed to housekeeping
         here, now. I’m sure there are lots of little ways I can lighten the burden,’ said Tomlinson.
      

      
       ‘Thank you, Mary,’ Jessie said, and rested her hand on her maid’s for an instant in gratitude. They reached the end of the
         drive and she stopped to check it was clear, took one glance back at the house, and then drove forward into the fine snow,
         along the wet black road, a dark ribbon between the snowy verges and the bare hedges and trees, laced and crusted with white.
         There was a lump in her throat to be leaving, and her eyes were damp; but she was going home, she told herself fiercely. At the end of this journey there would be her mother – and someone else equally pleased to see
         her: Brach, left at Morland Place for the past week so that the emptying of the house would not upset her. Brach was always
         happy at Morland Place, where she had grown up, but she would be beside herself with joy at the sight of her mistress.
      

      
      If only Papa could have been there as well. Still – going home! She thought briefly, almost guiltily, of Ned up at the camp
         on Black Brow, wondering when the call would come to go to France. Maystone had been his house, too – more, really, than it
         had been Jessie’s, since it had meant more to him. The house was gone and soon Ned would be gone and she would be back where
         she had started in her maiden home. It was almost, Jessie thought, as if the past three and a half years, the whole of her
         marriage, had been a diversion, a side-stream going round in a loop, now to be cut off. An ox-bow: her marriage was an ox-bow,
         she thought. And when she resumed it, it would be far downstream from here.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      

      
       Ethel’s baby was born in the last week of February, in the North Bedroom at Morland Place, without difficulty and after a
         short labour. Robbie had just gone off to work at the bank in York when her pains began, and the telephone message was sent
         to him shortly after noon that he was the father of another fine girl. Mrs Cornleigh, Ethel’s mother, had just had time to
         get there – the Cornleighs did not have the telephone so a boy had had to be sent with a message – but Ethel had Henrietta
         with her all the time, as well as Emma, the Morland Place nanny, who had been with Henrietta for years and had helped with
         the delivery of all her children. The women agreed between them that Ethel was getting on so well there was no need for the
         expense of a doctor, and Mrs Cornleigh, when she arrived, confirmed their opinion, and added vaguely that, ‘after all, there
         was a war on,’ the logic of which, in the exciting circumstances, no-one questioned.
      

      
      Alice, Uncle Teddy’s wife, who had lost her second child and now could not have any more, asked Jessie to take her for a drive
         in the phaeton as soon as the business began. She said she was thinking of learning to handle the reins herself, so she could
         drive to her morning calls, wartime petrol being so expensive. Jessie saw through the fiction – Aunt Alice’s dainty hands
         were used to nothing harsher than embroidery thread – but she went along with it. Her courage was not yet quite equal to hearing
         any of the  confinement-chamber sounds. And what if something should go wrong? Ethel had had no difficulty in producing little Roberta
         and Jeremy, but Jessie felt almost superstitious, as if her presence in the house might actually cause the unthinkable. So
         she dashed out as soon as Aunt Alice asked her and harnessed Mouse and Minna herself. She spent the whole morning driving
         her around, conscientiously instructing her in the handling of reins, whip and brake, until the ringing of the house bell,
         heard from a distance, told them that it was all over and that Morland Place had a new soul under its roof.
      

      
      Teddy was at home, and had spent the morning pacing up and down the business-room dictating letters to Hopkins, his new secretary
         – who afterwards had extensively to recompose them, since in places (whenever there were sounds from above) they became less
         than coherent. As soon as Henrietta came downstairs to say it was all safely over, Teddy had ordered the house bell rung,
         and when Ethel was sitting up and ready to receive the family, he was the first to bring her congratulations, and the all-important
         champagne to give her strength after her ordeal.
      

      
      Alice soon joined him, and was in time to see the new resident being presented to the other nursery inmates, Roberta and Jeremy,
         and Teddy and Alice’s son James. Jeremy, not quite three, and Roberta, not quite four, had nothing to say, only stared in
         amazement, but James, who was nearly five, remarked that the baby was very red and very ugly and he liked puppies better –
         could he have a puppy of his own, please, Farver?
      

      
      Jessie had hung back in the stables, doing quite unnecessary things for the Bhutias, to the patient puzzlement of Thwaite,
         whom she had thus made redundant; but at last she had to face up to it. She went in and marched straight-backed up to North.
         There was quite a throng in the room, and a babble of conversation, but it fell quiet as she appeared. The bodies parted for
         her. Her mother touched her arm as she passed, Teddy nodded encouragingly to her, and Alice looked her sympathy.
      

      
       Ethel was sitting up in a very fetching blue bedjacket with the white bundle in her arms, gazing down proudly and happily
         into its face. Jessie felt a lump come into her throat. Ethel looked up at the sudden hush and, seeing Jessie, smiled, and
         instantly and wordlessly held out the baby to her.
      

      
      Jessie took it, feeling that her arms must tremble, afraid they would be weak. But, strangely, the tiny, light bundle (so
         very light – she had forgotten how little newborn babies were) felt quite natural in her hands, and she settled it without
         thought in the crook of her arm. The small, rather squashed, very red face was sealed in sleep, though the eyes moved back
         and forth under the delicately sheened lids, and the miniature fingers twitched a little as if grasping after something lost.
         After the first sharp pain, Jessie felt a kind of peace come over her. It was all right. It wasn’t that this baby could replace
         the one she had lost, or could comfort her for her own shortcomings; but it said that life was life, and it was strong, and
         it went on. The dead baby Jessie had borne was not the end, just a rock in the stream: the river of existence poured past
         it and went rushing on. It was all right.
      

      
      ‘She’s lovely,’ Jessie said, and though her voice creaked a little, something in it reassured the waiting family, and there
         was almost an audible sigh of relief. ‘What are you going to call her?’
      

      
      ‘I can’t decide until Robbie comes home,’ said Ethel dutifully. ‘We only discussed boys’ names – we didn’t think it would
         be a girl.’
      

      
      She held out her arms for the baby, but Jessie said, ‘Oh, let me hold her just a little longer.’

      
      Sawry, the butler, appeared at the door with more glasses and a second bottle of champagne, and hemmed softly so that Teddy,
         who was blocking his path, would make way.
      

      
      ‘The servants’ hall wishes its heartiest congratulations to be conveyed to Mrs Robert, if you please, madam,’ he said to Henrietta.
         ‘And, indeed, to you and the master.’
      

      
      ‘Tell them thank you from me, Sawry,’ Ethel said.

      
       ‘And tell them there’ll be something special with their supper tonight, to wet the baby’s head,’ said Teddy.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      
      By the time Robbie got home, his wife and new child had both had a good, long sleep, and were entertaining a succession of
         visitors. Nanny Emma had decreed that Mrs Robert should have no more than two people in the room at once or her milk would
         never come in. The rest were drinking more champagne in the drawing-room, and the party had been joined by more of Ethel’s
         family: her father, her married sister Angela with her husband John Fulbright; her nineteen-year-old sister Ada with her fiancé
         Bobby Deakes, and her youngest brother Arthur, who was eighteen.
      

      
      Her brothers Seb and Peter were both away at camp, having volunteered. Arthur was going as soon as he had his nineteenth birthday,
         and Bobby Deakes was already in uniform, waiting to be summoned by the new unit he had joined. Robbie, who had been twitted
         by Polly for not volunteering, was grateful for John Fulbright’s resolutely unmilitary presence. The Fulbrights had two children
         and would have been surprised at any suggestion that he should go, which had been Robbie’s annoyed response to Polly, but
         she had a way of getting under a chap’s skin.
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