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      To the memory of those who fell in the Great War,
with gratitude for the freedom they bequeathed us
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BOOK ONE


      Journeys

      
      
         Across the miles between us

         
         I send you sigh for sigh.

         
         Good-night, sweet friend, good-night:

         
         Till life and all take flight,

         
         Never good-bye.

         
      

      
      A Wink from Hesper, W. E. Henley
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      January 1918

      
      It had been grindingly cold all day, and now in the afternoon a fine snow had begun to fall. It gathered on the shoulders
         of the King’s greatcoat and the crown of his uniform cap as he came along the line, his breath clouding as he spoke a few
         words to each man. Coming face to face with him, Bertie could see specks of snow glistening in the royal beard, and thought
         of the jewels worn in the beards of certain tribal leaders he had known in his Indian days. But the tip of the royal nose
         was unromantically crimson, and the small blue eyes were watering. Hazebrouck was not where anyone would have much wanted
         to be that day.
      

      
      The aide at the King’s shoulder murmured Bertie’s name and handed him the medal. The King slipped it onto the hook ready in
         Bertie’s lapel, offered a leather-gloved hand and said, ‘Good show. Jolly good show.’
      

      
      The handshaking went on rather longer than was natural, for the King kept glancing sideways at the official cinematographer,
         bobbing about adjusting his focus, to see if he had finished with the ‘shot’ – as they were all learning to call it in these
         publicity-conscious days. The man finally straightened up and said, ‘Thank you, sir,’ and the King let go of Bertie’s hand
         with an appearance of relief. Then, seeming to feel he had been ungracious, he smiled at Bertie and said again, but with emphasis
         this time, ‘Jolly good show,’ before hurrying indoors with his suite behind him.
      

      
      The room in the town hall, prepared for the reception, was rather shabby, but at least it was warm, with a big wood fire under
         the vast marble fireplace. A couple of oil stoves, placed unobtrusively in corners, were adding their distinctive smell to
         the principal odour of wet wool and cigarettes. Bertie was glad to note there were refreshments: a heartening profusion of
         sandwiches, and coffee, which, though weak, was made from real coffee beans and not the mysterious ersatz they had been consuming in the trenches (rumour said it was made from ground roasted acorns). The King was at once surrounded
         by various dignitaries, civilian and military, and Bertie hurried to secure some of the bounty before the official mingling
         should begin. If the war had taught him nothing else, it was to grab food when you had the chance.
      

      
      The other guests – a mixture of men from the two services, who had all come to receive their decorations and be photographed
         for the public benefit – had had the same idea, and there was a certain amount of grimly polite jostling at the buffet tables,
         and a potentially embarrassing emptying of the rest of the room. Bertie found himself elbow to elbow with an airman, a short,
         fair, jolly-looking youngster, who grinned at him and said, ‘Haven’t been in a scrum like this since Winchester. But you don’t
         see sandwiches like this every day. My God!’ His tone became reverent. ‘Is that real ham? I don’t think I’ve had anything
         but bully in a sandwich since I got in.’
      

      
      ‘Grab me one while you’re at it,’ Bertie urged. The ham sandwiches were just beyond his reach.

      
      The airman slapped a couple onto Bertie’s plate and yielded his place to the hungry behind him. Backing into an open space,
         the young man found himself more or less at eye level with Bertie’s new decoration, the rather modest-looking bronze cross
         on its claret ribbon, which lay next to the prettier white enamel cross of the DSO on Bertie’s chest. He raised his eyes and
         said reverently, ‘The VC? My God, you’re Major Parke! I’ve heard all about your stunt, sir – taking a trench from the Hun single-handed. Jolly good show! It’s an honour to meet you, sir.’
      

      
      Bertie found his hand being shaken with a vigour that made him feel rather old and tired. ‘You’ve done pretty well yourself,’
         he said, nodding towards the youngster’s Military Cross.
      

      
      The lad looked down at it with enormous, almost astonished pride, but said in the accustomed throwaway manner, ‘Oh, it’s nothing,
         really. They have to give ’em to someone, y’know.’ He grinned up at Bertie. ‘The chaps in my squadron say I got it for flying
         with my tongue stuck out. I do that when I’m concentrating – ever since school days.’ He demonstrated the frown of purpose
         with the tip of the tongue just protruding. ‘They say it’s bloody brave of me because I’m bound to bite it off one day.’
      

      
      Some others who had managed to load their plates drifted up and there was an interval of pleasant, professional chat between
         the munching, before the approach of the royal party broke it up. A steward nipped in and relieved Bertie of his crockery
         just as the King reached him, ungloved and coatless now, and with Bertie’s CO, Colonel Scott-Walter (the men called him Hot
         Water), among the figures at his elbow.
      

      
      ‘This is something more like, eh, what?’ the King said genially. ‘Damned cold out there. Sorry about that palaver outside,
         but the publicity wallahs say the public like to see medals being given out of doors. Reminds ’em what it’s all about.’
      

      
      ‘Quite, sir,’ Bertie said, since some response seemed to be required of him.

      
      The King looked at him quizzically. ‘Hard to sound sincere when you know there’s a camera pointed at you. So I just want to
         say again, jolly good show! The Queen and I read about what you did, and we’re full of admiration. Absolutely splendid – best traditions,
         and so forth. You’re an example to us all.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sir,’ Bertie managed to say, while longing for decent obscurity or, failing that, a sack to put over his head.
         His natural modesty was whimpering in the pit of his stomach.
      

      
      The King extended his hand again, and Bertie shook it – small, dry and surprisingly hard, it was – and bowed.

      
      ‘Congratulations, Colonel,’ said the King.

      
      Bertie straightened, feeling the crosses on his breast thump back into place. A significant nod and slight cough from Scott-Walter
         warned him that it had not simply been a lapse of memory on the King’s part.
      

      
      ‘Sir?’ Bertie said.

      
      The King was smiling through his beard, his eyes twinkling as he enjoyed Bertie’s moment of surprise, but it was Scott-Walter
         who elucidated. ‘You’ve been promoted to lieutenant-colonel, Parke.’
      

      
      ‘And not a moment too soon, from what I hear,’ the King interjected.

      
      ‘You’re to take over the battalion,’ Scott-Walter went on. ‘I’m going up to Brigade.’

      
      ‘The poor man’s bewildered,’ the King said, chuckling.

      
      Bertie found his tongue at last. ‘Thank you, sir.’

      
      ‘Don’t thank me,’ the King said. ‘There are tough times ahead, and we need the best men for the job. Sir Douglas said to me
         that he wished he had a hundred of you. They’re going to put that in the newspaper report.’
      

      
      Praise from Haig, from the C-in-C himself ? Embarrassment could go no further. It was fortunate that the party moved on just
         then, leaving Bertie with Scott-Walter and a red face.
      

      
      ‘Don’t look like that,’ Scott-Walter said. ‘It’s good for the regiment, this sort of thing. And for the battalion’s morale.
         The men are exhausted, but stunts like this keep their spirits up, however much you may dislike it.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not cut out to be anyone’s hero,’ Bertie said. He felt a fraud, because the mad dash under fire that had brought him
         this distinction had been carried out in the conviction that he would not survive, so he had felt no fear – and in his book, if you felt no fear you could not, by definition, be
         said to have displayed courage. Courage was being afraid and still doing whatever it was, as he had seen his men do over and over. They were the brave ones.
      

      
      ‘Well, we’re all proud of you,’ said Scott-Walter, ‘so you’ll just have to find a way to live with it.’

      
      Bertie smiled at that. ‘But congratulations to you, sir, on getting the brigade.’

      
      ‘Buggins’s turn,’ Scott-Walter said, with a shrug. ‘Pat Cordwainer’s gone up to Corps to replace Darcy, and I’m next in line.’

      
      Now he was a colonel, Bertie noted, these high-ranking officers had become unadorned surnames in conversation. ‘What’s happened
         to General Darcy?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Gone back to Blighty. Heart condition.’

      
      ‘So everyone moves up one seat?’

      
      ‘Not in your case,’ Scott-Walter said sharply. ‘Your promotion is more than deserved – and long overdue. If you hadn’t insisted
         on keeping a company command, you’d have been a colonel long before now. But you can’t play with the soldiers any more, Parke.
         We need good men at the top – good soldiers, what’s more. We’ve lost all too many of ’em.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ Bertie said bleakly. His dearest friend Fenniman, with whom he had served since the war began, had been killed last
         year.
      

      
      Scott-Walter laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘We all miss Fen. He was a damned fine soldier – and a good egg. He kept us all
         in spirits at Battalion HQ.’
      

      
      The last words he had written to Bertie had been a joke. It seemed that with Fenniman’s death, laughter had gone out of his
         life – and it was laughter that had always enabled them to get through the war, with all its ghastliness.
      

      
      Conversation ceased as the King took his departure, and when he was gone, there was a general movement towards reclaiming
         caps and greatcoats and getting back to units – except for a small hard core of cheerful younger officers who felt unable to abandon the buffet tables while there
         was anything left on them. Bertie and Scott-Walter walked out together to wait their turn in the porch until the CO’s car
         arrived. Dusk had come and the weather had closed in while they were inside: the snow was falling thickly now.
      

      
      Scott-Walter sniffed. ‘Smells a bit warmer to me. What do you think?’

      
      ‘The wind’s gone round,’ Bertie confirmed. ‘But this snow looks like settling in.’

      
      ‘It’s lying, too. There’ll be six inches by tomorrow if it keeps up.’

      
      They were glad to get into the car, and Scott-Walter was not too much of a warrior to scorn a rug over their knees.

      
      ‘So what next, sir?’ Bertie asked.

      
      ‘For you, a spot of leave,’ the CO said. ‘Comes with the decoration. You can go straight off tonight if you like. I’m staying
         with the battalion for a couple of weeks more, just to tidy up some things, so you’re not needed.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sir,’ Bertie said. ‘And when I come back, what then?’

      
      ‘It’ll be retraining for the battalion – the reinforcements should have arrived by then so they’ll need bedding in.’

      
      ‘Do you know how many we’re getting?’

      
      ‘Not the foggiest. Not enough, I’d be willing to bet. Why in God’s name we keep six hundred thousand trained men in England
         instead of having them sent here I can’t imagine. The last I heard, the prime minister agreed on ninety thousand being sent
         out for the entire BEF.’
      

      
      ‘But—’ Bertie protested. It was a ridiculously small number, far less than was needed.

      
      ‘I know, I know. I’ll fight for our fair share, you can depend on that, but how we’re supposed to do the job if we’re starved
         of men …’ He shrugged. ‘One good thing – I’m told we’re getting a fresh batch of Pioneers out. Mostly coolies, I understand, but who cares as long as they know how to dig a hole?’
      

      
      ‘We’re going to be doing a lot of digging, then, I take it?’

      
      It was well known all through the army, though it hadn’t been officially announced yet, that the government had agreed to
         take over another section of the line from the French. Their defences were always badly maintained, and taking over from them
         meant a great deal of hard work to bring them up to scratch. But more seriously, without adequate reinforcements from home,
         it meant more of the line would be held by the same number of men, thinning out the army and weakening the cover.
      

      
      Scott-Walter offered cigarettes – ‘Turkish. The memsahib sent them out. God knows where she found ’em. A bit stale, but it
         makes a change from gaspers’ – and they both lit up. ‘It’s going to be a different sort of war for the next few months,’ he
         continued. ‘We know the Germans are going to attack. They’ve got all the extra men coming down from the Eastern Front, now
         the Russkies have collapsed, and they’re going to want to make a big push before the Americans come in. We’re not in a position to attack them. But if three years of trench war have taught us anything, it’s that it’s easier to defend than attack, so the idea is to
         hold on and let ’em wear ’emselves out. Then, when the Yanks are ready, we counter-attack and roll ’em up.’ He took a deep
         draw on his cigarette. ‘That’s the theory, anyway.’
      

      
      There were plenty of things wrong with it, but such matters were not in the hands of lowly colonels. ‘Do we know when Fritz
         is coming?’
      

      
      ‘Haig says March, around the fifteenth. The French think the Boche’ll move earlier. But they can hardly start anything before
         March, given the weather and the state of the ground. And the Americans won’t be ready until May or June. Which reminds me
         – when you get back, after battalion training there’ll be brigade training. We’re going to have a battalion of Doughboys brigaded
         with us, to give them experience. The officers particularly.’ He shook his head and sighed. ‘If only Pershing had agreed to let us use his men as reinforcements,
         we could have given the Boche a damn good hiding last year. As it is, Gerry’s been let off the hook.’
      

      
      Bertie nodded. It had been a grave disappointment to everyone that the Americans had insisted they would only fight as a discrete
         army, under their own officers. You could train a civilian to be an adequate soldier in a matter of months – and the American
         volunteers were strong, healthy and hugely enthusiastic – but to train an officer took much, much longer. The first Doughboys
         could have been in the line last summer if they had been seeded around the Allied units. The determination to keep themselves
         separate came from the top, from the President and the Commander-in-Chief. Many young Americans, eager for the fray, had sidestepped
         the whole issue by enlisting in the Canadian Army, and many more had become airmen and were serving with the RFC and RNAS.
      

      
      ‘If we’re going to hold to a defensive role for the next few months,’ Bertie said, ‘I take it a lot of the training will be
         in defensive techniques?’
      

      
      Scott-Walter tapped the ash precisely off his cigarette into the ashtray. ‘You’ve put your finger on the flaw, of course.
         In three years of trench war we’ve always been the aggressors. It will be a whole new trick to learn – and we won’t have very
         long to learn it. But you can put all that out of your head for now. You’ve got two weeks of leave ahead of you, and you might
         as well enjoy it. God knows when you’ll get away again. Any idea what you’ll do?’
      

      
      Scott-Walter had heard some rumour that Parke had had trouble at home, though naturally he would not wish to pry into that.
         Parke’s little boy – only son, he believed – had been killed in an air-raid last year, shocking thing; and hadn’t there been
         something about the madam doing a bolt afterwards? Probably awful rubbish – these rumours usually were – but there might be
         something in it. It was a fact that Parke had not seemed quite so merry and bright lately.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I’ll go home,’ Bertie said vaguely. ‘See to a few things.’
      

      
      Scott-Walter nodded, and looked out of the window at the lowering sky and whirling snow. ‘Pity about the weather. Not much
         hope of enjoying yourself out of doors. Trouble with the army – they always want you to be fighting when the weather’s good.
         I haven’t had a club in my hand since – oh, must have been the autumn of ’fifteen. Play golf at all?’
      

      
      ‘No, sir,’ said Bertie. ‘The closest I ever got to it was polo.’

      
      And suddenly he had a vision, like a lightning flash in the mind, of his old place in India, up in the north, with the Himalayas
         an eternal backdrop; of the dazzlingly clear air and the crystal sunshine, which made the blue of the sky and the green of
         the foliage seem almost unnaturally intense. He remembered his bungalow, and the rough little curly-tailed dog that had adopted
         him, and how it used to hunt crickets in the grass, and lie at his feet on the verandah of an evening when the servant brought
         his sundowner. He remembered the polo ground in Darjeeling, the thwock of mallet on ball, the lithe, muscular body of the pony beneath him twisting after it, and the polite clapping of the shantung-clad
         ladies in the shade of the members’ pavilion. For a moment his mind stood bewildered by the contrast with the scene beyond
         the car window. How in God’s name had he got from there to here?
      

      
      Scott-Walter had been talking, and now stopped as he realised Bertie wasn’t with him. ‘I say, you look as though you’ve seen
         a ghost,’ he said mildly. ‘What were you thinking about?’
      

      
      Bertie turned to him with an effort. ‘Oh, just life in general.’

      
      ‘Tricky chap, Life,’ said Scott-Walter, wisely. ‘Just when you think you’ve got a grip on him, you find yourself flat on your
         face with a bloody nose.’
      

      
      * * *

      
      Bertie’s wife Maud had bloodied his nose pretty effectively last year when, after their son had been killed by a Gotha air-raid,
         she had told him she blamed him for the boy’s death, and went away to live with relatives in Ireland. Even then he had supposed
         she would come back eventually, perhaps when the war was over, but a few months later she had written to say that she wanted
         to marry someone else, and asked him for a divorce.
      

      
      It was hard to accept that the man she now preferred to him was John Manvers, a fellow horse-breeder he had known in India,
         a business colleague of her father. Bertie had liked and trusted Manvers so much he had felt glad that he would be ‘keeping
         an eye on’ Maud while he, Bertie, was away at the Front. He had been pleased, when Maud went to Ireland, to know that Manvers,
         who had recently quit India and bought an estate in County Wicklow, would be on hand if she needed help or comfort. Well,
         comfort it seemed Manvers had offered. Now Maud wanted Bertie to do the decent thing and allow her to divorce him; and he
         supposed he would have to go along with it. Nothing was to be gained by trying to keep an unwilling wife, and certainly no
         gentleman could be so ungallant as to divorce his wife, no matter how culpable she was.
      

      
      But he discovered that what he really wanted to know was how culpable Maud had actually been and, even more than that, why it was she preferred Manvers. And why Manvers, whom he had always thought one of those happily donnish individuals content
         to live their lives without womenfolk, had succumbed to Maud and to no-one else. So it seemed, now he had his leave, that
         to Ireland he would have to go, inclement weather and wartime railways notwithstanding.
      

      
      The journey was tedious, the trains dirty, the Irish Sea inhospitable. Bertie felt himself cut off as much from the indomitably
         cheerful soldiers all around him, who were going home on leave, as from the civilians – mostly poor-looking and either elderly or accompanying young children – whose purposes he could not guess. But at least as he travelled westwards
         it grew warmer, and Ireland was snow-free. It was as he remembered it, intensely green but very wet, and with a particularly
         Irish wind that seemed to be able to drive the cold rain into your face whichever way you were facing. In Dublin he was overtaken
         by the longing for a large fire, a hot bath and a comforting dinner, and he abandoned the last part of the journey. Cold and
         weary, he took refuge for the night in the club that was affiliated with his own in London, and excused himself from ploughing
         on to Wicklow by sending a couple of telegrams announcing his intention of visiting on the morrow.
      

      
      The club dining-room was crowded, and the waitress asked him if he would share his table with another member, a request he
         was not churlish enough to refuse; but his involuntary companion turned out to be a very pleasant artillery officer on his
         way home to Clonmel. They got on so well over dinner that they ended by repairing to the drawing-room to drink a couple of
         large whiskeys and blow a cloud together. They had a very satisfying talk that started, inevitably, with the situation in
         France, passed via field guns to field sports, and settled at last on horses, where it kept them happily occupied until the
         witching hour. Major Callan also very usefully knew of a place where Bertie could hire a motor-car, which would make the journey
         to Rathdrum much less of a trial. They parted with hearty handshakes and the usual promise to look each other up after the
         war, and Bertie went to bed feeling much warmer in all senses, and better primed to face the next day.
      

      
      The Carnews, Maud’s cousins, lived on the outskirts of the village in a large, modern house with all the appurtenances of
         middle-class comfort: stone gateposts, a gravel sweep, extensive shrubberies, and a large glass conservatory on what would
         be the sunny side of the house if it ever stopped raining. At the back there was a tennis lawn, stables, and a coach house converted to a garage. The Carnews were a cheerful,
         hospitable family. Carnew père – by name Harold – was a shipping agent with an office in Wicklow. There were two energetic, tennis-playing daughters of
         marriageable age, another of around twelve who lived for horses, and a boy of eight, as well as a grown son, the subject of
         great pride, who had just joined the army and was hoping for a transfer to the RFC when he had finished his basic training.
      

      
      Into this ménage Maud had inserted herself without difficulty: she had stayed with them before, and Bertie knew they would
         have been brimming with practical sympathy over the loss of her son. What he didn’t know was what his reception would be –
         whether Maud had told them that Richard’s death was his fault (which it wasn’t) or that she wanted a divorce; and if she had
         told them the latter, whether she would have portrayed that as his fault as well.
      

      
      But the door was opened to him by the bouncing seventeen-year-old (Jean? No, Joyce), who beamed and shook his hand and used
         it to pull him eagerly into the house. ‘Come in, come on in! You’re lovely and early, Cousin Bertie. We didn’t think you’d
         manage to get here before luncheon, what with the trains the way they are. Ma! He’s here! But is that your motor? No wonder
         you’re early, then. Is it yours? It’s not an army car. Did you drive yourself ?’
      

      
      A servant arrived in the hall, belatedly and indignant – ‘Don’t be opening the door like that, Miss Joyce, before I’ve the
         chance to get there. Haven’t I told you before? What will people think of us?’ – followed by Carnew mère, a plump, smiling, bespectacled little woman, who grasped Bertie’s hand, just released by her daughter, and cried, ‘Bertie,
         there you are!’ as if she’d been looking for him everywhere.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Annie. How are you?’ Bertie said, kissing the offered cheek. Obviously Maud had not said anything to make him unwelcome,
         which was a relief.
      

      
      ‘He came in a motor,’ Joyce informed her. ‘That’s how he got here so quick.’
      

      
      ‘We asked the station master at Wicklow to let us know when you got in, and put you in a taxi,’ Annie explained. ‘We’d have
         sent our motor for you, but Harold has it and he’s over to Waterford today, and there’s not another thing in the village,
         if you believe me, what with the war and everything.’
      

      
      ‘Everything got requisitioned,’ Joyce said. ‘I’ll ring Mr Hook, Ma, and tell him he can stop looking out.’ And she bounced
         away.
      

      
      Annie, who had been helping Bertie out of his coat, handed it to the servant and said, ‘But where’s your bag? Is it in the
         motor?’
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid I can’t stay,’ Bertie said.

      
      ‘What – all this way, and not stay?’ Annie cried, in great consternation. ‘Not even one night?’

      
      ‘I have to get back,’ Bertie said, apologetically but firmly. If he stayed, they would expect him to share Maud’s room.

      
      ‘Oh, it’s a shame. Maud will be so disappointed. This wretched war! Well, if it has to be … Mary, tell Cook that he’s here
         for luncheon after all, and to have it ready as soon as possible.’
      

      
      ‘I know, I know,’ the maid grumbled, brushing the rain off Bertie’s coat with irritable movements, ‘and I suppose you’ll want
         the sherry sent in right away? Anyone’d think I have five pairs of hands.’
      

      
      She went away, and Annie, who had started for the sitting-room, turned back and took Bertie’s hand again. ‘Ah, Bertie, it’s
         good to see you, and I’m as sorry as I can be about your poor little boy. What a terrible, wicked thing! Those Germans ought
         to be made to pay for what they’ve done.’
      

      
      ‘How is Maud?’ Bertie took the opportunity to ask.

      
      ‘Poor soul, she’s doing as well as can be expected. Indeed, she’s remarkably cheerful most of the time – but, then, she always
         was one to keep her feelings to herself. I think it all came over her last night when your telegram arrived, though – she looked quite shocked and white for a minute. But she’ll
         be glad to see you. Come on in the sitting-room, everyone’s there.’
      

      
      ‘Everyone’ consisted of the nineteen-year-old Margaret, tall, curly-haired and bonny; twelve-year-old Phyllis, with large
         round glasses and long plaits down to her waist; eight year-old Benedict, who was far too angelic-looking to be other than
         a holy terror; an elderly half-sister of Harold’s known as Aunt Sarah, who lived with them permanently; and a Labrador, a
         foxhound puppy and two terriers.
      

      
      And Maud. She stood up as Bertie came in and, through the clamour of greetings, questions and explanations that poured over
         and around him, she regarded him in still silence, like a rock in a torrent. He had not seen her since May. She looked different
         – thinner and paler, though that might have been simply the contrast with the robust and rosy cousins, and somehow prettier.
         She had been a handsome girl and had grown up into a polished, enamelled kind of beauty, but now he found that it seemed to
         have softened into a more conventional attractiveness. She was dressing her hair differently, he decided, trying to puzzle
         it out; and her clothes were less formal. Instead of one of her severely cut, fashionable costumes she was wearing a lavender
         silk blouse and a dark brown tweed skirt. He had never seen her in simple skirt and blouse before. It was as if she had dressed
         down for the country, but she never did that – or never had in the past. The looser style suited her. It made him think for
         some reason of a tight rosebud unfurling its petals into flower.
      

      
      She met his eyes quizzically, but though she did not smile, he got the impression of happiness from her – or contentment at
         least.
      

      
      ‘Bertie,’ she said, and her voice came to him clearly through the babble. ‘It’s good to see you.’

      
      He stepped across to her, avoiding underfoot dogs, Benedict and Aunt Sarah’s knitting wool, which had rolled off her lap and across the carpet, and when she held out both hands,
         he took them and stooped to kiss her. He felt her lips tremble against his cheek, and took the opportunity to whisper into
         her ear, ‘I take it you haven’t told them anything?’
      

      
      ‘Of course not,’ she whispered back.

      
      He was glad not to find himself pariah. It made it possible to get through the family gathering, the sherry, and the noisy
         luncheon that followed before Annie said, with elephantine tact, ‘Now, Maud, why don’t you take Bertie into the conservatory
         to look at the orchids?’ and prevented any of the children from offering to accompany them. As the dining-room door closed
         behind them, Bertie heard Phyllis wail, ‘But I wanted to show him the stables. I bet he’d rather see horses than those dull
         old orchids!’ and Annie’s reply, ‘They want to talk privately, for goodness’ sake, child! And don’t you dare go past the window,
         either …’
      

      
      Bertie felt like laughing at the mere thought of the glacial Maud living with these warm, impulsive people, but she led the
         way down the tiled passage to the conservatory calmly, as though this was the way life had always been. The conservatory was
         warm and smelled of damp moss. There were big ferns and palms in pots, with seats hidden away among them, and bright-coloured
         tropical plants in the windows. It was rather a pleasant contrast to the drear green and grey outside, while the rain on the
         glass roof made a steady pattering sound, soothing like running water.
      

      
      Maud sat down on a wrought-iron bench and invited him by a look to join her.

      
      ‘I can’t get over seeing you with all these people around you,’ he said.

      
      ‘They’re dears,’ Maud said calmly.

      
      ‘But rather noisy?’

      
      ‘It’s not usually like this. They’re excited because you’re here. They love visitors.’

      
      ‘I’ve told them I’m not staying.’
      

      
      ‘Ah.’

      
      ‘I thought it would be difficult, if you hadn’t told them. Why didn’t you tell them?’

      
      She blushed. ‘How could I have? They’d have been shocked. I couldn’t have stayed here if I had, and it’s so convenient – Laragh’s
         only a few miles down the road. It would be awkward to have to move just now.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I can see that,’ Bertie said, but without sympathy. She was, in effect, duping these kind people so as to take advantage
         of their hospitality. ‘Do they know Manvers at all?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘They’ve met him several times. The whole neighbourhood’s talking about how he’s going to restore Laragh Castle and the estate.’

      
      ‘But do they know you know him?’

      
      ‘Of course they do. I’d talked about him when I was here before, anyway; and he calls on me. He fetches me in his motor to
         go and see the place and what he’s been doing to it.’
      

      
      ‘So you’ve been to his house?’

      
      She blushed again. ‘Bertie, I give you my word there’s been nothing improper between us. And nor will there be. Why do you
         think I’m here and not at Laragh? I won’t go to him until I’m decently married to him.’
      

      
      ‘You won’t be able to keep it a secret from the Carnews, once the divorce business starts,’ he pointed out, wondering at her
         thought processes.
      

      
      ‘I know that. I’ll have to tell them some time, and then I’ll have to go somewhere else. They won’t want me to stay once it
         all comes out, even if—’
      

      
      ‘Even if you tell them I’m the guilty party?’
      

      
      She looked away from him. ‘I won’t do that. I won’t talk about it with anyone.’

      
      But others would, that was for sure, he thought.

      
      She regained her composure and returned her gaze to him, flat and emotionless, though he guessed now that it was a defence on her part. ‘We have to talk about the divorce.’
      

      
      ‘Go ahead, then,’ he said. He pulled out his cigarette case and, with a gesture, asked her permission to smoke.

      
      She made an impatient movement. ‘Bertie, I’ve done my part. I’ve retained a solicitor in Dublin – this is the name and address.’
         She handed him a piece of paper from her pocket. ‘But you have to do yours. When are you going to get on with it? It’s been
         months now. You aren’t holding back because you think I’ll change my mind, are you?’
      

      
      ‘No, I don’t think you’ll change your mind,’ he said. He blew the smoke up through the fronds of a parlour-palm. ‘It’s a matter
         of opportunity. I’ve been rather busy.’
      

      
      ‘Fighting the war, I know,’ she said, as though it were an inconvenient hobby of his. ‘But you’re here now, which means you do get away sometimes.’
      

      
      He raised a hand. ‘I’ll get on with it, I promise.’

      
      ‘Soon.’

      
      ‘As soon as I can. What else?’

      
      ‘There’s the question of money. The allowance you’re paying me won’t be enough if I have to leave here and set up in a place
         of my own.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll arrange with the bank to let you draw whatever you want.’

      
      ‘That’s – very kind of you,’ she said. She seemed to have expected him to be difficult on that point. ‘And there’ll have to
         be a settlement,’ she went on, with a hint of defiance. ‘Given the size of my dowry when I came to you, it’ll need to be a
         substantial one.’
      

      
      ‘Maud, you can have whatever you want,’ he said wearily.

      
      ‘I only want what’s fair,’ she protested.

      
      ‘I’ll speak to your solicitor about it.’

      
      ‘Oh, there’s no need. I trust you,’ Maud said. ‘All that can be agreed later. The important thing is for you to get on with
         the – you know, the practical business of it.’
      

      
      Bertie nodded neutrally. ‘Anything else?’ he asked.

      
      She looked at him a long moment. ‘Only to say – I’m sorry.’
      

      
      ‘Are you?’

      
      ‘Sorry that you’ll be all alone. And I’m sorry I said what I said – about Richard. It wasn’t really your fault. You couldn’t
         have known the bombers would come. Though you should have respected my judgement about what was right for my own child,’ she
         added, with a return of spirit.
      

      
      It seemed as close to an apology as he was likely to get. ‘I’m sorry too,’ he said.

      
      ‘What for?’ she asked, with a hint of suspicion.

      
      ‘For everything,’ he said, waving his cigarette to indicate the wide range of his regrets.

      
      She frowned. ‘Why will you never be serious?’

      
      He sat up. ‘All right, I’ll ask you a serious question, if you’ll give me a serious answer.’

      
      ‘What, then?’ She eyed him a touch nervously.

      
      ‘Are you happy? Do you love him?’

      
      ‘Yes, I’m happy,’ she said.

      
      ‘But do you love him? What is it about him? Why him and not me?’

      
      ‘You were never there to be loved,’ she said, and the hint of anger in her voice convinced him he would be hearing the truth. ‘After Father died, I was
         so alone. I don’t think you have any idea of how I felt. First my mother died, then my brother. But I had Father, and he was
         always there, advising me, caring for me. Then he was gone and you were at the war and I had no-one. John makes me feel safe. I know he
         will always look after me.’
      

      
      Bertie nodded slowly, drawing on his cigarette to avoid having to reply. Yes, he saw it now. It made perfect sense. Manvers
         had been her father’s business associate. He was quite a bit older than Maud, and she wanted someone to take her father’s
         place. For a long time it had been just the two of them, Maud and her father, and they must have grown very close. She had
         been his hostess and kept house for him, and after she had married Bertie, Richard Puddephat had continued to live with them. He had made a much bigger
         hole in Maud’s life by dying than ever Bertie could by going away to war.
      

      
      There was nothing left now for Bertie to do but to bow out gracefully and let her have what she wanted. But he hoped it would
         answer. He still did not understand the other side of it, Manvers’s side. He needed to be sure of that before the final act.
      

      
      He stood up. ‘I’ll say goodbye, then, Maud,’ he said.

      
      She stood too, disconcerted at the suddenness. ‘It’s no use being angry about it. You asked me for the truth.’

      
      ‘I’m not angry about it. But I have things to do and very little time to do them in, so I must go now.’

      
      ‘But where are you going?’
      

      
      ‘To see Manvers,’ he said.

      
      The next evening he was back in London, having had plenty of time on the tedious return journey to reflect on his interviews
         with his wife and, later, with Lord Manvers. The estate was indeed conveniently nearby, just a few miles along the road from
         Rathdrum, between Laragh and Glendalough, a lush place with the green background of the Wicklow Mountains in every view. The
         estate was extensive, though run down, and the castle turned out to be entirely, amusingly bogus. What remained of the original
         was confined to a few bits of wall that had been incorporated into the 1880s structure: all the turrets, crenellations, pointed
         windows, ribbed ceilings and other Gothic extravagances were Arthurian fantasies realised in solid Victorian engineering.
         He wondered whether Maud, who had a weakness for the romantic, knew that, or whether she thought she was to be chatelaine
         of a real Camelot.
      

      
      He had found Manvers, forewarned by his telegram, at home. He was living comfortably in the one wing he had so far restored,
         with modern central heating to augment the log fires in the vast inglenooks, bathrooms installed in the vaulted dressing-rooms, and even electricity, run from a huge
         generator in the cellar. It was odd to meet this man, whom he had always liked and considered straightforward and businesslike,
         surrounded by so much decorative bogosity; to see an Irish pallor replacing the Indian tan of his complexion; to find that
         his firm stance and level gaze had given way to a hesitant and guilty look, like a dog caught with feathers round its mouth.
      

      
      The interview was much more embarrassing for Manvers than for Bertie, who, having faced Maud, was almost euphoric with relief,
         and approached his rival with the detached interest of a zoological explorer. He just wanted to know why. What he came away with was an impression of bewilderment. Manvers seemed as surprised by the whole thing as Bertie had been.
         He gallantly defended the position and his beloved, and staunchly held by the marriage plans, while miserably deploring the
         trouble Bertie would be put to, and evidently feeling it was utterly caddish to expect a man so to denigrate himself in the
         interests of enabling another man to make off with his wife. His confusion was evident to Bertie; and the closest he could
         get to an answer to the question of why a man who had never had any need of women before should get himself into these straits
         was that it was what Maud had wanted. Manvers, he felt, had been dazzled and flattered by her desire for him. He had always
         been fond of her, as his business friend’s pretty daughter; and leaving India had rocked him off balance and left him feeling
         rather isolated, if not actually lonely. It was enough to make him vulnerable to a determined woman’s pursuit – especially
         as Maud’s would have been so subtle and feminine as to make him feel like the hunter rather than the hunted. And now, having
         given his word to her, he could not get out of it. He was regularly for it, like it or not. So, being at heart a gentleman,
         he had to make himself like it, because the alternative was insulting to Maud.
      

      
      Yes, it all made sense; and as Bertie sat out the train journey in the usual wartime spirit of endurance, the principal feeling
         he brought back with him was sadness for them both. He was sorry for them. He hoped it would work, but he was sure that, if
         it didn’t, neither of them would ever admit it.
      

      
      It wasn’t until the train reached the grimy outskirts of London, made grimmer by a heavy sky, yellow-grey like an old bruise,
         and the usual pall of smoke, that he began to feel a little sorry for himself. He went to his club, and could not help remembering as he pushed in through the revolving door how often he had done that
         with Fenniman close behind him and a cheery evening for the two of them in prospect. But West, the senior porter, was at the
         porter’s desk, and greeted him with a broad smile and a ‘Good evening, Colonel!’ – proving yet again that, by some mysterious
         alchemy, club servants always knew everything.
      

      
      He shed his coat and bag, engaged a room, spoke for a table for dinner, and made his way into the bar. There were several
         members he knew, many of them the usual ancient fossils who never seemed to leave the premises, but also a couple of younger
         ones, officers home from the Front, whiling away the hour before dinner. So he was able to enjoy a couple of stiff whiskies
         along with some male and soldierly conversation, which restored the balance of his mind. Someone else came in and joined them,
         bringing an evening newspaper in which there was a photograph of Bertie receiving his VC from the King, together with a report
         of his exploit and Haig’s flattering opinion, which caused much comment and congratulation and a fresh round of drinks.
      

      
      The newspaper did not mention his promotion, which reminded him again of West. The commonplace that club servants knew everything
         had put a fresh idea into his mind. He excused himself and slipped out for a private word, which, along with the transfer
         of a couple of half-crowns, elicited the promise that information would be provided as soon as possible, and Bertie went in to dine with his colleagues in an easier frame of mind.
      

      
      West caught his eye as he was coming out of the dining-room a couple of hours later, and he peeled away from the company to
         go over to him.
      

      
      ‘Just goin’ off duty, sir,’ West said, ‘but I thought you’d like to know toot sweet rather’n wait till tomorrow. Made a couple
         o’ telephone calls, sir, an’ I think this is what you’ll be wanting.’ He slipped a folded piece of paper towards Bertie, concealing
         it, like a card-sharp, between his fingers. ‘Very discreet and respectable, my friend says. They’ll see you all right, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, West,’ Bertie said, pocketing the paper, and producing another five bob, money well spent. ‘This is between you and
         me, of course. It won’t go any further?’
      

      
      ‘What won’t go any further, sir?’ West said with broad innocence, making the coins disappear. ‘Well, goodnight, then, sir.’

      
      The next morning Bertie went to the solicitor’s address on the square of paper, and found it was an office above a shop in
         Victoria Street. The door was between an ironmongery and a greengrocer’s, and the shabbiness of the entrance rather depressed
         him. But the office was clean and the furniture, if shabby, was well polished; and the solicitor himself, by the name of Paterson,
         was not a seedy old wreck or a drunkard, as he had feared, but a youngish man with a brisk air, clear eyes and neatly cropped
         hair.
      

      
      ‘I was given your name by a friend,’ Bertie began hesitantly.

      
      ‘Yes, most people are,’ Paterson said, with a sympathetic air. ‘Won’t you sit down and tell me how I can help you?’

      
      Bertie felt there was nothing for it but to plunge in. ‘My wife wants to divorce me,’ he said. ‘She wants to marry someone
         else. And I—’ Bertie couldn’t think how to phrase it.
      

      
      Paterson offered a cigarette box. ‘And you want to do the gentlemanly thing and oblige her? Yes, I see.’ He lit Bertie’s cigarette and then his own before continuing. ‘Now, I should
         assure you first of all that client privilege prevents my mentioning anything that passes between us to any other person.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Bertie.

      
      ‘And, second, I should warn you that for you to mention anything that passes between us to anyone else might result in the process I suspect you are interested in being
         aborted. The King’s Proctor does not take kindly to conspiracy. You have a family solicitor, I imagine?’ Bertie named them.
         Paterson nodded. ‘Old-fashioned firm. Fatal to mention anything of this to them. What about your wife? Is she represented?’
      

      
      Bertie told him about the solicitors in Dublin. ‘But I don’t know them,’ he said.

      
      ‘Nor do I,’ said Paterson, ‘but that’s just as well. Any hint of collusion would ruin our case. Do I take it that you wish
         to provide your wife with grounds for divorce, and that you wish me to arrange it for you?’
      

      
      Bertie nodded dumbly. Briskness notwithstanding, he had come to the tawdry part of the business.

      
      Paterson smiled suddenly. ‘Don’t worry. It can all be done quite discreetly. I have some very good, genteel girls who know
         just what’s expected of them, and several hotels nearby where the servants are accustomed to giving evidence. The area is
         very well off for small hotels, and I assure you this sort of thing is arranged all the time, so everyone will be very tactful.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘I can set it up for you whenever you like, at twenty-four hours’ notice.’

      
      Bertie cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘And after that?’

      
      ‘After that it’s rather up to your wife’s solicitor. We provide a copy of the hotel servants’ evidence, and he serves us with
         the process.’
      

      
      ‘And how long does it all take?’
      

      
      ‘It depends whether it comes on this term. If the other solicitor works quickly and we can get in before the recess, with
         luck it will all be over by July.’
      

      
      ‘Six months?’ he said.

      
      ‘Is the timing important?’

      
      ‘Not particularly,’ Bertie said. ‘I shall be going back to the Front in a few days.’ He hesitated. ‘It had occurred to me
         that the action there might solve my wife’s problem for her without the need for divorce.’
      

      
      Paterson seemed to find this assessment chilling. ‘Oh – dear me! I’m sure—’ He cleared his throat and rearranged some papers
         on his desk. ‘Would you like me to go ahead and arrange the first part of the business for you? As you are in London, perhaps
         it might be wise to strike while the iron is hot.’
      

      
      Bertie stubbed out his cigarette. All of a sudden he felt very tired, and rather soiled. He needed restoration before he could
         face any more of this. He rose to his feet. ‘You’re very kind, but I would like to think about what you’ve told me for a day
         or two.’
      

      
      ‘Just as you please,’ said Paterson. ‘I shall be ready to take your instruction at any time that suits you.’

      
      Bertie went back to the club, and while he packed his bag he asked Neeson, the porter on duty, to look up a train for Salisbury
         for him. There was a good one a few minutes before noon, and he just had time to send off a telegram to Downsview House before
         the taxi arrived to take him to the station.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      In Wiltshire it was very cold, and the recent snow lay unmelted in thick billows over the slumbering curves of the downs;
         but the sky had cleared and was a startling, improbable blue, the only colour in a world of monochrome. The air was so still
         that Jessie could hear the clamour of sheep folded at a farm several miles away. The snow had been expected, so farmers had
         had time to fetch in their flocks, but she knew how the cost in hay and turnips would be anxiously counted. At home, at Morland
         Place in Yorkshire, she had heard that the snow was not so deep. The sheep would still be out, but her horses would be in
         and eating their heads off. Fortunately the hay harvest last year had been abundant …
      

      
      Thus she occupied her thoughts as she tramped along, in her heavy coat and boots, keeping within sight of the house. Downsview
         was the home of her brother Jack, who was in France with the Royal Flying Corps, and sister-in-law Helen. It had been a farmhouse
         once, but the land had been sold off separately. It stood, a rather unprepossessing red-brick box, at the end of a lane that
         led nowhere else. Beyond it there was nothing but Wilsford Down and the endless wild vista of Salisbury Plain. They had bought
         it for the view. Helen said she loved the peace, and perhaps normally Jessie would have agreed with her, but just now the
         quietness added to the troubles of her mind, making her feel isolated, swept down a backwater and forgotten.
      

      
      She missed the war. Insane though it sounded, she was lonely for it. For two years she had been a military nurse, for the
         last seven months serving in France. The khaki world had been her world, its language and priorities and discipline hers.
         The urgent, fierce needs of the wounded soldiers had filled her life. Here, the only reminder that the war was still going
         on was the occasional aeroplane, far away over at Netheravon, where the flying school and Royal Aircraft Factory were sited.
         When the wind was in the right direction, you could hear the minuscule buzzing of their engines as the trainee pilots did
         their ‘circuits and bumps’.
      

      
      Helen had a job. She had learned to fly before the war, and now delivered new aeroplanes from the factory to the various military
         units. From time to time she was absent from the household for a day or two, returning refreshed and invigorated from her
         contact with the real world outside. But Jessie was a nurse no longer, sent home in disgrace, pregnant without a husband.
         Her record was blackened for ever. If the war went on ten years, she would never be allowed to nurse again. All the skills
         and cool-headed capability she had developed in the fiery furnace of Étaples were now wasted.
      

      
      So she walked and made herself think about farming, crops, horses – anything but her situation. Helen watched her with anxious
         eyes, too tactful to press her to tell her story. She had rescued Jessie from Morland Place where, if she had stayed, the
         family would inevitably have learned about her disgrace. Jessie could not bear that they should be ashamed of her, and suffer
         social stigma for her fault. She was grateful to Helen for providing her with a hiding place, and for letting her keep her
         silence. She was four months pregnant now, and the bump was visible. Helen’s servants believed her husband was away at the
         war, and treated the pregnancy as a normal and therefore joyful thing – coals of fire to Jessie. They found her distracted state of mind understandable enough: a woman expecting a child, and her husband at the Front? Who wouldn’t be nervous
         and unhappy? Mrs Binny and Aggie discussed it cosily in the kitchen over endless pots of strong tea, giving themselves the
         comfortable horrors by imagining how Mrs Morland would react if that telegram came to say her husband was dead, never having
         seen his child.
      

      
      Every woman with a man at the Front – husband, father, brother, son – lived in dread of ‘the telegram’. There had been telegrams
         for Jessie’s husband Ned, missing at Loos, and for her brilliant brother Frank at the Somme, cut off in all his promise. So
         when a distant cry alerted her and she turned to see Helen hurrying towards her from the house with something in her hand,
         she felt her heart contract painfully. She started back. Helen was calling something, but she could not distinguish the words.
         Jessie’s lips felt numb. There was Jack, and her other brother Robbie, and Cousin Lennie, all serving in different parts of
         the world. Most of all, there was—
      

      
      ‘It’s not bad news!’ She could hear Helen’s words now. Helen of all people would know what would immediately jump to Jessie’s
         mind. ‘It’s not bad news!’ She was tramping as fast as she could and the words were breathless with her effort. Jessie lifted
         a hand in acknowledgement, and Helen stopped, waiting for her to come, a ginger-brown cut-out from the endlessly white background,
         in Jack’s old pre-war greatcoat, her dark head bare.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ she said, in a normal voice, as Jessie reached her. ‘It is a telegram, but it’s not bad news. It gave me such a start when the boy brought it, but it’s just from Bertie, to say he’s
         coming to see us. Well, you, principally, I should think, because you’re much closer to him than I am – Jessie! What is it?
         Are you all right?’
      

      
      Jessie had whitened at Bertie’s name, and now she swayed. Helen’s hard, strong hand clasped her arm, and the keen eyes searched
         Jessie’s face.
      

      
      Jessie’s lips moved, and after a silent rehearsal she managed to say, ‘He’s not hurt?’
      

      
      Helen, still surveying her questioningly, said, ‘No – at least, he doesn’t say so. And, after all, if he’s travelling down
         from London on the train, he can’t be, can he? It’s probably just leave. Perhaps he got it for his promotion.’
      

      
      Jessie nodded distractedly, the colour coming back into her face. Helen, keeping hold of her arm, turned towards the house.
         ‘You’d better come in and sit down. I was trying not to give you a shock, but I didn’t make a very good job of it.’
      

      
      ‘I’m all right now,’ Jessie said, in an almost normal voice.

      
      ‘You’ve probably walked too long and worn yourself out. Come and sit down and I’ll get Mrs Binny to make some cocoa.’

      
      Jessie said no more, thinking of how often cocoa had kept them going at Étaples: the universal elixir when strength ran out
         or spirits were battered. When that lowest point of night-duty came at around three o’clock – the hour when the borderline
         cases gave up and died, when a nurse’s legs and head felt like solid lead – how often had she and her best friend Beta Wallace
         brewed up cocoa on the Beatrice to keep them going until dawn? Beta was still in France. She had turned her face away from
         Jessie and said they could not be friends any more, so there would not be any letters. Jessie missed Beta as much as she missed
         the war.
      

      
      In the house, in the sitting-room with the wide windows that looked out at that staggering view, Helen divested Jessie of
         her outer clothes like a brisk nanny, instructed Mrs Binny on the cocoa front, then sat down beside her still silent sister-in-law.
         After a moment, when Jessie looked at her – rather apprehensively, it seemed – she said, ‘It is Bertie, isn’t it?’ Jessie didn’t answer at once, but there was no surprise in her expression, and Helen knew she had guessed
         right. ‘It is Bertie whom you love?’ she said, seeking a gentle phrasing.
      

      
      Jessie nodded slowly. And then she blurted, ‘Oh, Helen, don’t hate me! I can’t regret it. I would do it again. I love him
         so much.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t hate you,’ Helen said. ‘I’m only wondering at my own stupidity. I ought to have guessed. It’s been going on a long
         time?’
      

      
      ‘Since I was a little girl. I fell off trying to ride my father’s stallion, and Bertie was there and took care of me, got
         me home, and came and visited me every day. I suppose it was a little girl’s crush at first. He was my kind grown-up cousin.
         He wrote to me all through the South African war, but then he went to India, and he was away for years.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’ve heard the story,’ Helen said.

      
      ‘When he came back, I knew the moment I saw him that I loved him, that I could never love anyone else. But he had married
         Maud. So I married Ned. It seemed the best thing to do.’
      

      
      ‘And Bertie? How did he feel about you?’

      
      ‘The same. We confessed it one day to each other. But we were both married, so we swore only to be cousins after that, and
         we kept to it, though it was – hard,’ she finished inadequately.
      

      
      ‘I can imagine,’ Helen said. She thought of Jack. ‘But Jessie – this.’ She made a vague gesture with her free hand to indicate
         not just the pregnancy but the situation that went with it. ‘How did it happen?’
      

      
      ‘When his little boy was killed, Maud blamed him and said she couldn’t live with him any more. Then she wrote to say she loved
         someone else and wanted to divorce him. He told me about it one day in France. He was so sad, because he said that Maud leaving
         him would have meant he and I could have been together after the war.’
      

      
      ‘Could have?’ Helen queried.
      

      
      ‘He’s been in it since the beginning, since August 1914. Almost everyone who joined with him is dead now. His best friend,
         Fenniman, was killed last year.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Jessie,’ said Helen.
      

      
      ‘He said a soldier’s luck runs out in the end.’ She drew breath. ‘So I said—’

      
      ‘I understand.’ Helen could hardly bear to hear the words.

      
      ‘I said we should take our time together, right then. Just once, to pay for all.’

      
      She stopped, and they sat in silence a moment. War did these things to people, Helen thought. What would she have done in
         those circumstances? Probably the same. Women ought not to love men in time of war – it hurt too much. You lived from day
         to day, dreading the telegram, longing for the letter. New pilots, they said, had a life expectancy of two weeks, and if they
         survived long enough to learn the skills they needed, the two weeks became six months. Jack had been out there almost a year.
      

      
      There were so many ways for a pilot to die: they crashed, or were blown up, or riddled with bullets, or went down in flames.
         Fire was feared the most. Some jumped from their burning aircraft: the government would not allow them to have parachutes,
         and they chose to fall a moment, through the kindly air that had always cherished them, to a different death, rather than
         feel themselves turn to charcoal. Jack, her love, father of her children, whose body and mind and spirit she delighted in
         – would he survive the war? The odds were against it. Women shouldn’t love in war time. It hurt too much.
      

      
      She said gently, ‘Does he know?’

      
      ‘About the baby? No. I didn’t tell him. I was afraid it would make things worse for him – harder to bear. And besides,’ her
         hand tightened involuntarily on Helen’s, ‘I’ve been pregnant before, twice, and I lost both babies. If I told him, and then
         lost it—’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I understand,’ Helen said. ‘But, Jessie—’

      
      Aggie came in at that moment, carrying a tray on which were two cups of cocoa and a plate of shortcakes, Mrs Binny having
         divined that the call for cocoa meant there had been a shock and that something sweet would be required. She had primed Aggie to find out what had happened, but Aggie was not
         secret-agent material, and the best she could manage was to ask straight out, ‘Is everything all right, mum?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, quite all right,’ Helen said briskly. ‘Thank you, Aggie. Go away now.’

      
      The maid retreated, baffled, and Helen turned again to her sister-in-law. ‘But, Jessie, Bertie is coming here, today, and
         he’ll know when he sees you.’
      

      
      ‘He might not,’ Jessie said feebly.

      
      ‘Unless you cover yourself up with a rug the whole time, and he might think that rather odd.’

      
      The tears spilled over at that moment, and Helen saw it was from a strange kind of relief. ‘I’ve wanted to tell him,’ Jessie
         said through them. ‘I want to marry Bertie and be normal at last, but if I can’t have that, I want the baby.’
      

      
      Helen took her in her arms and they held on to each other until the tears were done. Then Helen said, ‘Let’s have the cocoa
         before it gets cold. It’s a sin to waste it. And eat a biscuit. You have to keep your strength up.’
      

      
      Jessie wiped her face and blew her nose, and took a sip of comforting cocoa, and felt instantly better. Bertie was coming!
         She would see him again!
      

      
      ‘You two will have a lot to talk about,’ Helen said, ‘so I shall keep out of the way. And you must ask him to stay, if he
         doesn’t have to go straight back.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Jessie had not expected so much generosity.

      
      ‘We’d better let the servants think he’s your absent husband. They may not be the brightest people in the world,’ she said
         wryly, ‘but they’re sure to notice the way you look at him. He can have the bed in the study, where Jack used to sleep when
         his ankle wouldn’t heal and he couldn’t climb the stairs. I’ll tell Mrs Binny to make it up, and say that he doesn’t sleep
         well since being at the Front. That will trigger her motherly feelings towards him, so she won’t think it strange. But he
         can stay as long as he likes.’
      

      
      ‘You’re so good to me, Helen.’
      

      
      ‘You saw the piece about him in the newspaper. Nothing’s too good for our heroes! Now finish your cocoa, and then you can
         go and look for something pretty to wear, while I instruct Mrs Binny about dinner and get Aggie to air some sheets.’
      

      
      Jessie smiled. ‘I think I’m rather beyond wearing something pretty for him, given the circumstances.’

      
      ‘Nonsense. He deserves to have the woman he loves make some effort for him, and frankly, darling, that skirt and blouse look better suited to farm work.’
      

      
      ‘I thought they concealed the bump better,’ Jessie said, looking down.

      
      ‘Well, they don’t, not from this angle, so you might as well dress nicely and be proud of it, and give poor Bertie a bit of
         pleasure.’
      

      
      When Bertie arrived in the ancient, creaking taxi – all that had been available at the station – it was almost dark. He climbed
         out and stood staring at the ugly, isolated little house with surprise. ‘Is this it?’ he asked the cabman.
      

      
      ‘That’s it, all right,’ the man said. ‘Used to be Spakeley’s Farm, before the airman bought it. No mistake, sir.’

      
      He paid the man off and retrieved his bag, and when he turned to the house again the front door was open and a woman was standing
         in the doorway. He would have known her anywhere, in any light. He walked up the path towards her. When he was close enough
         to read her expression, he saw it was one of unexpected shynesss. Words did not come easily to either of them just then, and
         for a measure of seconds they could only gaze at each other in silence.
      

      
      And then he noticed. Everything became suddenly clear – why she had left France, why she had come here, why she had kept it
         a secret. He was staggered by her courage.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Jessie,’ was all he could say. Then she was in his arms, and he was cradling her head to his chest, feeling her arms tight round him.
      

      
      Aggie, who had craned her head out from the kitchen door to goggle, was jerked back inside by an invisible hand. Helen had
         forbidden anyone to interrupt the first moments of reunion on pain of savage punishments, and Jessie’s maid Tomlinson (who
         had chosen to share her exile) was making sure the order was obeyed.
      

      
      Jessie lifted her head, and he looked down into her loved face. ‘Should we go inside?’ he said tenderly. ‘We don’t want the
         little mother to catch cold.’
      

      
      Despite the narrowness of the entrance, they managed somehow to go in without letting go of each other.

      
      ‘But, you know, this changes things,’ Bertie said, when they were having another private conversation, after dinner. Helen
         had tactfully extracted herself on some excuse. He explained to Jessie what he had done about setting the divorce in train.
         ‘I felt there was no particular urgency about it, given the war, but now there’s a real need to hurry it along. I wish you’d
         told me sooner.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t want to raise your hopes. You know I lost my other babies.’

      
      He squeezed her hand. ‘This time it will be all right. I know it.’

      
      ‘Bertie, I was a nurse. You don’t have to give me sugar-pills.’

      
      ‘It’s not a sugar-pill. Those other babies weren’t meant to be, but this one is.’ She looked at him. He smiled. ‘Hold on to
         that thought. I’m sure you’ll find it very comforting.’
      

      
      She shook her head at his foolishness. He had lost his only child, and she knew how important it was to him. He would have
         to go back soon and face death again. Her body was the cradle for perhaps the only issue he would leave behind on earth.
      

      
      He returned to the subject of the divorce. ‘How quickly it gets through depends on Maud. I don’t know whether she will feel
         any urgency about it. She’s not a hurrier by nature.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Jessie, remembering the glacially calm Maud of old. ‘But perhaps now that she has an object … ? Doesn’t she want
         to marry Lord Manvers? If she loves him, she won’t want to wait.’
      

      
      ‘He’s not in uniform,’ Bertie said. ‘And I don’t know if she does love him, in the way we love each other. Though she did seem
         – changed. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but there was something.’
      

      
      ‘She doesn’t know about us?’

      
      ‘No, and I really don’t want to tell her. I hope you don’t think that dishonest of me, but I feel that what’s between us is
         our business and no-one else’s.’
      

      
      ‘No, I don’t want you to tell her,’ Jessie said. ‘But …’

      
      He took the point. ‘If I don’t tell her about the baby, I can’t give her a reason for hurrying.’

      
      ‘And if you do tell her about the baby, it might give her a reason for not hurrying.’
      

      
      Bertie couldn’t deny it. ‘But the lawyer chappie said that even if I got on with it at my end it could take six months. That
         would make it July.’
      

      
      ‘And the baby’s due in June.’

      
      ‘And if Maud doesn’t get a move on at her end, it could drag on into next year. Oh, Jessie, I’m sorry!’

      
      ‘It’s not your fault.’

      
      ‘It is.’

      
      ‘It was my idea, if I remember rightly. And I don’t regret it.’ She put a hand up to touch his cheek. ‘I love you, and I’m
         carrying your child. How could I regret any of that?’
      

      
      He caught the hand and kissed it, too full for words.

      
      After a while she said, ‘So it looks as though we won’t be able to get married before the baby comes.’

      
      ‘No, it doesn’t look likely.’

      
      It was something they both had to face. There was nothing to be done about it. The child would be born outside wedlock, with
         all the implications and consequences of that. And if Bertie did not survive, the child would never have a name, and Jessie
         would never have a husband or a place in society.
      

      
      He stayed three days, and they were the happiest days Jessie had ever spent. The weather closed down again, and they were
         confined to the house for much of the time, but they could not have enough of just being together and talking. They had hardly
         ever had so many hours together, and there was a backlog of conversation that could never be got through. They did manage
         to get out of doors once or twice, well wrapped up, to walk, leaning together like two trees that had grown that way. Helen
         gave them plenty of time alone, but they made it clear that they enjoyed her company too; and Bertie, who loved children,
         was delighted to play with her son Basil, whose second birthday was approaching, and hold the baby, Barbara, with the skill
         and tenderness of a man who had been a father.
      

      
      When Jessie was out of the room once, Bertie thanked Helen for helping her. ‘I suppose you must think me every kind of a cad,’
         he said.
      

      
      ‘What I think is neither here nor there,’ Helen said. ‘You don’t have to answer to me.’

      
      ‘If I could make things right, I would. But I think it’s impossible to get married in time, now. And I will almost certainly
         be in France when the baby’s born.’
      

      
      ‘That seems likely,’ said Helen.

      
      ‘It’s wrong to put it all on you,’ Bertie said wretchedly.

      
      ‘You don’t. I took it on myself when I gave Jessie a home. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her.’

      
      ‘I’m going to make arrangements with the bank. There’ll be money for whatever is necessary. She should have the best care
         – the best doctor – anything she needs.’
      

      
      ‘She will.’ Jessie had money of her own, but Helen knew he wanted to pay, since he could do nothing else.
      

      
      ‘And if – if I don’t come back,’ Bertie said awkwardly, for it was not his taste to sound melodramatic, but it was a situation
         that had to be faced, ‘the baby will need to be taken care of. I’ll see the solicitor about that, but—’
      

      
      ‘Jessie will have a home with me as long as she wants it,’ Helen said. ‘And I know Jack will feel the same. She was always
         his favourite.’
      

      
      Bertie closed his eyes a second in relief. ‘Thank you,’ he said. And then, in a low voice, ‘I want so much to live.’

      
      Helen felt her throat close. There was something about men’s courage that moved her almost to tears. Bertie and Jack both
         knew that the odds were against their coming back, but still they did their duty, left all they loved willingly behind, because
         this was what they had to do to protect them. Basil and Barbara, as well as Jessie’s child – if it came to be born – might
         grow up fatherless. It was the price that had to be paid.
      

      
      Bertie might have stayed longer, but now there was business to conduct. He had to see Paterson and perform the squalid little
         deed that would release Maud; and he had to see his solicitor and the bank about money for both women. So he had to tear himself
         away. They had talked little about the war, but in their last hour together he explained to her the situation.
      

      
      ‘The Germans have to attack before the Americans come in in force. Our intelligence chaps think they’ll move some time in
         March, when the ground starts to dry out. And as it’s their last chance, the attack is likely to be a furious one.’
      

      
      ‘So, March, then,’ she said, as if to herself. That was when she would have to brace herself. ‘But you’re a colonel now,’
         she added hopefully. ‘Battalion CO.’
      

      
      He knew she wanted to hope that made it safer for him. But he could not lie to her. ‘Darling, we all face the same dangers. Even generals get killed.’ At Loos, a third of divisional commanders had been lost. ‘But the end is in sight now,’
         he went on. ‘We just have to hold them back for a few more months. Then, when the Americans are ready, we can counter-attack,
         and with the numbers we’ll have to call on, the enemy won’t stand a chance. Everyone thinks we’ll beat them next year. The
         war will be over some time in 1919.’
      

      
      She tried to make it easy for him to go, to be calm and matter-of-fact, but when the taxi was at the door and she was in his
         arms for the last time, she pressed herself against him and whispered, ‘Come back to me. Come back to me!’
      

      
      He held her close and kissed the crown of her head. ‘Take care of yourself,’ he said.

      
      And then he was gone.

      
      The business in London was not as bad as he had feared. Paterson suggested that, to make sure of the outcome, Bertie should
         engage a detective, rather than relying solely on the hotel servants’ testimony. ‘Some judges can be a little difficult, especially
         if the hotel name is familiar to them from other cases, and we don’t know at this stage what judge we’ll get. Of course, it
         is an extra expense …’
      

      
      Bertie waved that away. ‘Whatever is necessary.’

      
      ‘Well, I have a very good man, Jeaks, available. He’ll be able to advise you on the spot, in case anything should arise. Everything
         must look quite natural, you understand.’
      

      
      As Paterson had promised, the girl – her name was Mary Pearson – was ‘genteel’. She was neatly dressed in a grey flannel two-piece
         over a white blouse which, while cheap, were clean and pressed; and her shoes, though worn, were well polished. She was small
         and thin, and wore a pinched look that Bertie guessed came from money worries – why else would she be doing this, indeed?
         Had she been less poor, she would have been quite pretty; probably she once had been. But she had put on maquillage, and sported a bright smile. Jeaks, the detective, was a large, prosperous-looking man with a marked limp, which explained why he was not
         in uniform. He was there when Bertie met the girl at Victoria station (though he studiously and professionally ignored them,
         as though he hadn’t already met Bertie at Paterson’s office) and followed them as they walked arm-in-arm (Paterson’s instructions)
         to the St Ermine Hotel in Warwick Square, Pimlico.
      

      
      Paterson had reserved the room for them, and Bertie registered and wrote ‘Sir Perceval and Lady Parke’ in the visitors’ book.
         As they were shown towards the elevator, he saw Jeaks signing himself in on the line below. The book, Bertie had been told,
         would be part of the evidence. The room was the best one in the hotel, with an adjoining sitting-room and a bathroom just
         next door – Paterson had thought it would not look natural for Sir Bertie Parke to be ‘roughing it’ too much. Here they changed
         for dinner, which had to be taken in the hotel’s dining-room for evidential purposes.
      

      
      Since it was his way to make the best of what was to hand, Bertie tried to put Mary Pearson – ‘Everyone calls me May’ – at
         her ease. She had changed into a low-cut evening-dress of artificial silk suitable to a fallen woman, with a string of false
         pearls round her neck and false pearl earrings. Though she was smiling brightly at him, he thought she was all too aware of
         the presence of Jeaks, who had been shown to the table just behind and to the left of Bertie, where May, facing him, could
         hardly avoid looking at him. To help things along, Bertie ordered champagne, and commented on the rather pretty cameo brooch
         she was wearing at the point of her décolletage, which looked genuine in contrast to the rest of her toilette.
      

      
      She warmed at the question, and said it had been her grandmother’s. Her mother had died when she was three and her father
         had abandoned them, so her grandmother had pretty much brought her up. May spoke of her with great affection. She had left
         her several pretty things when she died – of TB, she answered Bertie’s question – but May had had to sell most of them. There was only this brooch, and a
         queer little ring with a plait of hair in it, which her grandmother had always worn. It was too small for May’s fingers, but
         she would never part with it.
      

      
      To Bertie’s patient questioning the rest of the story came out. It was probably quite a common one. May had been engaged to
         a decent lad, a mechanic, but he had volunteered at the beginning of the war. When he came home on leave, they had anticipated
         the wedding, and she became pregnant. Before he could get home to retrieve the situation by marrying her, he had been killed
         – at Neuve Chapelle in March 1915. The baby had been born, and then her grandmother had died, and now May had to make a living
         however she could to support herself and the child. She worked as a waitress at a café in Hoxton, where she rented a room,
         but the pay was not enough, especially with clothes and shoes to buy for a growing child. She couldn’t get a better job because
         people wouldn’t take on a girl with a baby. Then she had seen an advertisement for smart-looking girls to do occasional evening
         work. She had been afraid it might be prostitution, and she would never do that, but Mr Paterson had turned out to be really
         nice, and there was never any funny stuff. She hadn’t liked it at first, and thought it a bit queer and not quite respectable,
         but it paid really well, and mostly the gentlemen were kind to her. She only wished Mr Paterson wanted her more often, but
         he said he had to change the girls around so the judges didn’t start to recognise them. Mr Paterson had said she was one of
         his best because she came across so respectable in court, and gave her evidence just right.
      

      
      Bertie made sure she got outside of a good meal, and afterwards lingered downstairs and smoked a cigarette while she went
         up to the room, so that she could undress and get into bed in privacy. He lingered so long that eventually Jeaks, who was
         drinking at the bar and keeping an eye on him, felt obliged by winks and gestures to send him upstairs, where he found May fast asleep with the covers pulled up tightly
         round her neck. He looked sadly at the thin, blue-white face on the pillow, and wondered who was taking care of her child
         while she earned the money to clothe him. He dozed in the armchair in the sitting-room for the rest of the night, until it
         was time to get into bed beside her to be ‘seen’ by the hotel servants bringing their breakfast on trays. One of them gave
         Bertie a complicit wink to assure him they were in on the plot, a rare moment of humanity in an otherwise seamlessly professional
         performance on all sides.
      

      
      After that it was just a matter of dressing, taking coffee in the hotel lounge, with Jeaks in a nearby chair to witness their
         ‘affectionate behaviour’, and paying the bill. Outside, Bertie parted from his companion with a handshake and grave thanks.
         She looked so thin in the harsh morning air that he gave her five pounds, on top of what she would get from Paterson, ‘for
         the baby’. She thanked him almost tearfully, and walked off and out of his life, towards the bus stop on Warwick Way, while
         he went in the other direction to find a taxi on Belgrave Road. Jeaks was still inside obtaining a copy of the receipt, so
         Bertie didn’t see him leave. He would have liked to slip him something, too, but reflected afterwards it was probably not
         etiquette. He was not supposed, after all, to know him; and Jeaks seemed in mortal fear of the King’s Proctor and ‘conspiracy’.
      

      
      Emma Weston had been recruited into the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry by Vera Polk. Emma guessed, though it was not so stated,
         that Vera had also helped to shorten her probation time so as to get her out to France as soon as possible. She was grateful,
         so when Vera invited her to come and stay for a few days before she embarked, Emma was glad to accept.
      

      
      Vera lived in a house on Paultons Square, just off the King’s Road. ‘I let out some of the rooms to help pay the rent,’ she said. ‘They’re all women, and very nice types, so it’s quite comfortable.’
      

      
      Emma, who was very rich, had never lived in a lodging-house before, and was quite intrigued at the thought. Already the FANY
         training had provided new experiences for her, living cheek-by-jowl with other women and without servants, polishing her own
         shoes and pressing her own clothes, taking turns with cooking and cleaning. Some of them had told her eagerly about the fun
         of summer camp, where they lived under canvas and had games and competitions and demonstrations, but Emma had joined too late
         for that, and would be in France by next summer. She had learned a lot about the lore of the FANY, which was based on an intense
         loyalty to the corps and each other. FANYs were recruited very much from the educated and moneyed classes, and exhibited the
         independence of mind that came with privilege. They rejected stale thinking and pointless protocol, taking pride in adapting
         to whatever might be thrown at them. ‘I cope’ was their motto – and Emma learned that the FANY had been coping with a great
         variety of jobs and situations out in the war zone.
      

      
      Absorbing the esprit de corps might have been the most important part of the training course, but she learned a great many practical things as well, such
         as how to put up a tent, dig a latrine, pump a Primus stove, cook a stew, and light a fire with damp wood, as well as first
         aid, bandaging, and how to lift and move a stretcher. She took courses in cavalry drill with a Guards instructor at Hounslow
         Barracks (that was great fun) and in Morse and semaphore with a Signals corporal (more difficult for the unstudious Emma).
         She already knew how to drive, but she took the BMA test to get the required certificate, and then she received intensive
         training on vehicle repair and maintenance, which was to be her ‘speciality’, and the reason she would be getting out to France
         sooner than usual.
      

      
      There had been a strange satisfaction in investigating vehicular entrails and bringing dead motors back to life. It was like first aid for the inanimate, she thought; and she got
         fond, in an odd way, of the cantankerous lorries and vans that were provided as patients, rather as one could grow fond of
         an awkward but lovable horse. Now she was impatient to get to France and put her new skills into action, to do her part in
         winning the war, to help the men out there who were fighting with such terrible courage to free the world from tyranny. It
         was all she could do now, to honour Fenniman, her fiancé, killed at Ypres, and it was something to put into the emptiness
         inside. Sometimes, when grimed to her elbows in oil solving the problem of a malfunctioning cylinder, or lying under a lorry
         struggling with a spanner and a frozen nut to free a broken camshaft, she would find she had stopped thinking about him just
         for a bit. Of course, the pain returned, but even temporary relief was welcome.
      

      
      Vera had been very helpful in advising her on what to pack for France, but Emma gathered that space in Vera’s house was limited
         and so took only a small bag to Paultons Square, leaving her trunk in the left-luggage office at Victoria station.
      

      
      The house, like others in the area, had once been quite smart but was now grown shabby. The narrow hall had black and white
         marble tiles on the floor, but the paintwork was scuffed and the windows needed cleaning. The kitchen was in the semi-basement
         down a flight of stairs, and there was a drawing-room and dining-room, divided by folding doors. The drawing-room was a revelation
         to Emma, being furnished in a very odd style that she supposed to herself, after a first surprised look, must be ‘Bohemian’.
         Her cousin Violet, with whom she had been living, had had a brush with the Bohemian set two years ago when she had begun her
         tragic affair with the artist Octavian Laidislaw. But that had been a wealthy and aristocratic sort of Bohemia; this was obviously
         at the other end of the movement.
      

      
      Three of the room’s walls were painted dark red and the fourth, startlingly, was black. In one alcove there was a parlour-palm planted in an elephant’s foot; in the other a dressmaker’s
         dummy wearing a papier-mâché reproduction of David’s head and swathed with ivy growing from a brass pot. There was a sagging
         sofa covered with crimson chenille, and instead of chairs a large number of cushions on the floor. There was a low table of
         intricately carved Indian wood and another of Benares brass, a leather footstool in the shape of a pig, and what looked like
         an inlaid brass hookah. Over the mantelpiece there was a huge, unframed oil painting of a Venus de Rokeby entirely made of
         barley-sugar and liquorice allsorts, while other walls were decorated with posters, fixed with drawing-pins. The air was heavy
         with a mixture of turpentine and an aromatic, smoky smell that Emma could not identify. She felt enormously cheered by the
         strange surroundings, so different from the staid drawing-rooms she had grown up in. With convention thrown aside like this,
         she felt anything might happen, and probably would. It suited her new, daring persona as a FANY.
      

      
      As the days passed, Emma met the other residents. Two ballet girls, Millie and Agnes, shared a room on the top floor, and
         were often found practising in the dining-room using the chair backs as a barre. The other top-floor room housed Freda, the painter of the barley-sugar Venus, a heavy-built woman in her thirties with a
         foghorn voice, who smoked like a chimney and was always spattered with paint, and whose other works were equally modern, inscrutable
         and violently coloured. On the first floor two middle-aged sisters shared a room, one a singing-teacher and the other a writer
         of sensation stories. In a second room was a female of independent means who was devoted to some cause for preventing girls
         from becoming prostitutes; and in the third room was Vera, with whom Emma was to share for her visit.
      

      
      The evenings were lively, with much use of Vera’s gramophone, the drinking of bottled beer and endless tea, and a great deal of smoking, both of the hookah and cigarettes. Emma had not much been around women who smoked, though Vera told
         her lots of the FANY out in France did. Emma found it rather shocking at first, and later rather annoying, as the fug built
         up in the small rooms. But she enjoyed the conversation, which was always wide-ranging and thought-provoking. The inmates
         cooked in turn on a rota with varying success, and the deficiencies were made up with suppers of toast or sausages burned
         before the fire, or late-night sorties to the fish-and-chip shop at World’s End. Sometimes, sitting on a cushion in the noisy,
         smoky room, eating a sausage with her bare fingers and listening to someone talking about Kant and Schopenhauer, Freud and
         Charcot, Lentulov and Cézanne, she could hardly have been more amazed at finding herself there than she was at the things
         she heard.
      

      
      Here were people casting out the old and embracing the new, searching out fresh ways of thinking about the world and its problems.
         They were doing away with the conventions, which were universally held to be ‘stifling’; tradition was ‘oppressive’; morality
         was ‘bourgeois’ – which Emma quickly understood was a pejorative term. Art, in particular, had to be ‘freed’ from the ‘chains’
         of bourgeois convention and allowed to express what the artist really felt. There was talk of something called ‘free love’,
         which puzzled her as she couldn’t think what the alternative was. But she was to understand that all of their parents had
         got pretty much everything wrong in the past, and that after the war things would have to change completely. It would be a
         new world. Emma found it much more interesting than the usual drawing-room conversations about shopping and theatres and what
         other people one knew had been doing.
      

      
      Apart from the residents, there were friends dropping in, so that there seemed to be a party atmosphere every night. She enjoyed
         Freda’s friends – other painters, sculptors and modellers – who were always loud and opinionated but liked to laugh a lot. The singing-teacher’s friends were music-hall artists, small-part actresses and hard-worn musicians, who amused
         Emma with their practical and down-to-earth comments on the sometimes far-flung philosophies that were aired in those rooms.
         Millie and Agnes brought other dancers, often foreigners, including pale Russian boys who had fled the military conscription
         and were among the few male visitors. When they had drunk and smoked enough they sometimes sang sorrowful songs about Mother
         Russia in close harmony, and ended hanging limply on each other’s shoulders and sobbing.
      

      
      Vera’s friends were very political and impatient of anyone who wasn’t. They made a lot of cryptic utterances, which tended
         to exclude everyone else, which Emma thought impolite in company. And one or two spoke disparagingly of men, which seemed
         disloyal when the men were fighting and dying at the Front. But they could be amusing on other subjects, and they liked word-games,
         and dressing-up and playing charades, which they were very good at. One could even do conjuring tricks, which she attempted
         to teach Emma, saying it would be ‘useful at the Front’, though she did not explain why.
      

      
      All in all it was an exciting and mentally challenging visit, and when she was lying in bed composing herself for sleep, Emma
         compared it with what now seemed the dull and predictable social life she had previously known. She felt she had been jolted
         out of her old self and into a new world of possibility. Apart from anything else, she felt that the company of women with
         no men present (she hardly counted the mournful Russian boys) was somehow much jollier and more vivacious, though she couldn’t
         think why that should be.
      

      
      The one person she could not fathom was Vera, who remained an enigma – briskly practical, sometimes engaging in frighteningly
         obscure conversations with her political friends, offering good advice but never really revealing anything about herself. When she had asked Emma if she minded sharing, Emma thought that being in such confined quarters with
         Vera, and sharing her bed, they would inevitably become closer; but Vera spoke less than ever when they were alone.
      

      
      Only on Emma’s last night, when she was lying in bed analysing the visit and the company, and thought her companion was long
         asleep, did Vera suddenly say, ‘So, have you enjoyed yourself these last few days?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ Emma said. ‘You all have so much to say for yourselves. I’ve been wondering why women’s conversations are so different
         when there are men present.’
      

      
      ‘Because women have to try to “catch” husbands, and men don’t care for women with brains. Silent adoration is what they look
         for.’
      

      
      ‘Not always,’ Emma said. ‘It was one of the things I loved most about my fiancé, that we had such wonderful conversations.
         He loved me to talk.’
      

      
      ‘It wouldn’t have lasted. Once you were married he’d have reverted to type – rattling the newspaper and saying, “Must you insist on chattering when I’m trying to read?”’ She put on a gruff and testy voice, uncannily like someone’s father at
         the breakfast table.
      

      
      ‘The older generation might be like that, but he wasn’t,’ Emma protested.

      
      ‘All men are like that,’ Vera said flatly. ‘You had a lucky escape.’

      
      Emma was so hurt she could not answer.

      
      After a while, Vera said, ‘Don’t cry. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      
      ‘You didn’t know him,’ Emma said angrily.

      
      ‘Of course you thought he was different. Perhaps he was. But men are men underneath, and there’s not many of them worth the room they take
         up.’
      

      
      ‘Why do you hate men so?’ Emma demanded.

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t hate them,’ Vera said. ‘I just don’t think much of them. I’ve known too many takers, and charlatans, and opinionated asses. Where would men be without the women to support
         them? But they never acknowledge that. It’s all them – as if a man could be a minister or a judge or a banker without the army of wives and servants and secretaries to clean
         and cook and sew and write letters and keep house, and give them the time and leisure to be important.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose that’s true,’ Emma said doubtfully.

      
      ‘Women could do the men’s jobs just as well, if not better, but that would mean the men would have to do their own cooking
         and cleaning, and they won’t stand for it. Much easier to keep a female slave, and tell her that’s all she’s fit for.’
      

      
      ‘Slave?’ Emma queried.

      
      ‘Slave, wife, it’s the same thing. Give her a different title, stuff her head with rubbish about “love” and a woman’s nature
         and the holiness of motherhood, and she connives at her own enslavement. And, of course, the damnable thing is that it’s easier
         to give in than go on fighting, so most women do.’
      

      
      Emma thought this an extreme view. Probably Vera had never been in love as she and Fenniman had. ‘It doesn’t seem like that
         when it’s happening,’ she said kindly.
      

      
      ‘Of course not. That’s the trickery. They charm you and flatter you and drug you with the love-nonsense, and you sleep your
         life away while they run the world the way they want it. But you have a chance now, Emma. You can wake up and live your way – find out what you want, and get it by your own efforts. Going to France with the FANY is the best opportunity you could have. That’s why I
         said you had a lucky escape when your fiancé was killed. I know you loved him and you’re sorry he’s dead, but try to look
         on it as an opportunity rather than a tragedy.’
      

      
      The words stung Emma. ‘How can you say that? How can you be so cruel?’

      
      ‘Perhaps I should have said, “Try to see it as an opportunity as well as a tragedy.” I just want to put you on your guard before you go to France and find yourself surrounded by officers, all being
         charming, entirely for their own ends. Promise me you won’t be taken in.’
      

      
      Emma didn’t answer, struggling with tears. How could Vera think she would even notice any other man? She missed Fenniman so
         much. She couldn’t bear it that she would never see him again – the knowledge hit her with a fresh shock every time it came to her. He had filled her life with hope and
         happiness, and now there was just emptiness. She tried to cry quietly, but in the end she couldn’t help letting out a sob.
      

      
      Vera said, ‘Oh, come here, poor Emma, poor thing.’ And she reached out and took Emma in her arms, and held her, stroking her
         head while she cried. Emma resisted at first, still angry at Vera’s tactlessness; but there was a kind of comfort in it, as
         in any act of kindness, and Emma had never had a mother. Gradually her tears subsided and she began to feel drowsy and warm.
         She was still on Vera’s shoulder when she fell asleep.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      At Morland Place, Polly was exercising her cousin Jessie’s horse Hotspur, her mind on other things. It was safe to do that
         with Hotspur, who was well schooled and polite. Polly liked riding him, but she preferred the challenge of her own wilful
         mare Vesper, who never walked if she could dance, and whose response to inattention was to dump her rider on the cold hard
         earth if at all possible.
      

      
      It was what Jessie always used to call ‘an iron day’: dry and cold, with a blank grey sky. The snow had mostly worn away,
         though pockets remained in corners where the sun did not reach, and white furrows lay along path and field edges. In the black
         tracery of trees against the mute sky you could see the clumps of rooks’ nests, like balls of mistletoe; but the birds were
         all out in the fields, following the plough and the harrow.
      

      
      Polly was thinking about the letter she had received yesterday from Cousin Lennie, who was serving in Salonika, much to his
         disgust. Having been out of the war for a year because of a serious injury taken at Gommecourt, he had hoped to be sent back
         to France. Instead, he had been relegated to one of the ‘side-shows’.
      

      
      
         You know I meant to serve the whole war as a private soldier, but the fellows I joined up with are dead now, and when the
            colonel asked me if I would take a commission, it seemed foolish to hold out any longer. I am now a ‘one-pipper’, otherwise 2nd Lt Manning. I hope you will not
            think I have ‘caved in’. But there is very little to do out here, and I am much busier as an officer than ever I was as a
            private. I have to go on courses, and attend lectures on map-reading, weapons and communications. I’m at base at present,
            which is in the town, and a nasty, dirty place Salonika is. Dangerous, too. Almost every week some Tommy is offered a lift
            on a Greek lorry, then robbed and dumped somewhere outside the walls. I’m reminded of the old saw, beware Greeks bearing gifts!
            I’m hopeful of being sent somewhere up-country when my training is done, though there’s little chance of action. Apart from
            sending over the occasional shell, the Bulgs don’t seem at all interested in trying our defences. I feel so wasted here when
            the real war is going on in France. I am due some leave soon but it is too far to come home for it. There is a safe village
            on the coast where officers go. A bunch of us will head up there, so I may get some fishing. What I long for most is something
            new to read. I have read my few books to bits, and there’s not much to borrow as my fellow subs seem indifferent to reading,
            though three of them have gramophones! I would love to have a letter from home to take with me on leave, as that is something
            I can read over and over. Could you find it in your heart to oblige,
         

         Your loving cousin,

         Lennie Manning

      

      
      Polly was glad Lennie had accepted the commission – it seemed silly to her to refuse agreeable things on a principle – and
         she planned to write and tell him so as soon as she had a moment. She was more interested in the leave plans of Lieutenant
         David Holford, who was in France and therefore easily close enough to come home. Would he come to Yorkshire? The answer to that question would go some way to solving the riddle of how much he liked her – something his behaviour
         while he was in York last year had made maddeningly difficult to tell. She was fond of Lennie, but France was infinitely more
         dangerous than Salonika, which added considerably to Holford’s glamour.
      

      
      Her thought-train was broken by the raucous braying of a mule. She felt Hotspur’s sides brace as he answered with a long,
         loud whinny. Coming round a curve of the track, she saw the source away to her right, halfway up the gentle slope of a half-ploughed
         field – one of the outlying pastures of Woodhouse Farm.
      

      
      It was one of Ezra Banks’s mules, of course. They were famous in the neighbourhood. Old Ezra had been distraught when the
         army had requisitioned his beloved plough horses. He had threatened to shoot the requisitioning officer who came to take them
         away, and Jessie had had to go over and calm him down. Ezra had poured scorn on the army’s offer of mules in exchange, saying
         that mules were ‘an abomination before the Lord’. His beautiful horses, which he had bred and raised by hand and were like
         children to him, were not to be spoken of in the same breath as those freaks of nature.
      

      
      But a pair of mules had been delivered, and he’d had no choice but to work with them. The animals were young and strong and
         intelligent, and as he trained them to his ways, they slowly won his heart. Now, much to everyone’s amusement, he loved them
         even more than his horses, and defended them, whiskery chin jutting, against the wicked prejudices of the world. He groomed
         them lovingly before work, plaiting their manes with ribbons, and quite often after dinner (according to his daughter-in-law
         Willa) he took his pipe into their stable and stayed chatting with them until bedtime. The greatest proof of his surrender
         was that he had given them traditional plough-horse names: Ezra’s mules were called Boxer and Beauty.
      

      
      Polly had to admit that there was something beguiling about them. They had a way of looking at you that was somehow humorous
         and knowing; and they certainly repaid Ezra’s care with affection. She was riding on when the mule bellowed again, and she
         drew rein, realising that something was not right about the tableau in the field. The old hand-plough Ezra always used was
         there, but there was no sign of Ezra. Moreover, the mule that had been braying was standing up, but the other was lying down
         – not flat out, but folded comfortably on its shoulder, as horses do to rest. She could not think of any reason the old man
         would leave his team alone in the middle of a field. With a reluctant sigh – because she had been heading home for luncheon
         – she went to investigate.
      

      
      When she was halfway across the field she finally saw Ezra, lying behind the recumbent mule on the cold, stony ground. He
         must be hurt – and it could not be good for a man of his age to lie there. Though tough as weathered oak, Ezra was all of
         eighty-four. The standing mule, Boxer, was watching her with bright, expressive eyes, long ears cocked forward, lips trembling
         on the verge of another salute. Hotspur was snorting to him as he picked his way through the stony plough. This field had
         always been left as pasture because of the poor nature of the soil, but crops had to be grown wherever possible these days.
      

      
      Slipping down from Hotspur’s back, Polly saw that the mules were uncoupled from the plough. The rope that had attached Beauty
         to the yoke had broken, and the yoke hung down from Boxer’s side. Beauty pointed his ears as Polly approached, but did not
         move. He was lying close up against Ezra, and now Polly saw that Ezra’s eyes were open.
      

      
      ‘Eh, Miss Polly,’ he said, in a thread of a voice.

      
      She hurried to his side. The plough’s blade was buried deep in a hole, and Ezra’s booted foot was down there too, the ankle
         bent at an unnatural angle. ‘What on earth happened?’ she asked, kneeling beside him. His face and hands were cold, but he was not shivering, courtesy, she saw, of Beauty’s big warm body, which was resting along the length
         of his.
      

      
      In weak sentences he told the story. The plough had gone down a hole and stuck, and he could not shift it. He had unhitched
         the mules, meaning to try to drag it out backwards, but his foot had slipped on the crumbling edge of the hole and gone down.
         Now it was trapped under something, and because of the angle he could not pull it out. The mules could have wandered off,
         but they’d stayed by him, and Beauty had pulled away from Boxer, breaking the yoke-rope, and lain down beside him. Ezra had
         hitched himself close to the mule and waited. No-one would miss him for the day, as he had his dinner with him, and precious
         few people passed this way. He’d thought he was stuck here till dark, until he’d seen Hotspur’s ears over the hedge. He’d
         tried to shout out, but his voice was gone with the cold and all. And then old Boxer had let out a bellow fit to wake the
         dead.
      

      
      Polly had been examining the situation while he talked. ‘Does it hurt a lot?’

      
      ‘Gone numb now,’ Ezra said. ‘Hurt like the Dickens to begin with.’ For him to acknowledge it proved how bad it was, for Ezra
         was of the stoical school. ‘Try if you can get it out.’
      

      
      ‘I – can’t – shift it,’ she said, after a moment. She sat back on her heels. Despite the cold there was sweat on Ezra’s lip,
         and his face was pale under the mahogany tan of a lifetime. ‘I need to make the hole bigger. I’d better go and get help.’
      

      
      ‘Nay, miss,’ Ezra said, holding out a feeble hand to stop her. He didn’t want to be left. ‘In ma satchel, under the hedge
         ower theer. Ma big knife. Try that.’
      

      
      Polly ran, clumsy in her riding boots, and brought back the satchel. In it there was Ezra’s dinner – wedge of cheese, an onion,
         a lump of apple tart hard as a brick, and a bottle of cold tea. There were some odds and ends – a short length of rope, sundry nails, a stub of indelible pencil, a hoof-pick,
         a small dark bottle of some animal salve – and a large clasp-knife in a leather sheath. She pulled it out, and then, before
         she began operations, handed Ezra the bottle. ‘You must be thirsty.’
      

      
      While he took a pull she got down on her knees and, with the big blade, began working at the hard earth to enlarge the hole,
         scraping out what she loosened with her hands, glad she was wearing leather gloves. Now and then the point grated with a horrible
         sound on what she could now see was a rock, a big one, not far under the surface. The ploughshare was down one side of it,
         and Ezra’s foot down the other. Finally the hole was large enough for her to see that the toe of the boot was rammed right
         in under the rock, but she thought it ought to be possible to get Ezra’s foot out of the boot. She only prayed that nothing
         was broken. She loosened the laces as far as they would go, worked the thick, stiff leather open, and pulled back the tongue.
      

      
      ‘I’m going to try to get you out now,’ she said.

      
      ‘Ay, Miss Polly,’ Ezra croaked.

      
      Polly clasped her hands round his ankle and pulled. She heard him gasp in pain, but he didn’t beg her to stop. At last the
         foot in its thick woollen sock came slithering loose. Ezra gave a bitten-off cry. He didn’t seem able to move his legs – probably
         a mixture of the cold and their having ‘gone dead’. She carefully straightened them, examined the leg that had been trapped
         and saw that the ankle was grossly swollen and blackening with bruise. Despite the first-aid classes she had attended since
         the war began, she couldn’t be sure whether it was broken or not.
      

      
      ‘Eh, miss,’ Ezra said weakly, and with a tremor in his voice. It was as close as he would come to complaint.

      
      She urged another gulp of tea on him, and wished she had a hunting flask with her. ‘Now I’m going to get help,’ she said firmly.
         He didn’t argue this time. He couldn’t walk, and she couldn’t possibly carry him on her own. She struggled out of her riding coat and, despite his protests, made him put
         it on – it wouldn’t do up, but at least it was something between him and the cold earth. ‘You’d better keep close to Beauty.’
      

      
      Ezra looked up at her. ‘Ay, miss. Awd Beauty saved ma life. He knew Ah needed t’ be kept warm.’ And his frail hand reached
         out and tremblingly stroked the mule’s flank. The animal flicked its ears back and forth, but did not otherwise move.
      

      
      Polly caught Hotspur, who had wandered a little way in search of grazing (Vesper would have been halfway across the county
         by now), and led him to the gate to mount. As she rode full pelt for Woodhouse Farm, she thought of how Boxer and Beauty had
         stayed with him. It would certainly do nothing to make Ezra think less of his ‘abominations’, and it would be a grand tale
         to tell at home.
      

      
      When Polly reached Woodhouse farmyard, she found no menfolk. Ezra’s son Eli and Eli’s son Jeb were out building folds for
         the lambing that would start any day. The other men were muck-carting elsewhere. Willa, Eli’s wife, was there – she was seldom
         anywhere but in the house and the immediate farmyard, cooking the vast meals and doing all the thousand jobs farmers’ wives
         came in for. So were Jeb’s wife Ivy, and Willa’s sixteen-year-old daughter Rosie, who had long since finished school and now
         helped on the farm, while secretly dreaming of joining the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps when she was old enough.
      

      
      Willa briskly took charge. ‘Rosie and me’ll coom, miss,’ she said. ‘Ivy can stay and mind things.’ Ivy had two small babies
         to watch over, but Willa sternly reminded her to stir the stew as well while they were gone. ‘Else nobody’ll get no dinner.
         We can easy lift Granddad between three of us. His boots weigh more than he doos. Is the ankle brokken, d’you think, Miss
         Polly?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ Polly said cautiously.
      

      
      ‘How are you going to carry him?’ Ivy asked. ‘Won’t you need a stretcher?’

      
      ‘The trestle top out o’ the dairy, Ma?’ Rosie suggested.

      
      ‘Too heavy. We’d better just link hands and carry him between us. You’ll coom and help us, miss, won’t you? You see how we’re
         fixed. Rosie, get a blanket off Granddad’s bed. I dare say he’s frozen stiff. He’ll have pewmony before you know it – oh,
         he’s such a trial to me!’
      

      
      Polly volunteered to ride on ahead with the blanket and a nip of homemade parsnip wine – the farmhouse had no brandy but ‘Dad’s
         parsnip is stronger, if truth be told.’ It took the women time to walk up there, and Polly, having wrapped Ezra in the blanket
         and administered the parsnip wine, sat close and talked to him, and was glad to see him recover noticeably. He had been frightened
         by his helplessness, which had oppressed his spirits more than the pain. Now rescue was at hand, and all he wanted was to
         talk about the wonder of his mules.
      

      
      When the women arrived, it proved unnecessary to carry him – which, though he weighed so little, would have been hard going
         over rough ground – for his strength had returned enough for him to sit up. Polly freed Boxer from the yoke and between the
         three of them they lifted Ezra astride the mule’s back. Willa and Rosie got up on Beauty, Polly remounted Hotspur, and they
         rode one on either side to make sure Ezra didn’t fall off (though he grumbled loudly and continuously that it was not necessary,
         they needn’t treat him like an invalid, he wasn’t in his dotage yet, thank you very much …).
      

      
      By the time they got back to the farm, Polly had missed Morland Place luncheon, and Willa begged her to stay and eat with
         them. Polly gladly accepted. Willa bathed and examined Ezra’s foot, decided nothing was broken, and dressed it with salve
         and bandages. He wanted to get up and tend the mules, but Willa could be formidable when roused, and told him not to be such an old fool. They were safe in their stable and Rosie would give them an armful of hay
         and see to them after dinner. The men could be heard in the yard, washing at the tap, and dinner had to be put on the table
         right away.
      

      
      Two of the four men were from the Labour Corps, soldiers who had sustained injuries that meant they could no longer serve
         at the Front, and had been detailed for farm work. It was a blessing for farms like Woodhouse, where all the prewar labour
         had been called up. The Tommies didn’t mind it at all. It beat being shot at, they said. Eli and Jeb, like Ezra, had taken
         their dinner to the top fields with them, so at the table, apart from the Tommies and the two labourers, there was only a
         shy boy of sixteen, big of body and slow of speech, whom Rosie treated with robust scorn, in case anyone should think she
         was interested in him. Ezra was helped to his place, and mutton stew and potatoes were served.
      

      
      Polly and the old man were obliged to tell the whole story again in detail for the new company. One of the Tommies, a cheerful
         Cockney, could not get enough of it, and marvelled at the mules’ intelligence. ‘And I fought they was just dumb beasts! Cor,
         animals’ll surprise you every now and then, wunt they? Reminds me of a parrot I knew once, back ’ome. Belonged to this old
         man down our street what used to be a sailor. Knowing old bird, it was, and I’ll tell you what it useter do …’
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