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For Tony




CHAPTER ONE


December 1918


A truck with the Red Cross symbol painted on its sides and roof pulled up in front of the Gare de l’Est in Paris, and two men and two women got out. The women were middle-aged, with cropped hair under sensible hats, wearing long boots under army-style greatcoats. The two men were younger and, as goodbyes were said, seemed half reluctant and almost tearful.


One of them, Morgan, went for another round of handshakes. ‘I feel so guilty,’ he moaned.


‘Nonsense,’ said Laura Hunter, briskly. ‘You’ve done your duty. The war’s over. Of course you must go home.’


‘Your mothers will be longing to see you,’ said Lady Agnes Daubeney – always called Annie.


‘Anyway, we sent the telegram yesterday, so you have to go,’ Laura added. Privately she wondered how easily they would get a train to Bar-Le-Duc. The railways were still heavily occupied with moving the military, and the Gare de l’Est in particular was the starting point for Strasbourg for the Army of Occupation. But longing for home would find a way.


At the last moment, Jean-Marie rushed back to bestow a caress on the ambulance’s battered bonnet and cried, ‘Au’voir, Mathilde!’ in a choked voice, and then they were gone.


Laura laughed. ‘You’d think she was a family pet being put to sleep.’


‘Don’t mock. I feel attached to her too,’ said Annie.


‘She’s served us well, the good old girl,’ Laura agreed. ‘Now we’d better go and get her stripped out.’


Matilda was one of Lady Overton’s X-ray ambulances, paid for by public donations. Each ambulance had been given a woman’s name, and women of the same name all over the country had been invited to donate whatever they could. The lure of the namesake had proved irresistible: there was a Margaret, an Alice, a Helen, a Gladys, a Bertha . . .


Annie and the boys – young Frenchmen excused military service because of disability – had learned to operate the X-ray machinery at the military Radiological Institute in Paris; Laura had joined them as their driver.


‘What an adventure it has been,’ Laura said, as she drove towards the Hôpital de la Pitié. The purpose of the Overton ambulances was to X-ray wounded soldiers as close to the Front as possible. In the latter stages, the conflict had changed from the static war of trenches to a war of movement, in which the enemy could be anywhere, and danger could strike from any direction. For six months Laura had been driving through twisting and largely unsignposted lanes, finding the Front by following the noise of artillery, picking a way through shell holes and the rubble of ruined villages, dodging German aeroplanes, which, at that stage of the war, would strafe anything.


It had been exhilarating, perhaps the most exciting thing she had done. But come the Armistice, trade, as she put it, had fallen off. Then Lady Overton had received an urgent plea from a Paris hospital for X-ray equipment, and had decided that since Matilda was out there, and not really needed any more, she should donate hers. So the mission was over.


‘What will you do now?’ Annie asked, watching the battered streets of Paris reel past. There were shuttered shops, shell-damage, boarded-up buildings, rubbish blowing along gutters and weeds sprouting from cracks in façades. But life was beginning to return.


‘I don’t know,’ said Laura. ‘What about you?’


‘I’d really like to go home,’ Annie confessed. ‘See my family. Rest. We’ve hardly stopped all year. And I don’t feel awfully well.’


‘You don’t look quite the thing,’ Laura said, with a sideways glance. ‘Have you still got that rash?’


‘Yes. It doesn’t bother me much. It’s the constant tiredness that pulls me down.’


‘You should go,’ Laura said firmly. ‘And you don’t need to sound apologetic.’


‘But don’t you want to go home?’


‘Not yet,’ said Laura. ‘It doesn’t feel finished to me. And what is there at home for me in any case? I’m horribly afraid women are going to be forced back into the box now the war’s over. I can’t see them letting us have any more fun.’


Annie smiled. ‘I’m sure you’ll find something,’ she said. She knew of Laura’s colourful past. This war had been a liberation to restless spirits like hers. ‘I don’t exactly long to go back to dusting the drawing-room and arranging flowers myself. I’d like a rest – but after that, perhaps you and I can start on a new adventure.’


‘Come and find me when you’re ready,’ Laura said. ‘Ah, this is it. I wonder where they want us. Round the back somewhere, if I’m any judge.’


With the X-ray equipment carefully stripped out, Matilda felt much lighter, and jounced and leaped over the uneven cobbles with renewed vigour and increased rattling. Laura headed back to the lodgings they had secured the night before, rooms in a cheap hotel in the Montmartre area, chosen because there was a garage and workshop at the end of the road, where the vehicle could be sheltered. She dared not leave it out in the street for fear it would be damaged.


They travelled in thoughtful silence, until Laura said, ‘You know, the day is still young. Or young-ish. If you pack up quickly when we get back, I can drive you to the station, and I bet you could get on a train today. You could pick up a night crossing at Calais and be home by tomorrow morning.’


‘What a restless creature you are!’ Annie laughed.


‘No sense in kicking your heels in Paris when you could be hugging your mother and sleeping in a proper bed.’


‘Are you so anxious to be rid of me?


‘Immeasurably. I can’t bear to see a fellow-creature suffering.’ She inched the accelerator closer to the floor, and Matilda flew off an irregularity in the road and came down with a thump. ‘And when you get home, show that rash to a doctor.’


‘I hate our doctor. He’s an old fool.’


‘Go to Endell Street and see one of the lady doctors. Or find a dashing RAMC chap on leave and corner him. But see someone. I don’t like the look of it.’


‘I will. But are you sure you’ll be all right on your own?’


Laura laughed. ‘I’m forty-six years old, and I have a rifle. No harm can come to me.’


She spent a couple of days cleaning out Matilda and thoroughly overhauling her engine, while she waited for a reply to her query to Lady Overton as to what to do with the empty ambulance. A telegram came, saying, ‘No further use for it. Do with it as you please.’ And on the same day came a message from Major Ransley, saying he had a few days’ leave and proposing they met in Paris. ‘There’s a wonderful little restaurant I used to frequent in my salad days. I’d love to take you to it.’


If it’s still there, Laura thought. And if it’s still open. And if it’s still wonderful. But it would be good to see him again. In the latter stages of the war they had both moved about so much it had taken great concentration to keep track of each other, let alone to meet. Laura wondered what difference the Armistice would make to them; whether and when he would go home, and what she would do with her life in either case.


So now, two days later, here they were in a café in a side street off the boulevard Saint-Germain, facing each other across a small table. Laura said, ‘It’s wondrous to think that four weeks ago we were all jigging about in the street, kissing complete strangers with excitement . . .’


‘Speak for yourself,’ said the major, genially. ‘As I remember, I was in the middle of an amputation when the Armistice was announced. Poor devil,’ he added. ‘I don’t know why it seems worse that he was wounded at the last minute like that. A limb lost is a limb lost. His name was Strickland, and he was only nineteen.’


‘Please tell me you don’t remember the name of every “poor devil” you operated on.’


‘I should hope not,’ he said. ‘There were so many. Leaves of Vallombrosa come to mind. You were saying?’ She looked blank. ‘You were telling me about your promiscuous kissing of strangers.’


‘Oh! Yes. I was going to say we were all so excited then, but now I feel flat, and vaguely uneasy. What happened to the euphoria?’


‘You have to remember,’ Ransley said, pouring more wine, ‘that it was not peace, only a cease-fire.’


She considered the implications of the statement. ‘Do you really think the Germans might start up again?’


‘A lot of the top brass fear just that. Some believe it was a mistake to let them march back by battalions, in uniform, with guns. We should have made it clear to them that they’d been beaten. Sent them back under guard on trains and lorries.’


‘Why does that matter so much?’ Laura asked. ‘Or is this just one of those differences between men and women that we shall never understand?’


‘Partly – but it’s also a matter of what the politicians and newspapers will make of it back home in Germany. We know they couldn’t have lasted much longer, that they were thoroughly trumped, but the top chaps of the new German republic won’t want it to be seen in that way. Their pride and their jobs will depend on painting a rosier picture. I’m afraid they may just use the armistice as a breathing space to regroup.’


She nodded slowly, thinking, All the more reason, then, for me not to go home. But she said, ‘I’m astonished you found this place again.’


‘I have a very good sense of direction,’ he said, in wounded tones.


‘And even more astonished it has the same proprietor.’ He had greeted Ransley like a long-lost son, with tearful embraces and a flood of French. ‘You must have come here a lot to have made such an impression on him.’


‘I was quite a regular at one time. It was a literary haunt in those days. I saw Bazin here, and Daudin – and Zola himself on one occasion.’


‘And did you understand what mine host was saying to you?’


‘Didn’t you?’


‘I got my French in the schoolroom. His was altogether too authentic. And his accent was nothing like Miss Yorke’s.’


Ransley laughed. ‘He promised us a meal fit for a king. And then spoiled it by lamenting that there was nothing in Paris to make a meal out of. I suspect it may turn out to be horse – I hope you aren’t squeamish?’


‘The week before the Armistice, I ate donkey. Or attempted to. You know how old a donkey has to be before it dies, and I’m sure it was too valuable for its owners to kill it before it dropped dead naturally. So horse is a step up for me.’


The meal in fact turned out to be tastier than anything either had had recently in war-ravaged France: a stew that Laura guessed was rabbit, made delicious with lots of onions and herbs, and a sweet omelette filled with quince jam, which seemed like a miracle. They all craved eggs, which had been in such short supply for four years. How mine host had got hold of them they did not enquire, after he delivered the dish with an enormous flourish and what was almost a wink. He had obviously pulled more than a rabbit from his hat, in honour of his old and honoured customer.


‘And the really good thing,’ Ransley had commented, as he studied the wine list, ‘is that a lot of fine pre-war wines have been lying maturing in deep cellars, safe from German shells, and with no one to drink them.’


And so they came, after coffee – vile, eked out in the usual way with chicory and who knew what else? – to the lighting of cigarettes and undisturbed conversation.


‘I ducked, this morning,’ Laura said, ‘when an aeroplane came over. It was only one of ours – on a joy-ride, I suppose.’


‘They’re still going out on reconnaissance flights,’ Ransley told her. ‘Seeing what the Germans are up to.’


‘Over Paris?’


‘Well, that could have been a joy-ride. But I’ve heard they’re sending several squadrons to Strasbourg to be the eyes of the occupying army on the Rhine.’


‘Very well. But my point was, how long will it be before we stop ducking? Or flinging ourselves to the ground when a car backfires?’


He grinned. ‘Did you do that?’


‘Yesterday,’ she admitted. ‘Don’t make me blush. I tore one of my stockings, and if you knew how difficult it is to get replacements . . .’


‘As soon as things are back to normal, I shall buy you a dozen pairs.’


‘And I shall keep them in a drawer unused for ever and gloat over them. But when will that be – normality? Have you heard when you’re going home?’


‘My latest contract doesn’t end until April. And there’s still plenty to keep us busy over here. Accidents and illness keep on happening, cease-fire or no cease-fire. And there are the wounded who haven’t been evacuated yet to take care of, not to mention the prisoners of war starting to trickle back, with multiple sicknesses and untreated injuries.’


‘But you’ve been out here so long, you could get transferred to England if you made a point of it,’ she suggested.


He looked apologetic. ‘Perhaps.’


‘You don’t want to go back,’ she said.


‘Do you?’


‘The FANY aren’t going,’ she mentioned.


‘They have an organisation behind them.’


‘Ah, but I have an ambulance. Lady Overton gave it to me. All it needs is a couple of benches and stretcher frames to be fitted. My present landlady has a son who could do that for me. The poor fellow’s a mutilé de guerre, but perfectly capable of a job like that, and he’d be glad to earn a bit of money.’


‘And then what?’ asked Ransley.


‘Back to Hazebrouck or Pop or somewhere like that. You know there’s never enough transport. I can ferry the wounded, and be a taxi for nurses and officers going back and forth. If you aren’t going home for six months,’ she concluded, ‘I may as well stay.’


He laid his hand over hers. ‘That’s very flattering. You’re staying for me?’


‘Don’t be vain,’ she said impishly. ‘It’s just that it would be poor-spirited not to see it through. And if the Germans should start up again—’


‘Let’s not think about that,’ said Ransley, hastily. ‘Too frightful. Let’s think instead about us.’


‘Us?’ she said warily.


‘Getting married. We can do it over here, you know – it’s quite legal. You said you wouldn’t marry me until the war was over—’


‘You said it wasn’t over – it’s just a cease-fire.’


‘My dear,’ he said, ‘why so defensive? If you’ve changed your mind about me . . .’


She saw she had hurt him, and hastened to reassure. ‘I still feel exactly the same about you,’ she said. ‘But . . . Well, it may seem odd, given my unconventional behaviour, but I’d like to get married in the traditional way, back home. My family would be so pleased – they gave up on me years ago. It needn’t be a big affair – that would be ridiculous at our age – but I would like them all to be there. And you have sisters, wouldn’t you like them to be present?’


‘It shall be just as you please,’ he promised. ‘Even if it does mean another five or six months without you.’


‘You’ll be so busy, the time will fly past.’


‘You could be right. The Royal Engineers will be starting to clear unexploded shells next month, and no doubt that will create plenty of new customers.’


She winced. ‘I hope you’re properly appreciated.’


‘Well, strange you should say that. Modesty almost prevents me mentioning it, but if we are to be married –’


‘There’s not a shred of doubt about it.’


‘– then I ought to tell you. I’ve been awarded the DSO.’


Her face lit. ‘My dear! For anything in particular?’


‘Those last few months, running a field hospital close to the line. I’ve been lucky,’ he said abruptly. ‘Four hundred and seventy RAMC officers killed, God knows how many wounded, and I come out of it unscathed, with a gong and a beautiful woman into the bargain.’


‘That,’ she said, her eyes bright, ‘is worth a celebration. What’s your landlady like?’


‘Sour.’ He caught her drift. ‘No bon, I’m afraid.’


‘I think mine will turn a blind eye. The bed’s small and the mattress isn’t up to much, but . . .’


‘Wanton woman!’ he said softly. ‘It’s a good job you’ve agreed to marry me. The world isn’t ready for a wild spirit like you.’


At The Elms, it was the day for Mrs Chaplin, the charwoman. She could usually be relied upon for a bit of tasty gossip, so everybody appeared on time for their lunch, as they called the mid-morning snack. There had been no bacon for breakfast, the delivery girl having fallen off her bicycle again and not arriving until too late, so Cook had put out a bit of cheese to go with the bread, which went down well. Thank the Lord, she thought, that wasn’t short. She was making a big maccheroni cheese dish for their dinner, which dealt with the meat shortage – though Munt the gardener would no doubt complain. But he complained about everything.


Having chewed her way through a first slice of bread, Mrs Chaplin piped up with the magical words, ‘Have you heard?’ and they all leaned forward slightly.


‘Go on, Mrs Chaplin, dear,’ Cook said, topping up her tea.


‘That girl Lillian, as used to work here—’


‘She was a housemaid,’ Cook translated for the scullery-maid, Eileen. ‘Before your time. She left to work in a munitions factory.’


‘Well,’ said Mrs Chaplin, gathering the story back, ‘turns out she’s dead.’ The gasps around the table were gratifying. ‘I had it from my Ben, who had it from Don Spignail when he come in to have a new kidney link put on a collar, and he heard it from his Rosemary that’s a ward-maid up the District Hospital.’


‘Whatever happened to her?’ Cook asked, reserving sympathy until she learned if it was warranted. She had warned Lillian against the munitions factory – but would she listen?


‘Well, they reckoned in the end it was liver disease. And her only sixteen, seventeen next March. They didn’t spot it at once, on account of liver makes you go yellow, and she was all yellow anyway, from the TNT. And then she got all swelled up – in her belly, like – and her dad thought she’d got herself in the fambly way and give her a thrashing, but she swore Bible-oath she weren’t, and in the end she was that sick she had to go to the hospital and they said it was her liver. Swelled up something chronic, she was, and her face all puffy, and they reckoned they couldn’t do nothing for her. She died Friday night, and Rosie Spignail said her liver was that big when they looked at it after, it weighed near-on ten pounds. No wonder they thought she was having a baby.’


‘Good job she didn’t,’ Cook said absently. ‘When those munitionettes have babies they come out yellow as well.’


Ada, the head house-parlourmaid, looked at her reproachfully. ‘You might show a bit of pity. Poor Lillian! What a terrible way to go – and her so young.’


Cook was embarrassed and, like many an embarrassed person, covered it with defiance. ‘Well, I warned her! I told her how it would be. And she wouldn’t listen. Oh no, she had to go and work in a shell factory! It’s not just accidents and explosions kill you in them places, there’s all sorts of sickness. Of course I’m ever so sorry for her. And her parents. Such a pretty girl, she was. But you let it be a lesson to you,’ she added, rounding on Eileen. ‘There’s many a girl thinks herself too good for service and ends up in more trouble than she bargained for. You’ve got a good place here, and don’t you forget it.’


‘Yes, Cook. I know,’ Eileen said meekly. ‘I’d never go off like that. Me mam’d kill me if I went and worked in a fact’ry.’


‘Don’t be a fool,’ Ethel snapped. ‘That’s only munitions factories. Ordinary factories are all right.’


‘Don’t see you movin’ out,’ Munt growled. ‘For all your flighty talk, you keep on stoppin’ here, don’tcha?’


Ethel wouldn’t argue with Munt. She knew the futility of it. She stood up. ‘I got to go. Got to get my baby up from his nap.’


‘It’s not your baby!’ Munt called after her, as she went out.


Ada looked thoughtful. ‘She’s right, though, isn’t she? Some factories are all right to work in. And not all the girls in the shell factories got sick.’


‘I’m just trying to look out for young Eileen here,’ Cook said, cross that her campaign was being undermined.


‘Wish I could see a great big liver, all diseased,’ said the boy, Timmy.


‘You do not,’ Cook snapped automatically.


‘I do too! I ain’t squeamish. I know a boy ’at works at the morgue, down the ’orsepittle. That’s what I want to do when I grows up, with all corpses and legs come off and bodies cut up and stuff.’


Munt leaned over and clouted him round the back of the head. ‘That’s enough o’ that. We’ve had enough of bodies cut up through four years o’ war.’


‘He was such a nice boy when he first come here,’ Cook said, giving Munt a malevolent look. ‘I don’t know what you do to boys, I really don’t. You’re a bad influence.’


‘It’s the war,’ Ada said. ‘Everything goes to the bad. Armistice don’t seem to have made much difference. I wonder sometimes if there’ll ever be an end to it all.’ Her husband had been killed in France: they had only had two days together as man and wife.


Cook agreed. ‘Nobody where they should be or acting the way they should, everything broken down or missing, and we’ve still got all these shortages. And that Spanish flu coming back again, they say. And now this dreadful news about Lillian.’


‘And Emily,’ Ada said. ‘I wonder whatever became of her.’


‘Don’t you worry about her,’ Cook said. ‘That little madam! Goes off home to Ireland on holiday and never comes back. And not a word to me that was like a mother to her. Leaving me to worry about her week after week.’


‘Nothing’ll ever be the same again,’ Ada said mournfully.


Beryl, the under-house-parlourmaid, whose contribution had been to get outside as much bread and cheese as she could before she was stopped, spoke up through a mouthful. ‘What I don’t understand is, if the war’s over, why aren’t the sojers coming back?’


‘Use your sense, girl,’ Munt said. ‘There’s more’n three million men in the army. Can’t bring ’em all back in five minutes.’


‘Could bring back some, though,’ Beryl said.


‘Ah,’ said Munt. ‘That’s where the trouble lies. Which ones?’


‘What d’you mean?’ Ada asked, but he wouldn’t elaborate.


He finished his tea and stood up. ‘Come on, you young limb,’ he said to Timmy. ‘I got digging for you to do.’


In a moment, they were all on the move, Eileen to clear the table, Beryl, sighing, to polish the front-door brass, Mrs Chaplin to carry on scrubbing the larder shelves. Ada lingered a moment to check the linens book and, finding herself alone with Cook, who was staring in a blank way at the calendar on the wall – a present from William last Christmas, it had a picture of an AirCo DH5 on it – said, ‘Heard anything from your Fred yet about when he’s coming home?’


Cook snapped out of her reverie. ‘Not a word. Last thing he said, there was some rumour going round that they might have to go to the Rhine.’


‘It’s a crying shame,’ Ada said. ‘After all that time over there, and they can’t tell them when they can come home. And your Fred’s been out there from the beginning.’


‘Near enough,’ Cook admitted.


‘And there’s the master stuck out there somewhere with his company, and Master William with his squadron . . .’


‘At least they will come home, sooner or later,’ Cook said, laying a hand on her arm. ‘Not like your poor Len.’


‘Or Master Bobby,’ Ada said. ‘I feel so sorry for the missus. This family’s given so much.’


‘You’ve given most of all, Ada dear,’ said Cook. ‘There should be a medal for the likes of you.’


‘Oh, I’m all right,’ Ada said. ‘I must get on – I’ve still got the drawing-room to do.’


And she went quickly away. Too much sympathy wasn’t good for you – and it was a funny thing, but somehow it made the sadness harder to bear.




CHAPTER TWO


Summoned by his commanding officer, Captain Sir Edward Hunter presented himself at battalion headquarters, which for the time being was an abandoned house in the centre of the village. It was a square, substantial villa, which had once housed a prosperous merchant, his family and servants. The British Expeditionary Force had retreated through here in August 1914, fighting all the way, and many of the locals had fled the advancing Germans. Where were they now? Would they ever return? Nobody knew. France was a land of such ghosts.


The adjutant showed him into what had probably been the morning room, where Colonel Prewitt Dancer was using a small breakfast table as a desk. The room had that knocked-about look one grew used to in places armies had passed through. A great chunk had been broken out of the marble mantelpiece, the wallpaper was torn, there were pale oblongs where the pictures had been removed – for safety, or looted, who knew? – and here and there a drawing-pin flew a tiny flag of paper where some notice had been hastily torn down.


Prewitt Dancer looked up. ‘Ah, Hunter,’ he said cordially. ‘Sit down, make yourself comfortable.’


There was no fire, and it was hardly warmer in here than outside. Edward removed his cap, and unbuttoned but did not remove his greatcoat. He took the spindly dining chair opposite the colonel, who read on for a moment, then tapped the document in front of him.


‘The government’s scared stiff of Bolshevism,’ he said. ‘Germany’s riddled with it, and the French have had their problems, as we know.’


Edward nodded. The previous spring, large parts of the French Army had mutinied, leaving the British holding the war alone. It was believed that red revolutionaries had infiltrated the trenches.


‘But in my experience,’ the colonel went on, ‘the average British soldier is as much interested in politics as he is in Virgil’s Georgics. What does Tommy want, Hunter?’


‘In general, beer and fried potatoes,’ Edward said. ‘At the moment, specifically? To go home.’ It was hard to blame them, he thought. While the war went on, they had complained remarkably little about having to be over here, away from their families: there was a job to do, and they were determined to do it, however long it took. But as soon as the Armistice was declared, they’d expected to go home straight away. Most of them thought they would be on a boat to Dover the next day. They couldn’t understand – and why should they? – the logistics of dismantling the vast war machine.


When the Armistice was declared, Edward’s battalion had been near Mons: right back where the war had begun four long, weary years ago. After a few days of ‘make and mend’, the order to move had come through, and the men had been tremendously excited, assuming they were marching towards the coast, a ship, and Blighty. In fact, they had marched south-westwards to their present position at Landrecies, on the edge of the Forest of Mormal. Why they had been moved, no one, not even the colonel, knew; and no one knew what was to happen to them next. There were rumours, of course, that they might be sent to the Rhine; less credible tales had them bound for Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, even Russia.


Edward’s problem was keeping them occupied, so that the troublemakers – there were always some – could not get a fast hold. That meant maintaining spit-and-polish, inspections and parades; marches and exercises to keep the men fit; foraging and reconnaissance expeditions to tire them out; and football, rugby and concert parties to keep them amused. The barrack-room lawyers among them might try to foment rebellion by saying the war was over and they were entitled to take it easy, that they should refuse to march with full packs, or clean rifles they would never fire; but Edward knew that if they weren’t kept busy and under discipline, they would be even more bored and miserable.


‘To go home, yes,’ Prewitt Dancer agreed, and drew another piece of paper in front of him. ‘I’m afraid we may have trouble about that. I have the first demobilisation orders, and they include two of your men, Higgins and Freeling. Looking at their records, it seems they were coal miners, caught up in the latest comb-out. Which means they have only two months’ active service.’


‘Yes, sir. I know them.’ They were Yorkshire lads, big, slow-talking and friendly.


The colonel went on: ‘The government’s priority is to get the country’s economy running again as quickly as possible, so they’re prioritising what they call “pivotal men” – coal miners, engineers and so on.’


‘One can see the sense of that,’ Edward said warily.


‘Indeed. And clearly those who’ve only recently left civilian employment can be slotted back into place more easily than those who’ve been out here several years. So it will be a case of last in, first out.’


‘Oh,’ said Edward. Of course, now he saw it. The men would naturally feel it wasn’t fair, and that those who had been in longest should be discharged first – especially those who had volunteered before conscription. It would be a poor show if patriotism were punished.


‘The men won’t like it,’ said the colonel. ‘So I’m giving you advance warning to keep an eye on the known troublemakers, and do everything in your power to keep the men occupied. There’ll be some leave warrants coming through, which might help. And I want you to submit to me a list of your longest-serving men, especially any who have been in since ’fourteen or ’fifteen, and I’ll see about getting them discharged as soon as possible. I shall claim some flexibility for the health of the unit.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Meanwhile, those who won’t be going home for Christmas, which will be the majority, need something to look forward to. Concerts, theatricals – you know the sort of thing. I’m badgering the quartermasters to get some decent grub for their Christmas dinner. Decorate the mess – paper chains and so on. Organise some carol singing. And we might look into a small present for each of them. It needn’t be much, cigarettes, chocolate. If those of us with funds chip in, I’m sure we can manage something.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Edward, and added, ‘We might ask our families at home to organise some packages, as well.’


‘Good idea.’


‘I had thought of running a Christmas-card competition – get the men to design one, with a prize for the best.’


‘Excellent. Any other little competitions you can come up with – quizzes, races and so on – to keep their minds off their troubles . . .’


‘Of course, sir,’ said Edward. ‘Any further news about what’s happening to us in the longer term?’


Prewitt Dancer shook his head. ‘There’s still talk that we might be going to the Rhine, but nobody seems to know for sure. We’ll just have to sit it out and do the best we can.’ He looked apologetic. ‘You must want to go home as much as anyone. I know I do. I haven’t seen my wife for three years. But I’m afraid none of us officers will be getting leave for Christmas.’


Edward was stoical. ‘It’s best to know, at any rate,’ he said.


He walked back to the company HQ, through a chilly drizzle so dense it was almost a fog. The sky was low, grey, weeping; it caught like rags in the bare branches of the trees. The cobbles under his boots were slippery. And he thought, not for the first time, that war was – or should be – a young man’s game. But the unprecedented demands of this war had dragged more and more civilians into its maw, and with the conscription age eventually raised to fifty-two, it had taken those who would never have dreamed they would have to serve. In the last six months he had marched and fought and slept on the hard ground and eaten poor rations; he was certainly fitter than he had ever been in his life before, but he was tired. He was almost fifty, and this was no life for one who had been a soft, desk-bound banker. He missed the comforts of life, his home, his club, his office and its known, controllable, absorbing work. He missed his wife and children. He wanted to go home.


Arriving at his own office, he was greeted by Lieutenant Anderson, who rolled his eyes in warning towards a very young subaltern in a very new uniform who was standing awkwardly in the background. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘this is Second Lieutenant Graves. Just been sent out to us from England.’


Edward welcomed the bewildered young man with a handshake and a few bracing words. Inside, he seethed. It really was beyond common sense to be sending out new officers when the war was over and there was nothing for them to do.


When an orderly had taken Graves away to settle him in, Anderson burst out, ‘What on earth are they thinking of, still sending us people? We were short of officers two months ago when we were fighting, and now, when we’re supposed to be winding down, we’ve—’


Edward stopped him wearily. ‘It’s the army machine,’ he said. ‘Hard to stop and harder still to turn round. No point in griping about it.’ He moved to his desk. ‘Let me have the personnel list right away, will you? And see if you can’t rustle up some tea.’


Of the Hunters overseas, only Jack, Edward’s cousin, got home in time for Christmas. He arrived on the 23rd, preceded by a telegram that had Beth, his wife, veering wildly between happiness and anxiety. It seemed almost too momentous an occasion to be enjoyed.


She met his train at Waterloo station, but though she was there in plenty of time, she almost missed him. He had to stand in front of her before her eyes stopped scanning the crowds.


His mouth twisted. ‘Am I that changed?’


‘Oh, Jack!’ she cried, hugging him fiercely.


But he had seen it in her face. He pushed her gently away. ‘Don’t choke the life out of me. I’ve not been feeling quite the thing these last few days, anyway.’


She thought she had never seen a man so thin, his cheeks hollow, his skin pallid and dull. And his hair was completely grey now. But mostly it was his eyes that had deceived her: there seemed nothing of her Jack in them.


‘It’s so wonderful that you’re back,’ she said, making an effort to sound normal. ‘We’ll get a taxi outside – it’ll be easier than the rank here. Is that all your luggage?’


‘I had the rest sent on,’ he said. His voice was flat and dull, too. ‘This will do overnight.’


‘I didn’t have much notice,’ she said, walking beside him to the entrance, ‘but I got in a little supper – things I know you like. Though, being December, there’s not much in the shops. Thank Heaven for Fortnum & Mason, that’s all I can say. I expect you’ll want a bath first – you always do. I’ve given Mrs Beales the rest of the day off, so we can be private. I can manage supper all right, and we can eat by the fire in our dressing-gowns if you like . . .’


She knew she was chattering to cover her shock. Her voice trailed away, and then she said again the thing she could say with all sincerity, ‘It’s so wonderful that you’re back.’


‘You know, don’t you,’ he said, ‘that I’m still in the reserve.’


‘Dear, I’ve been married to you for eighteen years. I do know that much,’ she said.


He continued doggedly, ‘It means If Fritz starts up again I shall be straight back in.’


‘Oh, surely not! You’ve done your bit. You were one of the first in. And anyway, he won’t – will he? Fritz?’


‘I don’t know. No one does. I’m just saying, it’s not peace yet.’


He sounded exhausted. She hailed a taxi and it swerved over to the kerb. ‘Here we are,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Ten minutes and we’re home. Ebury Street, please, driver. I left the fire banked, so the house will be nice and warm,’ she went on, as they started off. ‘Though it’s been really mild this last week. Wet, though. Rain nearly every day.’ Please stop me talking, she prayed to some higher power. I hear myself, and I can’t stop. ‘And you’re back in time for Christmas, that’s the best bit. Everyone will be so excited. Edward’s not getting leave, nor William, and Laura’s not coming back until some time next year.’ Jack didn’t respond, staring blankly ahead at nothing. The real question crowded up into Beth’s throat. ‘Are you sick?’


He started to answer, and went into a paroxysm of coughing. It sounded so horrible – hollow and rattling – that she went cold all down her spine. She fished out her handkerchief to give to him. She saw the driver glancing anxiously at them over his shoulder. Everyone thought about the Spanish flu, these days, when anyone showed any symptoms.


‘Darling,’ she said quietly, so the driver wouldn’t hear, ‘please tell me. Is it the flu?’


‘Of course not,’ he said, with faint irritation under the weariness. ‘They wouldn’t have let me come home if it was. You know we have to let the company doctor run the rule over us before they let us out. Just a bout of bronchitis, he said. Tiresome, but nothing more. Don’t fuss.’


‘I never fuss,’ she said, with dignity. ‘But I’m allowed to be concerned when you cough. I am your wife.’


She thought he would make a joking remark in reply, but he just turned his head away, and, almost too low to hear, he said, ‘God, I’m tired.’


He’ll feel better after a bath and something to eat, she thought, to comfort herself. He’s so thin, they haven’t been feeding him properly, that’s all. He’s always been as strong as a horse. Rest and good food, and he’ll be my Jack again. Four years and four months she had been waiting for the day on which he would come back for good; and now the day had come, and it didn’t feel as if he was here at all.


It turned colder on Christmas Day. For once the rain stopped and the sun came out, so it was a pleasant walk to church. Sadie carried in her pocket, like a talisman, a letter from John Courcy, who was in charge of the horse hospital in Le Touquet. He’d had leave in November, so was not due any more for a long time, and he had no idea when he would be demobilised. There was still, he said, a great deal to do, for though there were no more battle injuries, there were still accidents, sickness and overwork to deal with. ‘And as units disband, a decision will have to be made on what to do with the horses and mules. We have a lot of paddock grazing, and I suspect we may become a staging-post.’


A staging-post for what, though, he didn’t say. Sadie wondered a lot about the horses. There were millions of them out there. Bringing them home would involve an awful lot of ships, and wouldn’t they be needing those for months to come, to bring back the men? She didn’t want to think – she really didn’t want to think – what the alternative might be.


Courcy’s letter ended with the words she treasured.




Things are pretty bad here, in so many ways, and I survive by thinking of you, and our lives together when I finally do get home. Dearest Sadie, you are the bright spot in my life. I wish I could tell you when I shall be back, but at any rate, don’t worry about me. I am as well as can be expected. Write soon and tell me all you are doing. I love you more than words can say. Ever yours, John.





He had asked her to marry him when the war was over. But she hadn’t told anyone about his proposal: she was afraid that speaking about it might make something terrible happen.


The church was unusually full – there had been a definite falling-off in attendance after the first year of the war – and after the service, everyone lingered outside to talk. It was something that had not happened for years: there had been too many topics to avoid. People blinked in the watery sunshine as though just waking up from a long dream. The overall tone was not one of jubilation, as it had been in November when the Armistice had surprised elation out of them, but of quiet relief.


The exception was Mrs Fitzgerald, the rector’s wife, who hurried over to where the Hunters were talking to Mr and Mrs Oliver of Manor Grange, bringing with her a young man in uniform and an air of triumph. ‘My nephew Adolphus, on demobilisation leave!’ she exclaimed. She and the rector were childless, and her nephews and nieces were all she had to boast about. She did so now with such determination that after a few moments he turned away from the group towards the one person who seemed to be on the outside of it – Sadie.


She had met him in 1915, a slender young man with a pink-and-white complexion that showed his frequent blushes, shy blue eyes and a sensitive mouth. The complexion was weathered brown now; the mouth was firm – almost grim – and the slender shape had filled out with muscle. As for the shyness, there was instead in the eyes a sort of steely reserve. She read in it a suffering he would not be able to express to other people: it reminded her a little of her brother David’s withdrawal when he first came home. But David had been grievously wounded. What this young man’s wounds were she couldn’t tell.


‘Miss Hunter, isn’t it?’ he said.


She recognised a desperate attempt to start a conversation in competition with his aunt’s, and was ready to help him along. ‘That’s right. Sadie Hunter.’ She waited for more, but he seemed to have no words. She sought for a subject to get him going. ‘Have you still got your violin?’ she asked, to show that she remembered.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘You were going to take it with you to the Front,’ she mentioned.


‘An officer at training school said it would be too risky, that it would be sure to be damaged. So I brought it home when I came on embarkation leave.’ He stopped abruptly.


‘That must have been hard for you,’ she persevered. ‘Being without it.’ Music had never played a large part in her life, but she knew what it meant to have a ruling passion. Her life without horses would have been barren.


‘Yes,’ he said.


She understood that the terseness was not disinclination to talk, only an inability to break past a barrier that had been put in place to save his life. Even robust men had found the war almost unendurable. How much worse for a boy who had not even been able to bear his aunt’s bullishness?


So she kept trying. ‘Are you still hoping to join an orchestra? You said you wanted to be a professional musician.’ His mouth tensed. ‘You weren’t sure your parents would allow it. But you’re of age now – you can do as you please, I suppose.’


‘My aunt—’ he began, and stopped.


‘Has a lot of influence?’ He nodded. ‘I used to be quite afraid of her,’ Sadie said musingly. ‘And she does have a very forceful way of talking. But, after all, what can she actually do?’


He was looking at her with interest now, and she thought he was on the brink of something more than polite exchanges. But he only nodded again.


‘Are you staying in Northcote for long?’ Sadie tried next.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. She waited. ‘There’s illness at home,’ he continued, with an effort. ‘They’re keeping me out of the way.’


‘I’m sorry.’


The focus of his eyes changed. ‘Is that your dog?’ he asked.


Sadie turned her head, and saw Nailer hovering a few feet behind her. He liked to call in on outdoor gatherings: people congregating together often meant food, and outdoor food often got dropped. He met Sadie’s eyes from under his bristly eyebrows – like hedges rimed with frost – and wagged hopefully.


Sadie turned back, and saw a hint of warmth in the closed-off face. She had seen it before: animals could reach into places humans couldn’t touch. ‘I’m not sure about that,’ she said, ‘but I suspect he thinks I’m his human.’


He seemed about to answer, but his aunt had spotted him talking to someone unimportant. ‘Dolly,’ she said sharply, ‘come. We must speak to Mr Worthington – he’s our Justice of the Peace. And his wife – such a charming woman – she was a Russell-Drury, so she’s a distant cousin of your father’s.’


He had to obey. Sadie smiled sympathetically. ‘It was nice talking to you, Mr Beamish,’ she said. ‘I hope we meet again while you’re here.’


Instead of replying, he gave her a slight bow before turning away. Four years ago, she would have felt cheek-scaldingly snubbed; today’s Sadie understood much more. She felt she had made a connection.


On Boxing Day the whole family went over to Dene Park. Diana had asked them to come and help make Christmas pleasant for the wounded who couldn’t go home. They were all, except the very ill, extremely cheerful, and it seemed to Sadie at times that they were cheering up the visitors, rather than vice versa.


She was used to visiting the wounded, and Antonia was natural with everybody, but her youngest brother Peter was awkward and shy at first, then became too boisterous. But he was a good-hearted boy, and soon corrected his manner. Sadie was disappointed that David did not seem inclined to get talking to any of the officers. Instead, he helped carry round food and drink, making rather brittle jokes about spillages and his limp. She would have thought he’d be moved by fellow-feeling, but his experience and his wound seemed, on the contrary, to shut him off from them.


And her mother was kindly, attentive, but remote, and she saw that the wounded officers were accepting her ministrations in the impersonal way they accepted medical treatment. Diana, however, was a revelation: she was warm and almost informal with the wounded officers, and it was clear they adored her. It helped that her mother-in-law was not in residence – she always spent Christmas at Sandringham. One of the officers, a sandy-haired young man called Farraday, who’d had both legs amputated, told Sadie that they called the elder Lady Wroughton the Dragon.


‘When the Dragon’s away,’ he said, ‘our Lady Wroughton smiles much more and laughs at our silliness and—Well, we’d all die for her, you know. She’s so beautiful. Is she really your sister? You don’t look much alike.’


‘You are a clot, Farraday!’ said a voice behind Sadie’s shoulder, before she could form an answer. ‘Don’t you know better than to praise one woman to another woman’s face?’


She turned and saw a tall, fair infantry officer looking down at her with interest. ‘Even if they’re sisters?’ she said.


‘Especially if they’re sisters,’ he said. He stuck out his hand. ‘I know you’re Miss Hunter. I’m Ivo Rainton, Guy Teesborough’s brother.’


‘I’ve heard you spoken of,’ Sadie said. Lord Teesborough had been a close friend of Diana’s late husband Rupert, best man at his wedding, and was joint trustee to his children. He had been sent to Dene after a serious wound, and he had featured a great deal in Diana’s conversations of late. ‘How is your brother?’


‘Coming along,’ Rainton said. ‘They get him out of bed for a while each day now. He could be walking by spring. And, of course,’ he added, with an arch look, ‘the scenery here does him so much good.’


Sadie followed his glance to where Diana had just delivered a mince pie to Guy Teesborough and was leaning over him adjusting his pillows. It made a pretty vignette.


‘Your mother’s still in Malta, isn’t she?’ Sadie asked. Lady Teesborough had been running a hospital there.


‘Yes. She’d have liked to come home for Christmas, but there are still so many sick coming back from the east, she felt she couldn’t leave.’


‘It’s a difficult time, really, for everyone, isn’t it?’ Sadie said. Christmas inevitably made you think of those who would never share it with you again. ‘So what brought you here? Are you on leave?’


‘Demobilisation leave. I came to cheer up poor old Guy, but since I find he’s as cheerful as can be, for some reason, I shall dedicate myself to the rest of the chaps, who don’t have their own personal ministering angel.’


Sadie smiled. ‘You’re very different from your brother,’ she said. Guy, whom she’d met once or twice when visiting Diana, was very nice, but rather serious, as older brothers who inherited titles tended to be.


‘I hope that’s not a disparaging comment on my looks,’ he said, pretending offence.


Sadie laughed and was about to reply when Diana came over and said, ‘We’re going to have a sing-song. Sadie, come and play – I’m busy with the mince pies.’


She was off again before Sadie could answer. ‘That’s a sentence I would never have expected to hear from my sister’s lips,’ she said to her retreating back.


‘Do you play?’ Ivo asked.


‘Very badly,’ said Sadie.


‘I play rather well,’ he said, ‘so I’ll rescue you from the task, if you’ll come and turn for me.’


When it came to it, he seemed to know the carols and songs by heart and didn’t need the music, let alone anyone to turn. But she stood by dutifully and made pretence. She suspected he had been flirting with her, which was surprisingly agreeable. She did feel rather guilty, however, about poor Lieutenant Farraday, and vowed to go back and sit with him for a good long chat when the singing was over.


William’s squadron moved just before Christmas to an airfield near Le Cateau, where they took over from a squadron that was off to the Rhine.


The area was horribly quiet: from Amiens to St Quentin to Cambrai to Arras the land was ruined, desolate, deserted. It had been fought over, and fought over again, and no one lived there now. The civilians had not returned to try to resurrect their lives from the wreckage of abandoned equipment, burned-out buildings, shell holes, pools of yellow, poisoned water – and everywhere the crosses, scattered singly or gathered in pathetic groups, like huddled sheep. As dusk closed in at the end of the day, the silence would become too noticeable. It was like being buried alive, William thought.


So at night the young men gathered noisily in the mess, drinking too much and singing the most raucous of flyers’ songs. And in the daytime, they spent as much time as possible in the air. That was quieter, too – no thud of shells, no heavy cough of Archie, no lethal rattle of machine-gun to interrupt the song of the wind past the rigging. But at least they could fly away from desolation, over places that were still green, and see movement and habitation again. William enjoyed swooping in low over previously forbidden places – German aerodromes and bases, French towns and villages that had been occupied for four years. He flew as far as the Rhine, waving cheerfully to troops below marching to join the Army of Occupation; over the Dutch border; over Strasbourg; over Brussels – places the Allies had strained every nerve to reach, whose conquest had meant more than life itself.


But even that pleasure palled. The young men felt trapped halfway between peace and war, and only in the mess, in each other’s company, was there any comfort. They had a boisterous Christmas dinner, with plenty of roast goose – there wasn’t a turkey to be had anywhere – and puddings sent from home by a committee of mothers headed by Chubby Partridge’s mater, who always feared her boy was going hungry. There was an extra ration of rum for the ground crew, and a dozen of real claret produced by Captain Considine, who was mysterious about its origins but insisted that it was ‘pukka’. And on Boxing Day there was a barrel of beer and a no-holds-barred rugby match on the field, officers against ground crew, which resulted in a large number of superficial injuries and a narrow victory for the latter, who had in their number an engine fitter who had played for a club at home.


After Christmas, after the fun and games, the silence seemed even more oppressive. William flew to Landrecies to visit his father, and was fêted at his mess, the dining-room of the Hôtel Mercure.


And at Le Cateau he received a visit from his cousin Fergie, a flyer with the American air service, who called to say he was going home.


‘You mean, to Ireland?’ William asked. His aunt Adelaide, his mother’s sister, had married Sir John Carbury, with an estate in Kildare.


Fergie looked a little shame-faced. ‘No, back to the States. Mother’s pretty upset about it – she expected me to head back to Donadea as soon as I was out. I’ll always love the old country, but once you’ve lived in the States you don’t want to go back.’


‘Does Johnny feel the same?’ William asked.


Fergie shrugged. ‘He’s the eldest, he’ll inherit the land from Pa, so I guess he’ll have to go back and learn how to take care of it. But what would I do in Ireland?’


‘What will you do in America?’


‘Oh, a flying job. I don’t know what yet, but there’s bound to be something. America’s so big, rail travel takes days. Imagine if you could fly from the east coast to the west. It would open up the whole country.’


Fergie was guest of honour in William’s mess, where there was a lively discussion on the subject of civil aviation, and also considerable drinking and singing, before Fergie departed for his own base, and demobilisation.


A few days later, their CO announced that he was being invalided home. Captain Considine became CO in his place and was made up to major, and William was promoted to captain. There was general rejoicing in the mess: as Foley said, ‘They wouldn’t be handing out promotions if they were going to break us up.’ The Rhine? The Middle East? Nobody seemed to know what was to happen to them, but they stayed optimistic.




CHAPTER THREE


Edward’s other sister, Sonia, was married to Aeneas Palfrey, of Palfrey’s Biscuits. During the war he had diversified into army-ration biscuit, as well as jams, cakes and bottled fruit; and, through lucrative government contracts, and the new custom of sending hampers to the Front, Palfrey’s had done very well.


There was no outward change from the increased wealth. The big house in Kensington was just as chaotic, always full of people. With friends and neighbours dropping in unannounced, you never knew how many would eventually gather round the enormous dining-table. Constant traffic meant a certain comfortable shabbiness: refurbishment went on at hap-hazard and couldn’t keep up. Sonia was an ineffective chatelaine, by nature nervous, indecisive, and self-absorbed. Her orders were incoherent and frequently contradictory, but the servants were fond of her and only exploited the situation a reasonable amount. The children tried now and then to establish greater order, but nothing much ever really changed.


While some women had blossomed because of the war, it hadn’t suited Sonia. The air raids had terrified her, her son Donald being conscripted had convinced her he would die, the social changes she saw all around unsettled her, and she was too bound up with herself to be of any use to charitable activities. But one thing she did know was how to give a party, and on Sunday, the 29th of December, Beattie, David, Antonia, Sadie and Peter took the train into London to spend the day at the Palfreys’ with every expectation of enjoyment. An added attraction was that Beth and Jack would be there, the first time they’d had a chance to see them since Jack came home, and in the evening various friends and neighbours would be joining them for a buffet supper and music.


The talk at first was, naturally, about the general election, which had been held on Saturday, the 14th of December – the first time an election had been held on a single day. Because of the difficulty of getting the votes back from those serving overseas, the result had not been announced until the 28th. It was a landslide victory for the Coalition.


‘Well,’ Sonia said vaguely, ‘I suppose it’s only right. They did get us through the war.’


It was also the first election in which women over thirty had been allowed to vote, and Beattie agreed with Beth that it had been a strange experience to go into the voting booth. ‘Almost unreal,’ Beth said. ‘I half expected the policeman to notice me and say, “Come on out of there, you!”’


‘But you must have felt proud,’ Audrey urged. ‘Aunty?’


‘I’m not sure “proud” was what I felt,’ Beattie answered. ‘As Beth says, it seemed rather dreamlike. When one remembered all the strife and pain and ugliness over so many years, for it all to end in one pencil cross on a piece of paper was – odd.’


Aeneas talked of the ‘coupon’ element of the election. Certain candidates had been sent a letter, which became known as the Coalition coupon, saying that they had the support of the government for their candidacy, which meant certain election.


‘Did Mr Beresford get a coupon?’ Sadie asked. Edward’s former work colleague, Christopher Beresford, had been elected to Parliament for a north London seat.


‘I couldn’t tell you,’ Aeneas said. ‘I’m glad he got in, though. Your father thinks he’s a good man, and we need the right sort in Westminster..’


Sadie said, ‘I’m glad for him too, but I should think as a good man he might feel uneasy about being couponed in, rather than fighting fair.’


‘Oh, Sadie, there’s no such word as “couponed”,’ Audrey protested.


Sadie grinned. ‘There is now!’


The one cloud on Sonia’s horizon was the continued absence of Donald, who was still with his battalion in Mesopotamia.


‘But he’s come through the war all right, Mumsy,’ Audrey pointed out, ‘and he will come home. We should be glad about that.’


‘At least he got to go,’ said the youngest son, Douglas, always knows as Duck. The war was over just when, at seventeen, he could have looked forward to serving.


There was a small part of Audrey that didn’t want the war to be over either. Since Donald had been called up, she had taken over his management job in the family factory. Nothing had been said, but she was pretty sure that as soon as he came home, she would be expected to stand aside for him. And then what would she do?


Her twin, Mary, had abandoned her WVR uniform on the day after the Armistice with no regret. She was glad to feel that she had done her bit for the war effort, but she and Audrey were very different in character. ‘It’s going to be wonderful, having everything back to normal,’ she said.


‘But what is normal?’ Audrey said.


Sonia was quite clear. ‘Normal is having you girls nicely at home.’


‘Sitting with our hands in our laps, waiting for the right man to come along and marry us?’ Audrey said.


Sonia didn’t notice the sarcasm. ‘I’m sure there’ll be someone for you soon, dear,’ she said. ‘If you learn not to frighten them off with all your free talk and boldness.’


‘Oh, Mumsy!’ Audrey cried despairingly.


‘It’s no use looking at me like that,’ Sonia said. ‘Men don’t like girls to be too clever.’


Sadie caught Audrey’s eye with sympathy, and said, ‘I think men have changed since before the war. There are lots now who don’t mind women being independent-minded.’


‘Well,’ said Mary, ‘all I want is to be an old-fashioned wife and keep a nice home and entertain like you do, Mumsy. And when Clive comes home . . .’


She had an understanding with Clive Amberley, the son of a neighbour, who had proposed to her on his last leave, back in September.


‘Isn’t it possible to be a thinking woman and a wife?’ said Antonia, part amused, part appalled. The war had seemed, in its later stages, to open a door for women. Yet the old idea that a woman with a mind was not really a proper woman hadn’t died. She looked at David for support in her argument.


But he shook his head, not meeting her eyes. ‘There’s going to be merry hell when the men come home, if the women don’t get out of their way. You may think men have changed, Sadie, but I can assure you they haven’t. A man needs to work and support his family. What’s he going to do, where’s he going to fit in, if the women hang on to the jobs?’


Aeneas, puffing his pipe, said, ‘There’s truth in what you say, David. Our fellows have fought and suffered out there for four years to preserve a particular way of life. Their reward must be to come home and find that way of life waiting for them.’


‘Poppa, that’s so old-fashioned!’ Audrey began.


He went on relentlessly: ‘And I must say I don’t like seeing girls striding about in trousers, smoking, with dirt under their fingernails and all their hair cut off.’


‘I never have dirty fingernails!’ Audrey exclaimed.


‘I quite like short hair on some women,’ Beth put in. ‘When it suits their faces.’


‘That’s not the point,’ said Aeneas, calmly. ‘I was going to say that women have done the men’s work admirably. Some of our female factory workers are better and quicker, and certainly less trouble than the men were. But there’s got to be a compromise. I don’t know where we’ll find it, but we must. For men to be men, women have to be women.’


‘He’s got you there,’ Jack murmured to Beth. She threw him a glance, hoping that she saw him looking better for his week of being fed and nurtured, but unsure that it was the case.


‘Women should have long hair,’ Sonia decreed. ‘It’s not natural to cut it off.’


‘Then shouldn’t all men have beards?’ Beth argued. ‘There’s nothing natural about shaving, after all.’


‘Fifteen all,’ Jack murmured.


‘I don’t like all this disputation,’ Sonia said, in a quavering voice. ‘It upsets me. It’s exactly the sort of thing that happens when women stop behaving like women.’


There was a slightly awkward silence, and Antonia broke it by saying, ‘I don’t have an answer to the philosophical dilemma, but in my own case, I can promise David that I shall be behaving very like a woman for the foreseeable future. I’m going to have another baby.’


With all the Hunters gone to Kensington, the servants had the day off. Eileen and Beryl went home to see their respective families. Munt didn’t work on Sundays, but he had turned up anyway, to enjoy the peace of his shed, his paraffin stove and his seed catalogues.


Maybe when the master came home, he could plant some flowers again, instead of all these vegetables. ‘Not that there’s anything wrong with veg,’ he conceded to Nailer, who had gravitated towards the stove’s warmth. There were lots of opportunities for competitiveness in veg: his parsnips, for instance, were the longest, straightest and whitest in the neighbourhood. ‘But you can’t beat a nice chrysanth. Or a dahlia. And my roses—’ He broke off for a moment’s silence in memory of his roses. It had broken his heart to grub them up.


Nailer wagged his tail in sympathy.


Munt noticed.‘Ah, you got nothing to worry about. Give you a warm fire and a biscuit, s’all the same, ent it? War and yuman suffering don’t mean nothing to you.’


Nailer knew the word ‘biscuit’, and wagged harder.


‘I must be going sorft in me old age,’ Munt rumbled. ‘Talking to a blessed ’ound.’ But in a changing world, where most change had been for the worse, Nailer represented continuity. Munt got up to reach for his pipe and matches from the shelf, then sat down again, his knees cracking like pistols. He rubbed them and said, ‘Gettin’ too old for all this. But don’t you tell nobody. I’m not ready to get pensioned off yet.’ Not working meant being at home with Mrs Munt, and he and Mrs Munt had stayed happily married for forty years by hardly ever seeing each other.


Nailer folded down with a sigh on the bit of old mat in front of the stove, crossed one front paw over the other, laid his nose neatly on top, and closed his eyes. His ears remained vigilant, listening to the rustle of turning pages and Munt’s occasional cough and sniff, just in case he should open the biscuit tin.


The weather had stayed dry and frosty, and Ada decided to go for a walk. She went as far as to invite Ethel, always a martyr to boredom, to come with her. ‘Cook can listen out for the baby. It’d do us good to get out in the fresh air.’


Ethel declined. ‘Leave him to her? Not likely,’ she said.


Cook said to Ada, ‘I don’t know where you get these queer ideas. Fresh air indeed!’ She spent her life trying to keep the outside out. She hated an open window or door. In the winter it meant cold and damp and germs getting in, in the summer it was dust and flies. With no Sunday dinner to cook for upstairs, she was going to spend the day by the fire with her feet up. ‘And if you got any sense, you’ll do the same.’


‘No, I think I’ll just have a short walk,’ Ada said. ‘I feel a bit cooped up.’ She went to get her coat and hat.


‘Cooped up?’ Cook remarked to Ethel, who was warming the baby’s bottle at the stove. ‘I don’t know what’s come over that girl. She’s changed.’


‘Everybody’s changed,’ Ethel said shortly.


‘I’ve not,’ Cook said indignantly


‘Ha!’ said Ethel. ‘You been like a bear with a sore head for weeks.’


‘I have not!’


‘You nearly went crackers when you broke that mixing bowl.’


‘Well, it was my favourite.’


‘And when your egg whisk went in the bin with the eggshells – I thought you was going to kill Eileen.’


‘She’s got to learn, hasn’t she?’


‘You got it back all right.’


‘That’s not the point.’


‘Oh, I know what the point is. You been making everyone’s life a misery cos the war’s over and your sweetie’s not come back. Well, I wonder why that is.’


‘He can’t come till he’s demobbed, stands to reason,’ Cook said, reddening.


‘Not written either, though, has he? Talk’s cheap when you can’t do nothing about it, but funny how it’s all gone quiet now he might have to make good on his promises.’


‘Don’t you dare say things like that, you wicked girl!’


‘Reckon you’ve heard the last of Sergeant Fred McAusland and his big talk about Australia. And you haven’t got the wit to notice that Ada gets upset when you boast about him. You keep reminding her of what she’s lost.’


‘Ada and me is old friends. You’re just a newcomer. Don’t you tell me how to behave to my own friend.’


‘Call that friendship? You called her a girl just now. She was a married woman, but you still think she’s a little housemaid you can shove around and bully.’


‘Ooh, I wouldn’t have a wicked tongue like yours for all the world!’ Cook cried.


‘And I wouldn’t have a hide like an elephant, like you do,’ Ethel retorted, wrapped the bottle in a tea-towel and stalked away.


Left alone, Cook had to make herself a strong pot of tea to calm herself down. She hadn’t realised the others had noticed she was a bit snappy, but now it seemed they had, and she supposed Ada had rather been tiptoeing about her recently. But, typical of that Ethel, she had got hold of the wrong end of the stick entirely.
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