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      BOOK ONE

         The Aftermath

      
      
         Men remember alien ardours

         
         As the dusk unearths old mournful odours.

         
         In the garden unborn child souls wail

And the dead scribble on walls.

         
         Though their own child cry for them in tears,

Women weep but hear no sound upstairs.

They believe in loves they had not lived

And in passion past the reach of the stairs

To the world’s towers or stars.

            Wilfred Owen: ‘The Roads Also’

         
      

      

   
      
      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      May 1919

      
      In the housekeeper’s room at Morland Place there was a large, ancient desk with a big leather chair, where generations of housekeepers had prepared their accounts, written letters, scrutinised tradesmen’s bills, and rebuked erring servants. The high walls were lined from floor to ceiling with panelled cupboards, where they kept good things locked away. When she was little, Henrietta had sometimes been sent here with a message for Mrs Holicar, and sometimes Holicar had given her a handful of raisins or a little bit of stem ginger in reward. The dim, cool room smelled, as it had then, of tea, coffee, spices and cake.

      Henrietta had always been a small person, and age was shrinking her further: her hands looked tiny on the arms of the chair and her feet barely touched the floor. She was mistress of the house, running it for her widowed brother Teddy; and this morning she was interviewing housemaids. The war was really over: even six months ago it would have been a luxury beyond dream to take on more staff. Now the demobilised men were reclaiming the jobs girls had done for four years, and the girls were having to come back to domestic service.

      
      The war had changed them, as it had everyone. The specimen before her now, a buxom, florid-faced young woman, was looking about her with a bold, assessing eye and no shadow of reserve.

      
      ‘Where were you before, Betty?’ Henrietta asked.

      
      The answer came in a self-assured torrent. ‘Well, mam, Ah were working in t’ shell factory, but Ah never liked it there. Nasty, dirty work it were, and they were right strict if you were late on, or stopped a minute just to catch your breath. Treat you like dirt, them supervisors – ’rate you for just nothing at all! So the minute the Armistice went off, me and me friend Aggie put us coats on and walked out. That self an’ same minute! Ah’m not jestin’ nor jokin’! Ah wanted to go on t’ trams – I’d like that, me – but me mam said it weren’t right to be takin’ jobs t’ boys’d want, comin’ back from t’ war, so Ah went to work for Mrs Lloyd in Clifton, mam, as house-parlourmaid.’

      
      ‘I don’t know Mrs Lloyd. Have you a reference from her?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, mam, a right good ’un,’ Betty said, handing it over.

      
      Henrietta read it. It didn’t say anything specific, but seemed eager that Betty should be taken on by someone else. ‘Why did you leave Mrs Lloyd?’ she asked.

      
      ‘The work were too hard,’ Betty said with disastrous frankness. ‘And it were only me an’ Cook, there, and it were right dull, just the two of us. Ah like a bit more company, me.’ She looked round approvingly. ‘Ah thought a big house’d be better.’

      
      Better for you, perhaps, Henrietta thought, not for us. Too flighty, too lazy, too sure of herself. And at – what, nineteen, twenty? – already too old to train. She imagined, with a shudder, how Sawry, the butler, would take to being looked in the eye and answered back. ‘I’m sorry, Betty. I don’t think you’ll suit. Thank you for coming. Send the next girl in, if you please.’

      
      It took Betty a moment to realised she had been rejected, and then she shrugged, gave an exaggerated sigh and flounced off. ‘It’s too far from t’ shops an’ t’ cinema, anyroad,’ she declared, saving face as she headed for the door.

      
      Henrietta sorrowed over the ruination of maids – another thing to be laid to the war’s account. But the next girl looked much more likely: younger, shy and hopeful, almost tiptoeing up and peeping about her in awe. She gave her name as Sally Gowthorpe.

      
      ‘Gowthorpe?’ Henrietta said. ‘From Walton?’ The girl nodded. ‘I had a sewing-maid who married a Gowthorpe from Walton. Would that be your mother?’

      
      ‘Me gran, ma’am,’ the girl corrected, making Henrietta realise in those few words how much water had passed under her particular bridge since she had been running Morland Place.

      
      ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘How is she?’

      
      ‘She lives at our ’ouse since Granddad passed on. It was her what said I should come up the Place, ma’am.’

      
      ‘How old are you, Sally?’

      
      ‘Fifteen, ma’am.’

      
      ‘And have you any experience of housework?’

      
      ‘No, ma’am,’ she admitted in a whisper, her eyes down. ‘Just helping me mother in the house and with the little ones, ever since I left school. But now me dad’s home from t’ war, he says I’ve to get a job. He says—’ She stopped herself, blushing, for talking too much.

      
      ‘Well, Sally, if you come here to Morland Place we’ll train you in our ways, so your lack of experience won’t matter a bit.’ In fact, breaking girls of habits learned in other houses was much harder. ‘I think you’ll suit us very well. You can start on the first of the month.’

      
      By the time she reached the end of the candidates she had found another suitable novice, and an older girl she thought worth trying out as a sewing-maid: she would not do for a housemaid because she had a child and wanted to live out, but she was well-spoken, and seemed grateful for the work. Henrietta would have liked to find out her story, suspecting some deep misfortune, but it was not the time to ask. There were so many personal tragedies behind women’s faces these days.

      
      At the end Sawry, the butler, came in. He had been interviewing footmen, an even more unimaginable luxury. The male staff had been shrinking with every army call-up, and Sawry had to do more and more, despite his advancing years.

      
      ‘Have you had any luck?’ Henrietta enquired.

      
      He looked glum. ‘Not a promising morning, madam. I suppose it’s the war, but there wasn’t one of them had what I’d call the right demeanour for a servant.’

      
      ‘I suppose we should expect that,’ Henrietta said. A man who had been to France and fought in the trenches was not going to be like the men from before the war, who had never been further from their own village than Leeds market. Experience and wider horizons, not to mention facing death on a daily basis, would naturally rub away the deference Sawry had looked for in vain. ‘Was there no-one, then?’

      
      ‘Well, madam, there is one who might just do. He says he was a footman before the war, and he’s been batman to an officer since 1916. He’s well set-up, clean and smart.’

      
      Henrietta cocked her head. ‘What are your doubts about him?’

      
      Sawry shook his head, finding it hard to put into words. Daniel was all he had said, and intelligent besides, but there was something about the directness of his gaze, the self-assurance of his military bearing, which was not servantlike. ‘I doubt he’d stick, madam,’ was all he could say in the end.

      
      ‘Well, perhaps we could try him, at any rate,’ Henrietta said. ‘Unless you prefer to wait?’

      
      Sawry’s legs ached all the time, and his back twinged from bending over the lamp-room table, having to fill all the lamps because there was no-one else to do it. He longed to be a butler and nothing else again. ‘I think we might try him, madam, if you approve. Would you care to see him? He’s waiting outside.’

      
      Henrietta smiled inwardly. Sawry wouldn’t have had the man wait if he hadn’t wanted him taken on. ‘Yes, send him in,’ she said.

      
      As she was crossing the great hall later, she discovered Teddy just come in, standing in a swirl of dogs by the side table, taking off his gloves.

      
      ‘Did you find someone?’ he asked her.

      
      ‘Two housemaids, young enough to train,’ she responded. ‘And a footman.’

      
      ‘Thank God! Poor old Sawry’s ready to drop.’ And his man, Brown, who helped out, was not getting any younger, he thought.

      
      ‘But Sawry doesn’t think he’ll stay,’ Henrietta added.

      
      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Too independent. I’m not sure, though. There’s something about him that I like – a sort of quietness. I think he may do.’

      
      ‘Was he in the war?’

      
      ‘He was someone’s batman. I wrote the name down – I thought it might be someone you know,’ she said. ‘And before the war he was a footman at Garrowby Hall.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s something we can check, at any rate,’ said Teddy. ‘But how old is he? If he was working before the war …’

      
      ‘Twenty-six,’ Henrietta said. Teddy shook his head doubtfully. ‘I think he has a story to tell,’ she mused, ‘but I doubt he’ll ever tell it.’

      
      Teddy smiled. ‘You always think everyone has a story to tell. Is there going to be any tea?’

      
      ‘Come into the drawing-room and I’ll ring,’ Henrietta said, linking arms with him comfortably. They had been growing closer over the years. Ever since he had given her and her family a home with him, she had been running the house: his wife, Alice, a gentle, inactive person, had never wanted the job. But since Alice had died last autumn of the Spanish flu, Teddy had turned even more to his sister for comfort and companionship. They drew together as they had in childhood, in the shadow of their older brother.

      
      ‘There weren’t as many candidates for footman as I expected,’ Henrietta said, as they crossed the staircase hall. The dogs, knowing the time as well as anyone, followed hopefully. ‘I thought the boys coming home from the war would be looking for work.’

      
      ‘Demobilisation has a long way to go yet,’ Teddy said. He opened the drawing-room door for Henrietta. The sunshine coming in at the southerly windows struck a gleam from the mellow old furniture, and the clock on the overmantel ticked a calm, quiet welcome. ‘And with the women leaving the wartime jobs, there are plenty of vacancies to soak up the men,’ he went on, following his sister in.

      
      ‘There was one girl here today who said she’d left the munitions factory the minute Armistice was declared.’

      
      ‘There’s a lot of pressure on the women to give up their jobs, even if they don’t want to,’ Teddy said, taking up his usual stance in front of the fire, though the grate held nothing more than its summer fan of paper.

      
      ‘You mean their husbands won’t want them to work?’ she asked.

      
      ‘That’s one thing. And of course, the unmarried ones will be eager to get married. There’ll be a lot of weddings this year.’

      
      ‘Which means a lot of babies next year,’ Henrietta said. For years the news had all been of deaths.

      
      ‘And besides that,’ Teddy concluded, ‘it’s their patriotic duty to give up their job for an ex-soldier. It’s in all the papers.’

      
      ‘It was their patriotic duty to take the job in the first place,’ said Henrietta. ‘Dear me, they do put so much on women these days.’

      
      ‘You wanted the vote,’ Teddy said.

      
      ‘Not me,’ she disclaimed.

      
      ‘The point is, what with one thing and another, I don’t think there’ll be too much unemployment. The government’s giving three months’ unemployment insurance to all exservicemen, so they’ll have a chance to look around. There’s bound to be a post-war boom, so they’ll get soaked up quickly enough.’

      
      ‘Why will there be a boom?’ Henrietta asked, sitting down and absently caressing the spaniel’s head that was immediately thrust under her hands.

      
      ‘All the world will be hungry for our goods, and with the men coming back, the factories will be able to go into full production again,’ Teddy said confidently. As well as textiles factories, he owned three department stores called Makepeace’s, one in York, one in Leeds and one in Manchester. ‘There’s the servicemen’s war gratuity to be spent – anything up to forty pounds a head. They’ll want civilian clothes. And the women will want new dresses after four years of making do. What with all the weddings, and setting up new households – sheets, tablecloths, curtains – and baby clothes to come, we can’t fail!’

      
      ‘But won’t you lose the army contracts?’

      
      
      ‘There are still more than a million men in uniform. The army won’t get back to peacetime levels this year.’

      
      ‘But eventually?’

      ‘Oh, eventually I’ll need something else for my factories to do. But I’ve already thought about that.’ It was wonderful to Henrietta how her brother had become such a complete merchant. He had never been more than ordinarily bright as a young man, but he seemed to have a sort of instinct for business. ‘Ships, my dear – passenger liners! People have been confined so long, they’re going to be mad for travel. The liners will come out of military service and they’ll all want refitting. Sheets instead of army shirts.’ He rubbed his hands. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing the ocean racers back in business. White Star will come to me, after our long association, but I don’t see why I can’t make a bid for Cunard as well.’

      
      Henrietta laughed. ‘Is there no end to your ambition? You’ll be monarch of the seas before you’re done.’

      
      ‘I’ve a son and a daughter to provide for,’ Teddy said. His nine-year-old heir, James, had had the flu as well, striking panic into Teddy’s heart, but he had recovered, and the illness had even caused a spurt of growth in the boy, who had shot up two inches since Christmas.

      
      Polly, his beloved, beautiful daughter, had escaped the flu, though she had had a bad cold at Christmas. Physically she was well, but she was not herself, too quiet, mopish. She had always been so bright and energetic, up to everything: if anyone could be said to have enjoyed the war, she had. But now …

      
      ‘Hen, what’s wrong with Polly?’ he asked plaintively.

      
      ‘Oh dear, I don’t know,’ Henrietta said. She had noticed the change in Polly too. ‘Perhaps it’s just her age. Nineteen is a difficult time for a girl. Lennie’s still in France, and I don’t believe she’s heard from Captain Holford in a while—’

      
      ‘Lennie’s just a cousin and I don’t believe she ever cared for Holford,’ Teddy said sharply.

      
      ‘Maybe that’s what’s wrong,’ Henrietta suggested.

      
      ‘No, no,’ Teddy objected. ‘Girls get lovelorn when they’re in love. They don’t get glumpish because they’re not.’
      

      
      
      ‘Well, perhaps she’s just feeling a bit flat, now there’s not so much excitement. Perhaps she needs a change.’

      
      ‘There’s been too much change altogether in the last four years,’ Teddy objected.

      
      ‘The war’s affected us all, one way or another,’ Henrietta said. ‘Things can’t be the same again. We have to make the best of it.’

      
      They were quiet a moment, and then Teddy’s face brightened as the door opened and Sawry and a maid came in with the tea things. ‘Ah, muffins!’ he said. ‘Now there’s one thing that never changes – and thank God for it! I tell you what, Hen – we ought to have a party. A grand victory ball. Invite everybody. That would cheer us all up.’

      
      Henrietta caught Sawry’s eye, and understanding passed between man and mistress. The work involved in a grand ball … ‘We’d need at least one more footman. And a pastry cook. And kitchen-maids.’

      
      ‘Get ’em,’ Teddy said largely, oblivious to all difficulties.

      In her house in Manchester Square, Venetia looked up from the eyepiece of her microscope as her son appeared in the doorway of her laboratory. ‘Dearest boy! I didn’t know you were here.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t,’ Oliver said. ‘I was in Sidcup. I’ve been up all night.’

      
      He looked it. He had dark shadows round his eyes, his hair was ruffled, his clothing awry. ‘You are a little mal soigné,’ she agreed mildly.

      
      ‘Mal everything.’ He leaned against the door frame and kicked moodily at the carpet. ‘We lost Flighty.’

      
      ‘Oh, my dear! I’m so sorry. What was it?’

      
      ‘Immediate cause, heart failure. But it was the infection that sapped his strength.’ Oliver sighed deeply. ‘It’s probably a mercy that he went quickly, because sepsis was sloughing away everything. But after so long, and so many operations … He was one of our pets.’

      ‘I know, dear.’

      
      
      Venetia understood the depths of the frustration Oliver felt. After serving with the RAMC in France, he had joined the specialist plastics unit at the Queen’s Hospital in Sidcup, where servicemen with terrible face and hand injuries were given a chance of new life through the pioneer techniques of Harold Gillies. Oliver had always had an interest in plastic surgery, and his experiences at the Front had given it direction. The Sidcup unit was small and tightly knit. Venetia had visited several times and, like Oliver, had been impressed by the stoical courage of the men in bearing not only great pain and a future of multiple operations but their own disfigurement. They rarely left the unit, because their appearance made ordinary people turn away in horror; but inside ‘the zoo’, as they called it, they had acceptance, companionship and hope.

      
      Harold ‘Flighty’ Bird had been an observer in the Royal Flying Corps until being shot down near Plug Street. The wreck had caught fire, which had robbed him of most of his fingers and half his face. He was one of the longest-serving members of the zoo, and had endured numerous operations to restore him to a semblance of humanity, and to give him hands with which he could at least dress and feed himself. He was always cheerful. He said of himself that he looked like the worst cheese-nightmare of your life, but self-pity got you nowhere.

      
      Flighty was usually the first person a patient saw when coming round from the anaesthetic – mumbling, as they all seemed to, a string of filthy language.

      
      ‘Now then, none o’ that,’ Flighty would say, leaning over the bed. ‘Ladies present.’ And when they moaned, he would say, ‘Here, look at me! Now then, cock, if you can stand that, you can stand anything. You’re an oil painting compared with me, mate. Have a fag.’

      
      Oliver had lately been engaged in giving Flighty a new nose, first raising a pedicle of flesh from his abdomen to his forearm, then raising it from the forearm to the forehead. Flighty had gone several weeks with his arm supported in that position while the blood supply established itself; he joked that it was the longest salute in the history of the army. When the pedicle was detached from his arm, it was to be moved down into position over the hole in his face where his original nose had been.

      
      ‘It won’t look too bad, though I says it as shouldn’t,’ Oliver had told him only a week ago. ‘Though I’m afraid your belly was not as hairless as a girl’s, Flighty old man. You’re going to have a nose you’ll have to shave every morning.’

      
      ‘I’ll take that, Doc,’ Flighty had said. ‘Just so long as I’ve got something to blow when I got a cold. Doesn’t arf make a mess when all you’ve got is a bleeding great hole in your phiz.’

      
      But somehow, despite all precautions, sepsis had struck, and now Flighty was dead.

      
      ‘We take such care,’ Oliver said bitterly. ‘We do everything, everything, to keep things sterile.’

      
      ‘I know,’ Venetia said again. She had been one of the pioneers of antisepsis, fighting an almost lone battle at a time when surgeons operated in blood-encrusted coats down which they wiped their hands, and stropped their scalpels on their boot soles. ‘But these things happen, despite all our efforts.’

      
      ‘What we need,’ Oliver said, ‘is a reliable bactericide that will operate inside the bloodstream to kill the staphylococci.’

      
      ‘Obviously,’ Venetia said drily. ‘We’ve been wanting that ever since Lister told us infection wasn’t God’s judgement on bad behaviour.’

      
      ‘Well, you’d think someone would have discovered it by now,’ Oliver cried in frustration. ‘It must exist out there somewhere. Nature creates the problem, nature must contain the antidote. Why doesn’t someone find it?’

      
      ‘Why don’t you? You’re more than capable of doing the research.’

      
      ‘When would I have time?’ he said indignantly.

      
      ‘The same could be said for all of us,’ Venetia pointed out. She saw his black mood was passing. ‘And do stop kicking the paintwork, darling.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’ He gave her a weary smile. ‘Sinking into self-pity.’ He nodded towards the microscope. ‘What’s that? Koch’s jolly old bacilli?’

      
      
      ‘Happily, no. The absence thereof. One of my subjects seems to be curing himself. I can’t believe it’s anything I did. I’ve been looking for a cure for tuberculosis most of my professional life, and I’ve never even come near it.’

      
      ‘Maybe it’s the same thing,’ Oliver said. ‘Maybe something that could kill staph would also kill Koch’s.’

      
      ‘Perhaps. Just find it for me, would you, darling?’

      
      ‘All right, Mother dear. I’ll have a look later.’ He yawned. ‘Meanwhile, me for a bath and bed for a couple of hours. I’m off for a couple of days.’

      
      ‘I suppose that means you’ll be dancing until four in the morning?’

      
      ‘If I can find someone to dance with.’

      
      ‘Can’t you dance with Verena?’ Venetia had been pleased these past months to see Oliver, her chronically bachelor son, pay attention to Lady Verena Felbrigg, daughter of the Earl of Roughton, who was a nurse in the VAD. Venetia liked the girl immensely, and was keen to see her son settle down and be happy.

      
      ‘She’s on night duty. You have to admire her,’ he went on. ‘Other girls would have given up nursing by now, but her contract doesn’t end until July and she won’t break it.’

      
      ‘She’s a very good sort of girl,’ Venetia said. ‘Pretty, too.’

      
      Oliver looked at her sidelong. ‘If you’re cooking up a romance for me, Mother dear, you should remember that I am very nearly out of a job, and in no position to ask anyone to be my wife.’

      
      Venetia was secretly pleased: the fact that he had mentioned the word ‘wife’ was a good sign. ‘You won’t have any difficulty in getting something,’ she said.

      
      ‘With all the other demobbed army doctors to compete with? A guinea here and there for assisting is not going to add up to a life a chap could ask a girl to share – especially not an earl’s daughter.’

      
      ‘Take your fellowship,’ Venetia said calmly, ‘and then we’ll see.’

      
      ‘We’ll see, all right,’ he said gloomily, kicking the door frame again.

      
      
      ‘Oliver!’

      
      ‘Sorry.’ He stretched his shoulders. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it now. I’m off to bed. You keep dashed early hours, old thing, otherwise I’d suggest we meet for breakfast when I get up around half past eleven. But I suppose you’ve had yours?’

      
      ‘You suppose right. Besides, I shall be going out at half past eleven.’

      
      ‘Oh, Lord, yes, it’s the funeral, isn’t it? Look, I’ll have Ash call me at eleven, and I’ll escort you as far as the door of the Abbey, and go on and have breakfast at the club.’

      
      ‘Will you, darling? That’ll be nice.’

      
      When he had gone, she didn’t immediately go back to her slides. His interruption had set so many trains of thought in motion. Poor Flighty – infection – Koch’s bacillus – a bactericide. At Morland Place, she remembered, the grooms put mouldy bread on horses’ cuts to make them heal cleanly; and her great hero, the surgeon Joseph Lister, had done experiments back in 1871, showing that bacteria would not grow in urine samples contaminated with mould. He had even cured a patient’s infected wound with a mould he identified as Penicillium glaucum. And a few years later in Paris, Pasteur had inhibited the growth of anthrax with a mould – though he identified it, she recollected, as Penicillium notatum. There was certainly something worth looking into there. Nature creates the problem, nature must contain the antidote.

      
      The trouble was that Penicillium glaucum was a catch-all term for a certain class of moulds, and no-one knew what the active principle was, or in which moulds it could be found, still less how to extract it. Would the Penicillium principle kill Koch’s? She toyed with the idea of injecting mould into her subjects. But nothing anyone had injected into consumptives – tar, gold, God knew what else as well – had so far proved efficacious. The sanatorium treatment was all there was – absolute rest, fresh air, good food. All very well for the comfortably off, but the working classes could not afford a rest cure, especially one that might take months or even years.

      
      No, prevention was definitely better than cure when it came to tuberculosis. Education about avoiding infection, and training in basic hygiene could only do so much: the disease was fostered by the conditions the lower classes lived in: cheek by jowl, foul air, poor nourishment. But vaccination: it had virtually eliminated smallpox, that terrible scourge of the last century. Oh, for a vaccine against tuberculosis, to clear the slums of the wasting death that snatched away children and young mothers and burly working men indiscriminately …

      
      There had been some interesting work going on before the war in the Pasteur Institute in Lille – Calmette and Guérin had developed a culture of non-virulent bacilli from bovine tuberculosis. If a vaccine from cowpox could prevent smallpox, perhaps the same principle could work for human tuberculosis. Definitely worth looking into …

      
      How tired Oliver looked! He worked tremendously long hours, and when he was off duty he would not rest, but went out ‘helling’ – as the American troops lingering in London called it: drinking and dancing and visiting nightclubs. Dancing seemed to have become the obsession of the young people back from the war – and those who had never gone. The mood of almost violent merry-making that had burst out at the Armistice seemed not to have died down. Everyone had something to forget.

      
      Verena … She wished he would settle down with Verena, but of course it was true, he would be discharged from the army very soon and it would take time for him to establish himself in some specialty. She could afford to keep him, but she knew his pride would not let him, and he would never allow his wife to be kept. She must find some subtle way of helping him. And they would just have to hope that Verena would wait, and wasn’t put off by all this wild dancing.

      
      Of course, Oliver was taking the loss of his brother very badly – worse than Venetia would have expected. He and Thomas had been close as boys, but their lives had grown apart, particularly since Thomas had gone to Russia as military attaché to the Romanov court. When the Romanovs had dis appeared, Thomas had disappeared too. The army had posted him as ‘missing believed killed’, and if he did not reappear – which for various reasons Venetia thought impossible – Oliver would inherit the earldom in a little under seven years’ time. He had never wanted to be earl, and helpless anger about that situation added to his natural sorrow for his brother.

      
      As to Venetia, the war had taken not only her first-born, but her beloved husband, too. But she was sixty-nine years old, and if age taught you nothing else, it taught you to make the best of things. She had Oliver who, whatever he thought, would make a creditable earl one day, and might do sterling service in the House on behalf of his profession; and her lovely daughter Violet, who had given her four grandchildren.

      
      And she had her work. The war was over, bar the talking, and at last she was free of those irksome committees and meetings and fund-raising activities. She had given the X-ray ambulances, which she had worked so hard to buy and equip, to the Red Cross; she had closed her office and refused all requests to take on other charities or public offices. The sense of liberty and uncluttered time at her disposal was almost dizzying. For almost the first time in her life, she was free to follow her interests and work at her own pace.

      
      On that pleasing thought, she returned to the microscope, removed the slide and inserted another. She had two hours before she would have to go and get dressed.

      
      The newspapers the next morning were full of the State Funeral. Teddy read out bits at breakfast, and passed around the pages with photographs. The body of nurse Edith Cavell, executed in 1915 by the Germans for helping Allied soldiers to escape from Belgium, had been exhumed on the 14th of May and conveyed with a military escort to Ostende, where it had been put aboard the destroyer HMS Rowena for Dover. Then on the 15th it had been taken by train to Victoria, put on a gun carriage, draped with the Union flag, and conveyed through the streets, with a company of soldiers and two bands, to Westminster Abbey for a state funeral at noon.

      
      ‘Venetia was there,’ Henrietta said. ‘She told me she’d been invited. I think she said she’d met Nurse Cavell while she was training.’

      
      ‘The King was represented by the Earl of Athlone,’ Teddy read. ‘That’s the Queen’s brother,’ he explained to his daughter, who was listlessly pushing buttered eggs around her plate.

      
      ‘Hmm?’ said Polly indifferently.

      
      ‘It wasn’t a very long service,’ Teddy said, still reading. ‘Just half an hour. But the crowds in the street were immense. The whole route was lined, both going to the Abbey and afterwards all the way to Liverpool Street. It says, “A profound silence fell as the gun carriage passed, and every head was bowed.” Strange that of all the people who died over there, only her body
         should be brought back.’

      
      ‘Our soldiers are always buried where they fall,’ Jessie said.

      
      She had been quiet lately, too, Henrietta thought, trying to examine her daughter without appearing to – ever since she had come back from spending Easter with Violet in London, she had seemed to have something on her mind.

      
      ‘All the same …’ Teddy said, but didn’t finish the thought. Morland Place had given its share: his son Ned – Jessie’s first husband – missing at Loos; Henrietta’s son Frank, fallen at the Somme, and his brother Robert, dead of typhoid caught in Palestine. And there were footmen and estate workers and tenants and villagers who had paid the ultimate price. Everyone you knew had lost someone.

      
      ‘I don’t see why we can’t we bring them back, now the war’s over,’ said Ethel, Robert’s widow, raising a frequent complaint of hers. Uncle Teddy was rich, he had friends in high places: surely it would be a little thing to him to bring Robert back from the hospital cemetery in Malta.

      
      ‘Think of the chaos,’ Jessie said, ‘if everyone did it.’

      
      ‘And the resentment of those who couldn’t afford it,’ said Maria, Frank’s widow. ‘As it is, everyone had the same burial and the same headstone, men and officers alike. No-one’s sacrifice was greater than another’s.’

      
      Ethel sniffed. ‘That’s a matter of opinion. Some people had wives and children. Yet they bring Nurse Cavell back …’ Her tone was resentful. Who cares about her?

      
      ‘We’ll have our War Memorial,’ Henrietta said soothingly. ‘It will be beautiful, and all our dear ones will be remembered on it.’

      
      Teddy said, ‘You know, we might have a trip over to France some time, to visit the graves. I’m sure a lot of people will be going. It will take time for the army to clear things up, and for all the boys to come home. But next year, perhaps … I’d like to visit some of the battlefields, see how they match up to my imagination. You can’t really tell enough from a map.’

      
      ‘But Ned doesn’t have a grave,’ Ethel objected. ‘And Robbie’s buried in Malta. I’d like to go to Malta, with the children, so they can see his gravestone.’

      
      ‘I don’t think it’s healthy to dwell on such things,’ Maria said. ‘Now the war’s over, I just want to forget it.’

      
      Ethel, who didn’t like Maria – she was suspicious of clever people, and Maria suffered fools badly – looked triumphant, her nostrils quivering. ‘So, you want to forget poor Frank, do you? I can’t say I’m surprised. And I don’t suppose he’d be expecting you to visit his grave, given that it hasn’t taken you long to get over him, which he must know, if he’s looking down.’

      
      ‘Ethel!’ Henrietta said, scandalised. It was fortunate that Father Palgrave, the chaplain, to whom Maria was now engaged to be married, was not at the table, having been summoned early to a sickbed in the village. Maria merely looked indifferent, but Henrietta couldn’t believe she wasn’t hurt all the same, as she would have been.

      
      Ethel was unabashed. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘all I can say is I’d think it was an insult to poor Robbie if I was to fall in love with another man when he was hardly cold in his grave. It isn’t decent.’

      
      ‘That’s enough,’ Henrietta said firmly.

      
      
      ‘It’s quite all right,’ Maria said quietly. ‘Nothing Ethel says can offend me. If you’ll excuse me, I have some letters to attend to.’ She rose and left the table.

      
      Finding everyone looking at her, Ethel tossed her head and muttered, ‘I speak as I find.’ And then, with an attempt at pathos, ‘I can’t help it if I miss Robbie. I can’t sleep for crying most nights. I don’t know what to do with myself without him.’

      
      ‘We all miss him,’ Henrietta said.

      
      Polly stood up abruptly. ‘I’m going out for a ride,’ she said. She looked pale. ‘Excuse me please, Aunt Hen – Papa.’

      
      Ethel made a muttered excuse and took her departure too, leaving Teddy, Henrietta and Jessie in a slightly awkward silence.

      
      Then Henrietta said, ‘Oh dear.’

      
      ‘I wish Helen was here,’ Teddy said. ‘She always seems to keep things comfortable. The house is too quiet without her and Jack and the children.’

      
      Jessie looked up from the toast she was buttering. ‘Quiet?’

      
      ‘Oh – you know what I mean.’ He frowned over his coffee cup. ‘Dash it,’ he exploded – though mildly, all things considered, ‘we’ve all suffered losses in this war. Why does Ethel have to make more noise about it than anyone else? And Maria only makes things worse. She doesn’t seem to know the meaning of tact. Why can’t everyone just get along, the way they used to?’

      
      ‘It’s the war,’ Henrietta said soothingly. ‘Everything’s changed. You have to expect it.’

      
      Jessie gave her a faint smile. ‘I wonder how long we’re going to rely on that excuse? I hear it just about every day.’

      
      Teddy drained his cup and stood up. ‘Well, war or no war, I have to go and see a man about some pigs. And then I have a meeting of the railway board, so I shan’t be home to luncheon, Hen dear.’

      
      ‘Everything’s unsettled,’ Jessie said when she and her mother were alone. ‘It’s this waiting period, not knowing how things are going to come out.’ She frowned at her hands. ‘It’s funny, all through the war we thought that as soon as it was over, everything would go instantly back to normal. Bells would ring, uniforms would be thrown away, and we’d all take up where we left off. But it isn’t that easy.’ She looked up and saw her mother’s troubled face. This seemed a good time to share something pleasant with her. ‘I’m having another baby.’

      
      Henrietta’s face lit. ‘I thought you might be! Darling, I’m so glad! Does Bertie know?’

      
      ‘I wrote to him last week.’

      
      Jessie had had two miscarriages before the birth of Thomas last year. ‘You’ll have to be careful from now on,’ Henrietta said. ‘No more riding, to begin with.’

      
      Jessie smiled. ‘I knew you’d say that. Poor Hotspur – how he’ll miss me! And I’ll miss him. I wish Bertie would come home,’ she went on. ‘I hate this waiting. I keep feeling that something’s going to go wrong.’

      
      ‘He’s safe now,’ Henrietta said. ‘There’s no fighting in Cologne.’

      
      ‘I know that, but …’ Under the table, her dog Bran sensed her unease and pushed his head up onto her knees. ‘He was supposed to be coming home in June,’ she sighed, ‘but here it is, the middle of May, and he hasn’t said anything about it. And now they’ve promoted him to brigadier.’

      
      ‘But that’s good,’ Henrietta said. ‘He deserves it – your uncle says it ought to have happened months ago.’

      
      ‘Yes, Mother, but they won’t want to let someone go when they’ve just promoted him.’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ Henrietta said, searching for a way to comfort her. ‘They give people medals when they leave, don’t they? Like prize-giving on the last day of school.’

      
      Jessie laughed. ‘Mother!’

      
      ‘Well, you know what I mean. Jessie, have you got that dog under the table? You know how I feel about that.’

      
      ‘Sorry, he just crept in,’ Jessie said. ‘I’ll take him out. I have to go, anyway. I’m wanted at Twelvetrees.’ The stud stables belonged to her, and orders for horses were at last picking up.

      
      ‘You’re not going to ride over, are you?’

      
      ‘Just this one last time,’ Jessie said. ‘Don’t fuss, Mother. I won’t go out of a walk, I promise. What are you doing today?’

      
      
      ‘Mrs Tomlinson wants me to go over the table linens this morning. And this afternoon it’s the Hospital Relief Committee meeting, about aid to limbless soldiers. They can’t decide whether it should come out of the Chronic Illness Fund or the Industrial Injuries Fund.’

      
      ‘I don’t suppose the limbless soldiers will mind.’

      
      ‘Probably not, but you have to get the money in before you can give it out,’ Henrietta said, ‘and people always want to know where their donations are going.’

      
      ‘Well, don’t work too hard.’ Jessie came round the table to rest her hands a moment on her mother’s shoulders. ‘There’s not enough of you to go round.’

      
      Henrietta watched her go, glad that at least she had distracted her for the moment from her worries.

        

   
      
      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      

      
      Fairoaks was a substantial house built in the early 1880s, standing square in four acres of garden in Weybridge. It had all the solid benefits of upper-middle-class comfort – a carriage sweep, shrubberies, tennis lawn, coke boiler in its own brick outhouse to fire the central heating – but none of those hostages to taste so common to the period: no balconies, wrought ironwork, mock-Tudor chimneys or mock-mediaeval curlicues. Mr Ormerod, Helen’s father, had had electricity and the telephone put in before the war and had toyed with the idea of a motor-car; but it was only a short walk to the station, and there was a taxi-rank for emergencies or wet evenings.

      
      Before the war the tradesmen had delivered, and Mrs Ormerod had had no need to discover that the shops were also a short walk away. The changes the war had wrought had been a shock to her system. Deliveries had stopped, the tradesmen disappeared. Male servants were called up, and female ones left to work in factories, or to serve in the shops to which a bewildered Mrs Ormerod now had to walk to buy her own meat and groceries – only to find them in short supply or downright non-existent.

      
      The taxi-rank developed alarming female drivers; the postman turned into a woman; you couldn’t find a windowcleaner for love nor money. Conversations with previously comfortable acquaintances became full of pitfalls, as sons, brothers, nephews and cousins fell in battle. There was noone to play bridge with any more, and the vicar’s sermons became most peculiar. And the newspapers were full of things that caused Mr Ormerod to look grim at breakfast, just when the table was naked of those things that might have softened him, such as real butter, and marmalade, and decent coffee.

      
      It was a comfort that their son, Freddie, was too import ant in engineering to be made to go to the war. On the other hand, Helen had disgraced the family by taking a job – deliver ing aeroplanes from the factory to the military units – and then their younger daughter Molly had insisted on learning to type and gone to work for the Ministry of Munitions. Two daughters in paid employment! However much it was explained to her that war work was a patriotic duty, Mrs Ormerod could not get past the horror of having wage-earning daughters.

      
      Her pet Dachshunds could not cope with the descent from a diet of choice meat to one of kitchen scraps and had faded away. And then in February 1918, Mr Ormerod had died from a heart attack, and Mrs Ormerod’s rout was complete.

      
      ‘I’m afraid she’s losing her grasp of things,’ Helen said to Jack, as they sat in the garden in the June sunshine, watching Rug run about, nose to the ground, searching for his old friends the Dachies. Mrs Ormerod was upstairs having her afternoon rest. Helen had helped her mother take off her shoes and dress, placed the eiderdown over her and drawn the curtains, and Mrs Ormerod had murmured, ‘Thank you, Connors,’ as Helen had left her. ‘Connors was at least two maids ago.’

      
      Jack grunted acknowledgement. He had troubles of his own. He had been shot down in March 1918, had spent the last eight months of the war as a prisoner, and had come home in such impaired health that he had still not returned to normal.

      
      Flying was not only his profession but his passion, and one of the things he had long dreamed of was being the first man to fly the Atlantic. Back in 1914 the Daily Mail had offered a ten-thousand-pound prize for the first non-stop crossing, which had never been claimed, and as soon as the war was over, it had renewed the challenge. Last month, his old friend Tom Sopwith had set up an attempt, with a remodelled Sopwith B1 bomber and a two-man team, to fly from St John’s in Newfoundland to Ireland.

      
      Had Jack been fit, he was convinced he would have been asked to be part of it: he and the Australian Harry Hawker had been Sopwith’s test pilots before the war, and both of them were also engineers and designers. It would have been natural for Sopwith to choose him. But when Hawker and the crated aircraft had set off for America in March, Jack was still far from well, and the second man in the team was some fellow Jack had barely heard of.

      
      As it happened, the attempt had failed: the engine had overheated and they had been forced to ditch in mid-ocean, as soon as they had found a ship that could pick them up. Even with the peevishness of long convalescence, Jack did not quite suggest that if he had gone along it would not have happened; but he could not help feeling, deep and unspoken in his heart, that things might have been different.

      
      Helen knew, of course: she always knew what he was thinking. Aloud she told him that it was damned bad luck, but there would be other chances. Inwardly she was glad not to have been in the position of Muriel Hawker: the ship that picked the men up had had no radio, and for a desperate week it was believed they were dead. The King had even sent a telegram of condolence. Helen had lived through all that once, when Jack had been shot down and posted ‘missing’, and once was enough.

      
      One reason they had left Morland Place to come and stay at Fairoaks was so that Jack could go and see Tom Sopwith about a job. The RAF had released him in January, and he had a wife and two children to support: he must look towards the commercial sector to make his living. The other reason was Mrs Ormerod’s failing health, and a desperate plea from Molly for help in looking after her. Molly’s job had also disappeared when the Ministry of Munitions was disbanded, but with her skills and experience she could easily get another. She didn’t want to dwindle into the ‘daughter at home’ looking after her mother.

      
      
      She came out from the house, now – a tall, firm-featured girl with straight dark hair pulled back into a bun, dressed in a plain skirt a modest four inches above the ankle and a mannish white shirt. She carried Barbara on her arm and held Basil by the hand, the latter looking ominously mulish, the former alarmingly angelic.

      
      ‘Oh dear, what have they been up to?’ Helen asked, hoping her offspring hadn’t been wrecking the house. They were extremely handsome children and remarkably alike, with Jack’s good looks and Helen’s colouring, but they had a propensity for devilment and egged each other on.

      
      ‘Nothing serious, but Nanny’s rather frazzled, so I’ve brought them out for some fresh air while she soothes herself with the mending,’ Molly said cheerfully, dumping two-year-old Barbara in her mother’s lap. Basil, a year older, gave his parents no more than a glance before dashing off to play with Rug. Animals were far more interesting than people.

      
      ‘Poor thing, she’s finding her elevation rather a strain,’ Helen said. They had ‘borrowed’ Mina from Morland Place, where she had been merely a nursery-maid. She had volunteered for the trip, and had been excited by her promotion to ‘Nanny Mina’, but Basil was a handful and Barbara had recently discovered the delights of screaming when she didn’t get her own way. ‘They’re at a difficult age. They’re very good with you, though,’ she added, smiling at her sister.

      
      Molly made a face. ‘I know what that means. Next you’re going to say what a waste it is that I haven’t got married and had some of my own.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t say anything so tactless,’ Helen protested. ‘You forget Mother had been despairing of me for seven years before I got married. It takes time to find the right man.’

      
      ‘Yes, and yours is perfect. Can’t expect both of us to have such luck,’ Molly said, with a teasing glance at Jack.

      
      ‘Don’t spare my blushes,’ he said. ‘Here, I’ll take Barbara to look at the shrubbery and leave you two to gossip in private.’ He lifted his daughter from Helen’s lap. She wriggled to get down, but consented to take his hand and walk off with him.

      
      
      ‘We don’t “gossip”, I’ll have you know,’ Molly called after him. ‘It’s called “intellectual conversation”.’ They watched him join Basil and Rug and disappear into the shrubbery. ‘How is he, really?’ Molly asked. ‘I haven’t had a chance yet to speak to you alone.’

      
      ‘Much better,’ Helen said.

      
      ‘He doesn’t look it.’

      
      Helen winced. ‘Your famed frankness.’

      
      ‘No sense in covering things up – not between us, anyway. I was shocked at how poorly he looked. It was the prison camp, was it?’

      
      ‘Confinement, poor food and no medical attention,’ Helen said. ‘It sapped his strength, and then he got that terrible cold during the winter. Of course we thought it was the Spanish flu. I was afraid we were going to lose him.’

      
      ‘Poor you,’ Molly said, with a look of real sympathy. The sisters were separated by ten years, so they had not been close growing up, but they had become fond of each other since Helen’s marriage.

      
      ‘And he was covered with terrible sores that just wouldn’t heal,’ Helen went on. ‘I can’t tell you how lowering that was. But it’s the damage to his spirit that really worries me. He won’t talk about it, though we always talked about everything before. There was something about being locked up that was very hard for him.’

      
      ‘I shouldn’t think anyone would like it.’

      
      ‘No, but some stand it better than others. And he must be remembering that long period after he was shot down the time before, when his ankle wouldn’t heal and he thought he’d never fly again. He needs to fly. He’s like a caged skylark.’

      
      Molly’s mouth quirked at the poetic image. ‘Very like a skylark.’

      
      ‘I can’t help it,’ Helen said. ‘He might not look like one, but he’s suffering inside, and missing out on the Atlantic crossing only added to it. I hope and pray Tom Sopwith can give him a job, or I don’t know what we’ll do.’

      
      ‘When’s he seeing him?’

      
      
      ‘He’s going down to the works tomorrow. I’m sure Tom will give him a good hearing,’ she concluded doubtfully.

      
      Molly knew what she was thinking. ‘As long as he doesn’t look at him too closely. But you can always go back to Morland Place. Uncle Teddy would never cast you out to starve.’

      
      ‘I know. And the children love it there – frankly, I’m sure they’d rather live at Morland Place than anywhere else in the world. But Jack needs to support his own family.’

      
      Molly was thinking. ‘If Mr Sopwith gives Jack a job, you’ll have to live down here, won’t you?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course. I know what you’re thinking.’

      
      ‘Mother can’t cope on her own any more. When Freddie was here last Sunday he murmured something about having her come to live with him.’

      
      Helen’s eyes widened. ‘Oh dear, that would never work. He’d bother her to death. I can’t imagine why he even suggested it.’

      
      ‘Because it would be no trouble to him,’ Molly said. ‘He’d be at the office. It would be Joan who’d have her all day long.’

      
      ‘And Mother doesn’t like Joan.’

      
      ‘Nobody likes Joan, except Freddie. Actually, I’m not sure even he likes her much.’

      
      ‘Molly!’

      
      ‘But then the same rule applies – he’s at work all day and doesn’t see much of her.’

      
      ‘Poor Joan.’

      
      ‘Well, to be fair, she doesn’t like Mother, either. She resents it when Mother criticises the way the children are brought up.’

      
      ‘It’s hard for women to live under the same roof as their husband’s mother,’ Helen said. ‘Of course, it’s different for me at Morland Place.’

      
      ‘Very different sort of roof,’ Molly observed. ‘A castle with hundreds of servants, rather than “The Laurels” with a cook and two housemaids.’

      
      Helen laughed. ‘You will have your fantasy. But it is a different sort of household. And my mother-in-law is a dear: we get on very well. And,’ she added, ‘I don’t bring up my children – the nursery does that.’

      
      
      ‘Do I detect a gripe in that sentence?’

      
      ‘Only a very little one,’ Helen said. ‘It’s wonderful not being bothered by them – or it was, when I had a proper job to do. But if I’m not to have a job outside the home, I think I might as well make my husband and children my job.’

      
      ‘Very old-fashioned and proper of you.’

      
      ‘You needn’t sound disapproving.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t, really, but it wouldn’t do for me,’ Molly said. ‘I’ve had a taste of a life on my own terms, and I don’t want to give it up. Which brings us back to Mother.’

      
      ‘You’ve had a good long “go” of looking after her,’ Helen said. ‘All through the war, really, because Daddy wasn’t up to much most of the time. You deserve to have your own time now, if it can be managed.’

      
      ‘If Jack gets a job in Kingston, it would make sense for you to live here,’ Molly said. ‘And then I could get a job in London with a clear conscience.’

      
      ‘Do you have anything in mind?’

      
      ‘Oh, one of the other ministries. I know plenty of people who will put in a good word for me if I ask.’

      
      ‘But you’d still live here?’

      
      ‘Golly, of course I would! Mother would have a fit if I set up alone as a “bachelor girl”. Besides, I couldn’t afford a proper flat and I’d hate living in lodgings, with a hatchet-faced landlady steaming open your letters, and having to eat brown Windsor and boiled haddock at the communal board, with travelling salesmen and depressed spinsters who smell of mothballs.’

      
      Helen laughed. ‘Your imagination! You should write stories for one of the magazines.’

      
      ‘Perhaps I will,’ Molly said. ‘But it’s all true. I’ve heard Jack’s tales about his landladies, before he married you. And I’ve heard what other girls at the ministry say. No diggings for me, Hel. I’ll stay here and keep you sane. You’ll need me after a day alone with children, servants and Mother.’

      
      ‘It hasn’t happened yet,’ Helen reminded her. ‘He has to see Tom Sopwith first.’

      
      
      So much rested on it, she thought, watching her husband on his knees with the children and Rug, examining something on the ground – a beetle, probably. Basil was at the age when insects were a fascination, and Rug would sniff anything that moved. If Jack got a job in Kingston, they could live here, which would solve the problem of housing and Mother in one neat package. Mother had her own income, which would pay for the upkeep of the house, and it would provide more spacious and comfortable accommodation than they could hope for on Jack’s salary. Mother would have someone to run it for her, and tell her what to do; the children would have a nice big garden to run about in, and a nursery suite designed for the purpose (Helen and Freddie had grown up together there – it gave a little twist to her heart to think of Basil and Barbara following them); and Molly would have the freedom to live her life as she wished. Naturally Helen hoped that that life would sooner or later involve a very nice man and a brace of children: she couldn’t help having a good opinion of matrimony. Molly called her the tailless fox; but Molly liked to make a joke out of everything.

      
      Tom Sopwith hadn’t changed. His handsome, genial face had a few more lines in it, but he was the same eager, enthusiastic, warm-hearted man Jack had grown to know and like from the early days at Rankin Marine down in Southampton. Sopwith’s first shocked look suggested he found Jack changed, but he concealed the expression swiftly and smoothly, grasped his hand and beamed a smile of welcome as he pumped it. ‘It’s been a long war, old fellow. I read about your DSO – congratulations. Jolly good show!’

      
      ‘Oh, it was nothing.’

      
      ‘I bet it wasn’t nothing! And your being taken prisoner. That must have been rotten.’

      
      ‘Could have been worse.’

      
      ‘You weren’t involved in the daring escape that was in all the papers?’

      
      ‘I helped with it, but I wasn’t one of the escapers. They’d already picked them before I arrived. I read about your Atlantic attempt, by the way. Jolly bad luck!’

      
      ‘Yes, and it all looked set fair, too. We tested everything for weeks on end down at Brooklands.’

      
      ‘What happened, exactly?’

      
      ‘Well, they took off around half past three, local time, and everything was going well, until just about nightfall the water temperature started climbing.’

      
      ‘Blockage in the water pipe?’

      
      ‘That’s what Harry assumed …’

      
      A satisfyingly technical conversation followed, during which Jack discovered all the things he had wanted to know about the Atlantic attempt, except why the engine had overheated – a secret the aeroplane had taken to its watery grave. Speculation, however, was both free and absorbing.

      
      When they had finally exhausted the subject, Jack asked, ‘How’s business?’

      
      The genial face lengthened somewhat. ‘Not good,’ Sopwith said. ‘The loss of the government contracts was immediate. They’ve been winding down much faster than anyone anticipated. The peacetime RAF is going to be tiny, and of course they’ve got plenty of machines to be going on with. By the end of the war we had three and a half thousand people working here at the four plants, a third of them women. Most of the older men and almost all the women left of their own accord after the Armistice, but still it’s a struggle to keep the rest of them busy. I’ve been retooling since January so that we can diversify. We’re making motorcycles now, doing coachwork, even making furniture, but it’s hand-to-mouth stuff.’

      
      ‘What about civilian aviation?’

      
      ‘We brought out our first civil aircraft last month – the Dove. We thought that was an appropriate name for peacetime.’

      
      ‘Yes, I read about it,’ Jack said. ‘From what I gather it’s basically a two-seater Pup, isn’t it?’ Another technical conversation later, he asked, ‘How is it going?’

      
      ‘Nothing doing so far,’ Sopwith admitted. ‘The market just isn’t there. I still believe flying is the future – the Prince of Wales is very keen: took him up for a test flight at Hounslow when we launched the Dove – but for the moment anyone who wants to buy an aeroplane, and has the money to do so, can get all the ex-RAF buses they like for a fraction of the price. We’re being undercut by our own second-hand Snipes and Pups,’ he concluded ruefully. ‘It’s heartbreaking.’

      
      ‘But things will pick up?’

      
      ‘Bound to, in the long run,’ Sopwith said with his bedrock optimism, ‘but it’s hard going at the moment. Even Harry’s talking about going over to motor-racing.’

      
      Jack gave him a frank look. ‘I came hoping you’d have something for me – a position.’

      
      ‘I guessed you did. Of course I’ll find room for you somewhere, but I don’t think it will be anything you’ll like.’ He mused. ‘Perhaps you might fit in somewhere at the showroom.’

      
      ‘You have a showroom?’

      
      ‘In Molton Street,’ Sopwith said, and then, seeing the misunderstanding, ‘For the motorcycles.’

      
      ‘I don’t know anything about motorcycles,’ Jack said blankly. ‘You’d soon pick it up,’ Sopwith said. He regarded his friend with sympathy. ‘Times are bad all over. Martinsyde is struggling. Airco is in trouble. Glendower, Portholme, Kingsbury Aviation. Proctor’s are talking about going over to agricultural machinery. The bottom’s fallen out of aviation for the moment. What about Rankin Marine? Have you thought about going back to them?’

      
      ‘They closed down during the war. The government used the plant for ship repairs until the Armistice.’

      
      There was a silence. ‘Well,’ said Sopwith, ‘at any rate, let’s go over to the Canbury plant and I’ll show you over the old place. And then, what say we have a bite to eat together, for old times?’

      ‘It was no good,’ Jack told Helen, when he got back to Weybridge later that day. He told her what had been said, and of the offer of working in the showroom.

      
      ‘It’s better than nothing,’ Helen said cautiously. She could see he was unhappy and didn’t want to provoke him, but she did want them to live at Fairoaks. It would solve so many problems. ‘An engine’s an engine, surely.’

      
      ‘I don’t even like motorcycles.’

      
      Helen laughed. ‘Oh, come! They’re hideously noisy, dirty, smelly, dangerous to the driver and a menace to pedestrians. What is there not to like about them?’ She managed to elicit only the quirk of a corner of his mouth in response. She grew serious. ‘Jack, it’s a job,’ she urged.

      
      ‘It’s charity,’ he retorted.

      
      ‘So you’ve turned it down?’

      
      He got up and moved away from her restlessly. ‘Tom’s left it open. But there must be something else. There are still other places to try. I’m going to Brooklands tomorrow, see who’s there. Something will come up.’

      
      If he had said it cheerfully she would have been glad of his optimism, but it sounded more like desperation. ‘Of course something will,’ she said firmly. ‘Tom was the first person you asked.’ She stood up, seeking to distract him. ‘Do you want to come and see the children have their bath?’

      
      ‘No, thanks. I’m going outside for a smoke.’

      
      He’s tired, she thought, watching him go. She just wished he wasn’t always tired.

      The train slid and sighed into the sumptuous curve of York station, under the high vaulted glass roof that gave it a cathedral-like quality. Bertie reflected a moment on the many homecomings to this same station in the course of his life: as a boy from school, longing to see his mother and siblings, painfully aware of the bad school report burning a hole in his overcoat pocket; as a youth from university, equally aware of the debts he had run up, which would be winging their way behind him like faithful homing pigeons to his father’s desk.

      
      There had been the returns of his idle young-manhood, from house parties and hunting weekends in the shires – unhappy returns, as his relationship with his father had deteriorated into sullenness on one side and hostility on the other. Returns from South Africa, to an England that seemed impossibly small and green after the vast bleached plains of the veldt. The shocking return from India after his father’s death, when the guilt of his unreconciled quarrel, and the loneliness of sudden responsibility, had driven him into the unsuitable marriage with Maud.

      
      Wartime returns to her and the boy: cool indifference from her, burning excitement from Richard, his precious son, who always had a jar of tadpoles or a beetle in a matchbox to show him, whose trusting, grubby hand would be placed instantly in his with the urgent injunction to ‘Come and see, Daddy!’ The war had taken them both: Richard blown into unidentifiable shreds by a German bomb; Maud dying of a head injury in a car crash.

      
      All these things flitted through his mind in an instant, as the echoing loudspeaker made its announcement. The train gave a few preliminary jerks as it slowed, and Bertie stood up to pull his bag from the overhead rack – he had not brought Cooper, his servant, with him.

      
      She was there. He had seen her from a long way back: small, neat, fair, unremarkable – except that every new sight of her astonished him with the intensity of his love for her. She had come alone – he was glad. Uncle Teddy’s liking for meeting trains was legendary, but he wanted her undivided attention. She was accompanied only by her young hound, Bran, who was sitting quietly at her side as a good dog should. She would be right opposite his carriage when the train came to a halt – of course she knew where first class stopped – but because of the angle of light on the windows she couldn’t have seen him yet. It was a small treat for him to have those few extra seconds of gazing at her.

      
      Now she saw him, and her face lit as though there was a candle behind it. It made him shiver to be loved so much. She was a Morland and certain standards had to be maintained, so she was wearing a wide-brimmed hat he hadn’t seen before, trimmed with artificial daisies. She had on a smart summer suit of fawn linen but, being Jessie, it was roomy and comfortably cut. Besides, she had written to him that she was pregnant.

      
      
      He stepped down. Their emotion was too great for words just at first. Instead he said, ‘New hat?’

      
      Foolishly she touched it. ‘Do you like it?’

      
      ‘Very fetching.’

      
      ‘Is that all your luggage?’ She turned to the elderly porter hovering behind her. ‘That’s all right, Dowding, we won’t need you.’

      
      The last time he had come home there had been a female ticket-collector. Now it was a man – sign of the times, he thought: a young man with a prematurely old face. His knowing eyes scanned Bertie’s uniform and he drew himself automatically to attention, accepted and clipped Bertie’s outward half, and nodded to Jessie. ‘Thank you, Lady Parke.’ No Morland had ever had to buy a platform ticket, not for York station, which wouldn’t have existed if it hadn’t been for them.

      
      Outside in the strong June sunshine she said, ‘Someone’s had a word with him. He called me “Miss Jessie” when I arrived.’

      
      ‘Was he one of yours?’

      
      ‘He didn’t work at the house but his mother did. And his father was a railwayman so of course he’s steeped in family tradition.’ Bertie was automatically looking for the motor, but she smiled and gestured and said, ‘See what I’ve got, to take the conquering hero home in style?’

      
      A little way along a boy was holding the head of a smartly turned-out pony between the shafts of a dog-cart. Bertie laughed. ‘Good job Cooper isn’t here! He’s very keen on my dignity these days.’

      
      ‘Bother dignity. I thought you’d enjoy it – a nice change.’

      
      He felt in his pocket for a coin for the boy, but she had one ready, paid him, and climbed in, taking up the reins. He might have known she wouldn’t let him drive. Bran jumped up and Bertie threw in his bag and took his place beside her. The boy stepped away, touching his cap. Jessie clicked to the pony, it threw itself into the collar eagerly, and they were off.

      
      The pony moved well, and Jessie was a good driver. The sound of its hoofs on the road, the rumble of the wheels and the fresh air and sunshine were like a tonic after the trains, boat and taxis. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ he said. ‘You were wonderful to think of it.’ The rough-coated dog was between them, radiating heat, his tongue unfurled and dripping, gazing eagerly ahead. Bertie had a mental image of what he must look like. If Cooper had seen his brigadier in such a ridiculous situation he’d have had a fit. Bertie smiled inwardly. He didn’t care! He was home for a few precious hours, and his dignity was on holiday. If it weren’t against regulations he would have taken off his cap and tossed it into the air.

      
      ‘Besides,’ Jessie added, as they came out onto Blossom Street, ‘Uncle Teddy’s away with the Benz, and Helen and Jack took their car to London.’ She smiled sidelong at him. ‘In a nice reversal of the usual order, they sent the children by train and went in the car themselves. Took a couple of days about it and stayed overnight at an inn. Helen was quite excited about it – said it would be like another honeymoon. Of course, Jack had his leg in plaster the first time around, so what with wheelchairs and crutches it probably wasn’t a young girl’s dream.’

      
      ‘So they’ve gone to Helen’s mother’s house?’ Bertie said. ‘How long will they be away?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. A few weeks at least, which is why they took the children. Uncle Teddy wasn’t keen, of course. He says the house is too quiet now.’ She laughed. ‘Only Uncle Teddy could think a house in which there are still seven children and seven adults is too quiet. Although I must say it is quieter in the nursery without Basil. That child manages to seem like a crowd all on his own. He must get the devilment from Helen, because Jack was always as sweet as a plum, Mother says.’

      
      ‘Perhaps she doesn’t remember,’ Bertie suggested.

      
      ‘Oh, I think she would. She and Papa were living in a small house in London when he was little, so he would have been everywhere, not far away in the nursery like at Morland Place. Thomas is longing to see you.’

      
      Bertie shook his head. ‘Darling, you’re buttering me up. He’s only one year old. He doesn’t even know me.’

      
      ‘I’ll bet he remembers you when he sees you.’ She hesitated, and then said, a little consciously, ‘I hope the next one is a girl.’

      
      ‘I do, too. A little girl who looks just like you.’ He reached out past the dog to lay a hand on her knee a moment. Bran naturally thought the gesture meant for him, laid a paw graciously over the arm and licked Bertie’s face until he was forced to withdraw in self-defence.

      
      Jessie laughed. ‘Wait until we’re off the road. Meanwhile, tell me about the peace conference. Are they ever going to get to the end of it?’

      
      ‘It can’t be much longer,’ Bertie said, more in hope than conviction. The conference had been going on in Paris since January, and seemed to suck in more people and more considerations by the week. Diplomats rubbed shoulders with kings, prime ministers, foreign ministers, crowds of hangers-on and advisers, journalists, industrialists, academics and lobbyists for a hundred disparate causes from women’s rights to national independence, all clamouring for their particular interest to be taken into account.

      
      ‘I rather wonder whether, if they had held it in Preston or Peterborough instead of Paris, so many people would have been eager to flock there and stay on for months. They might have got the business over in half the time.’

      
      ‘But what is the business?’ Jessie asked. ‘Uncle Teddy tries to explain it to me but he doesn’t manage to make it clear.’

      
      ‘And you expect a clear and succinct précis from me?’

      
      ‘Yes, and before we reach the track, if you please, because I shall have other things to think about then.’

      
      ‘Oh dear. Well, then, to boil it down as far as possible, the three main nations, England, France and America, all have different aims. France wants Germany to be weakened so it can never attack her again. England wants the German fleet dismantled, various German territories confiscated, and the Ottoman Empire carved up between us and France. And America has a lot of high-minded ideals about a new world order of universal peace and brotherhood. That’s why they want a League of Nations: all disputes to be argued out round a conference table, and no more treaties made between one set of countries against another set.’

      
      ‘Well, that sounds nice,’ Jessie said.

      
      ‘Yes, except that France wants a private treaty with America and us, guaranteeing intervention if Germany should attack again. America doesn’t want that. It wants independence for the Ottoman states, which England and France won’t agree to. It isn’t keen on harsh reparations from Germany, which France insists on. And it demands an independent Polish state, which nobody else wants. Meanwhile there are representations from Italy, Austria, Hungary, Japan, the Balkan states – oh, and what does one do about Russia?’

      
      ‘Enough!’ Jessie protested. ‘I see now why Uncle Teddy can’t make it make sense for me. They’ll be there until Doomsday.’

      
      ‘I think they will have to agree on a core treaty and work the rest out afterwards. No-one can afford to keep maintaining the situation as it is. The biggest mistake,’ he added gravely, ‘was in letting the German Army march home under arms. They should have been disarmed and sent back as prisoners.’

      
      ‘What difference does it make?’

      
      ‘All the difference. Already we’re hearing mutterings from the Germans that they weren’t really defeated. Agitators say they were betrayed by certain politicians and generals, otherwise they would have won in a few weeks more. We should have made it absolutely clear that they were beaten, kaput. As it is, a new generation will grow up wanting to set the record straight some time in the future.’

      
      ‘You don’t mean another war?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid we may have it all to do again,’ Bertie said. ‘It’s not only my opinion – most of the senior staff think that way. At the end, we were all desperate for peace, but only peace through victory. However bad things were, we never wanted to call it a draw.’

      
      Jessie turned the pony off the road onto the track for Morland Place, and drove in silence for a minute or two, thinking about what he had said. Surely he couldn’t be right. It had been the war to end all wars; it was unthinkable that it could ever happen again. ‘Perhaps the Americans are right about their League of Nations,’ she said, hesitant about offering an opinion on something she didn’t really understand.

      
      He pulled himself together. He didn’t want to alarm her.

      
      ‘Yes, perhaps it will be a resounding success. And Germany won’t be in any state to cause trouble for many years to come. Even without the reparations – if they’re ever agreed on – she’s falling into chaos: riots on the street, strikes, rampant socialism, Communist militias seizing territories. We don’t need to worry about them for a long time.’

      
      ‘Poor things,’ Jessie said. She drove round a bend of the track so that they were out of sight from the road, and halted the pony in the shade of some trees. Bran looked at her for permission and she gave him a shove to encourage him to get down. ‘Go and sniff at something. There’s altogether too much of you.’ Another shove, and he clambered past them and jumped down to dash nose first into some interesting bushes. The cart seemed suddenly roomy without him.

      
      ‘Goodbye to the chaperone,’ Bertie said. ‘Did you really think you needed him? I wouldn’t shame you in public, Lady Parke.’

      
      ‘It still sounds strange – Lady Parke.’

      
      ‘Strange nice or strange nasty?’

      
      ‘Strange wonderful,’ she said. She pulled off her hat. He drew her to him and they kissed long and luxuriously.

      
      ‘Privacy at last,’ he murmured into her ear, when they drew breath.

      
      ‘Wait until tonight,’ she promised.

      
      ‘Will it be all right?’ Maud hadn’t let him near her for eight of the nine months of carrying Richard.

      
      ‘It will be all right,’ she said, and they kissed some more.

      
      The pony sneezed, and shook his long mane against the flies. Bran had disappeared – run off home, probably. The stillness of afternoon settled over the landscape as the sun slid down from the zenith and the tree shadow deepened. Somewhere nearby a dove croodled softly and monotonously. Bertie lit a cigarette, and Jessie leaned her head on his shoulder, safe in the circle of his arm. It was perfect peace.

      
      ‘I suppose we should go,’ she said at last, reluctantly. The crown and three pips of his rank on his shoulder strap were becoming uncomfortable, though she’d have borne more than that to be with him. ‘They’ll be wondering where we are.’

      
      ‘Not just yet,’ Bertie said, stubbing his cigarette carefully. ‘There’s something I want to talk to you about.’

      
      She sat up and straightened her hair. ‘That sounds ominous.’

      
      ‘No, it’s nothing to worry about, but it’s something we have to discuss.’ He turned sideways on the seat so he could face her. ‘Did you not wonder why I’m here?’

      
      ‘I was a bit surprised that you had leave so close to being stood down,’ she said, ‘but I thought you’d wangled it.’ She looked alarmed as the implication came to her. ‘Bertie, don’t tell me you’re not being stood down?’

      
      ‘We’re being kept a few weeks longer,’ he admitted, ‘but I’m promised the battalion will be coming home next month and will be paid off before the end of July.’

      
      ‘Oh. Well, that’s not so bad, then,’ she said. ‘I suppose I can bear a few more weeks if I have to.’

      
      ‘But that’s not what I wanted to tell you.’ He plunged in: ‘Darling, they want me to stay on. They desperately need senior officers, especially with combat experience.’

      
      ‘Bertie, no!’

      
      ‘Not in Germany,’ he said hastily. ‘It would be at Horseguards. Absolutely no going overseas. It would be pretty much like an office job – daytime only, bar the occasional function, coming home to you every night. We could have a nice house in some pleasant part of London, and be just like a suburban bank clerk and his wife.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ she said, thinking about it. ‘Do you really want to do it?’

      ‘It’s my duty,’ he said. ‘And it would only be for two years. After that, we’d be free to go where we want and do what we please. Would you mind living in London for two years? Violet’s there, Cousin Venetia and Oliver, and Emma will be coming  back soon, I imagine. And if we picked somewhere near a park you could ride. Could you bear it?’

      
      ‘As long as I’m with you, I can bear anything,’ she said. ‘But, oh, Bertie, what about Mother and Uncle Teddy?’

      
      ‘Yes, I had thought about that.’

      
      ‘Mother wouldn’t say anything, of course, but she’ll miss me so much. And Uncle Teddy will hate it. Maria and Father Palgrave are going to be moving out once they marry, and if Jack and Helen go too – which I suppose they’re bound to, when Jack’s fit again and gets a job – he’ll be bereft. There’ll only be Ethel, who’s no help to anyone, and Polly. And Mother will have to run the house all alone.’

      
      ‘She has Tomlinson,’ he reminded her gently. Mary Tomlinson had been Jessie’s personal maid, but when Jessie moved back to Morland Place she had become housekeeper.

      
      That was one more realisation. ‘I suppose I’d have to leave Tomlinson behind.’ She had become as much a friend as a servant. Jessie would miss her.

      
      Bertie watched her face. ‘There’s an alternative,’ he said. She looked hopeful. ‘I could take a flat in London and you could stay here with the children. I could come down most weekends, and you could come up and visit sometimes. It might not be too bad, just for two years.’

      
      ‘Oh, Bertie, I don’t want to be apart from you. We’ve waited so long.’

      
      ‘Then perhaps I had better say no,’ he said neutrally.

      
      Not neutrally enough – she could read his mind. He had never shirked a duty. ‘No,’ she said at last. ‘You must do what you have to. But we’ll live together, in London. I can’t be away from you. It will be hard on Mother and Uncle Teddy, but it can’t be helped.’

      
      He picked up her hand and kissed it. ‘I hoped you’d say that. And we can visit them. It’s only a few hours on the train.’

      
      She gathered the reins, waking the pony from its doze. ‘I’d better get us back. Bertie, don’t say anything about this at home. Let me tell them in my own way, when the time’s right. Just say you’ll be out there a few weeks longer. How long do you have, by the way?’

      
      ‘I have to be back on Monday, but I can take the milk train on Monday morning.’

      
      ‘The rest of today and two whole days more,’ she said. ‘Bliss!’

      
      He laughed. ‘What will you say when we’re together every day? I suppose you’ll get used to it and won’t care.’

      
      ‘It will still be bliss,’ she said, clicking to the pony. ‘Tea will be waiting. I’m pining for a cup. And Mrs Stark was making curd tarts and parkin this morning in your honour.’

      
      They came out from under the trees and Bertie looked around with content. The sweet June afternoon lay like butter over the familiar fields. The pony trotted through the ford of the beck with a jingle of harness, and the cold smell of the water came to him, and a hint of damp, bruised grass and peppery nettle. It was good to be home.

     

   
      
      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      

      
      Jack stared glumly at the advertisement in the newspaper.

      
      
         Ex-officer, distinguished service in war, will act as driver/ guide to private motor parties wishing to tour Western Front, Battlefields, Cemeteries etc. Expert knowledge. Fluent French. Fair German. All arrangements discreetly made. Box No. 283

      

      
      It had caught his eye as he turned a page, and now he found himself drawn almost ghoulishly to it again and again. Was it someone he knew? Someone he had served beside? Did he have a wife and family? How did he feel about having to sell himself like that? Was it better than being dead? He supposed the wife and family, if any, must think so.

      Here was another, even more pathetic.

      
         
         Ex-officer, excellent war record, dependent mother to support, urgently seeks employment. Anything respectable considered. Box 220



      
         And, of course, here was the other side of the coin:



      
         Lady, fiancé killed in war, wishes to marry blind or otherwise disabled officer, for mutual comfort and support. Box 531.

      

      
      
      This was the pathetic flotsam left by the passage of the worst conflict mankind had ever known; these and the men one saw on the street, men in wheelchairs, on crutches, men with folded sleeves or trouser ends, men – perhaps worst of all – shuffling along with their heads sunk into their collars, trying to keep out of sight a face that flying metal had butchered into a nightmare. And the women with dead eyes, and mouths that had forgotten how to smile, and the girls who would never have a chance of marriage. Lady, husband killed in war, seeks employment as live-in companion.

      
      He wished he didn’t feel so down. He wished he didn’t feel so damned tired all the time. He had always been a cheerful, positive person. It wasn’t like him. He didn’t like being like this. It didn’t help that Helen kept quietly cheerful, facing up to the new realities of life as if nothing mattered as long as they were together. She was patient with him – too patient. The only time she had snapped at him was when the cook had left, worn down with having to make meals without ingredients, and Helen had had to take on the cooking, with the help of the kitchen-maid. She had made no fuss about it, apologised lightly for her failures and laughed off burns and cuts and dropped dishes and disasters that a lesser woman would have wept over. She managed the whole thing so gracefully that it had made him feel even more guilty, until he made the mistake of telling her so.

      
      ‘Why should you feel guilty?’ she had asked, and he ought to have heard the warning in her voice.

      
      ‘Because my wife shouldn’t have to cook. I ought to support you properly.’

      
      ‘Bosh. You didn’t make the cook leave. Besides, it’s only temporary. I’m teaching the kitchen-maid everything I learn, and as soon as she can do the job, she can have it.’

      
      ‘It’s not right. It’s humiliating,’ he began, and then she snapped.

      
      ‘Humiliating for you, that’s what you mean. You’re not thinking about me. As it happens, I really don’t mind cooking – and if I did, what then? Someone has to do it – just as someone had to deliver aeroplanes during the war. You didn’t complain about that, did you?’ He tried to speak and she overrode him. ‘Everything isn’t about you, Jack.’

      
      ‘If only you weren’t so damned cheerful about it,’ he said feebly.

      
      ‘Being cheerful helps me get through,’ she said sharply, ‘and if it bothers you, I’m sorry. No,’ she corrected herself, nostrils flaring, ‘I’m not sorry. It’s just too bad for you! Stew in your own juice, if you like, but don’t expect me to join you.’ And she walked out.

      
      They had hardly ever quarrelled, and he was devastated. Later he apologised, and she kissed him and held him and said it was her fault too, and asked his forgiveness.

      
      ‘I shouldn’t snap at you. I know you feel tired and ill and discouraged. But we’ll get through, Jack. Just be patient.’

      
      ‘You’re a hero,’ he said with a rueful laugh.

      
      And she looked at him with frank astonishment. ‘You went to war. You risked your life for me and the children and your country. You were shot down, and injured, and imprisoned. You’re the hero, and don’t you forget it.’

      
      He tried, he really tried, but it was hard even to feign cheerfulness when he felt so awful most of the time, and when he found himself becoming one of the personal columns’ fratern ity of ex-officer, good war record, seeks honest employment.

      
      There was a further blow to his hopes in mid-June when the newspapers were suddenly full of the heroic exploits of two airmen, John Alcock and Arthur Brown. With the lure of the still-unclaimed Daily Mail prize, the Vickers company had modified a twin-engined bomber, the Vickers Vimy IV, and shipped it and their pilot and navigator to St John’s in Newfoundland.

      
      The two men took off at about half past one on the afternoon of the 14th of June. As the newspapers reported with enormous relish, the flight was attended by many difficulties, including engine trouble and fog, which were only overcome by feats of the same sort of heroism as had recently won the war. Brown had to climb out onto the wings again and again to free the air-intakes of ice, while Alcock frequently had to fly blind, and at times with the cockpit filling up with snow. They reached the coast of Ireland early in the morning of the 15th. Alcock tried to put down on what seemed to be a nice, smooth green field, but which turned out to be a bog, so the adventure ended in a crash-landing. Fortunately it was also a soft landing, so pilot and navigator escaped injury.

      
      Thus they became the first men in the world to fly across the Atlantic non-stop, and the excitement and acclaim were enormous. The newspapers were full of charts and maps, ‘expert’ analyses, photographs of the take-off and landing, and imaginary representations of everything in between, drawn by fevered duty-artists with a love of the dramatic and little understanding of aerodynamics. Children’s comics brought out their own versions of the story. The faces of the heroes became instantly as familiar to every schoolboy as that of Monsieur Blériot, and cigarette cards changed hands at inflated juvenile prices.

      
      Alcock and Brown won not only the Daily Mail’s ten thousand pounds, but a thousand pounds from a private wellwisher and two thousand guineas from an Irish tobacco company. Within days the King had put the nation’s seal on the achievement by knighting both men.

      
      Jack managed not to say at any point That should have been me. He answered Basil’s excited questions with patience, helped him cut out the pictures for his scrap book, and smiled as he agreed with Mrs Ormerod’s opinion that Alcock and Brown deserved every honour the nation could bestow. But he couldn’t quite meet Helen’s eye when Molly said brightly at the breakfast table, ‘Oh dear, what does that leave for you, Jack?’

      
      Now it was nearing the end of June, and he seemed a long way even from getting a proper job. He had written to all the aircraft companies he knew of, offering his design and engineering skills, but nothing was doing. He haunted the airfields, and found a depressing number of other airmen idling about, hands in pockets, also looking for a job. So far he had only had casual employment, taking people up for pleasure flights at Brooklands, a demonstration flight at Hendon, giving a lesson here and there. There was no money in flying at the moment, and no-one would offer airmen anything more than piece work. It was not enough to support a family.

      
      Yes, he had a family to support. He gave himself a shake, put the newspaper aside, put on his hat and caught the train up to Town. It was time to bite the bullet. He made his way from the station to Molton Street, where Tom Sopwith’s motorcycle showroom was. As Helen had said, what man didn’t like motorcycles? He could learn to love them. But reaching the showroom, and passing by for an anonymous look before going in, he saw at once that the offer of a job had indeed been charity. It was plain they didn’t need him there, that in fact there was not enough trade to support the manager and assist ant already in attendance. He stood on the other side of the road and watched for half an hour, and there wasn’t a sign of a customer, nor did the telephone ring once.

      
      He decided on the instant not to take Tom Sopwith up on his offer, even if it meant becoming a battlefield courier instead. He wouldn’t rob his old friend.

      
      ‘If it comes to taking charity,’ he told Helen that night in bed, ‘I’d sooner take Uncle Teddy’s. At least he’s family.’

      
      ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘One doesn’t leech off one’s friends.’

      
      He sighed. ‘But what do I do? I wish I knew.’

      
      ‘Just keep plugging on,’ Helen said.

      
      She didn’t want to go back to Morland Place, and not only because she didn’t want her husband to be branded in his own mind with failure. She was comfortable here in her childhood home, and the children were settling down and behaving better – Nanny Mina was learning the knack of handling them. Her mother had improved greatly now the worry of running the house had been taken off her shoulders: she was more alert and less confused, and was even talking about playing bridge again.

      
      And Molly had been interviewed for a job in the new Department of Health, which had just been formed out of the Local Government Board – a post that would be a promotion from her previous position. Helen didn’t want to scupper that for her. But most of all, she wanted Jack to get back on his feet, and she didn’t believe that would happen if they went back to live on tolerance at Morland Place.

      
      She thought he had fallen asleep, but after a bit he murmured, ‘If only I didn’t feel so rotten.’

      
      ‘You’ve been very ill.’

      
      ‘I ought to have recovered by now. Damnit, I can’t excuse myself that way.’

      
      ‘You must be kinder to yourself. You’ll feel better when you get a job,’ she said. ‘Try not to worry about it. Luck will change. It always does.’

      
      It did change, and within two days. Jack went to Hendon, where an air show had been taking place for much of the month, in the hope of at least getting another display flight. The first person he bumped into – literally – was a lean, rangy man with a long, mobile, attractive face, who stared at him for an instant, lifting his hat in apology, and then broke into a smile of recognition.

      
      ‘Jack Compton, by all that’s wonderful!’ They shook hands heartily. ‘I had no idea you were back in circulation. I heard you were damnably ill after that prisoner-of-war camp. I’m glad to see you’re back on your feet.’

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Jack said, equally delighted with the encounter. ‘You’re looking very well, Geoffrey. Prosperous, in fact. How’s business?’

      
      ‘Oh, pottering along, you know. Up and down. But look here, let’s go and have a spot of something, and you can tell me what’s been going on in your life.’

      
      Geoffrey de Havilland, a parson’s son a couple of years older than Jack, was a flyer, but though he had joined the RFC when the war broke out, a crash in 1913 had left him unfit for combat. He had turned his talents instead to aircraft design. He and Jack had met from time to time at the Royal Aircraft Factory: de Havilland designed aeroplanes for the War Office, and in fact his BE2 had become a standard RFC machine.

      
      He and Jack had often discussed their different reactions to the same problem: while Jack had fretted because his injury at the beginning of the war had kept him grounded, de Havilland was grateful to be let off flying so that he could concentrate on design, where he believed his real talent lay. The government evidently agreed with him, for they bought several of his prototypes – all given the prefix DH, after his initials – and put them into production. Towards the end of the war, even the American Airforce had five thousand DH4s, and it was their most successful bomber.

      
      There was no doubt that designing had left him more prosperous at the end of the war than flying had Jack; but it was doubtful either regretted the way their lives had diverged.

      
      ‘How’s Helen?’ de Havilland asked, as they walked across the ground towards the refreshment tent. ‘And the children?’

      
      ‘All very bonny. How’s Louie?’ De Havilland had married the woman who had been governess to his younger siblings, a warm and level-headed person whom everyone liked. ‘And the boys?’

      
      ‘We had another last year – I don’t know if you heard? A third boy. I’m sure Louie was hoping for a girl this time, but she won’t admit it.’

      
      ‘Girls bring their own special problems,’ Jack said, ‘but I must confess I wouldn’t change Barbara, even though she can be a little fiend at times.’

      
      He laughed. ‘Can’t they all? I say,’ he paused, ‘I’m not dragging you off to the beer tent against your will, when you’d rather be watching the show?’

      
      ‘Not at all. I didn’t come here to watch,’ Jack said. They continued walking. ‘How are things at Airco?’

      
      De Havilland was the chief designer at the Aircraft Manufacturing Company, always known as Airco. He shrugged. ‘It’s the same pretty well everywhere these days. Too many spare buses left over from the war, and not enough customers.’

      
      ‘I saw Tom Sopwith recently, and he said the same.’ ‘Ah, but we’re not sitting down under it,’ de Havilland said. ‘I’ll tell you about our plans. What will you have?’

      
      
      They got two glasses of beer and found a quiet corner to sit.

      
      ‘We were rather spoiled in the war as far as aircraft manufacture was concerned,’ de Havilland resumed when they were settled. ‘I don’t think any of us anticipated how quickly they’d run down the RAF after the Armistice.’

      
      ‘Indecent haste,’ Jack agreed.

      
      ‘Quite. But there’s nothing to be gained from indulging in nostalgia. We’ve got to adjust to the new world and make something of it. Commercial passenger flights are the future. It’ll be hard going to begin with, but I believe the appetite for travel is there, and the money will follow eventually. So we’ve made a start, redesigning the nine-ack for passengers.’ The nine-ack was the DH9A bomber. ‘We’re calling it the DH16. We’ve given it a wider fuselage, onto which we’ve fitted an enclosed passenger cabin. Takes four passengers – comfortable seats, nice little portholes along the sides to enjoy the view. We flew the prototype here at Hendon in March – needed a few adjustments, but on the whole I’m pretty happy with it. Now we’ve got the bigger Rolls-Royce engines it’s a reasonably comfortable flyer.’

      
      They discussed some technical points, and then Jack said, ‘But have you found any customers for them?’

      
      ‘The first ones are going to AT&T.’ He gave Jack a pleased look. ‘Interesting things are afoot, Jack old man. Did you know the government’s agreed to a passenger airport at Hounslow Heath, with its own permanent Customs hall, to be opened next month?’

      
      ‘I hadn’t heard that. But what’s it for?’

      
      ‘For all the passengers who’ll be flying back and forth to the newly liberated continent! Look, Paris and London are two hundred miles apart, but by train and boat and then train again, with all the nuisance of changing, it feels like much further. And given that the railways in northern France have been bombed to ruin, it can take all day to get there. Not to mention that the Channel might well be rough. No pleasure in that. But what if you could step into a nice little bus at Hounslow, and step out two hours later in Le Bourget? You could even come back the same day if you wanted to. Welcome to the wonderful new world of air travel!’

      
      Jack laughed. ‘You don’t need to convince me, old man. It’s them out there as ’as to stump up the fare.’ He jerked his thumb towards the general public outside.

      
      ‘Well, if someone doesn’t try it, we’ll never know, will we?’

      Aircraft Transport and Travel – AT&T – was a subsidiary of Airco, whose factory was conveniently at Hendon, a short hop from the airstrip at Hounslow Heath. Jack had memories, though not fond ones, of Hounslow: he had been posted to Home Defence there for a time in 1916 when he had been longing to get back to active duty in France. ‘Won’t the costs be rather high, though, compared with the train and boat?’ he asked. ‘Will people be able to afford the fare?’

      
      ‘Initially it will be expensive,’ de Havilland agreed. ‘We’ll have to rely on the novelty of it to bring in passengers. But once we’ve got a regular service going, we’ll apply for a mail-carrying contract and that should bring the fares down considerably. Then there are the possible government contracts – flying diplomats and cabinet ministers back and forth. They won’t cavil at the cost. And freight should help, too – newspapers, for instance, and luxury goods. Not heavy freight, of course, but things that need quick transport. Perishables.’

      
      ‘Strawberries and clotted cream,’ Jack suggested.

      
      ‘Now you’re getting the idea! Look here,’ he finished his beer in a swallow, ‘how would you like to toddle over to the hangars and have a look at the Sixteen? We’ve got one here – going to do a trial flight to Paris next month, get an idea of speed and fuel consumption.’

      
      ‘I’d love to. Like to take her up, too,’ Jack added wistfully, not thinking it would be possible.

      
      ‘Are you flying again?’ de Havilland asked.

      
      ‘Hoping to. I’m fit, all right. I’ve been doing demonstration flights and lessons, and “sixpenny sicks” at Brooklands.’

      
      ‘Once round the lighthouse in the Saucy Sue?’

      
      ‘It keeps the wolf from the door, but if I can’t get a proper flying job soon, I’ll have to find something on the ground. That’s why I came here today, in the hope of hearing of a billet.’

      
      De Havilland looked thoughtful. ‘Sorry, old chap, I didn’t realise what you meant when you said you didn’t come to see the show. But look here, don’t think about that now. Come over to the hangars and see our new girl. And I don’t see why we can’t take her up for a tool around. No point in being head boy if you can’t nab some privileges now and then.’

      
      Jack brightened. ‘I’d love that! Thanks tremendously, old man. I’ll be interested to see how she handles. Of course, I was a fighter pilot …’

      
      ‘The principle’s the same. You’ll find the handling a bit different, but after all, if you can fly a Camel, you can fly anything.’

      
      Some hours later they were back on the ground. ‘Thanks awfully,’ Jack said. ‘I don’t know when I’ve enjoyed anything more. Having an expert along to chat to – and not only an expert, but the expert, the man who designed the bally thing – made it very special.’

      
      ‘I enjoyed it too,’ said de Havilland. ‘You’re a talented flyer, Jack. I hope you won’t be offended when I tell you part of the reason we went up was so that I could be sure of that.’

      
      Jack felt a heat behind his face. ‘What do you mean? I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘You said you’re looking for a flying job. How would you like to join AT&T and fly the London to Paris passenger route?’

      
      ‘Are you serious? You’re offering me the job?’

      
      ‘It will be tremendously good for us,’ de Havilland said. ‘Think how that will look on the advertisements: “Your pilot for the trip will be Major Jack Compton, DSO, hero of the Western Front.”’ He waved away Jack’s laughing protest, and went on, ‘Not only that, but there’s the element of trust. People will be nervous at first, but they’re more inclined to trust an ex-service pilot, and the higher his rank the better they’ll like it. Now look here, you don’t have to decide right away. Take time to think about it – discuss it with Helen, sleep on it. But don’t take too long, will you, old chap? We’re doing a couple of proving-flights next month and we want to start the service in August.’

      
      ‘I don’t need to think about it,’ Jack said. ‘And I know what Helen will say. I’ll do it. I can’t thank you enough.’

      
      ‘I’ve got my motor here – why don’t we go over to the office and work out the details together?’ He smiled. ‘It could turn out to be the briefest job in history, you know, if we don’t get any passengers, so don’t be too grateful too soon.’

      
      On the journey Jack reflected on how far things had come in such a short time, historically speaking: from his childhood at the turn of the century when he had drawn flying machines and everyone told him heavier-than-air flight was impossible; to the first time he had left solid earth, when Henry Farman had taken him up at the Paris Air Show in 1909; through his service in the war, in flying machines that were also killing machines; to this moment, when flight seemed at last about to be harnessed to the peaceful purposes it was meant for. He had not been the first man to cross the Channel, or to cross the Atlantic non-stop, but perhaps he could be the first man to fly a commercial passenger service. That would be something, wouldn’t it? And if flying had come so far in twenty years, where might it not go in the future? He was still young – he had his part to play.

      
      He felt energy running through his veins for the first time in a year; and reflected that Helen had, as always, been right: he did feel better now he had a job.

      
      The news that Jack had got himself a flying job – and such an interesting one – was received at Morland Place in varying ways. Jessie was simply pleased for him. ‘Good old Jack! Now he’ll be happy. He’s never really comfortable with both feet on the ground.’

      
      Teddy was intrigued. ‘A passenger flight to Paris, eh? Now that’s something I’d like to try.’

      
      Henrietta had a mother’s anxieties. ‘I hope he really is feeling better. And that it won’t be too much of a strain on him. Flying with passengers must mean more responsibility than flying on your own. I wish he’d chosen a less dangerous profession.’

      
      Polly said only, ‘I wonder if they’ll let him take Rug with him.’

      
      And Ethel said, rather sniffily, ‘When it comes down to it, it’s no better than being a tram driver, is it? Nothing to get excited about.’

      
      Palgrave, the chaplain-tutor, said, ‘The children will be excited about it, anyway. I shall be able to get a number of lessons out of it – geography and physics and trade and sheer adventure. It’s a story that has everything! It’s always so much easier to teach with a good example to draw on.’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t it be fine, Hen,’ said Teddy to his sister, ‘if you could fly all the way across the Atlantic? Go and see the family without having to spend a week on a ship?’

      
      ‘It will come one day,’ Jessie said. ‘If those two men can do it – Alcock and Brown – it won’t be long before they’ll be taking passengers.’

      
      Henrietta shuddered. ‘It’s bad enough thinking of crossing the Atlantic in a ship,’ she said – she had almost lost her daughter and grandchildren, as well as Teddy, when Titanic foundered, and she would never entirely trust the sea again, ‘but the idea of flying over it, hanging in the empty air with nothing to hold you up – no, thank you! You’ll never persuade me to ride in one of those things. If it fell down you’d be killed. You wouldn’t have any chance.’

      
      ‘Jack’s aeroplanes have “fallen down”, as you put it, lots of times,’ Jessie said, ‘and he wasn’t killed. Aeroplanes are made to glide, Mother. Even if the engine stops they can still get down safely.’

      
      ‘The venture may not flourish,’ Palgrave said, to comfort Henrietta. ‘I dare say the tickets will be very expensive. It may be that no-one will be able to afford them. I’m afraid Jack’s job may not last very long.’

      
      ‘Oh, there will always be rich people,’ Teddy said, ‘looking for a new way to spend their money.’

      
      
      Only Maria seemed to have nothing to say on the subject. She was often quiet during these family discussions, for she felt something of an outsider, not a Morland by blood, and without Ethel’s sense of grievance to drive her. No-one particularly noticed her silence, except her betrothed lover, who gave her a thoughtful glance, and bided his time until he could be alone with her.

      
      The moment arrived at tea-time when, having settled the children with some drawing, he went down to the drawing-room and found Maria there alone, sitting at the round table, sewing lace onto a fine cotton garment. She looked up as he came in, and said, ‘By tradition you aren’t supposed to see my wedding clothes until the day, but as this is only a petticoat I suppose it doesn’t count.’

      
      ‘I would think tradition must dictate that I shouldn’t see your underclothes until after the event,’ he replied solemnly.

      
      ‘Only if I’m wearing them,’ she smiled.

      
      ‘I shall turn my eyes away just in case.’

      
      ‘Don’t trouble. I’ll put it away. I wanted to talk to you.’

      
      ‘Am I early or is tea late?’

      
      ‘You’re early, but only by five minutes. I shan’t ring until Mother-in-law gets here.’ She put the sewing back into the basket and he turned another chair out from the table and sat facing her. She had almost died from the Spanish flu last autumn, and if anything could have made her more dear to him, it was the possibility of losing her. Seven months on she was fully recovered from the debilitating illness, but there was a difference in her. She was quieter, less ready to laugh. Her face was thinner and paler, though no less beautiful to him. Even before the illness she had found her life at Morland Place limiting, but now she seemed sometimes actually oppressed by it.

      
      He had been willing to take her right away after their marriage, but Uncle Teddy had begged so hard for them not to go too far that a compromise had been reached: Palgrave was to remain as chaplain-tutor but he and Maria were to ‘live out’, in a small cottage on the estate where they could have their privacy and Maria could take care of Martin, her three-year-old son by Frank. Palgrave had been glad not to have to find another post in the present climate. The shell-shock that had caused his release from the army did not trouble him too much now, but he still had relapses from time to time – terrible nightmares and episodes of helpless, shivering debility. They were caused by any unusual strain on the nerves, and a new post away from Morland Place was bound to be more of a strain than being here where he was comfortable. And, of course, he would have to reveal the disability to any potential employer, which would make finding another post much harder.

      
      Maria had agreed to the compromise when it was proposed in March. She had taken her choice between the three houses suggested by Uncle Teddy (she had picked the cottage furthest away from Morland Place), and had seemed to enjoy in her quiet way talking over, sometimes with Palgrave and sometimes with Jessie, schemes of decoration and convenience, what to do with the garden, whether to get a cat and other pleasant domestic trivia.

      
      She had only had five days with Frank, something of which Palgrave was painfully aware, because it was hard sometimes not to be grateful that there could be no comparisons. He was looking forward to the intimacy of married life in a small house, with Maria presiding over the teapot and the child underfoot, though he did worry that she might be taking on too much. She said she was perfectly strong again, but sometimes she looked tired, and if she so much as cleared her throat he found himself wondering anxiously what would happen if she fell ill while alone with the child in the cottage – which was quite isolated – while he was at his work.

      
      He could see, now, that something was on her mind, but he didn’t have to wait to find out what it was. Maria never beat around the bush.

      
      ‘You know what this means, don’t you?’ she said. ‘Jack getting this flying job. It means he and Helen and the children will have to live down there.’

      
      
      ‘I imagine they’ll live in her mother’s house,’ he said, not seeing the difficulty. ‘I know Helen was worried about her mother anyway. She’ll be glad to be able to be on the spot.’

      
      ‘No doubt,’ said Maria. ‘And when Bertie comes home, Jessie and the baby will be going to live with him in London. Don’t you see? If we go to the cottage it will leave Uncle Teddy and Mother-in-law all alone here with only Ethel for company.’

      
      ‘And Polly.’

      
      ‘Polly’s no company for anyone these days, and she’s no match for Ethel. Can’t you imagine it at mealtimes, with Mother-in-law listening to Ethel’s constant stream and Polly drooping, silent, at the other end? It’s too cruel.’

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘Uncle Teddy hasn’t worked it out yet, but he will. By dinner tonight he’ll have realised how many people he’s losing and he’ll start trying to persuade you to stay here.’

      
      ‘Us, you mean,’ Palgrave corrected.

      
      ‘He’ll work on you,’ Maria said, meeting his eyes with a penetratingly frank gaze, ‘because he knows you don’t really want to go.’

      
      ‘That’s not true,’ he protested. ‘I’m looking forward to living with you in the cottage.’

      
      ‘No, my love, you’re looking forward to living with me,’ she said. ‘The cottage is a means to an end.’

      
      ‘Well …’ He hesitated, knowing there was truth in this.

      
      ‘And it will be inconvenient for you not to be in residence here, and having the villagers and estate people not knowing where you are.’

      
      ‘It will involve a lot of messages being passed back and forth,’ he admitted, ‘but we’ll manage.’

      
      ‘And there will be times when you’ll want to stay on – when a child is ill, or a servant has a crisis – but you’ll feel you have to come home to supper or disappoint me, and you’ll be torn.’

      
      
      ‘Priests are always being torn,’ he said, trying to lighten the mood.

      
      ‘Besides, you actively like living here. I don’t think you’re a cottage sort of person at heart.’

      
      ‘Are you?’ he countered.

      
      ‘No,’ she said, always truthful, ‘but I want to be alone with you, so I’m willing to accept the inconveniences. If you had been destitute,’ she added, ‘I’d have lived under a hedge with you. It doesn’t make me a hedge person.’

      
      ‘But, Maria, my dearest, what are you saying?’ he asked anxiously. Was she thinking better of marrying him?

      
      ‘I’m saying we’ll have to live here after we’re married. The cottage is not a possibility.’

      
      ‘Don’t say that! I know what it means to you.’

      
      ‘No, you don’t,’ she said quietly, ‘but it doesn’t matter. I can’t be so unkind to Uncle Teddy and Mother-in-law, and I can’t be so selfish towards you. And I couldn’t stand up to the pleading and coaxing that would go on. I’d sooner give in now than go through it.’

      
      ‘You don’t mean it?’ he said, trying not to feel relieved.

      
      ‘Of course I do. I never say things I don’t mean.’ ‘If we did stay,’ he said carefully, ‘it need only be for a while, until Jessie and Bertie come back.’
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