



[image: Cover Image]






 


Cynthia Harrod-Eagles is the author of the hugely popular Morland Dynasty novels, which have captivated and enthralled readers for decades. She is also the author of the contemporary Bill Slider Mystery series, as well as her new series, War at Home, which is an epic family drama set against the backdrop of World War I. Cynthia’s passions are music, wine, horses, architecture and the English countryside.




Also by Cynthia Harrod-Eagles 
The Morland Dynasty series


The Founding


The Dark Rose


The Princeling


The Oak Apple


The Black Pearl


The Long Shadow


The Chevalier


The Maiden


The Flood-Tide


The Tangled Thread


The Emperor


The Victory


The Regency


The Campaigners


The Reckoning


The Devil’s Horse


The Poison Tree


The Abyss


The Hidden Shore


The Winter Journey


The Outcast


The Mirage


The Cause


The Homecoming


The Question


The Dream Kingdom


The Restless Sea


The White Road


The Burning Roses


The Measure of Days


The Foreign Field


The Fallen Kings


The Dancing Years


The Winding Road


The Phoenix


Goodbye Piccadilly: War at Home, 1914


Keep the Home Fires Burning: War at Home, 1915


The Land of My Dreams: War at Home, 1916


The Long, Long Trail: War at Home, 1917




Copyright


Published by Sphere


ISBN: 978-0-7515-6560-7


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Cynthia Harrod-Eagles 2018


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




 


[image: image]




CHAPTER ONE


January 1918


Snow was blowing along Downing Street. The sky was so low and grey there was twilight at midday; but inside No. 10 electric light banished the gloom, and in the State Dining Room, a fire was burning brightly in the fireplace under the massive portrait of George II.


Lord Rhondda, the food controller, had murmured something tactless about coal rationing, but Lloyd George shrugged it off with a droll remark about Rhondda’s having made his fortune from coal. Then Bonar Law retold the joke about Rhondda’s having survived the Lusitania sinking – it was said he was so lucky he bobbed to the surface with a big fish in either hand. Rhondda took it in good part, leading the laughter at the ribbing.


There was a convivial atmosphere around the table, which Edward Hunter found remarkable, given the dire straits the country was in, in this fifth year of the war. Even more remarkable was his being here at all, in a company that included the Prime Minister, the Chancellor of the Exchequer and Field Marshal Haig, commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Force. Edward kept his ears open and his mouth shut, as befitted the lowest and least.


At first nothing serious was spoken of: these men, with the weight of the world on their shoulders, needed to relax. Several amusing anecdotes were exchanged before the war was even mentioned; and then it was only to take light-hearted bets on when it would end.


The Prime Minister put up a hundred cigarettes that it would be finished off in the late summer of 1919, once the Americans had ‘got their feet under the table’.


Lord Derby, the war secretary, raised him a hundred cigars that it would be over by next New Year.


‘But where will you get a hundred cigars, Derby?’ Lord Forbesson of the War Office parried. ‘Don’t tell me you are a hoarder? Rhondda, take note!’


‘I’ve no window to look into a man’s soul,’ said Rhondda.


‘Bonar, back me up,’ Lloyd George appealed. ‘Summer 1919. Late summer.’


‘I’ll not bet on the war,’ Bonar Law rumbled. ‘On a horse, mebbe. What’s going to win the Guineas in April, Derby?’


‘My filly, of course,’ said Derby.


‘Man, that’s what you said last year, but Vincent took it with Diadem!’


‘A fluke,’ Derby said, waving a hand. ‘Vincent was lucky. You may put your hat on Ferry.’


‘Unpropitious name,’ remarked George Barnes. ‘Ferries are damned slow.’


‘Not mine. She’ll win by a length,’ Derby insisted.


‘Never mind horses, what about my bet?’ Lloyd George said. ‘Sir Douglas – what do you say? When’s this war going to end?’


It was a brave question, and the room held its breath. If anyone was aware how bad things really were, it was Haig – and it was well known he’d been at outs with Lloyd George in the past, blaming him for the shortage of manpower and ordnance.


But Edward’s patron, Lord Forbesson, who knew Haig well, dropped Edward a wink. Haig was stiff and dour in his demeanour, but it was from an unexpected but deep shyness: underneath, he was a great optimist. He turned his pale blue eyes on the Prime Minister and said, ‘Oh, I’m with Lord Derby. We’ll be out of it by the New Year.’ An eruption of protest and comment followed. When it died down, he added, ‘One way or another.’


Edward almost shivered. The idea that they might lose the war had never been entertained, however bad things had sometimes seemed. But now they were going to have to fight on without Russia.


Driven to its knees by revolution and misgovernment, starvation and lack of equipment, Russia had signed a cease-fire with Germany and was negotiating for peace at Brest-Litovsk on the Polish border. The Russians had been unreliable allies, but by keeping the Germans occupied on the Eastern Front had taken some pressure off the Allies. Once they were out of the war, Germany could direct its undivided attention to the Western Front.


The mood around the table sobered. Haig said that the next four months would be critical. ‘Germany’s moved seventy-five thousand men back from the Eastern Front,’ he said. ‘More to come.’


‘But surely,’ Lord Derby said, ‘they won’t risk their whole reserve in an all-out attack?’


‘It would be a gambler’s throw,’ said Haig, ‘but we can’t rule it out.’


‘You’re all right for guns and ammunition,’ Lloyd George asserted warily. ‘We’ve doubled output from the factories in the past eighteen months.’


‘Thanks to the women workers,’ Lord Forbesson said. ‘Without them, the Royal Ordnance couldn’t function at all.’


‘Women will always do what’s required of them,’ Haig commented.


Rhondda agreed. ‘They are a great deal tougher than we credit them for. All the same,’ he looked around the table, ‘we have to take war-weariness into account.’


It was a phrase unknown until recently. The Germans may sicken of the war, the French may falter, but the British lion would never be daunted. Yet, having gone into the war in the highest of spirits and determination, the nation was now wondering how much more it could take.


The casualty lists; the sacrifice of life; the bombing raids on British cities: these were afflictions to be borne bravely. But then there were the shortages, the queues, the blackout, the long hours and the sheer unrelenting slog. Fatigue, anxiety and sorrow – they wore down the spirit. For soldiers, there was the camaraderie of a shared endeavour, the force of duty and the immediacy of danger to stiffen them. But the ordinary people had dreary toil, in hardship and deprivation, with little thanks or praise – and no end in sight.


War-weariness: everyone knew about it, but what could be done about it?


‘Well,’ said Lord Derby, ‘we certainly can’t stop now. Germany must be defeated.’


Lord Rhondda turned to Edward. ‘What do you say, Hunter? What can we do to improve morale at home?’


It was something he and Rhondda had been discussing, and he saw now why he had been invited to this luncheon – to present, as an outsider, what would probably be an unpopular idea. In politeness, they would have to hear him out. Whether they would agree was another matter.


‘We should introduce food rationing,’ he said.


There was instant outrage. ‘It’s un-English,’ Milner objected.


‘They won’t take more interference,’ said Barnes. In some ways the worst thing about the war was the ever-increasing regulation of a people who had never had much truck with officialdom


‘I fear it would only increase ill-feeling,’ said Law, cautiously.


‘Just so,’ said Derby. ‘Set people against each other. Accusations of cheating. Snoopers peering into shopping-baskets.’


‘And actually draw attention to the shortages,’ Barnes said.


‘People understand that there are shortages,’ Edward said. ‘They “do without” remarkably patiently. What wears them down is the uncertainty. They queue for hours, not knowing whether, when they get to the head of the queue, there will be anything left to buy.’


Haig said, ‘My men know what’s going on at home. Their wives write to them, and it affects their morale.’


‘But it smacks of socialism to me,’ Montague muttered. ‘Not the business of government to tell people what to eat.’


‘Only the basic necessities need be rationed,’ Edward said. ‘If everyone’s sure of getting the same amount of them, then there’s no competition at the shops, and no bad feeling. It would lift a dark cloud from our ordinary people.’


Lloyd George said, ‘No-one likes the idea of rationing, but it may be a necessary evil. How would it work, Rhondda?’


‘Prices would have to be fixed,’ Rhondda said. ‘And it would have to be backed up by the law, with compulsory tickets or tokens, and fines for infractions.’


‘Who’s going to enforce it?’ said Barnes. ‘The police won’t have time – they’re fully stretched already, with so many gone to the Front.’


‘There would have to be food inspectors,’ said Lord Rhondda.


‘God help us,’ Barnes muttered, rolling his eyes. ‘More busybodies with armbands.’


Edward couldn’t help smiling to himself as the vision of Mrs Fitzgerald, the rector’s wife in his home village, came to mind. There would never be a shortage, he thought, of people willing to take up the post of interfering with their neighbours.


After more discussion, Rhondda said a further benefit of rationing was that the general nourishment of the population could be fixed at pre-war standards, resulting in better health. ‘And that means increased output. Healthy workers produce more guns and shells.’


‘Which brings me, gentlemen,’ said the Prime Minister, ‘to another point. Recruitment. Sir Douglas?’


Haig said, ‘Even when there’s no major offensive going on, there’s a constant drain of manpower, from accidents and injuries.’


‘When do the Americans come in?’ Milner asked.


‘I can hardly expect them to do much before May or June at the earliest. And the Germans seem likely to attack in the spring. I must have more men.’


‘We will have to extend the conscription age,’ Lloyd George said. ‘We must take boys as soon as they reach eighteen, and send them abroad at eighteen and a half. And raise the upper limit from forty-one to fifty-one. There are plenty of perfectly fit men in their forties – some of them eager to get into uniform, I’ll be bound. We might take it as high as fifty-six if we need to.’


The snow had stopped by the time Edward stepped out into the street again. In the muted light, the pavements and rooftops glowed eerily under their white covering. It was bitterly cold. Lord Forbesson left with him, and they walked together to the end of the road. ‘Well, that went smoothly,’ he said. ‘You played your part well.’


‘It would have been nice to know I had a part,’ Edward complained. ‘Then I could have been prepared.’


‘No, no, you came off quite natural – just what we wanted,’ said Forbesson. ‘Rehearsal would have stilted you.’


‘Do you anticipate much resistance in the House?’


‘A few will see it as creeping socialism. I don’t like it myself, but with a war to fight, it can’t be helped. The important thing is for the lower classes to know their allocation of food is assured, see an end to this damned queuing.’ He glanced sidelong at Edward. ‘As for the other thing – the upper limit to the conscription age …’


‘I’m forty-eight. It never occurred to me I might be called up,’ Edward admitted.


‘I’m fifty-five,’ said Forbesson. ‘Not that they’d comb me out of the War Office. You won’t have to serve, either. You’re too important back home. Are you going back to the bank, now?’


‘No, the Treasury,’ Edward said. ‘A meeting about war bonds.’


‘There you are, you see,’ said Forbesson. ‘Can’t afford to send you to France. Have you had the letter about your knighthood yet? About the investiture?’


Edward felt a curious kind of shyness. He still did not feel he had done anything to earn a knighthood, when men were giving their lives in battle. ‘The ceremony is on the twenty-fifth of February,’ he said. ‘At Buckingham Palace.’


‘That’s what I heard. I believe the King will be taking it himself. It’s this new honour he thought up last year – Order of the British Empire. He’s frightfully keen on it. Honours for the fellers who’ve actually done something, not just Buggins’s Turn. He’ll want to have a little chat with you about your achievements. Better have a few words prepared.’


‘Thanks for the hint,’ said Edward.


Forbesson smiled. ‘Sir Edward Hunter, KBE. It sounds well! Is your good lady excited? I find the memsahibs usually set more store by these things than us chaps.’


‘I’m sure she is,’ Edward said. ‘But she was never one for showing her feelings.’


Ada let Beattie in, and said reproachfully, ‘Oh, madam, you’re all wet!’ It had been snowing again. She helped Beattie out of her coat with a tch tch.


Antonia came into the hall as Beattie was trying to take off her hat, fumbling at the pin with frozen fingers. ‘You didn’t walk from the station? You ought to’ve taken a taxi.’


‘There weren’t any,’ Beattie said. The truth was, she hadn’t even looked to see. She had hardly noticed the snow, but she saw now that her shoes were soaked through and her stockings wet to the calf. They would both want to fuss over her, and she didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve their love.


Antonia said, ‘You look so tired. You work too hard – and then the journey home. Was the train packed? Did you get a seat?’


‘No – yes – I don’t know,’ Beattie said. It was necessary to distract her attention. ‘You are the one who works too hard,’ she said. ‘You should be resting. Ada, has she had her feet up, as Harding said?’


The baby was due in April, and Antonia, in truth, looked the picture of health, her eyes bright and her skin glowing. But Ada who, like most unmarried servants, was intensely interested in pregnancy and childbirth, was successfully diverted, and said, ‘No, madam. I’m sorry to tell tales, but she was out at the canteen all day. She only got in half an hour before you. I was just going to bring her a cup of tea.’


‘Oh, bring me one too, will you?’ Beattie said. ‘Just what I need.’ That got rid of Ada, who bustled off, looking pleased – tea was the panacea for all ills – and she scotched Antonia by asking, ‘How’s David?’


Antonia answered at length as she followed Beattie into the morning-room. Because of coal rationing, they used it during the day, and the drawing-room fire was only lit after dinner.


‘He’s very low,’ she said. ‘He tries to hide it, but I know the signs. He’s had pupils all day, and it tires him, but it is better for him to have to make the effort, isn’t it, rather than brood?’


‘Is it Jumbo?’ Beattie asked, letting her tired body down into the chair by the hearth. What a miserable little fire! She stretched her cold wet feet towards the meagre warmth, hoping Antonia wouldn’t notice their state.


But Antonia was thinking about her husband. ‘He doesn’t say, but I think so.’


Jumbo had been David’s best friend at school and university, and they had volunteered together in the first month of the war. David was wounded in 1916; Jumbo had been killed in the autumn of 1917. The news had come just as David seemed to be getting better – married to Antonia, his health improving, walking a little more. Jumbo’s death had thrown him back into the gloom in which he had existed since shrapnel had shattered his femur and ended his war.


Antonia talked on. Though David was her first-born and best-beloved child, Beattie didn’t listen. She nodded and said, ‘Mm,’ at appropriate moments, and let her mind drift in exhaustion. It was something she was becoming skilled at. She had been all day at the 2nd London General, sitting by Louis’s bed, holding his hand while he talked. Her knees grew stiff and her back ached through sitting so long, but he did not like her to leave him for a moment. If Waites, his soldier-servant, had not brought her a cup of tea – God knew where he had scrounged it from – she would have had nothing to eat or drink all day.


He had been talking, talking, about South Africa, his plantation, and their future life there together. She didn’t always listen – he had said all of it before, more than once – but gazed at him, loving him, tracing his features with her eyes, remembering their past, grieving for his present helplessness, fretting about what was to come.


She had loved him since she was a young woman in Dublin, just come out, and he was a penniless subaltern up at the Castle. She had loved him madly, unreasoningly, longed for him desperately through twenty years of separation, marriage to Edward and six children; never thinking she would see him again. And then the lottery of war had thrown him into her path.


She had been helpless to resist him; they had pursued a passionate affair in the snatched moments when the army and her duties released them for a few hours. But after the war, he had said – after the war we will go away together, be together for ever. And she had always stopped him, unable to discuss it, unable to contemplate what that would do to Edward, her good and loving husband, and her children.


He had been shot through the head during a night action at Poelkapelle. Somehow he had survived, but the surgeons had removed one eye, and the other was now sightless, the optic nerve severed. He who had been so upright, strong, capable – quintessentially a man of action – was now disabled and dependent. Unaware of night and day, he waited in his own personal darkness for her to come and take his hand. She was all he had, he who had been fearless soldier, world traveller, pioneer and planter. As soon as he was discharged, from the hospital and the army, the decision would be upon her. How could she refuse him? He needed her more than ever. The moment she had dreaded, when she would have to face Edward and tell him, was approaching – screaming down on her like a shell, to blow her life to shreds.


When the time had come to leave for the day, he had clutched her hand harder than ever. His remaining eye was dark-blue – so beautiful! David’s eyes! – but blank, his face was as pale as carved wax. The outdoor tan of campaign had faded. In South Africa, she had caught herself thinking, he will grow brown again, riding about the estate. Oh dear God, South Africa! How could she do it – leave Edward, her children, her whole life?


How could she not?


‘You will come tomorrow?’ he had said.


And she had said yes, of course. ‘You need to rest now.’


‘Rest?’ he had said. ‘From what?’


She had found Waites hanging about outside in the corridor.


‘Oh, ma’am, I don’t know how to get through to him,’ he said, twisting his hands about. ‘He just won’t understand. I’ve tried to tell him, but it goes in one ear and out the other. Oh ma’am, can’t you tell him, make him see it?’


‘See what?’ Beattie asked. ‘Slow down. You’re not making sense. Tell him what?’


‘He keeps talking about South Africa, like I was going to go with him. I’ve looked after him for years, but I belong to the army. As soon as they discharge him, they’ll send me off somewhere else. I won’t have any say. But he thinks I’ll be staying with him. Oh, ma’am, I know he needs me, but I can’t help it. Can’t you talk to him, please? Make him understand?’


‘I’ll try,’ she said wearily.


She understood that thinking about South Africa was his way of keeping a grip on himself, through the chaos that had engulfed him. And it required him to assume the two people closest to him, her and Waites, would be there with him. Waites had no choice in the matter. And, in truth, neither did she. She must abandon her husband and children, her respectability, the whole structure of her life, because she could not abandon Louis.


‘I’ll try,’ she said again, patted Waites’s arm, and went home.


David did not come down to dinner, and Antonia decided to take hers on a tray with him, up in their sitting-room. After dinner, when Peter, the youngest, had gone to bed, Sadie and William went over to the table by the window to play a game of cards, leaving Beattie and Edward alone by the fire. It was a chance for them to talk – if they spoke quietly, they would not be overheard. In a married life blessed with six children, they had learned to conduct their intimate exchanges in that way, whenever and wherever they could. Now, however, it was the last thing Beattie wanted. She was minded to say she was going straight to bed, but could not for the moment drag herself out of the chair. And then it was too late, for Edward, who had been studying her averted face, said, ‘You look so tired, dear. Let me mix you a nightcap – it will help you sleep.’


He mixed her a whisky and soda, as he had used to – mostly soda – and brought it to her. His gentleness, his care for her, touched her unbearably. She looked at him with a kind of despair. ‘Why are you so good to me?’ she said.


He smiled. ‘You’re my wife. Why would I not be?’


‘Husbands aren’t always,’ she said, and took a gulp of the whisky. She disliked the taste. She preferred it mixed with sugar and lemon, but both were in short supply these days. But whisky and soda was like medicine to her – you took it for the effect, not the taste.


Now she was looking at him, she could not stop. She examined his features, so familiar she barely registered them any more. He was a pleasant-looking man, falling only just short of handsome, his nose and chin perhaps just a little too long. Dark of hair, brown-eyed, sallow-skinned – his beard coming through after this morning’s shave was a shadow around his chin and lips. The lips that had kissed hers many thousands of times. She shuddered inwardly at the memory – not in dislike, but in remembering the physical passion that had been between them. She had loved his body, enjoyed his love-making. And they had been good friends, on the whole, as much as husband and wife ever were. Everything had been going along comfortably, until the war. The war had shattered her peace. Her terror for David, when he had volunteered, terror that had proved wholly justified, and then Bobby – oh, Bobby, dead in France, never coming home – had deranged her. She had been unable any longer to give Edward anything, not mind, not body, often not even basic kindness. And then Louis had come back into her life.


And through it all, he had remained the same Edward, kind and good. She did love him, she did – but she was in a trap. Yes, a trap of her own devising, but that did not make it any better. She, like Waites, had no choice. He must go with the army. She must go with Louis. And Edward – Edward must be abominably, unjustly hurt. And David – oh God, David! – she must leave him behind, too.


Edward was speaking. She forced herself to pay attention.


‘… too much for you. I know you will say there’s a war on and we must all do our duty, but you need to take care of yourself too. You can’t help others if you break your own health. You must rest more.’


‘Rest won’t help me,’ she said, bleakly.


‘You must have some pleasure in life. A little treat now and then wouldn’t harm the War Effort. Lunch in Town. A shopping trip. The theatre – how would you like to go to the theatre? I could get tickets—’


‘I don’t think I could sit through a play. And then the journey home afterwards – the trains are so slow and so dirty …’


‘We could stay in Town for the night. Dinner and an hotel. It will be like old times.’ When he smiled, his face lifted that extra fraction into handsomeness. Words welled up in her heart. She wanted to tell him; to let everything burst out of her, the whole terrible truth, and have done with it. And while she struggled, he went on, very softly, ‘We haven’t been very close lately. It’s partly my fault – I’m so busy. But I want to take care of you, dearest. I can’t bear seeing you unhappy. Let’s make an effort to spend time together. The theatre, dinner – we could go away, just for a couple of days. I could make space in the diary …’


He wouldn’t stop now, she could see that, and she was tired, so tired. She must put an end to this. ‘That’s a lovely idea,’ she said. ‘We might manage it in a week or two. Let’s see. And now I must go to bed. I’m so very tired.’


He let her go this time, and she hurried away, feeling like Judas.


She fell asleep the moment her head touched the pillow; but as was often the way when going to bed too early, she woke from a profound sleep, thinking it must be morning, only to hear the clock in the hall strike eleven. She lay in the dark, wondering whether she would be able to sleep again; and her bedroom door slowly opened, making a slice of light from the passage beyond. One of the children? Peter was still young enough to seek comfort after a nightmare. David? Her mind jerked fully awake. Something wrong with David? But she heard no voices out there, no commotion.


‘Beattie?’


It was Edward. Now he came into the light and she saw him, in his dressing-gown. They hadn’t slept together since David volunteered. He had a bed in his dressing-room. What could he want with her? She hadn’t moved, and the light had not touched her yet – she could pretend to be asleep. She felt him cross the room, knew he was standing over her. His warm hand touched her hair, gently caressed her cheek. She could wake, let him into her bed, be held by him. He had always taken care of her. Every part of her ached to be comforted. But that would be the worst betrayal of all. He would remember, after she told him the truth, that she had dishonestly taken his comfort, and it would hurt him even more.


‘Beattie,’ he said again, but it was not a hopeful question. It was a sad and lonely word of departure. And he went away, quietly closing the door behind him.




CHAPTER TWO


‘Emily!’ Cook called out. She looked round impatiently. ‘Where is that girl?’


‘In the scullery,’ said Ada, coming back in from the dustbins. ‘Doing the knives.’


‘She should have finished ages ago. She’s so slow, she’d get passed by a snail with bad feet. I want her peeling the potatoes.’


‘It’s not easy, peeling potatoes with only one arm. I’ll do ’em for you later.’


‘I’ll give her the thick end of my arm if she doesn’t buck her ideas up,’ Cook said. ‘And I want ’em now, so’s I can boil ’em. I’m going to do ’em soteed for the master tonight, to cheer up the cold beef. He likes a sotee potato.’


‘I’ll peel ’em and boil ’em for you,’ Ada said, going out at the other end, ‘when I’ve done the beds. There’s plenty of time.’


Cook went stamping towards the scullery, muttering. Emily had left to become a munitionette, but had returned, begging for her job back, after she had been injured at the factory. The missus had kindly taken her in. Cook was sorry for her, of course, but there never was such a slow, dim-witted and fumble-fingered girl in creation. There was a man with only one arm who sold matches outside the station, and he was bright as a cricket. Even managed to tie his own shoelaces, while Emily, who had a second arm, even if it hurt, couldn’t even clean a few knives before day turned into night!


‘Emily!’ she said again, reaching the scullery door. And there was the wretched girl, not working, but sitting and staring into space with her mouth open, cradling the arm that was in a sling. ‘Well!’ said Cook – a word into which she could get a world of meaning and menace.


Emily jumped. ‘I’ve nearly done ’em,’ she protested. ‘Just resting me arm, so I was.’


‘I’ll rest you,’ Cook said automatically.


‘It hurts awful,’ Emily said.


‘So do my feet, but you don’t hear me complaining,’ Cook snapped. ‘You shouldn’t have gone for a munitionette. I warned you but, oh, no – you had to know better. And now look! You young girls are all the same. You never listen. Well, you’d better bring the rest of them knives out here and do ’em at the table, where I can see you.’


She had just got settled when Ada came back in. ‘Mrs David says Mr David’ll just take soup for luncheon.’


Cook sighed. ‘And I’d got a nice bit of fish for him. Soup’s not enough.’


‘And he probably won’t eat that,’ Ada said. ‘He hardly touched anything yesterday. Got no appetite at all.’


‘I expect his leg’s paining him.’


Ada nodded. ‘But he won’t admit it. Doesn’t want her to worry in her condition. But he’s at that Dr Collis Browne’s all day long. He told Ethel he’d dropped the bottle and spilled it and sent her out for a new one, but there wasn’t any stain anywhere. He’d drunk it all, in my opinion. Course, Ethel plays along with him. Whatever Mr David wants, he gets. He’s a ewe-lamb to her.’


Emily’s eyes filled with tears. Her arm hurt, but no-one cared. Mr David’s leg hurt, and everyone was sorry for him.


Cook looked across at her. ‘Look at the mess you’re making! And don’t use so much powder. It’s wasteful. Don’t you know there’s a war on?’


* * *


As she made her way from Chelsea station towards the hospital, Beattie found herself walking faster. However difficult things were, she longed to be with him. After half a lifetime of famine, it eased something in her simply to be near him. She carried a shopping-bag containing twenty Three Castles, two ounces of sherbet lemons, and a block of Trumper’s sandalwood shaving soap. She would make the giving of each last as long as possible – have him guess what it was, by smelling it, perhaps. Make a game of it, to wile away the tedium of blindness. And she had gone so far as to look through the newspaper at home before she left, so as to be able to tell him the main events.


She was beginning to be a familiar face around the hospital, and nodded to one or two people as she hurried through. He was no longer in the garden annexe, having been moved to one of the less acute wards – a preparation, she supposed, for being discharged. A date had not yet been mentioned, but she gained the impression that it could not be long in coming. Would the army send him to some sort of convalescent home to acquire the skills he would need to survive in a dark world? Or would they just discharge him and leave him to make his own arrangements?


At the door of the ward she paused an instant, as she always did, to examine him before he knew she was there. Her mind jolted as it took an instant to catch up with her other senses. The man in Louis’s bed, the one nearest the door, was a stranger. They had moved him again. A nurse scurried past and she missed her chance to catch her. Then the sister appeared at the far end of the ward, registered her presence, frowned, and came towards her.


Beattie had prepared the question and so said it anyway, though there was something in the sister’s face that tried to wither the words on her lips. ‘Where is Colonel Plunkett?’


‘I’m so sorry,’ the sister said. ‘I’m afraid it’s bad news.’


Beattie’s lips were too dry to form any question. The sister, with an eye of terrible pity, continued: ‘There was a sudden change in his condition yesterday evening. He told the nurse that he had felt something like a small explosion in his head, then complained of hearing water running. Soon after that he became vague and confused, and began drifting in and out of consciousness. He died early this morning.’


‘Died?’ Beattie heard someone say the word, assumed it was her. This could not be Louis she was talking about.


‘It was quite quiet and easy,’ the sister went on relentlessly. ‘He wouldn’t have known anything about it. The doctor thinks a blood vessel in his head must have burst, one that was weakened by the bullet.’


Beattie stared, unable to articulate any question. The sister tried to anticipate her. ‘He’s been moved to the mortuary. Would you like to see him? He looks quite all right – pale, you know, but very peaceful. I find it helps those left behind to see their loved one at rest, free from their suffering.’


‘No,’ said Beattie. She couldn’t bear to hear any more words because they hurt, stuck like knives, doing mortal damage. She turned and walked away, hearing behind her the sister call after her, asking some question. In a panic to escape she hurried along the corridor, misjudging the turn and hitting her hip painfully on the corner of the wall. The pain was good, she wanted it. Above all, she mustn’t think.


Outside, she walked, as fast as she could, hurrying so that her legs ached with the effort, bumping into people when they would not move quickly enough, the shopping-bag, with its pathetic, meaningless purchases, thumping against her thigh. World’s End, this area was called. There was a public house called the World’s End. Oh, God! Almost wildly she turned off the main road, seeking escape. Her mind was repeating words randomly to avoid thought, a meaningless chant to the rhythm of her walk: Three Castles, World’s End. Three Castles, World’s End.


She came to the river. There was a bridge. She crossed it. On the other side, a factory with a huge chimney prodding the sky, belching smoke; low, mean houses; people poorly dressed and work-worn. She walked on, with no idea where she was. That was good. She wanted to be lost. She wanted, savagely, never to be found, never to be her again.


There were khaki uniforms gathered in one place: her eye jumped to them, flinchingly. It was a mobile stall serving tea, sandwiches, soup to workers and soldiers, and she veered towards it. Two women were serving behind the counter. She went round to the door and climbed up inside, and began automatically to help. The women looked at her, as if to ask questions, and then, seeing her face, let her be. Three Castles, World’s End. She poured tea, ladled soup, took money, gave change. She could do this, without thinking, for ever, until the sun went out and the earth turned to coal and went spinning out into the void. World’s End.


Edward’s first afternoon appointment, with Sir Thomas Bromley, was cancelled: Sir Thomas sent round his apologies, saying there was an emergency debate in the House, and he didn’t know how long he would be detained. He would make a new appointment for some other time.


So now Edward had two, possibly three hours unclaimed in the middle of the day. Not that he didn’t have plenty of work to do, but a sudden feeling of holiday came over him, and he thought of Beattie. She worked so hard, she was so tired, worn down by the war and David’s suffering. He wanted to do something for her. The idea came to him that he would take her out to luncheon. She would probably protest that she could not abandon her duties, but he would insist. She needed a break from toil.


And perhaps afterwards he could take her to buy a new frock – to Selfridges, perhaps. She would need something smart for the investiture in February. Mostly she wore things made over by Nula, who had been the children’s nurse-maid and was now part-time sewing maid. Thrift was a virtue in wartime, but one was not knighted every day of the week. It would cheer her up, he thought, to buy something new. Women were tough, he knew that with one part of his mind: in some ways tougher than men. But he had been brought up to protect and cherish what custom called the frailer sex. Perhaps they were tough, but they should not have to be.


‘I shall be out for a few hours,’ he told Murchison. His confidential clerk lifted reddened, sad eyes, like an elderly hound, from his work as Edward breezed past. ‘I can’t say where. I shall be back before close of play.’ And he was gone.


He took a taxi to Waterloo station, not to waste any of their precious time. He was feeling foolishly excited at the prospect of luncheon with Beattie. Perhaps she would be nice to him, he thought hopefully. A sudden break from routine, a treat, might bring the smile back to her lips, the smile that had first caught and enslaved him so many years ago.


Reaching the canteen, he scanned the faces behind the counter, and his heart fell. She was not there. But perhaps she’d gone only for a moment, on some errand. He went up to the nearest helper and said, ‘Excuse me – I’m looking for Mrs Hunter.’


The woman raised her eyebrows and shook her head. ‘I haven’t seen her,’ she said, then looked at her companion, who moved closer, enquiringly. ‘Edith! Mrs Hunter? When did we last see her?’


The other woman leaned towards him, eager to be helpful. ‘Not for ages. Not since – oh, before Christmas, wasn’t it, Addie?’


‘Yes, well before Christmas. I don’t think she comes any more.’


Edward was impatient with their stupidity. His precious time was wasting away. ‘Yes, yes, she works here every day. Mrs Hunter. You’re thinking of someone else.’


The third lady now came over, and the first two looked at her in relief. She was obviously the senior helper, and must take this madman off their hands. ‘Is something wrong?’ she asked.


‘Oh, Betty, dear, this gentleman’s asking after Mrs Hunter,’ said one of them. ‘I told him she doesn’t come here any more – well, not for ages, anyway. Do we know where she is?’


Betty looked down at Edward’s impatience with a clear, untroubled gaze. ‘As a matter of fact, I do happen to know. She does hospital visiting now.’


‘Hospital visiting?’ Edward said, perplexed. There was nothing strange or out of character about Beattie doing hospital visiting, but why would she not tell him of the change?


‘Yes,’ said Betty. ‘Visiting wounded officers in hospital. I happen to know because a friend of mine, Jane Trevor – Lady Aberavon’s daughter – is a VAD at the 2nd London General, and she’s seen her there, going in and out. She visits blinded officers, I believe – awfully sporting of her. The poor fellows need cheering up so much.’


‘The 2nd London?’ Edward repeated in bewilderment.


She took it as a question. ‘Yes, it’s in Chelsea. King’s Road. The building used to be St Mark’s College. Not far from—’


‘Thank you, I know where.’ He remembered his manners, lifted his hat, and said, ‘Ladies.’


He walked away, puzzled. She had always talked of ‘Going to the canteen’. Whenever he asked, ‘Are you going to the canteen today?’ she had always answered, ‘Yes, I must.’ Why on earth would she not tell him that she had changed to hospital visiting? Perhaps it was less hard work, physically – could she possibly feel guilty about that? But it must take its toll emotionally. And blinded officers – who could not wish them to be comforted?


He walked over to the taxi rank. ‘2nd London General, please.’


The driver touched his hat and set off. But after a moment, Edward tapped the glass and said, ‘I’ve changed my mind. Piccadilly, please.’


It would look as though he were checking up on her. If she didn’t want to tell him, it would not please her to have him suddenly appear, asking questions. She would tell him in her own time. But the shine had gone off the day. His spontaneous outburst of affection had withered in a late frost, and the blossom was now brown and dead. He would go back to the office. He had plenty to do.


Beattie came back to herself to find that it was dark. The half-painted-out streetlamps were on, a light snow falling through the dim downward columns of light. The surface of the mug of tea she was holding steamed, and the breath of the customer before her, waiting to take it, was smoking in the cold air. She stared blankly at the vapour; then remembered, suddenly, the packet of cigarettes in her shopping-bag. Three Castles. Pain hit her so suddenly and viciously she gasped and almost cried out.


Louis! Louis!


‘You all right, love?’ the soldier asked in concern. She had frozen with the mug just out of his reach, but now her hand started shaking, and it spilled over a little. She put it down carefully on the counter, and stared around her in bewilderment. She had no memory of how she had got there. One of the other women edged closer. Beattie didn’t recognise her; or the other beyond her. This was not her usual place. This was not any place she had ever been before.


Beattie searched her face. ‘Where am I? Where is this?’ she whispered.


‘Lambeth Road,’ said the woman kindly. ‘Don’t you know?’


‘I – don’t remember,’ Beattie said.


‘You just turned up and started helping,’ said the woman. ‘We thought you’d had a shock and needed to be busy, so we let you alone. You seemed to know what you were doing, all right.’ There was a world of kindness in her eyes. Pity, even. We’ve all felt it. We’ve all suffered. We know.


No, said Beattie’s mind. You don’t know. You don’t know what it’s like to lose him. Louis! Louis!


‘What time is it?’ she heard herself ask.


The woman pointed to a clock hanging outside a jeweller’s opposite – the shop closed and boarded up, posters plastering the wooden shuttering. ‘Eat Less Bread’; ‘Save A Ship’; ‘Feed the Guns Week’; ‘Women Wanted for War Service’.


The war was still going on. Nothing had changed while she had been away, except that the light of her life had gone out. She felt such an overwhelming wave of desolation that she could not draw breath, as though it were literally a wave and she was drowning. He was gone, and she had to carry on. The war would go on for ever. She was alone.


‘It’s twenty to five,’ the woman was saying helpfully. Then, eyeing Beattie carefully, added, ‘In the evening.’


Most of a day had passed in this bleak world since he had left it. Beattie had a feeling of being rushed away from him, as though she were on a speeding train, looking back at some dear and familiar landmark receding into the distance. She couldn’t get back to him. She finally managed to drag in a breath. ‘I must go,’ she said, looking round her wildly.


‘Yes, dear, you do that,’ said the kind one.


‘Where are we?’


‘Vauxhall station’s just along there. If you—’


But Beattie was out of the stall and walking away, as fast as she could on the slippery pavements – the snow was melting as it landed. Behind her, she heard a man’s voice: ‘Think I oughter go with her? She don’t look the thing to me.’


She didn’t hear what the answer was, but she walked faster. Her feet hurt, the soles sore with friction. Louis! Her mind called and called to him. She didn’t know where he was. She was lost.


When Edward arrived home at his usual time, Cook bustled out from the kitchen as Ada was taking his coat, and said, ‘Oh, sir, I think there’s something wrong with Madam. She came in all pale and worn out and went straight to bed. She wouldn’t even take a cup of tea.’


‘Is she ill?’ Edward asked in alarm. ‘Have you sent for Dr Harding?’


Cook hesitated. ‘I don’t know as she’s ill, exactly, sir. More like she’s had a shock.’


Antonia arrived, and Edward turned to her in relief. ‘What’s going on?’


Antonia walked him into the drawing-room, where the miserable little rationed fire was doing its best against the clammy chill of January. It was hard to get it going when the chimney was cold. Irrelevantly, his mind offered him from childhood memory the old chant about logs: one can’t, two won’t, three might, four can, but it takes five to make a fire. He wrenched himself back sternly and said, ‘Tell me what’s happened.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Antonia. ‘She came home about an hour ago, much later than we expected her. Her coat was wet through, and she was white as a sheet, as if she’d had a shock. She wouldn’t talk to anyone. I tried to ask her what was wrong but she just walked past me and went to her bedroom. Said she was going to bed.’


‘I’ll go to her,’ said Edward. Questions boiled up, but he thrust them aside. Mostly, he just wanted to know if she was all right.


He tapped at her door, but went straight in. Her room smelt of her – her face powder, the rose-water she rinsed her hair in. It was her room now, not theirs – he had been sleeping in the dressing-room for years now, banished from her arms, for what reason he did not know. It had started when David volunteered. Her terrible fear for her son had broken something, and he had never been able to offer her comfort for it.


The bedside lamp was on, and she was on the bed, under the eiderdown, but fully dressed and sitting up. Not doing anything – that was the worst part. Just staring at nothing, her face white and drawn.


‘Dearest,’ he began gently, walking towards her.


She looked up, with such pain in her eyes he almost flinched. ‘Don’t ask me anything,’ she begged desperately.


‘I just want to help you,’ Edward said. He stood beside the bed, looking down at her, aching with the desire to cherish her, to ease her suffering.


‘You can’t help.’


‘Perhaps I can. Can’t you tell me what’s wrong?’ he pleaded.


She shook her head, and then sighed, as though she had been holding her breath under water. A dreadful sound, like a dying exhalation. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, faintly.


‘You don’t need to be sorry. You haven’t done anything. I love you – so very much. Let me help you.’


She closed her eyes, as one enduring pain. ‘Leave me alone. Please.’


He waited a moment longer, trying not to feel the hurt, hoping she would tell him something, anything, to go on with. But she was obdurate, closed to him. Where has she been all day? The insidious question popped up in his mind without his volition, and he dismissed it angrily. She needed his compassion, not curiosity. He must be patient with her.


‘If you want me, just call,’ he said, ‘and I’ll come. I love you, Beattie.’


She didn’t respond, and he went away and left her, closing the door quietly behind him.




CHAPTER THREE


Ada showed Nula into the morning-room, curiosity barely restrained. Mrs David could have been consulting about a new dress, but then couldn’t she have waited until Nula came in the natural course of things, rather than sending for her? Oh, well, she supposed they’d get it all out of her afterwards in the servants’ hall. She went out and closed the door.


Antonia lowered herself heavily into a chair, aware of Nula’s professional eye assessing her. ‘I’m sorry to be sending for you like this, but I’m worried about Mrs Hunter.’


‘Had a bit of a shock, has she?’ said Nula. Antonia gestured to a chair, but she remained standing, hands folded before her.


‘You’ve heard about it?’ Antonia was surprised.


‘Things get about,’ Nula said tersely. ‘How bad is she?’


‘She hasn’t left her room for three days. She won’t eat. Won’t talk to anyone. Won’t have the doctor sent for. I don’t know what’s happened to her, or if she’s ill, or – or what to do.’ She looked up at Nula with anxious eyes. ‘You know her better than anyone. Perhaps you could speak to her, find out what’s the matter, so we can do something for her.’


Nula gave a tight little nod. ‘Very good, madam. I’ll go up and see her. You should be resting yourself.’ Antonia only gave a sigh, which Nula translated as somebody has to take charge. ‘Don’t you fret – I’ll mind her,’ she said.


‘Thank you,’ Antonia said, with profound gratitude.


* * *


Nula entered the bedroom, and went straight to the window to draw the curtains. Beattie was in bed, lying curled on her side. She stirred as the daylight came in. Nula held out the cup and saucer she had brought with her, and Beattie stared at it blankly.


‘Tea,’ said Nula.


‘I don’t want anything,’ Beattie muttered thickly.


‘You’re thirsty,’ Nula told her. ‘Sit up, now, and take it.’


Beattie struggled to a sitting position, and took the cup and saucer, discovering that she was, indeed, horribly thirsty. As she sipped, Nula moved quietly about the room, tidying it. Beattie’s eyes followed her, barely taking in her presence. Her mind was clouded with sleep and misery. She had been dreaming – the same dream that had been recurring since the beginning of the war, in which she found herself alone in the house, and though she rang and rang for the servants, no-one came. But now the dream had extended itself: she found a door in the corner of a room that had never been there before. Passing through it, she found herself in a whole extra wing of the house she hadn’t known existed, a vast space that seemed to go on for ever. She walked down endless corridors past innumerable closed doors, and gradually came to realise that she was not just alone in the house, but the only person left on earth. In the dream she wept, great floods of tears pouring out of her without effort or cease for the death of mankind and her own solitude. Awake, in real life, she could not cry.


When she reached the bottom of the cup, Nula took it from her, and then sat on the edge of the bed, reading her face. Beattie turned away. ‘Don’t ask me questions.’


‘I don’t need to. You can’t keep secrets from me,’ said Nula. She stared a moment longer. ‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ Beattie did not respond. ‘He’s dead.’ Beattie’s eyes closed. ‘Killed in the war,’ Nula concluded. ‘Well, and there’s an end of it.’


‘How can you be so—’ Beattie began.


‘Hard?’ Nula said. ‘You loved him. But it’s you I care about. He’s gone, you can’t change that, but I have you to mind. Three days you’ve had, and that’s more than most people get. Now you’re to get up, wash your face, and carry on.’


‘I can’t.’


‘You can, and you will. Do you think you’re the only person in the world to lose someone? All over the country women have their hearts broke. These are hard times, sorrowful times, and not just for you.’


‘Oh, don’t,’ Beattie said wearily.


Nula narrowed her eyes. ‘You’ve a husband, and that’s something a lot of women would give their hide for. D’you think he won’t see this carry-on and start asking himself questions? D’you want to destroy everything? I said that man’d ruin you, and he did, twice, but I’ll not let him do it three times.’


Beattie looked at her now, pain and despair in her face. ‘What can I do? It hurts so much.’


‘You’ll do what we all do, take what God hands us and make the best of it. You’ve a house to run, a family to mind, war work to do – that’s enough to keep you busy.’


War work? Beattie looked alarmed. ‘I can’t go back to the canteen.’ It would remind her too much of him.


‘Well, who’s asking you to? There’s plenty to do right here in Northcote. For a start, you can look to that young woman downstairs, who cares enough for you to send for me; she has her own husband to mind and a baby to bring into the world. She shouldn’t be working down at the Hastings Road canteen every day. You tell her to stay home, and you go instead.’


Beattie was silent a moment. ‘Is she—’ she began awkwardly.


‘She’s exhausted. You’re damned lucky to have her,’ Nula said grimly, ‘and you won’t for much longer if you don’t make her rest. Now get up, child, for the Good Lord’s sake. Put on a morning face and don’t let people know what’s in your heart. At least have some pride, Beattie Cazalet!’


Beattie pushed back the bedclothes and got unsteadily out of bed. She swayed, and Nula steadied her. Their eyes met. ‘Nula—’


Nula enfolded her in a fierce embrace. ‘Ah, my little love, my baby,’ she crooned. ‘It’ll be grand, it’ll be grand, you’ll see. The rain passes and the sun comes out again. Just hold on.’


Nula walked into the kitchen, hoping to look inscrutable but with an undeniable air of triumph about her. ‘She’s getting up.’


‘How did you do it?’ Ada gasped.


‘What was wrong with her?’ Cook asked.


‘I thought she was dyin’,’ Emily said, slightly disappointed. ‘Wastin’ away, like in a story.’


‘She had a sick headache, that was all,’ Nula said. ‘They can lay you out like a corpse, them things – no-one who’s never had one can imagine how bad.’


Ethel, making coffee at the stove for David, looked up. ‘I’ve heard of them. Isn’t that what they call me-grains? Lady I worked for once had ’em. How come she’s not had one before?’


Nula sidestepped the question. ‘Her ma was subject to the same, back in Ireland. But she’s over it now. She’s getting up.’


‘What about breakfast?’ Cook asked.


‘Tea and toast, just,’ said Nula, briskly. ‘I’ll take it up. And an aspirin. And then she’ll be right as a cricket.’


‘Are you sure?’ Ada said. ‘It’s so sudden. She looked terrible when she came in.’


‘You can’t keep the Cazalets down,’ Nula said breezily. ‘Now, get that toast on, and I’ll go and tell Mrs David. She’ll be glad to have that worry off her mind, anyway.’


‘Are you quite well now, Mother?’ William asked tentatively.


Beattie, sitting in her fireside chair, sewing, felt the question hit the quiet room like a large stone falling into a still pool. The ripples touched Edward, in the chair opposite her, reading the paper, Sadie at the table writing a letter, and Peter on the floor making a model aeroplane. None of them looked up, but she felt their attention bristle on the air. Her ‘illness’ had frightened them all.


‘Yes, quite,’ she said. She had concealed her feelings for most of her life; it was just a matter of getting back into practice.


It was three days since her resurrection, but William was still looking at her doubtfully, examining her for visible symptoms of decline, she supposed. She was tired – she felt tired all the time, a symptom of grief – and she knew she looked tired, but she didn’t think children really noticed much about their parents, even when, like William, they were a born worrier. ‘I had a bad headache for a couple of days, that’s all,’ she said to reassure him. ‘Why?’


He wriggled a little. ‘Well, I have something important to ask you – you and Dad – and I didn’t want to – you know – if you weren’t feeling the thing, upset you.’


Edward put aside his paper. ‘What have you been up to?’ he asked sternly. ‘Out with it! Have you robbed a bank?’


It was a joke – William was the good child, the studious one, the one who would never bring you grief. But Peter perked up at once and said, ‘Gosh, have you? Super! What one was it? It’ll be topping to have a real criminal in the family! Did you wear a mask? Where’s the loot?’


‘Be quiet, Peter,’ said Beattie. ‘What did you want to ask, William?’


‘We’re all ears, old chap,’ said Edward.


The assurance seemed to set William back rather than encourage him. He chewed his lip while he tried to assemble his thoughts, standing with his hands clasped behind his back like a naval cadet. He had been growing again, Beattie thought dispassionately. He would never be as tall as David – more the lean and lanky type – but his trouser legs were now half an inch too short.


‘Spit it out,’ Edward urged.


‘Well, you see,’ William said, ‘we had a chap come to address us at work yesterday, in the dinner break, in the canteen. A chap from the RFC.’


‘An airman? Super!’ Peter cried.


‘Well, he was actually a pilot, but not at the Front. He’s responsible for training new pilots. And he said—’


Oh, no, Beattie thought. Aloud, she said calmly, ‘You’re too young.’


‘Please listen, Mother. You see, this officer said they desperately need more pilots, and even though I’m working in aircraft design, and I know it’s important, well, I can do that after the war. The real need now is for flyers, and that’s something I can do to help the war effort. I’ll be eighteen in February—’


Edward glanced automatically at Beattie. Of course, as a man, he felt differently about these things. He was proud that his son wanted to go and fight, but she would inevitably think only of the danger. So he said, ‘The lower conscription age doesn’t come in until April. We can talk about it then.’


‘But, Dad, this chap said that you can enlist when you’re seventeen in the Reserve, and get started on your training right away, and then you can go straight to France when you’re eighteen and a half. Enlisting now would give me a start on the other men. I could be in France, flying, by the summer. And he said the Germans are bound to start something this spring, and we need to be ready. He said it was vitally important.’ The last words had left him almost breathless, trying to convey the urgency of his desire.


‘Well, I suppose he must know what he’s talking about,’ Edward said. When the Germans signed the peace with the Russians, it followed that there would be hell to pay on the Western Front. He had not talked about it at home, not wishing to alarm them. But anyone who kept up with affairs could work it out for themselves. Sadie was watching him across the room with knowing eyes.


Beattie was trying to contain herself. All she said, at last, was ‘Bobby died,’ but there was a world of meaning in it.


William looked at her earnestly. ‘I know, Mother, and that’s why I have to go, don’t you see?’ He glanced at the pilot’s watch, which looked so big on his wrist. Father had given it to him after Bobby was killed. ‘To finish what he began. I know it’s what he would have wanted. It’s – it’s a sacred trust.’


There was a silence. Sadie was watching the scene with compassion for all the players. Peter, silently urging parental consent, was gripping his aeroplane so hard he was in danger of snapping it. William was gazing at the parents as though his honour were at stake


Edward realised, with a sudden access of sympathy, that to his son that was exactly what it was. When he said he had to go, it was no device of speech. He looked at Beattie. ‘My dear? I know he’s young, but we’ve always brought our boys up to consider their duty. I don’t really see that we can refuse him, do you? He’ll be called up in any case in a few months.’


William’s fist clenched in sudden emotion, and he looked at his mother. ‘Mum?’ he said softly. She winced inwardly at the childhood appellation. ‘Please?’


This war will take everything, she thought. It won’t stop until it’s consumed every bit of us. But what choice was there? ‘All right,’ she said.


The boys erupted in celebration. Sadie smiled to herself over her letter. Ada came in to make up the fire, and was practically seized by William to be given the news. She, of course, took it back to the kitchen, whence it wafted upstairs and brought David and Antonia down – they had been having a quiet evening in their own sitting-room.


Beattie looked at David with the now familiar mixture of love and sorrow and longing. The lines of pain were etched deep in his face – he looked ten years older than his real age. He manoeuvred awkwardly on his crutch, and Antonia, awkward herself in pregnancy, seemed always just in the right place to give him a steadying touch. He accepted her help automatically, and Beattie felt a pang of jealousy. But she knew her son better than Antonia knew her husband. He was congratulating William, but he was not pleased about it. How could he be? William had a whole working body, William was to go off to war, as Bobby had done, and perform brave deeds and be a hero, while David, the elder, stayed at home and taught little boys their Latin grammar. She knew that he felt a failure.


‘Where will you do your training?’ Sadie was asking.


‘Well, ground school at Reading, first, for theory,’ William answered, ‘but then you get sent to a training squadron for flight instruction. And that might even be here,’ he added, with a hopeful look at his mother, ‘because Coney Warren’s going to be a training squadron. So you see, Mother, I might be just round the corner!’


As if that made it any better, Beattie thought. The palliative he offered was so absurdly inadequate that it made her smile, and she saw some of the strain leave William’s face, thinking she was happy with the decision at last.


A cold February fog gripped Poperinghe, giving the narrow streets a strange hush, but inside Artemis House there was the usual atmosphere of friendly warmth. ‘Ack Harry’, as it was nicknamed, had no official status, unlike Talbot House, but its fame had spread so rapidly since its opening the previous November that there were comings and goings all day. Every woman who served in any capacity in the war abroad knew that it was a place she could go to be safe, to take a breath: to meet friends, read a book, write a letter or simply chat to a like-minded sister. There was always tea on the brew and a bed for the night, if needed.


A library of books was beginning to be assembled, some donated, some sent from England, some left behind by those passing through. They had been stacked at first wherever there was room, until Laura had decided something more permanent was needed, and a couple of Tommies – borrowed from the army by that indefatigable friend to Ack Harry, Major Ransley – built shelves all along one wall of the dining-room, designated the ‘quiet room’. Periodicals and even comics turned up from time to time, and generally lived in the drawing-room until they disintegrated through much handling.


Many of the women who came to Ack Harry were in uniform – there were VADs, QAIMNs, FANYs, WVRs, WAACs – and it was rumoured there would be WRAFs as well, at some not too distant date. Poperinghe was the jumping-off place for the whole Front, for the women’s services as it was for the men’s. It was said everybody passed through Pop at some point. The sight of women in military-style uniforms was no longer a surprise, and even the most sticklerish army men did not try to deny that they performed invaluable services.


And there were many others not in uniform but doing sterling work all the same, in nursing, driving, catering, cleaning, secretarial and other capacities. And sometimes it was just women travelling for some purpose of their own who came shyly or briskly to the door looking for a home. Laura and Louisa, the founding geniuses, never asked questions. There was a story behind every face, and sometimes the traveller was glad to share it; others passed through silently and left no mark.


On this particular Thursday, the 7th of February, there was a pleasant buzz. In the quiet room, four ladies from the Women’s Legion were having a game of whist, making little sound but the click of cards and the occasional soft comment, like ‘My trick, I think.’ A civilian volunteer was writing a letter, and a local Belgian was reading a book and making notes from it. In the drawing-room, a lively group consisted of four FANYs stationed nearby and two friends passing through from London whom they had arranged to meet at Ack Harry; and an off-duty nurse was at the piano, playing popular tunes by ear, while her bosom friend leaned on the piano-top in deep reverie, quietly smoking.


They had had to allow smoking, and it had caused a sharp disagreement between Laura and Louisa. Louisa thought it would damage their reputation back home, and lead to parents forbidding their daughters to use Artemis House. Laura said it was simply a fact of life that most women working near the Front smoked, and they wouldn’t have any customers if they banned it. Veronica ‘Ronnie’ Mildmay, their new helper, sided with Laura, which had not gone down well with Louisa; but so many of the girls who arrived there lit up without thinking that it would have proved difficult to stop them, and Louisa had given in with bad grace.


‘I should have thought you’d side with me,’ she complained to Laura, when they were alone. ‘I’ve been your friend much longer than her.’


Laura looked perplexed. ‘It’s not a matter of siding with anyone,’ she protested. ‘It’s just what seems right and practical.’


She was worried that Louisa seemed so often fractious these days. It had been partly for her sake that Laura had suggested starting up Ack Harry, because their previous incarnation, driving an ambulance back and forth from the Front to the hospital, was proving too much for Louisa’s health. But she seemed discontented much of the time, and picked quarrels. Laura had the feeling that sooner or later she would give up Artemis House and go back to England, which would be a shame – they had been together in various war enterprises since 1914.


She seemed serene enough just at the moment, however, leaning against the drawing-room door jamb and listening to the nurse playing ‘Let The Great Big World Keep Turning’. The other nurse was quietly crooning the words, slightly out of tune; occasional shrieks of laughter from the FANYs made a counterpoint. Laura had just been refilling the urn and tightening the tap, and came to join her, saying, ‘God bless the man who invented the urn! Imagine if we had to keep boiling kettles all day long!’


Louisa turned to her with a smile – unusual enough, these days – and was about to say something, when the front door opened and Ronnie came in, fog jewels in her hair, a swirl of mist sneaking in with her. ‘I think it’s getting thicker,’ she announced.


‘Well, shut the door, you’re letting it in,’ Louisa snapped, the smile disappearing.


Ronnie reached behind her and closed it without looking. She was waving a newspaper. ‘I just got this from a nice fellow coming out of Talbot House – fresh from London, only a day old. And guess what? The Representation of the People Act has gone through. It received Royal Assent yesterday.’


The piano-playing stopped, both nurses coming to attention. A whispered ‘What did she say?’ catching-up went on across the room, and by the time Ronnie had opened the paper to the right place and Laura and Louisa had read it, everyone in the room had heard the news.


Laura looked up. ‘I can’t believe it! After all these years!’ It was hard to take it in. She shoved the paper back at Ronnie, flung her arms round Louisa and gave her a mighty hug. ‘We’ve done it! You’ve done it, Lou, because you did much more for the movement than I ever did. You must be so proud!’


Louisa released herself irritably and grabbed the paper to go on reading, the others crowding in to peer over her shoulder, chattering excitedly.


Laura, most unlike herself, wanted to dance, to jig, to hug people. She compromised by shaking Ronnie’s hand vigorously and saying, ‘We’ve got the vote! Congratulations, Miss Mildmay, on being part of the electorate.’


Ronnie was grinning so hard her smile almost reached her ears. ‘Congratulations, Miss Hunter,’ she replied in kind. ‘We’ve got the vote!’


Louisa looked up. ‘You’ve got it,’ she said sourly. ‘All men over twenty-one—’


‘Over nineteen if they’re serving at the Front,’ Ronnie corrected.


Louisa ignored her. ‘All men – but only women over thirty, and only if they’re householders. So thank you very much. You’ve got the vote, but I haven’t.’


Laura tipped her head to one side, puzzled by Louisa’s lack of pleasure. Even if she didn’t have the vote, it was a huge step forward for womankind. ‘I’m sorry you sold your aunt’s house,’ she said, ‘but you still have the money. You can buy another one day. Darling Lou, do try to look a little pleased!’


The women from the quiet room had been attracted by the hullabaloo, and were asking questions, so the news had to be repeated and the same joyful exclamations given vent to.


But in the middle of it, there was a thunderous knocking on the front door, and Laura left the circle of celebration and went to answer it.


Standing before her was a corporal driver, and behind him, in the fog, she could make out a large motor-car with some uniformed officers in the back seat, and a very obvious flat tyre. It was a frequent hazard on these roads, increasingly potholed and frequently littered with sharp debris discarded by passing columns.


‘Sorry to bother you, miss,’ said the corporal, ‘but we got a bit o’ trouble.’


‘So I see,’ said Laura. ‘Do you want me to change it for you?’


He reeled. ‘That won’t be necessary, miss,’ he said, taking it for a joke, ‘but if you was to have such a thing as a torch I could have a loan of? Only it’s dark as – as anything, with this fog and all.’


‘Of course,’ Laura said. ‘I’ll go and fetch one.’


They kept a torch in the hall-stand drawer for emergency use. She grabbed that, put on her coat and, catching Ronnie’s enquiring eye, said, ‘Some chaps with a puncture. I’ll just give them a hand,’ and went out.


The corporal had got out the jack and was putting it in place. With a glance at the greatcoats and caps in the back, Laura said loudly, ‘Perhaps your passengers would get out. That would make it easier.’


They obeyed without a word, and stood to one side watching while the corporal got down on his knees, and Laura stood behind him, directing the torch light and passing him spanner and nuts as required. The spare, she noted, as she trundled it up, was not much of an improvement. ‘Not much tread left on this,’ she commented to the corporal.


‘No, miss,’ he said sadly. ‘Tyres don’t last no time at all in these parts.’


One of the officers – the younger one – said, ‘You know something about motor-cars?’


‘I used to drive an ambulance, and maintain it, too. The first thing I did when war broke out was take a course in driving and motor-repair.’
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