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Summer 1918




Chapter One


Dot climbed down from the cart and nodded her thanks to young Fred Airey when he handed her down her bag. She had been lucky to see him at the station in Ilkley. She’d grown so used to trams and trolleybuses in Bradford that she’d forgotten that the only way to get to Beckindale was to hitch a ride on a cart. Or to walk, of course, and Dot hadn’t fancied that.


It had been strange coming back along the narrow country lanes. Swaying on the wagon seat next to Fred, Dot had stared at the fells as if she had never seen them before. Had the hillsides always been that vibrant a green? The limestone tops that bleached? Cow parsley and buttercups frothed along the roadside and the blackthorn blossom still lay like a thick milky white tablecloth over the hedgerows. Dot remembered wandering along the lanes with her brother, Olly, in spring and eating the sweet new blackthorn leaves. Bread and butter, they had used to call them.


Olly had been reported missing, presumed dead, a year ago. They had no idea what had happened to him. He was just … gone. He had been nineteen.


Dot stood for a moment, her bag at her feet and her hands pressed to the small of her back, while the silence hummed in her ears. It was so quiet. Had Beckindale always been this still? How had she stood it? Used now to the clattering and drilling and hammering and hubbub of the munitions factory, Dot had forgotten what the countryside was like.


As her ears tuned in, she realised it wasn’t entirely silent; she could hear hammering from the wheelwright’s. A baby was crying somewhere. A dog barked and a voice was raised to shush it. From a distance came the faint bleating of sheep on the fells and a woodpigeon burbled from a rooftop.


She was a long way from Bradford. The air there was dirty and dark, the streets were crowded and noisy with the rattle of motor vehicles, but Dot loved it. Working as a munitionette might be dangerous but the other girls were always up for a laugh, and when they had finished their long, back-breaking days, they went to the pub and bought their own drinks and smoked their own cigarettes. The men didn’t like it, of course, but Dot and her friends were doing their bit for the war effort and why shouldn’t they enjoy their free time?


Dot hoped the war would end soon, of course, but sometimes she wondered what life would be like afterwards. The men would all want their jobs back, and she had no intention of going back to being a servant. She’d worked at Emmerdale Farm before the war, and although Maggie Sugden wasn’t as bad as she had thought at first, Dot didn’t want to go back to that. Cooking and cleaning and washing and ironing, and nothing to do in the evening but go to bed and then get up the next day and do it all over again. And all for a pittance. No, thank you. Dot wanted more than that.


But first there was the war to be won.


As if they didn’t all have enough to deal with, now the flu was running out of control. The trickle of cases had turned into a flood and now the sound of a cough made everyone uneasy. Agatha Tucker had gone home one night and the next day they’d heard that she had died, just like that, and she wasn’t the only one. Dot had heard rumours that the factories would close to stop the flu spreading any further, but that was ridiculous. They had to keep producing ammunition for the troops, didn’t they? A few people had taken to wearing masks, and some of the girls were refusing to go to the pub after work, but as Dot said to her friend Ellen, there were so many ways to die at the moment, they might as well die happy.


Now the flu had even reached Beckindale. Her mother had sent a frantic message to say that her father was seriously ill and when Dot had asked the factory manager for leave, he had nodded. ‘You might as well go to the country while all this flu’s going round,’ he’d said. ‘Breathe some fresh air, eh?’


Well, it was certainly fresh, Dot thought. The fresh smell of cut grass and warm earth laced with a strong smell of manure. She had forgotten that, along with the quietness.


Bending to pick up her bag, Dot set off down the familiar street towards the cottage where she had grown up, but when she came to the Woolpack, she stopped and stared at the blackened ruin until the sound of her own name made her turn.


‘Dot? Dot Colton? Is that you?’


Janet Airey and Betty Porter were coming out of the village shop and waving to attract her attention. Janet was tall and angular while Betty was short and round. They were both carrying baskets and both were, in Dot’s opinion, the biggest gossips in Beckindale. The news of her return would be round the village in no time.


‘Janet, Betty.’ She nodded at them. ‘How do?’


‘Mustn’t grumble,’ said Janet. ‘The summer’s good for my joints, that’s something. She eyed Dot critically. ‘You’ve changed.’


‘Have I?’


‘You’ve cut your hair.’ Janet’s voice was almost accusing.


‘We have to be careful of our hair in the munitions factory and cover it with caps,’ Dot explained, touching the ends of her bob. ‘It’s much easier to manage like this.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Janet, shaking her head. ‘You young girls will do anything nowadays. Cutting your hair, wearing trousers, shortening your skirts,’ she added with a pointed look at Dot’s ankles, ‘and who knows what else.’


‘And smoking and drinking,’ Betty put in. ‘Where’s it all going to end, that’s what I want to know.’


‘It’d be nice to think it would end with us getting the vote,’ said Dot, but Janet and Betty looked at her as if she had sprouted an extra head so she changed the subject quickly. ‘What happened to t’Woolpack?’


‘Didn’t your ma tell you? It burned down, it did, and Ava Bainbridge in it. Terrible shock, it was. When was that, Betty?’


‘Winter 1915, it were,’ said Betty. ‘I remember because that was the year we lost Alfred.’


‘And nobody’s done it up?’ Dot’s eyes went back to the pub. The stone walls were blackened but still standing, while the roof timbers had caved in and through the empty windows and doorway she could see a charred mess where the bar had once been. It was so different from the jolly pubs she had known in Bradford, which were always packed with people talking and laughing and doing their level best to forget about the war for an hour or two.


‘Who’s going to take it on with this wretched war on?’ said Betty. ‘Percy Bainbridge moved away with his children after the fire. Didn’t have the heart for it any more, I suppose. He used to lease it from old Jack Micklethwaite over Ilkley way. That right, Janet?’


‘Aye, but Jack doesn’t care about the Woolpack now either. He had four sons and every single one of them ’as died in France now.’ Janet shook her head. ‘Nobody’s got the heart to think about it, specially not with this flu on top of everything else.’


‘It looks sad,’ said Dot.


‘Aye, well, my Dick misses it that’s for sure,’ said Janet. ‘But we don’t have anyone with the energy to rebuild it, even if they could afford to buy it off Jack.’ She gestured at the pub. ‘It’s a crying shame about the Woolpack. The place is a mess, but there’s nowt to be done about it. All we’ve got in the village now are old men, young boys and invalids.’


‘And women,’ said Dot.


There was a disapproving silence. Betty and Janet exchanged glances. ‘Women can’t run pubs,’ said Betty after a moment.


‘Why not? We’re doing all sorts of jobs that only men did before.’


‘Not in Beckindale,’ said Janet firmly.


And that was why she would be heading back to the city the first chance she had, thought Dot as she said a wry goodbye to Janet and Betty and walked on.


‘Oh, Dot, thank goodness you’re home!’ Agnes Colton almost fell on Dot when she opened the door to her.


Dot was shocked to see the change in her mother. Agnes had once been a brisk, practical woman, sturdily built, but now she was thin and tearful and trembling with fatigue.


‘Your poor pa,’ she kept saying. ‘Your poor, poor pa. I don’t know what to do.’


Dot could hear him coughing upstairs. ‘I’ll go and look at him,’ she said, though she didn’t know what she could do either. What did she know of nursing? She could pack a shell with explosives but that was no use to her now.


If she had been shocked by the state of her mother, she was aghast at how ill her father looked. He lay grey-faced and sweating in bed, racked by a terrible gurgling cough. As Dot watched in horror, he leant over the side of the bed and retched into a bowl that held bloody sputum.


‘Pa … oh, Pa …’ She went over to hold the bowl for him and as the coughing fit eased, she helped him back onto his pillows.


He opened red-rimmed eyes to focus on her face with an effort. ‘Bess?’


Dot swallowed. Her older sister had always been his favourite. She had died of pleurisy seven years earlier.


‘It’s Dot,’ she said. Alarmed by his struggles to say more, she put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t try to talk, Pa,’ she said, but he was determined to get the words out.


‘Your ma … must … look after … her, Bess,’ he managed.


She didn’t bother to correct him this time. ‘I will.’


‘Promise …’ he gasped.


‘I promise,’ she said, shaken.


Downstairs, she found her mother sitting numbly at the kitchen table, wringing her hands. Somehow the sight of her sturdy, brisk mother so undone was worse than seeing her father so sick.


‘Have you called the doctor?’ she asked and Agnes looked at her with dull eyes.


‘We can’t afford the doctor.’


‘I’ve got some money, Ma. Let me send for him.’


But the doctor, when he came, shook his head. ‘There’s nothing I can do for him. I’m sorry.’


That was nonsense, Dot decided instantly. Of course there was something to be done. This was her father. She couldn’t let him die like this. Scowling ferociously, she took on the flu as a personal enemy and refused to admit defeat. All night, she ran up and down the stairs, refreshing bowls of water and wringing out cloths as she tried to wipe the sweat from her father’s face and cool his fever as his body arched in pain and delirium.


It was easier to do that than to remember the woody smell that clung to his clothes, the pipe that had always been clenched between his teeth. A cooper, Bill Colton had been a quiet, undemonstrative man, but Dot would never forget the time he had lifted her onto his shoulders and carried her out through the deep snow to show her the moon rising over the fells like a bright silver penny. Once, when she had fallen and badly grazed her knees, he had carved her a little wooden mouse and her delight in the unexpected toy had quite eclipsed the stinging in her legs.


Dot pushed the memories aside and concentrated on saving her father. She held his head over the bowl as he coughed and coughed and coughed, and she wiped the blood from his mouth. She sponged his body and tried to spoon broth into him to give him strength, only for him to be sick all over her. Grimly she cleared up the bloody mess, and went back to trying to make him comfortable while he tossed and thrashed and cried out in pain and desperation as his lungs filled in spite of everything, and he drowned in his own blood.


And in the end, the doctor was right. There was nothing Dot could do for her father. He died that night, his distraught wife weeping by his side and when she heard those awful, gurgling breaths stop at last, Dot let the cloth slip bleakly back into the bowl, too exhausted to comfort her mother.


The Coltons weren’t a family much given to gestures of affection but their life had always been a decent one. The cottage in the heart of Beckindale had three bedrooms, a kitchen and a parlour and, behind the house, a vegetable plot with rows of cabbages and leeks and her father’s prize-winning marrows.


This was the home Dot had left to go and work in Bradford. In the morning, when Bill Colton had been laid out in the parlour, and Agnes had been persuaded to lie down for a while, Dot sat at the kitchen table and looked guiltily around her.


She should have come home earlier, she thought. Her parents had always been such no-nonsense people, she had assumed they would deal with the reports that their son was missing as stoically as they had dealt with their elder daughter’s death. She hadn’t realised how the loss of Olly would devastate them, but she could see it now in the neglected cottage, once kept pin clean by her mother, and the overgrown vegetable garden which had been her father’s pride and joy. It was as if they had both had stopped caring when that telegram had arrived.


When would it all end? Dot wondered bleakly. Her parents were the last people she would have expected to give up, but after four years of war, the flu epidemic was crushing the last flickers of spirit out of everyone and it was all too easy to give in to despair.


It was left to Dot to arrange a funeral for her father. Mr Haywood, the vicar, spoke in sonorous terms about God’s purpose, but Dot wasn’t really listening. Her mother had started coughing that morning, and Dot had stripped the sheets and made up the bed so Agnes could lie where her husband had just died. Mary Ann Teale had offered to sit with her mother while Dot was at church to see her father buried.


Maggie Sugden came to the funeral. ‘It’s good to see you again, Dot,’ she said after the service. ‘I wish it hadn’t been under these circumstances.’


Maggie was looking pale and tired. ‘You don’t look so good,’ Dot told her, and Maggie smiled faintly.


‘Blunt as ever!’


‘Sorry,’ muttered Dot. She had always been one for plain speaking and she forgot sometimes that honesty wasn’t always the best policy.


‘It’s all right,’ said Maggie. ‘You’re right, I’m not looking my best. We’ve had flu at Emmerdale Farm too. One of our land girls had to go home she was so ill, and I caught it too, though not so badly. And then Jacob nearly died. It was a difficult time.’


‘Jacob?’


‘My little boy.’ Maggie shook her head. ‘It must be a good three years since you left, Dot. A lot has changed since then.’


‘I’d like to hear your news, but I need to get back. Ma’s not well.’


‘Of course.’ Maggie touched Dot’s arm. ‘Come and see me before you go back, Dot. I’ve missed you.’


Agnes Colton was in bed for a week. She was not nearly as ill as her husband had been and she was soon out of danger, but the illness left her even weaker and more lethargic than before, and her once bright eyes now swam with tears.


‘How will I manage without your pa?’ she asked Dot constantly.


Dot was coaxing her to drink some broth she had made. ‘I’ll look after you,’ she said, but Agnes wasn’t reassured. Her eyes filled. ‘But for how long?’


Dot suppressed a sigh, remembering the promise she had made to her father. ‘As long as you need me,’ she said.


Mary Ann Teale popped in most days from next door. ‘I’ll make a brew, will I?’ she always said as she bustled around the kitchen, putting the kettle on the range, as at home here as in her own house.


Dot sat wearily at table one morning and looked around the kitchen. Once, it had been spotless, but now everything seemed faintly grubby and there were crumbs on the floor that she hadn’t had time to sweep up. ‘Mary Ann,’ she asked, ‘how long has Ma been … like this?’


Mary Ann didn’t pretend to misunderstand. ‘Since she heard about Olly. It broke her heart it did.’ She sighed. ‘There’s a lot of hearts been broken since the war started.’


Dot felt guilty that her own heart wasn’t broken. Oh, she had grieved when she had heard about her brother, of course she had, but she had kept living, just like everyone else had to do. Was that wrong?


‘You’re looking peaky, Dot,’ Mary Ann told her. ‘You’ve been shut in here too long. You go and get some air, and I’ll sit with your ma.’


Too tired to argue, Dot obeyed. Her mother had been so ill that Dot had barely been outside all week, and now she blinked at the sunlight as she stepped outside. It was a beautiful summer day, and it felt good to get out – but where was there to go? The village didn’t even have a pub now – not that she would have ever been allowed to go there. Dot thought wistfully of life in Bradford. It was tough, yes, but they were never short of somewhere to go or something to do. Sometimes she and her friends went to a music hall or to the picture palace. Dot had seen Charlie Chaplin in A Dog’s Life – what a hoot that had been! – and had been thrilled by Tarzan of the Apes. And there was always the pub.


In Beckindale there was … nothing.


Well, there was no use moaning, Dot told herself briskly. She would just have to get on with it.


She did feel better for being out, and she wandered a while before realising that her feet were taking her to the bridge, the way she had walked so often when she worked for Maggie Sugden. She would go to Emmerdale Farm.




Chapter Two


Maggie was collecting eggs in her apron when Dot arrived. The collie at her side – surely that couldn’t be timid Fly? – barked once, sharply, to warn of Dot’s approach and Maggie looked up with a smile. ‘I’m so glad you came,’ she said. ‘I was sorry not to have a chance to talk to you properly at your father’s funeral. Let me just get rid of these and we’ll have a cup of tea.’


Following Maggie inside, Dot saw a pretty young girl with at the range where Dot herself had so often stood. ‘Do you remember Molly Pickles?’ Maggie asked as she put the eggs in a bowl. ‘Frank’s sister.’


Dot wouldn’t have recognised little Molly, but she remembered Frank all right. He’d been the farm lad when she had worked at Emmerdale Farm, a big, slow boy, a bit daft but harmless.


‘Is Frank …?’


Maggie shook her head and Dot sighed. How many more had died in this wretched war? ‘I’m sorry,’ she said to Molly, who nodded and ducked her head.


‘Shall I put t’kettle on, Mrs Sugden?’


‘Yes, please, Molly. It’s such a nice day, we’ll have it outside.’ Maggie turned to Dot. ‘I’m afraid there are a lot of changes since you were last in Beckindale.’


Dot nodded. ‘I heard George bought it too.’


‘That’s right. But there are some nice changes too.’ Maggie rested her hand on the head of a small child who was staring suspiciously at Dot, his finger in his mouth.


‘This is Jacob.’


Dot eyed him warily. She never had much to do with children and didn’t know what to say to them. ‘How do, Jacob?’ she tried, and his look of suspicion deepened. ‘How old are you?’


‘He’s two and a half,’ Maggie answered for him. She gestured behind Dot. ‘And you remember Joe, of course,’ she added in an even voice.


‘Joe?’ Dot echoed in surprise and turned.


The sunlight through the open kitchen door threw a bright patch on the flagstones, but the light at the end of the room was mercifully dim. Still it was enough for Dot to catch her breath in shock at the sight of the man sitting by the fireplace, where a small fire burned in spite of the warmth of the day.


She remembered Maggie’s husband as a vicious bully, a square, stocky man she had avoided as much as possible. It had been a relief to all when he had gone to war.


Joe was unrecognisable now. Half his face had been blown off and the reconstructed skin was puckered and shiny and pulled hideously out of shape. His left eye was sunken to little more than a slit and what was left of his nose had been squashed into a grotesque lump.


Swallowing down her instinctive grimace, Dot managed an unsteady smile. ‘Hello, Joe.’


Joe didn’t respond. Apparently oblivious to the presence of a stranger, he was sitting in his chair, rocking a little, clenching and unclenching his hands, as he stared blankly at the empty chair on the other side of the fire.


Maggie had seen her shock. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, pouring tea out of the pot into two cups. ‘I thought someone would have told you.’


‘No.’ Dot was more shaken than she would have expected. Not that she cared for Joe, but nobody deserved that. She had seen plenty of soldiers with terrible injuries in Bradford, but nothing like Joe’s. ‘I haven’t really had a chance to catch up on the news.’


‘Come and sit in the sun.’ Maggie gave her a cup and saucer and Dot was glad to follow her outside to sit on the bench by the kitchen door. Even then, her hand wasn’t quite steady as she drank her tea.


‘What happened to him?’


‘He was blown up by a shell,’ Maggie said. ‘When I got the telegram, I thought it would say that he was dead. I hoped for it, to be honest. You remember what he was like?’


Dot nodded as she set her cup carefully back on its saucer. ‘Aye, I do.’


‘But the message was just that he’d been injured and that he was being sent to a hospital in Sheffield. I didn’t know how bad it was until he was transferred to Miffield Hall. It’s a hospital now.’


‘Yes, I’d heard that.’ Dot hesitated. ‘It must have been a shock when you saw him.’


‘It was.’ Holding her cup and saucer in her lap with one hand, Maggie stroked the collie who rested its head against her knee. ‘I wasn’t even sure that it was Joe, but they told me there was no mistake. After a few weeks, the doctors said there was nothing more that they could do, so they sent him home, and how could I refuse? I’m his wife, this is his farm.’


‘How do manage when he’s … like that?’


‘It’s easier than when he was Joe.’ Maggie smiled faintly. ‘He’s very quiet. He just sits there like that. Sometimes he gets distressed, and he doesn’t like sudden or loud noises, but when he starts to whimper, I just soothe him the way I would Jacob. It’s like having another child.’


‘Does he know who you are?’


‘I don’t think so. He understands what I’m saying. He responds to simple instructions: get dressed, come to the table, drink this, be careful, it’s hot … that kind of thing.’


Dot made a face. ‘What about, I don’t know, going to the privy?’


‘He can do that by himself, thank goodness, and he sleeps in the cupboard bed under the stairs. He can even dress himself although I have to help him with buttons and laces.’ For the first time, revulsion crossed Maggie’s face. ‘I hate it, but what can I do? I’m torn between disgust and pity and remembering how much I loathed him.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Dot after a moment. ‘It must be difficult. And what about the little lad?’ She nodded down at Jacob who was squatting in the dust with a puppy that was still at the stage of tripping over its own feet. ‘It must be scary for him, in’t it?’


‘He’s too young to have known Joe any other way. He just takes Joe’s deformities for granted. He calls him Pa and crawls over him sometimes, and Joe just sits there. Jacob thinks that’s normal,’ said Maggie. ‘Perhaps it’s better that way. He’s like Laddie here.’ She nudged the puppy with her foot and smiled as it pounced on her shoe with mock growls. ‘Laddie likes Joe, but Fly won’t go near him.’


‘I wondered if that were Fly,’ Dot said leaning round Maggie to look again at the dog. It was hard to credit that the glossy, contented collie leaning so trustfully against Maggie was the thin, cowering bitch that had once been the target of Joe’s beatings and kickings. ‘She’s changed a bit.’


Maggie rested her hand on Fly’s head and Fly closed her eyes blissfully. ‘I can’t recognise Joe, but she can. She can smell him.’


It was a crying shame he hadn’t been killed outright, Dot reflected. Joe had been a vicious bully, God knows, but this was worse than no life at all, and harder for Maggie too.


‘Does he ever speak?’


‘Not yet. The doctors say that’s quite common with head trauma.’ Maggie sipped her tea. ‘Part of me wants him to stay like this. I worry that if he gets better, he’ll start to remember and then …’ She lifted her shoulders. ‘I’m afraid of what might happen then, but what can I do?’


‘Nowt,’ said Dot, understanding. What could any of them do but play the hand they’d been dealt. ‘What about t’farm? How are you managing?’


‘I had someone to help me for a couple of years. Hugo.’ Maggie’s face softened as she said his name.


Something in one of her mother’s letters was ringing a bell in Dot’s head. ‘Hang on, was he the conchie?’


‘He was a Quaker,’ said Maggie. ‘His beliefs wouldn’t allow him to kill anyone, so he chose to come and help produce food for the country instead. Oh, everyone was up in arms, of course,’ she said, clearly reading Dot’s disapproving expression without difficulty. ‘Nobody would have anything to do with me for a while because I was employing Hugo and they all thought he should have been off fighting and killing, but what was I supposed to do? All the farmers despised me for trying to run a farm by myself – they still do – and I couldn’t get an able bodied man to come and work for me. Tom Skilbeck wanted me to give up, hand over my stock and let him grow his crops on my fields. I wasn’t going to let him do that. This’ll be Jacob’s farm one day, and I was prepared to do whatever was needed to keep Tom Skilbeck’s hands off it, even if it meant giving shelter to a conscientious objector.’


Much as she disapproved of the idea of anyone wheedling their way out of fighting, Dot couldn’t help admiring Maggie. She had never cared what anyone else had thought.


‘As it turned out, Hugo helped me turn this farm around,’ Maggie went on. ‘Of course, the village didn’t like it and made sure I knew it, but when the Woolpack was on fire, Hugo was the one who ran in to save a child.’


‘I saw the Woolpack had burned down,’ said Dot. ‘It’s sad seeing it like that.’


‘The fire was terrifying. Nobody who saw Hugo run in there ever thought he was a coward again,’ said Maggie. ‘He’s one of the bravest and best men I know,’ she added quietly. She looked directly at Dot. ‘I love him, and he loves me.’ Incredibly, a smile trembled on her lips at the memory. ‘He told me the night before he went away.’


Dot’s jaw dropped. She might admire Maggie for the way she stood up for herself, but she was still shocked at her honesty.


‘Oh, we never did anything about it,’ Maggie said. ‘Hugo’s a good man. It would have been adultery. We were just dear friends, but when Joe was sent home, Hugo decided it would be wrong if he stayed, feeling as we did for each other. I begged him not to go,’ she said, ‘but he went to France as stretcher carrier. I don’t know if he’s still alive or not,’ she added sadly. ‘I’m not sure if I will ever know.’


‘And the farm?’ Dot had worked at Emmerdale Farm long enough to know that no matter what was happening, the cows had to be milked, the sheep fed and sheared, the fields ploughed, the crops sown and harvested.


‘Now I’ve got three girls from the Women’s Land Army. Tom Skilbeck disapproves of them almost as much as he did of Hugo. He doesn’t think it’s fitting for women to do the hard physical labour on a farm, but they’ve been wonderful. One of them, Grace, has become a real friend. Jacob loves her, don’t you, Jacob?’ she said as her small son scrambled to his feet, alert at the sound of a favourite word.


‘Gace!’ he shouted.


‘Grace’ll be back soon,’ Maggie reassured him. ‘I don’t think she’ll be staying much longer,’ she added in an undertone to Dot. ‘Sam Pearson is very smitten. He’s always hanging around here on any excuse. Last week he brought us Laddie here.’


Fly looked on disdainfully as Laddie recognised his name and scrabbled at Dot’s skirts for attention. Dot put down a hand so that he could lick it excitedly.


Dot remembered Sam Pearson from school. He was a couple of years older than her, a quiet, steady boy, but she had always liked him. So he was sniffing around after one of the Women’s Land Army, was he? Good luck to him, she thought, with only a tiny pang. She had long ago accepted that as far as men were concerned, she was a pal, and not the kind of girl they fell in love with or handed over puppies as an excuse to see her.


‘Last I heard Sam was in Mesopotamia,’ she said. ‘I’m glad he made it out all right.’


‘He was in a bad way for a while, but he’s come through, thank goodness.’ Maggie bent down to put her cup and saucer on the ground. ‘Anyway, what about you, Dot? Are you heading back to Bradford?’


‘I wish I could,’ Dot sighed. ‘But I promised Pa I would look after Ma. I never thought she’d need looking after – you remember what she was like? – but she’s different now.’


Maggie nodded her understanding. ‘Four years of war and now the flu … It feels like the end of the world. We’re all so tired,’ she sighed. ‘Sometimes it seems as if the suffering is never going to end. I can understand why she has just given up.’ Her eyes rested on her small son. ‘If it hadn’t been for Jacob, I think I might have given up too.’


Dot drank her tea thoughtfully. Maggie was such a strong person, it was shocking to hear her even talking about giving up. Was there something wrong with her that she didn’t feel that way?


‘I’ll have to find work,’ Dot said.


‘What will you do? There’ll be lots of people who would leap at employing a decent cook – the vicar’s wife, for one. You could have your pick of jobs.’


Dot grimaced. ‘I don’t want to go into service again. Not wanting to give offence,’ she added, and Maggie smiled.


‘None taken. I don’t blame you,’ she said. She thought for a bit. ‘What about the hospital in Miffield Hall? They might need help in the kitchen and you’re the best cook I know.’


‘That’s a good idea. I’ll ask.’


Dot sipped her tea, watching a pair of house martins darting busily in and out of their nest under the table eaves. ‘Can I tell you something awful?’


‘What?’


‘This war … it’s horrible but there’s a bit of me that doesn’t want it to end.’


Maggie’s brows lifted and Dot struggled to explain herself. ‘Before, if you were a woman, you didn’t have much choice about what you did. You went into service and hoped to get married so you could look after a house of your own. But because of the war, we’ve been able to try new jobs and be independent. I don’t want to lose that.’ She glanced at Maggie. ‘I used to think suffragettes were barmy, but now I wish I had listened more to what they were saying.’


‘What would you do if you could do anything you wanted?’ Maggie asked after a moment.


‘I’d like a job in Bradford. Not in munitions, but something else. Something so I could earn my own money and live on my own. Be independent and not have to do what someone else told me to do. Is that too much to ask for?’


‘No,’ said Maggie, thoughtfully. ‘No, I don’t think it is.’




Chapter Three


He called Rose his ‘Angel’.


It had been ten days since William Petty had been brought by ambulance to the auxiliary hospital at Miffield Hall. He was terribly injured on one side. His left arm had been blown off by a shell and his leg was so mangled that they eventually had to amputate it. Rose had helped to dress the quivering stump. It wasn’t the first amputation she had assisted at – she had grown used to dealing with grotesque injuries that only four years ago would have made her faint away – but her stomach had still heaved.


William was secretly her favourite patient. Many of the soldiers invalided from the front were astonishingly cheerful and stoical about their injuries – just glad to be back in Blighty, they said – but William had a glint in his eyes that reminded her of Mick. He was young – her age perhaps – with a funny, monkey face and terrible teeth, but he had a way about him that was hard to resist.


The first time he’d opened his eyes and seen her, he had gaped. ‘Gawd, I’ve gone to heaven and met an angel!’


‘No angel,’ Rose had said, shaking her head and thinking of the secrets she kept. ‘I’m just a VAD.’


But William insisted on calling her his angel. ‘Have you got a sweetheart, Angel?’ he would ask as Rose eased off the stiff, stained wads of gauze where his arm had been. Her bottom lip was caught between her teeth as she concentrated on being as gentle as she could.


‘I do,’ she said.


‘Throw the lucky blighter over and marry me instead.’


Rose smiled, knowing the banter distracted him from the pain of the dressing being changed. ‘If he doesn’t come home soon, I may do that.’


‘What—’ He broke off with a gasp.


‘Sorry.’


‘What’s his name?’ William persisted in a voice thready with pain.


‘Mick.’ Rose didn’t feel like lying or prevaricating when William was lying there, his one good hand clenched in the sheet, his face white. Besides, she had so few chances to talk about Mick, it was good to be able to say his name out loud. ‘Mick Dingle.’


‘Mick,’ William repeated hazily. ‘Lucky bugger.’ He sucked in another breath as Rose started on cleaning the stump of the arm which had been blown off above the elbow. ‘He serving?’


Rose nodded. ‘He’s in France, or was last time I heard.’ She hadn’t heard from Mick for over a week. The post was pretty good, so when you didn’t hear, of course you worried. And if something did happen to him, the news wouldn’t come to her. It would go to his brother Levi.


‘An officer, is he? A lady like you, course he is,’ William answered his own question and then grinned. ‘He won’t like it when you throw him over for me.’


‘He won’t,’ Rose agreed, breathing through her mouth as she cleaned the awful wound. It had been patched up hastily in the field hospital before they sent William home, and it was starting to heal, but the smell of torn flesh, dried blood and stale iodine was still foul.


‘If we can keep that leg clean, he’ll have a fighting chance,’ she had heard the doctor say after examining William.


‘So, why aren’t you engaged?’ he demanded. ‘If I were Mick, I’d have put a ring on your finger straight away.’


‘I haven’t told my parents about him yet,’ Rose confessed. ‘Mick’s not an officer and they wouldn’t approve.’


‘And there was me thinking you’d be marrying a real toff. Maybe I’m in with a chance after all! Course, there might be a problem with me mam,’ he went on. ‘She’s a terror, she is. She’d have to approve of you first.’


Rose couldn’t help laughing. ‘I bet she wouldn’t think anyone was good enough for you.’


‘What’s your Mick doing out there?’


He had survived the terrible battle of the Somme that had killed his brother, Nat, but Rose didn’t think William wanted to hear about that. ‘He seems to be driving those new tanks now.’


‘Them great big machines?’ William looked impressed. ‘They’re monsters, they are.’


‘I shouldn’t have told you that I’ve got a sweetheart,’ Rose said, glancing over her shoulder. ‘I don’t want Matron to know either.’


‘Don’t you worry, Angel,’ he had said. ‘Your secret’s safe with me.’


He had begged her to tell the doctors not to take off his leg. ‘I can manage with one arm or one leg that side, but what’ll I do without both? I won’t be able to use crutches even. What girl’ll have me now?’


But the terrible odour of gangrene was unmistakable and when the bandages had been removed to reveal the slimy, tell-tale green wound, there had been no choice. Even then William had given Rose a cheery thumbs up as he was wheeled away to the operating theatre.


That had been two days ago. A haemorrhage the first day had been stopped but now he was burning up with fever and the normally stern Sister Dawkins had told Rose to sit with him. ‘He doesn’t have much longer, Haywood. The infection has taken hold and we can’t shift it now.’


So Rose was sitting in a screened off cubicle, holding William’s hand as he drifted in and out of consciousness. She should have gone off duty an hour ago, but she couldn’t bear to leave him.


How much longer would this wretched war go on? For three and a half years, men had been fighting and dying in the Flanders mud. For the past two, she had been a VAD here, making beds, emptying bed-pans and giving bed baths. She helped with dressings and sometimes even assisted at operations, but most of the time she dusted lockers, swept floors and straightened the ward. She scrubbed the blood and discharge from the bed-mackintoshes that protected the mattresses and polished wheelchairs. The hours were long and the work exhausting but at least Rose felt that she was doing something.


Except at times like these, with William’s hand limp in hers, something wasn’t enough. What good was she really doing? Rose asked herself wearily.


A gramophone at the end of the ward was playing ‘When Irish eyes are smiling’ again. Rose had liked listening to the record at first. It reminded her of Mick, but it had been played so often to keep the men in their beds entertained that she had stopped hearing it most of the time. Now, though, the scratchy sound mingled with a whole array of different coughs, sometimes barking, sometimes phlegmy or dry, and the muttering and mumbling and occasional groan or restless crackling of the bed-mackintosh beneath the sheet as a patient tried to get comfortable. Rose could hear the murmur of nurses’ voices, the squeak of their shoes on the linoleum floors, and somewhere in the distance, a telephone ringing.


The noise scraped at her nerves and made her head ache. She was easing the pins that kept her cap in place and her blonde hair covered when she saw William’s eyes flutter open.


‘You still here, Angel?’ he managed.


‘Yes, I’m here.’


‘I’m cold.’


‘Shall I get you another blanket?’


‘No.’ His hand twitched feebly in hers. ‘Don’t leave me,’ he whispered.


Rose had started to rise but at that she sat back on the chair. It felt as if there was a hand clamped viciously around her throat. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t leave you, William.’


He lapsed into unconsciousness again for a while but then seemed to wake with a shudder. ‘I want my mam,’ he said clearly, but his eyes were unfocused as they turned to Rose. ‘Is that you, Mam?’


Rose swallowed. ‘Yes, it’s me, love. I’m here.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘You’ve had enough, William,’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘You can go now.’


Something that might have been a smile twitched at his lips and he sighed. Rose waited for his next breath, but it never came, and his fingers grew cold in hers before she made herself accept that he was dead. Very gently, she drew her hand over his eyes to close them.


She should get up and let Sister know. The orderlies would need to lay out the body and the paperwork would have to be filled in. Someone would write to his mother, and none of that could happen until she stood up. But Rose couldn’t move. A wave of exhaustion rolled over her and she dropped her head to the bed to rest her forehead on the blanket next to William’s still hand.


When Sister Dawkins put her head around the screen, Rose lifted her head as if it was a terrible weight. ‘I don’t think I can do this any longer,’ she said.


Sister Dawkins’s angular face warmed with compassion. ‘You’re tired,’ she said. ‘We all are. Go home, Haywood. Get some sleep. Come back tomorrow and we’ll do it all again.’


Wearily, Rose made her way down the grand staircase to the entrance hall. It smelt of disinfectant and there were bare patches on the walls where portraits of long-dead Verneys had once hung. In the past two years, she had become used to Miffield Hall being a hospital. It was only at odd times, like now, when the memory of how it had been before the war snuck up on her unawares, and the house seemed to shimmer. She could see the butler opening the front door, could see herself being shown into the drawing room, now a ward, and taking tea with Lady Verney.


Once she had played croquet with Ralph on the lawn where a row of huts now stood. In the orchard behind the Hall she had met Mick for the first time, but even that seemed impossibly distant now. Remembering gave her a vertiginous feeling, as if she were peering over an abyss into another world where she was young and innocent and carefree. A world where no one had suspected that a terrible war was looming and that everything would change.


Only three and a half years ago, Rose reminded herself as she paused on the front steps, blinking at the golden light. It was all wrong that it should be such a beautiful summer evening when William Petty had died, and there was so much ugliness and grief in the world. As if the war were not bad enough, the epidemic of flu was still raging. Rose had heard that thousands were dying in the cities. Even in Beckindale, her father had been conducting funerals on an almost daily basis for weeks now.


‘Haywood!’ A voice broke into Rose’s thoughts and she turned to see one of her fellow VADs, Sybil Edwards, waving an envelope from a pile she held in her hand. ‘Letter for you,’ she said. ‘Thought it might cheer you up. I heard about Petty. Rotten luck.’


Sybil was one of the few people who knew about Mick. One of the best things about working at the hospital was being able to receive and send letters without having to meet Mick’s brother, Levi.


And without having to go through Hannah Rigg at the Post Office. If Hannah knew who Rose was writing to, everyone would know, and so far no word had got back to her parents. She would be twenty-one later that year, and she wouldn’t need her father’s permission to marry Mick then. She didn’t want to hurt her parents, but at long last she would be able to make her own decisions.


Not that any decisions could be made until this wretched war was over and Mick was safely home anyway.


Rose took the letter, her heart lifting as always at the sight of Mick’s untidy scrawl. ‘Thanks, Edwards.’


‘Any time. I wish Peter wrote as often as your Mick.’


‘He doesn’t say much.’ Rose put the letter in her pocket to read at home.


‘They never do,’ said Sybil. ‘But at least you know they’re thinking of you.’


And that they were alive. Or had been when they wrote. The young women both knew that a telegram or letter could come at any time with news that the men they loved had been killed or injured or were missing.


Except that Rose wouldn’t get the letter. She would have to hear the news about Mick from Levi, and the thought made her shudder.


When Levi first came to Beckindale, she had been friendly for Mick’s sake, knowing how much he cared for his brother. For a while Levi had acted as intermediary for their letters but he had always made Rose uncomfortable. There was something unnerving about the way he devoured her with his eyes, about the intensity of his expression and the way he always stood just a little too close. His manner was an unpleasant mixture of ingratiating complacency and banked aggression, and she would be happy if she never saw him again, but what could she do? They both had to live in Beckindale.


Rose avoided him as much as she could but there was no getting away from Levi. He was Mick’s next-of-kin and until she and Mick were married, she depended on him for news of the man she loved so desperately and missed so much.




Chapter Four


Oh, she had to stop fretting about Levi, Rose told herself as she set off down the avenue towards the lane. There was so much else to worry about at the moment. Both her brothers were ‘somewhere in France’, which was all they were ever allowed to say in their letters home.


John had been invalided home for a while with trench fever, but to her father’s dismay had spent most of the time sitting with his batman, Robert Carr, who was suffering terribly with shell shock. Once a bright, lively boy who had delivered the papers from his bicycle, Robert was now a trembling wraith, cared for by his elderly mother. John had spent long hours with Robert, reading poetry to him and guiding his shaking hand to his mouth as he helped him eat.


When he came back to the vicarage, John’s face was set and he refused to talk about his life in France. Rose didn’t blame him. She never talked about what she saw at the hospital either. She wouldn’t tell her parents about William Petty. Her father in particular hated her working at the hospital and was always trying to persuade her to give it up.


Rose’s younger brother, Arthur, was much less complicated. He had joined up on his eighteenth birthday earlier that year. Rose could still remember his boisterous pride as he announced that he had enlisted and the way the colour had drained from her father’s face.


Arthur’s smile had faltered as the silence stretched. ‘I thought you’d be pleased,’ he said, aggrieved.


‘I am pleased. I’m proud of you, my boy,’ Charles Haywood said painfully after a moment. ‘Very proud. But there’s no need to be hasty. You are only eighteen today. I know Colonel Barker on the Military Service Tribunal, and if we explained—’


‘Explained what?’ Arthur interrupted. ‘I’m not looking for an exemption, Father! Far from it! I want to serve my country, just like you said we all should. It’s a matter of honour, you said. We’re fighting for God and the Empire. You were happy when John joined up,’ he added accusingly.
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