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One


London, February 1933


‘You don’t mind Daisy coming to stay with us during the Easter school holidays, do you?’


George Allender smiled at his wife. ‘Of course not, Pips. I’m extremely fond of her.’ His smile broadened. ‘She reminds me more and more of you.’ He chuckled. ‘She resembles her mother in looks but you in character, without a doubt.’


Pips pulled a comical face. ‘I don’t think that’s a compliment to Daisy – certainly not in my mother’s estimation anyway.’


Pips and George had been married for almost two years, which George freely acknowledged had been the happiest two years of his life. They had been lovers for several years before that, but their marriage had been ‘on hold’ for several reasons, the most insurmountable at the time being the disapproval of George’s daughter, Rebecca. But at last, the young woman had seen just how much the pair loved each other and had capitulated. Since then, Pips and Rebecca – not so far apart in age – had become good friends. She often stayed with them at their apartment in Clapham on her days off from her work as a nurse at the London Hospital, even though she had her own living accommodation near the hospital. Although Pips and George now spent most of their time in London, they frequently visited Pips’s family, the Maitlands, at Doddington Hall in Lincolnshire. Pips couldn’t let many weeks go by without seeing the niece she adored and catching up with all the latest village gossip.


Pips pressed her hands together. ‘Good. I must make arrangements to take her to Brooklands whilst she’s here.’


George’s smile faded a little. ‘And for a flight in one of Mitch Hammond’s aircraft, I suppose.’


‘Of course. It’s the highlight of a holiday with us.’ She met her husband’s gaze. ‘But I won’t break my promise. I won’t take her racing or start to drive again myself. We’ll just watch, as we always do. There’ll be a race meeting on Easter Monday. We’ll go then.’


George sighed inwardly and, not for the first time, struggled with his conscience. Before they’d been due to marry in December 1930, Pips had promised him that she would no longer race her car at Brooklands after their marriage, though she would continue to go flying there. During the very last race in which she’d taken part, she’d had an accident on the track that had left her unconscious for three days and it had meant that their wedding had been put off for a few months. She’d been nursed by Rebecca and that was when the girl had seen for herself her father’s devotion to Pips. And his name had been the first Rebecca had heard Pips utter when she had begun to regain consciousness.


Despite her promise, George knew that Pips missed the excitement of racing. She was still an honorary member of a group of women who raced there – the Brooklands Girls, as they called themselves – but she met up with them now in a social capacity rather than as a participant alongside them on the track. Flying, however, was a different matter; she could not give up that, and, having gained her pilot’s licence, she was able to take Daisy flying too. George, who suffered acute airsickness, would not go with her, but Daisy loved it and longed for the day when she too could learn to fly.


‘So, we’ll go up to Lincolnshire on Friday evening for the weekend – weather permitting – and arrange everything. It’ll be something for us all to look forward to through the winter months. And besides, it’s high time I beat my dear brother at chess again. I’ll be losing my touch if I allow too many weeks to pass without challenging him.’ She paused and then asked, ‘Will you be able to take an extra day off from work so that we can make it a long weekend?’


George pulled a face. ‘Last week I would have said “yes” without hesitation, but the news from Germany has put everyone in a bit of a flap. I’ll have to see what I can do.’


George, a former major in the British Army, now worked in an advisory capacity at the War Office situated in a grand building on the corner of Horse Guards Avenue and Whitehall.


Pips frowned. ‘News? What news?’


‘Adolf Hitler becoming Chancellor.’


Pips stared at him in disbelief. ‘The little corporal who tried to seize power with Field Marshall Ludendorff in ’24?’


George nodded. ‘The end of ’23, actually.’


‘But I thought Hitler got sent to prison.’


George laughed wryly. ‘He did, but it was no more than a slap on the wrist. He was released after only nine months.’


‘And now he’s been made Chancellor? I don’t believe it.’


‘Sadly, it’s true.’


‘We’ll have to tell Robert at the weekend. I wonder if he knows.’


‘I expect so. It’s been in the papers and he follows the national and international news avidly. Just as I thought you did. I’m surprised you didn’t know.’


Pips smiled and moved to him, putting her arms around his waist and lifting her face to be kissed. ‘Why do I have to bother with the press when I have my very own handsome major to keep me informed?’


Now in his late fifties and twenty years older than Pips, who would be thirty-nine later in the year, George was still a distinguished-looking man; tall and straight-backed with dark hair that was only just beginning to grey at his temples, a neat moustache and dark blue eyes.


As he bent to kiss her, he marvelled yet again that this vibrant, strong-willed woman with her wonderful auburn hair and sparkling green eyes loved him and wondered, not for the first time, if he should release her from her promise and agree that she should race again. But now she no longer had a racing car of her own. To confirm her promise to George not to race, she’d sold her beloved Bugatti. ‘It’s all smashed up anyway,’ she’d said. ‘I’ll get Paul to do it up and sell it for me. I don’t want to see it again.’ Paul ran his own racing club, The Whittaker Racing Club, at Brooklands and was an expert mechanic.


Now Pips owned a four-seater Ford and, although it got her from A to B, she hadn’t the same love for it as she’d had for her racing car. Pips drove expertly, but still a little too fast for George’s liking.


On their journey to Lincolnshire that weekend, George clung onto the sides of his seat gallantly and said nothing. At Peterborough, Pips turned on to the quieter, rural roads and was obliged to lower her speed.


‘You can stop hanging on now, darling,’ she said merrily. ‘I can’t open her up on these roads.’


It was dark by the time they turned into the entrance to the hall and drove up the long driveway, through the arch of the gatehouse to come to a halt outside the front door. Lights twinkled in welcome from several windows. Although Pips loved her life in the city with George, she always felt the thrill of coming home every time she saw, even through the darkness, the rectangular shape of the beautiful Elizabethan mansion that had been her family’s home for generations. Her mother, Henrietta Maitland, had inherited the hall and its estate from her childless uncle and she had always been at the heart of the small village of Doddington. With one main street and lanes running from it into the surrounding countryside, the village lay five miles west of Lincoln, and Henrietta’s estate provided employment for the locals, not only in the house itself but also in the gardens, parklands and on the farm too.


For many years, ever since he’d moved into the hall on his marriage to Henrietta Schofield, Edwin Maitland had been the local doctor, holding surgeries in a side room at the hall, but now he was retired and had handed over the running of the practice to his son, Robert.


As they climbed out of the car, Pips said, ‘They do know we’re coming. I telephoned to tell them . . .’


As if on cue, the front door opened and light flooded down the steps.


‘Welcome home. Both of you.’


Pips’s brother, Robert, stood at the top of the steps – a tall, straight-backed figure. His handsome face was in shadow, but, silhouetted against the light behind him, Pips could not help the familiar pang of regret when she saw the empty sleeve of his right arm tucked into his pocket. She ran lightly up the steps to hug him. George followed more slowly, tactfully holding out his left hand to shake his brother-in-law’s.


‘How are you, Robert?’


‘We’re all well, thank you. Come in out of the cold. Jake will bring your bags in. We didn’t hold dinner back as you told us you might be rather late, but Mother has arranged something on a tray for you. We’ll all sit in the parlour and we can talk whilst you eat.’


‘Aunty Pips!’ The gangly, fifteen-year-old girl came running down the long Great Hall and flung herself into Pips’s outstretched arms, followed more sedately by the rest of the family.


‘Daisy, darling.’


Releasing herself from the excited girl’s bear hug, Pips kissed her mother, father and her sister-in-law, Alice, but it was still Daisy who held her attention. ‘Granny’s got Cook to make you some sandwiches and Sarah will bring tea in now you’re here. Oh, I’ve got so much to tell you.’


‘Daisy, dear, do calm down,’ Henrietta said, linking her arm through George’s and leading the way to the parlour. ‘Anyone would think you hadn’t seen them for months.’


Daisy’s blue eyes sparkled at her grandmother. ‘It feels like that, Granny.’


Henrietta smiled indulgently. ‘Well, yes, I can see that.’


Slim, with blue eyes and neat grey hair that was almost white now, Henrietta was normally very strict with what she considered ‘unladylike’ behaviour, but even she found it hard to be severe with Daisy for long. With black hair and dark blue eyes like her mother, Daisy was nothing like the quiet and reserved Alice in temperament. As everyone said, she was ‘just like Pips’. She was still chattering when they sat down in the parlour and the maid brought in freshly made tea and coffee for them all. Henrietta poured whilst Alice handed round the cups. There was certainly no chance of ‘children should be seen and not heard’ when Daisy was around.


‘Daddy lets me ride Samson on my own now, though I have to promise not to jump him yet.’ She was referring to the biggest horse in the stables; the horse that Pips normally rode when she was at home.


‘We’ll go riding tomorrow morning,’ Pips promised and then, with a mischievous twinkle, added, ‘I’m surprised you haven’t unearthed your father’s motorcycle yet.’


Daisy pulled a face. ‘Jake and I got it out and he cleaned it up but’ – she glanced at her father with a cheeky grin – ‘I’ve got to wait until the end of the year when I’ll be sixteen.’


‘We’ll come for the birthdays as always,’ Pips said, ‘and see you ride it.’


Daisy’s birthday fell on 1 December, three days before that of her cousin, Luke Cooper. Although Luke was two years older than Daisy, the two youngsters had always been close, both as cousins and as friends.


‘I’m very surprised,’ Pips said, ‘that Luke hasn’t wanted to ride it.’


There was a slight pause before Daisy replied airily, ‘Oh, he has ridden it, Aunty Pips, several times.’







   

Two


As the family sat talking late into the night, all apart from Daisy, who had gone to bed, Pips said, ‘Now, tell me all the news.’


Edwin smiled. ‘Not much has happened since you were last here at Christmas, though there is quite a bit of illness in the village and the surrounding district.’ He nodded towards his son. ‘The usual winter ailments. Robert and Conrad are being kept very busy.’ His eyes twinkled as he added, ‘I can’t say I’m sorry to be missing all the coughs and colds and influenzas. Retirement does have its compensations.’


Conrad Everton and his wife, Florence, had moved into the village almost four years earlier when he had taken up the post of junior doctor to Robert on Edwin’s semi-retirement. They had fitted into the community very well. Conrad had served at the front as a doctor in the Great War and understood the occasional dark moods that Robert still suffered. Now, Edwin was more or less fully retired and only helped out in emergencies.


‘Alice, how are your family?’ Pips asked.


There was a great deal of history between the Maitland and Dawson families that bound them irrevocably together. Alice, once lady’s maid to both Henrietta and Pips, had gone with her young mistress to the front in 1914 when Pips had insisted on accompanying her brother when he’d joined an independent flying ambulance corps to establish a post near the trenches to give much-needed first aid to the wounded as quickly as possible. But even amidst the horror, love had blossomed and Alice and Robert were now married. Alice had loved Robert in secret for years, but only during the time she had nursed him devotedly when he had lost his arm trying to bring wounded in from no-man’s-land did he fall in love with her. Though his mother had been against the match at first, Alice was now loved dearly by all the family and also by the servants with whom she had once worked. It was Alice’s own diplomatic and kind personality that had earned her a special place in the household.


In answer to Pips’s question, Alice wrinkled her nose. ‘Coping, I suppose, is the word, Pips. Just.’


There was a silence in the room whilst they all remembered the three Dawson brothers, who would never again come home, having been killed on the Somme within days of each other. The pain would never go away, even after over sixteen years. The whole country was still trying to come to terms with the devastating losses. Hardly a family had been untouched and many, like the Dawsons, lost several members of their family; of the young men who had returned, many were still living with the after-effects of life-changing injuries, like Robert.


‘Mam,’ Alice said, referring to her mother, Norah, ‘misses Ma dreadfully. Dad does too, though he’d never admit it.’


Ma Dawson, Len’s mother, had been regarded as the matriarch of the village. Though lacking in a formal education, she had been wise and everyone, young and old, had turned to her in times of trouble.


‘We all miss her,’ Pips murmured and her thoughts turned to another member of the Dawson family. ‘And what about William?’


Alice sighed deeply. ‘No change. Dad won’t have his name spoken. Won’t even allow Mam to have his picture displayed.’


William was regarded by Len Dawson as the black sheep of the family. When patriotic fervour had gripped the nation at the outbreak of the war, Bernard and Roy had volunteered at once. Even Harold, too young to enlist, had run away to sign up before his family could prevent it. But William had stubbornly refused to join them, insisting that he wanted to save lives, not take them. Instead, he had gone with Robert, Pips and Alice to join the ambulance corps as a stretcher bearer. Len had insisted that the family should disown him, refusing to recognize the young man’s special kind of courage.


‘I’ve had a letter from him,’ Pips said. ‘I’ve brought it with me to show to your mother, if I get the chance.’


Alice nodded. ‘He writes regularly to me and I always share the letters with her, of course, but she’s hungry for any news from him. He can’t write directly to her, as you know.’


William had not returned to England after the war. He had fallen in love with a Belgian nurse serving with the ambulance corps and had married her. They had lived with Brigitta’s grandparents, who had brought her up. Recently, Pips had heard from William that the old couple had both died during the recent winter and their farm had passed to their granddaughter. William and Brigitta now had two sons, Pascal and Waldo; Norah’s grandsons whom she had never seen.


‘I wonder if your father will ever relent,’ Pips murmured.


Alice said nothing, but merely shook her head sadly. It was Henrietta who spoke up. ‘He’s a very stubborn and foolish man. One day, I fear, he will have cause to regret his bigoted views. He is pinning all his hopes for the future on young Luke and it’s a heavy burden for the boy to carry. Though I shouldn’t call him a “boy” now. He is growing into a fine young man.’


Alice smiled lovingly as she thought about her nephew. ‘I think he’s taken over Ma’s role of watching out for Mam and how my dad treats her.’


Luke was the illegitimate son of Harold Dawson, Alice’s youngest brother, who had been killed before he could come home to marry his pregnant sweetheart. Although at first shocked, the whole village, led by Henrietta Maitland, had rallied round and supported the girl. As Henrietta had remarked to Peggy at the time, ‘You’re not the first to have a bairn out of wedlock, and I doubt very much you’ll be the last.’


Now Peggy Cooper was happily married to Sam Nuttall, one of the few young men to return home virtually unscathed from the war and who now worked for Len Dawson in his small village industry of carpenter, wheelwright and blacksmith.


‘Does Luke still come here every Saturday to ride out with Daisy?’


‘Oh yes. Never misses.’ Alice chuckled.


‘Then I’ll see him tomorrow. We’ll all go riding together.’


The day was cold and showery, but undeterred, Pips, George, Daisy and Luke set out towards the stables at the rear of the hall.


‘No Harry today, Luke?’ Pips asked.


Harry was Luke’s half-brother, born to Peggy and Sam.


Luke grinned. ‘Granddad didn’t really want me to come here this early. We’re supposed to work on a Saturday morning and then come riding with you in the afternoon.’ The young man shrugged. ‘But I just told him I was coming, so he insisted that Harry should stay and help him instead.’


Pips threw back her head and laughed. ‘I bet that didn’t suit Harry, but I expect he daren’t stand up to Mr Dawson like you can.’


‘It’s high time Granddad retired. He’s over seventy, you know.’


Pips nodded. ‘He must be, but I’ve no doubt he’s not quite ready to hand his life’s work over to a seventeen-year-old.’


Luke grimaced. ‘Maybe not, but he’s always telling me it’ll be mine one day. Not Sam’s or Harry’s, though he’s said there’s a job for them there as long as they want it.’


‘I’ve no doubt Sam will stay there, but what about Harry? Is it what he wants to do?’


‘Not sure. I don’t think he knows himself yet. He is only eleven.’


‘I’ll call and see your grandma later.’


The boy eyed her. He knew all about the letters from his uncle William, which Pips always shared with Norah. In a low voice he said, ‘Best make it later this morning, Aunty Pips, if you can. Granddad will be at home this afternoon and all day tomorrow. He hardly ever works on Saturday afternoons and certainly never on Sundays.’


Pips nodded and said quietly, ‘Thanks, Luke. We’ll ride round past their cottage on our way back. You can bring my horse back here and I’ll walk home.’


They entered the stable yard to see that Jake had already saddled up four horses.


‘Morning, Miss Pips. All ready for you.’


‘Hello, Jake, how are you?’ Pips shook hands with the young man, who had been a member of staff at the hall for many years. Orphaned as a baby, Jake had run away from the boys’ home for pauper children, operated by the Lincoln Union, where he had been brought up, to look for work. Henrietta had found the twelve-year-old sleeping rough and had taken pity on the skinny waif. His loyalty to Henrietta, who had given him employment and a home above the stables, was eternal. 


‘You ride Samson today, Aunty Pips,’ Daisy said. ‘He’s your horse really.’


But Pips shook her head. ‘No, Daisy, I want to see you riding him.’


Daisy’s eyes shone. ‘Can I try a jump, if you’re with me?’


‘Certainly not!’ Pips said. ‘What would your father say?’ But unseen by anyone else Pips gave her niece a broad wink.


As they rode out into the countryside, through the fields belonging to the Maitlands, George breathed in the clear country air. ‘I do miss riding when we’re in London, I have to admit. I must do my best to come home with you more often, Pips.’


They rode side by side at walking pace, but as they were approaching a low hedge, Daisy suddenly spurred the big horse towards it.


‘Oh, Aunty Pips . . .’ From a young boy, Luke had always called her that name and even though he was already taller than she was, the courtesy title had stuck. He was even allowed to call Mrs Maitland ‘Aunty Hetty’, though Edwin was always ‘Dr Maitland’. ‘She shouldn’t be—’ He fell silent as they all watched Daisy heading towards the hedge. She sailed over it and landed on the other side. The other three rode sedately through the gate in the hedge and joined Daisy, who was grinning widely.


‘I’m glad you were here, Aunty Pips,’ Luke said wryly. ‘Aunty Alice would have had my guts for garters if she’d fallen off.’


Pips rode up close to Daisy. ‘Well done, Daisy, but I want you to promise me one thing. And you know in our family we never willingly break a promise.’


Daisy nodded.


‘You must only jump when either your father or Jake is with you. It’s not fair to put such a responsibility on Luke.’


‘I don’t think Jake will like it either and Daddy doesn’t come riding very often.’


‘In that case, then, you’ll just have to wait until I come home.’


The girl pouted but said no more. She knew better than to argue with her aunt.


They rode back through the lanes until they paused outside the Dawsons’ cottage. Pips slid from her mount and handed the reins to Luke. ‘I won’t be long. I’ll be back in time for lunch.’


She walked round the side of the cottage, knocked on the back door, opened it and called, ‘Hello, Mrs Dawson. Are you in?’


A voice called from the kitchen. ‘Come in, Miss Pips.’


Closing the back door, Pips went through the scullery and into the kitchen where she found Norah sitting at the table, a cup of tea in front of her, whilst next to the range, in the chair that had once been Ma’s, sat Bess Cooper, Luke’s maternal grandmother.


‘Nah then, Miss Pips,’ Bess laughed raucously. ‘O’ course we should call you “Mrs Allender”, but we just can’t get used to it.’


‘“Miss Pips” is just fine. How are you both?’ Pips added, sitting down opposite Bess in the chair she knew was Len’s.


‘As well as we can be, y’know,’ Bess said with a glance at Norah, who avoided meeting Pips’s eyes. ‘We’ve got two grandbairns each and they keep us going, don’t they, Norah?’ They had a mutual grandson in Luke, but Norah also had Daisy and Bess had Harry.


At last Norah lifted her head slowly and met Pips’s gaze, guessing why Pips had called in. ‘But I have two more grandchildren, don’t I, Miss Pips?’ Norah, though always energetic, was small and thin, with her grey hair pulled tightly back into a bun. She was only ever seen without her apron at church on Sundays. Her face was deeply etched with lines of sadness and, though she tried to smile, it never reached her eyes.


Pips nodded and pulled a letter from her pocket. She knew they were safe. She had seen Len at his workshop as they had passed it and she also knew that Bess was Norah’s friend and confidante.


‘This came to me in London last week.’


Norah read it swiftly and then a second time more slowly, drinking in the news of William and his family and committing the words to memory. It would not be safe for her to keep the letter even though she knew Pips would leave it with her if she asked. She passed the letter to Bess for her to read too before it was handed back to Pips.


‘D’you know if William is still working in the cemeteries around where he lives?’ Norah asked.


‘Oh yes. And his boys help him too. And,’ Pips added gently, ‘he often goes to visit his brothers’ graves.’ She paused and then added, ‘I think it’s high time we had another trip to Belgium to see them. Would you come, Mrs Dawson?’


Norah’s head shot up. ‘It’s good of you to ask me, but you know I can’t, though . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Luke might like to go. You could make the excuse you’re taking him to see his father’s grave again, like you did a few years back. Len might agree to that.’


Bess snorted with derision. ‘I doubt it, Norah, duck, but Miss Pips can try.’


They talked for a while longer, but when she left, Pips turned back towards the workshop, in the opposite direction to her home.


Len was just packing away his tools for the day. ‘Morning, Miss Pips,’ he said politely, though there was a wariness in his eyes. The young woman from the hall didn’t often seek him out.


‘Mr Dawson,’ Pips nodded acknowledgement, ‘I wonder if you’d allow Luke to come to stay with us during the Easter holidays. Daisy will be coming and I thought I might arrange a trip abroad for them both. It’d be nice for Luke to visit his father’s grave again and those of his uncles too.’


Len glared at her and flung down his heavy hammer. Stiffly, he said, ‘If I thought that’s all you meant to do, then I’d say “yes”, but it isn’t, is it? You’d take them to see – him.’


Pips stepped closer to him. ‘Mr Dawson, the only lies I have ever told in my life were during the war to ease a soldier’s passing, so I’m not going to start now by deceiving you. Of course I would want to take them to Belgium to see William. In fact, I’d like to take Mrs Dawson if—’


‘Never! And you’ll oblige me by not mentioning that coward’s name in my hearing. Oh, I’m not daft. I know Alice brings letters from him for Norah to read and’ – he pointed an accusing finger at her – ‘if I’m not much mistaken, so do you, but her seeing him again or communicating with him ’ersen, I won’t have. You hear me?’


‘Loud and clear, Mr Dawson.’


There was a long pause whilst they glared at one another, both determined not to be the first to glance away.


‘So,’ Pips said at last. ‘What about Luke?’


‘No, he can’t go either and that’s my final answer, so don’t ask again.’


‘Can’t promise you that, Mr Dawson. He’ll soon be old enough to make his own mind up. If he isn’t already. And whilst we’re on the subject of promises, didn’t you say you’d get him a motorcycle when he was sixteen?’


Now Len looked uncomfortable. ‘What if I did?’


‘Well, he’s already seventeen now and I don’t see him riding one.’ She was not about to tell tales on the young man, but it seemed that Len knew more about what went on in the village than they’d all thought.


‘I don’t see the need now,’ Len smirked, ‘seein’ as how he gets to ride Master Robert’s whenever he wants.’


At the end of February, the newspapers were full of the news of the German Reichstag burning down.


‘This puts Hitler in an even stronger position,’ Robert said to Pips on the telephone. ‘I’m sure George will say the same thing, but it seems to me that this fire has been a stroke of luck for the Nazis, who are saying that it’s arson by the Communists.’


‘George says very little, but I do know the Nazis have arrested a young man whom they say is a Communist sympathizer.’


‘Mm, I wonder. It’s given the Nazis the chance to make more sweeping laws. They say that Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda chief, has virtually taken control of Germany’s radio, and any newspaper or publication that criticizes Hitler’s regime disappears very quickly.’


‘One piece of information George did tell me was that the Nazis raided the Communist Party headquarters, and even though it had been abandoned several weeks before, they’re saying they have found evidence of a plot.’


‘Your little corporal is a dangerous man, Pips. I do worry about the grip he is getting on the German people.’


‘They idolize him.’


‘It’s understandable, in a way; he has given them back their national pride and pulled the country back onto its feet. But I said at the time that the Versailles Treaty was far too stringent – that we’d suffer the consequences of their bitterness.’


‘You did. You said we’d have more trouble. I think you were right.’


Robert sighed heavily. ‘We’ll just have to hope and pray that it doesn’t escalate into another war.’


‘Let’s not think about it. I’m looking forward to having Daisy visit at Easter.’


‘So is she.’ He chuckled. ‘I think her suitcase is half packed already.’


‘Bless her. Give everyone my love. I’ll ring again next week.’







   

Three


‘I’ll drive up on Thursday,’ Pips told Alice over the telephone, the weekend before Easter. ‘And Daisy and I will travel back on Good Friday. Then we’ll all come up the following weekend to bring her home. Will that be all right?’


‘Of course. But there’s just one thing . . .’ There was laughter in Alice’s tone. ‘You’ll have to take Daisy riding on the Friday morning before you set off. She’s been very good keeping her promise to you not to jump Samson when you’re not here.’


‘Of course I will.’


‘By the way, are you going to Belgium?’


‘Not this time. I thought we’d leave it until the summer holidays. We’ll be able to stay longer then.’


‘Then count me in, won’t you? I’d love to see William and his family again and I’m sure Robert won’t mind me going, unless, of course, we can persuade him to go too.’


Pips chuckled. ‘Then you’d better start working on him now.’


The sisters-in-law laughed together as they ended the call with loving messages. They had always been very fond of each other even when Alice had been Pips’s lady’s maid. They’d been friends even then rather than mistress and servant.


‘Would you go to Belgium with us in the summer?’ Pips asked George as they sat together over dinner.


‘If I can get leave, then yes.’


‘And will you come with us to Brooklands? I’m planning to take Daisy on Easter Monday.’


‘Of course. I wouldn’t dare let you go on your own. Not when Mitch Hammond is likely to be there.’


‘Oh George. Can’t you forget all that nonsense? He’s a friend, that’s all.’


‘On your side maybe, but you know very well that the guy’s in love with you. Has been, I suspect, ever since you rescued him from his crashed plane in no-man’s-land.’


They exchanged a glance that was full of shared memories, both happy and sad.


‘He’s a playboy, George. He has a string of girlfriends and doesn’t seem to want to settle down with any one of them.’


She was not about to tell George that Mitch had indeed once declared his love for her. That was one secret she could not share with anyone, not even with her husband. But it seemed that George was even more astute than she gave him credit for.


‘That, my darling girl,’ he said softly, ‘is because he can’t have you.’


‘Oh phooey,’ Pips muttered as she rose to clear away the dishes and serve the pudding.




‘I do wish Granddad Dawson had let Luke come to London with me. I’m sure he’d love flying as much as I do and he’d love to see the racing – cars or motorcycles,’ Daisy said as the three of them travelled from Waterloo to Weybridge Station, which was very close to the Brooklands track.


‘You’ll have to work on him,’ George said. ‘Your granddad, I mean. Luke’d be very welcome to come and stay with us.’


Daisy nodded. ‘I will, but I don’t think he’ll let him go to Belgium with us again in the summer.’


‘No. Sadly, I think you’re right there. Will your father come, d’you think?’


Daisy pulled a face. ‘Mummy and I are working on him. What about you, Uncle George? You’ll come with us, won’t you?’


‘I – think so.’ He smiled across at Pips. ‘As long as I have your aunty at my side, I can face it.’


There was a pause as they watched the passing countryside until Daisy said, ‘Will we see Aunty Milly today? I do like her. It was so nice of her to ask me to be her bridesmaid.’


Pips chuckled. ‘She thought you did such a great job as mine.’


‘Hasn’t she got anyone else? I mean, I know you’re her best friend, and all that, but I’d have thought . . .’ Daisy’s voice trailed away.


Pips shook her head. ‘Milly is an only child and she doesn’t seem to have any close family. I think she has a distant cousin living in Derbyshire, or is it Sheffield now? I forget. But the families don’t keep in touch. And besides, she’s very fond of you.’


‘She looked so pretty on her wedding day, but you were beautiful,’ Daisy added loyally.


Pips laughed. ‘Kind of you to say so, but, yes, Milly made a lovely bride. She’s got such big blue eyes and with her blond curls, she always looks just like a pretty china doll.’


‘She’s a bit scatty though, isn’t she? Granny says she was what they called a “flapper” in the twenties. Were you one too?’


‘For a while. It was Milly who introduced me to the wild parties and the merrymaking in London and, of course, it was she who took me to Brooklands.’


‘But she doesn’t race, does she?’


Pips shook her head. ‘No, but she’s an honorary “Brooklands Girl”, like I am now.’


The Brooklands Girls were a group of women racers, who for many years had not been allowed to race under the auspices of the Brooklands Automobile Racing Club, but several private clubs who raced at the track, one of them being owned and operated by Milly’s now-husband, Paul Whittaker, did allow women to race, either in all-women races or alongside men. Pips had raced with them during the 1920s.


As the train drew into the station, Pips chuckled. ‘I quite understand how Milly must appear to you, but never forget what she did in the war.’


Solemnly, Daisy nodded. ‘I won’t, Aunty Pips. That’s how you met, isn’t it, when she came out to the front to help nurse the wounded?’


Pips nodded. ‘She knew very little about nursing when she arrived, but if anyone could cheer up the injured, it was Milly Fortesque as she was then.’


‘And now we must call her “Mrs Whittaker”.’


‘Oh, I think she’ll be quite happy for you still to call her “Aunty Milly”.’


Milly was there on the platform and, as George helped Pips and Daisy from the train, she ran forward, her arms outstretched. ‘Dahlings!’


She hugged them in turn and then linked her arm through Pips’s. ‘There’s such a lot of excitement today. They’ve finished some repairs to the track just in time for today’s meeting and – guess what? Sir Malcolm Campbell has brought his famous Bluebird, the car he drove to get the new World Land Speed Record at Daytona in February. He’s going to demonstrate it on the outer circle but he won’t race – or even go very fast – because of the track surface. But isn’t it exciting just to see his car?’


‘Is Uncle Paul racing?’ Daisy asked.


‘Yes. He’s in two races, but doesn’t expect to win. There’s someone here with a Maserati that’s just a little bit too good. Anyway, let’s go to the clubhouse. The girls are all there. Muriel’s racing later too. And Pattie.’


All Pips’s friends greeted Daisy warmly and Paul hugged her hard.


‘How’s my favourite bridesmaid?’


Daisy laughed. ‘Uncle Paul, I was your only bridesmaid.’


Milly’s husband was a good-looking, fair-haired man with a firm jawline, an honest face and blue eyes that twinkled down at her. ‘That doesn’t stop you being my favourite.’


‘Where’s Uncle Mitch?’ Daisy asked, looking round. ‘I want to ask him if he’ll take me flying whilst I’m here.’


‘He’ll arrange a flight for you, darling, I’m sure,’ Milly said. ‘He won’t take you himself, as you well know, because he doesn’t believe in flying – or teaching – family or close friends. But I’m sure Jeff will take you up.’


Jeff Pointer worked for Mitch as a pilot and instructor for The Hammond Flying School based at Brooklands and had taught Pips to fly.


Milly put her arm around Daisy’s shoulders. ‘Come on, darling, let’s go and find him. He’s around here somewhere.’


They found Jeff talking earnestly to Mitch at the far end of the room. Standing with them was a boy with the same dark brown eyes and black hair as Mitch, listening intently to their conversation.


‘Johnny!’ Daisy cried as they neared them. ‘I wondered if you’d be here.’


The boy – or rather young man now, for he was two years older than Daisy – turned and his eyes lit up at the sight of her. He came towards her at once and his uncle Mitch and Jeff turned to look towards her too, though Daisy had eyes for no one but Johnny Hammond.


‘Well, well, well. If it isn’t the lovely Daisy Maitland.’ Mitch Hammond came over to her and kissed her on both cheeks, whilst Jeff – a little more sedately – shook her hand in a very grown-up manner. Mitch smiled at her. ‘And what brings you here, Daisy, as if I didn’t know? Are you going to start racing, now that your aunt seems to have given up?’


Daisy smiled up at him. ‘No, but I am going to fly one of your aeroplanes one day.’


Mitch’s eyes widened, but he threw back his head and laughed aloud. ‘Are you now? Well, if you’re anything like your Aunty Pips, I’ve no doubt you will. Jeff will take you up. He’s taking Johnny up during the school holidays. How long are you here for?’


‘Just till next weekend.’


‘Right, Jeff and I will sort something out and I’ll give you a ring. We should be able to get in a couple of flights for you if your aunt will bring you down.’


Daisy’s eyes shone. ‘Thank you, Uncle Mitch,’ she said politely.


‘Now, it’s time we were going out onto Members’ Hill. The racing’s about to start.’


‘Come and say “hello” to Aunty Pips and Uncle George.’


Mitch squeezed her arm. ‘I’ll see them later, Daisy. I must get to the track now. I’m racing in the second race.’


As she watched him walk away, followed by Johnny and Jeff, Daisy whispered to Milly, ‘Why doesn’t he want to see Aunty Pips and Uncle George?’


Milly flapped her hand. ‘Oh, I’ll tell you sometime, but come along. We ought to be finding our places.’


Daisy was not to be put off quite so easily. ‘But she saved his life, didn’t she? She pulled him out of his crashed aircraft in the war and saved the photographs he’d been taking of enemy lines too. Daddy told me. So why—?’


‘It’s rather complicated, darling. Grown-up stuff.’


‘But I’m grown up, Aunty Milly.’ She grinned. ‘Well, nearly, but there’s something – well – funny because every time his name’s mentioned, Uncle George gets very tight lipped and—’ Suddenly, Daisy’s eyes widened and her mouth formed a round ‘o’. ‘You – you don’t mean that Mitch is in love with Aunty Pips?’


‘Well – um – yes,’ Milly said uncomfortably. ‘I think he very well might be.’


‘Ah, that would explain it, then.’ Daisy sighed heavily. ‘He is very nice, of course, but I do love Uncle George.’


Milly squeezed her arm. ‘And so does your aunty, darling. Now, let’s go and find somewhere to watch the racing. And mind, not a word about this to Pips and certainly not to George.’


‘I promise. I can keep a secret, you know.’


Milly giggled deliciously. ‘Better than I can, I hope. And you’re just a little too sharp for your own good at times, Daisy Maitland. Just like your Aunty Pips.’







   

Four


Muriel Denton came fourth in the all-women’s race, much to her disgust. Her disappointment was tempered a little by the fact that her friend, Pattie Henderson, won. Though fierce rivals on the track, outside a race they were all good friends and rooted for each other. ‘Anyone but you,’ she said, slapping Pattie on the back, ‘and I’d’ve been spitting feathers.’


Pattie laughed. ‘I only won because Pips doesn’t race any more. If she’d been racing her Bugatti today, I’d have been lost in her exhaust fumes. Come on, let’s get a drink and go and find her. I’m still hoping to persuade her to take up racing here again, though goodness knows why I’m bothering because she’ll beat us hollow.’


‘I don’t think you’ll manage it. She gave a promise to George that she wouldn’t race any more after their marriage and Pips never breaks her promises.’


Pattie pursed her lips and glanced across to where their party of friends was standing on Members’ Hill. ‘Then it’s George I have to work on, is it, to get him to release her from her promise?’


‘You can try,’ Muriel laughed, ‘but I wouldn’t hold your breath.’


A little later, Pattie, her racing over for the day, drew George aside. ‘Dear George, I want to ask you something.’


He smiled down at her. He liked this dark-haired woman with warm brown eyes and a very firm handshake. In fact, he liked all of Pips’s Brooklands friends. Even Mitch Hammond, in a way. George was forced to admit that his rival was a fine man; a courageous and daring man who’d flown with the Royal Flying Corps during the war as a reconnaissance pilot. Though he wasn’t too sure just how much he could trust him around Pips. He had the reputation of being a lady’s man, which Mitch himself seemed to delight in perpetuating.


‘Now I wonder if I can guess what that might be?’


Pattie looked up at him, her eyes wide. ‘Can you?’


He sighed. ‘You want me to persuade her to race again.’


‘How did you know?’


‘Because, my dear, I’ve been struggling with my conscience as to whether I ought to do just that. I know she misses it, but, you see, that accident she had frightened the life out of me. I couldn’t bear to lose her.’


‘Mm. I do see that. The rest of us aren’t married, so it’s not quite the same for us.’


‘You have families though, who must worry about you.’


‘Of course, but they all realize it’s just something we have to do.’


‘As I suppose I should for Pips,’ he murmured. He paused for a moment before asking, ‘Are none of you married or engaged?’


‘Not amongst our little group – the Brooklands Girls – no. Muriel was, of course, but her husband was killed on the Somme.’


After a slight pause, he asked softly, ‘And you?’


There was a slightly longer pause before Pattie, her voice shaking a little, said, ‘My fiancé was killed at Passchendaele and I haven’t met anyone since who could even come close to him in my affections.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘So,’ she said briskly after a moment. ‘What about it?’


‘I’ll think about it. I promise you that and – and maybe I’ll talk to her. But, of course, she’s still got her flying.’


‘Yes, there’s that,’ Pattie said, but she didn’t sound too enthusiastic. For her, flying could not even begin to match the thrill of racing round the Brooklands track.


They rejoined the others and, for the moment, the subject was put aside, if not entirely forgotten.


‘Has Uncle Mitch telephoned yet?’ Daisy asked impatiently at breakfast the following morning after George had left for the office.


Pips laughed. ‘Give him a chance to get it arranged. I’m sure he won’t forget, but until he does, what do you want to do today? Shopping? Sightseeing?’


‘I’d love to go to Kew Gardens.’


Pips raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? Why?’


Daisy chuckled. ‘You know Granny has made Jake head gardener. He has two boys from the village who’ve recently left school working under him and then Harry helps out at weekends and in the holidays when he’s not working for Granddad Dawson.’


Pips nodded. ‘Go on.’


‘Jake has been reading everything he can get his hands on about gardening and he got a book about Kew Gardens.’


She seemed about to say more, but at that moment, the telephone shrilled and Daisy leapt up and then remembered that this was not her telephone to answer.


‘Go on,’ Pips laughed indulgently, ‘you can answer it.’ There was no missing the girl’s excitement as she said, ‘Hello, Uncle Mitch.’ Then she listened carefully before saying, ‘That’s wonderful. Thank you so much. See you tomorrow.’ There was a slight pause before she added, ‘Will Johnny be with you?’


As she replaced the receiver carefully, she was grinning.


‘So, when are we going?’


‘Tomorrow afternoon and again on Friday afternoon – if that’s all right with you.’


‘Of course. But today, you want to go to Kew, do you?’


‘Yes, please. Then I can tell Jake all about it.’ With a mischievous grin, she added, ‘And tomorrow we go flying.’


Daisy’s excitement the following afternoon was palpable and infectious. Pips could fully understand it. She still got the same thrill when an aircraft under her control lifted into the air. It was the same nervous excitement lining up for a race on the Brooklands track, but now, she tried not to dwell on that. A promise was a promise and she would not break it. At least, she could still go flying.


‘There’s Uncle Mitch – and Johnny – with Mr Pointer.’


They were standing by the two-seater aircraft that was used for training.


Pips had lent Daisy her flying helmet and jacket, which, though a little large for her, would keep her warm in the cockpit.


‘Ready, Daisy?’ Jeff asked as they approached.


The girl’s eyes shone. ‘Yes, please, Mr Pointer.’


‘Hey, none of the “mister” stuff, and I’m far too young to be “uncle” to anyone.’ He wasn’t, of course, but Daisy giggled as he added, ‘It’s Jeff. Now, are you sure you don’t want to go up with your aunty? She has a full pilot’s licence, you know.’


Daisy shook her head. ‘No. I would like you to show me things and Aunty Pips says she’s like Uncle Mitch. She won’t try to teach a relative. She’ll take me up, but only for a flight.’


Jeff nodded. ‘I understand that. All right. Let’s climb aboard, then.’


As they walked towards the two-seater biplane, Jeff said, ‘This is an AVRO 504 built during the war. After the conflict, there were a great many for sale, so Mitch and I bought a couple. They make ideal training aircraft as well as being useful for taking folk up on pleasure flights.’ He chuckled. ‘We’ll do anything anybody asks us – within reason. I’ve even been known to fly a banner across the sky for a mate of mine, who wanted an unusual way to propose to his girlfriend.’


Once they were both settled, Daisy in the front seat with Jeff behind her, he went through all the cockpit checks with her, before one of Jeff’s mechanics shouted, ‘Petrol on,’ followed by two further instructions. Fascinated, Daisy listened, taking it all in.


Then the mechanic turned the propeller and shouted ‘Contact!’ to which Jeff replied ‘Contact!’ The mechanic swung the propeller forcefully and the engine fired. When Jeff waved his hand to signify that he was ready, the chocks set in front of each wheel were removed and Jeff began the take-off. The aircraft bumped along the grass and rose into the air. At once Daisy felt the thrill of being airborne as the aircraft climbed. Jeff levelled out and then began to turn. Now, if she looked to her left, Daisy could see the ground – to her right, the sky. She felt as if the world was spinning beneath her but, far from feeling nervous or nauseous, Daisy revelled in the new and exciting experience.


Now she understood why Aunty Pips loved flying. Oh, for the day when she’d be old enough to take lessons. But Jeff was already shouting instructions to her from the rear cockpit, explaining what each of the instruments in front of her was for. She took it all in, absorbing every word, every instruction, as he talked her through everything he was doing until she felt she could almost fly the plane right now.


Jeff must have felt her enthusiasm because suddenly he said, ‘Have you got all that?’


‘I think so,’ Daisy shouted.


‘Right, you have a go, but I’ll take over again to land her.’


They were still waiting for her – Pips, Mitch and Johnny – when they landed.


‘How was it?’ Johnny was the first to ask.


‘Magnificent! I can’t wait for Friday.’


Jeff drew Mitch and Pips a little to one side. ‘She has the makings of an excellent pilot.’


Pips’s eyes widened. ‘You’ve given her a lesson?’


Jeff held up his finger and thumb, a small space between them. ‘Just a little one.’ He glanced at Mitch. ‘I did have my boss’s permission.’


‘Trouble is,’ Pips glanced across at her niece, ‘when she’s old enough to start having proper lessons, she won’t be down here enough for you to teach her.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Mitch said. ‘There are the long summer holidays. We could do quite a lot in six weeks.’


Jeff nodded. ‘She’ll pick it up very quickly. I can see that already. As long as she can get the requisite number of flying hours in . . .’


‘We’ll see that she does,’ Mitch said firmly. ‘She’s a great kid. I like Daisy, as I think’ – he grinned at Pips – ‘does my nephew.’


‘What?’ Pips’s startled glance swivelled towards the two young people. ‘Oh dear.’


Mitch frowned. ‘You don’t like him because of who he is?’


‘What?’ Pips said again. ‘What d’you mean?’


‘Because he’s my nephew.’


For a brief moment, Pips stared at him and then burst out laughing. ‘Heavens, no. It’s not that. I think he’s a lovely young man. It’s just that’ – her glance went again to Daisy – ‘back home, there’s Luke.’


‘Luke? Oh yes, I remember. I met him when you were in hospital. But he’s her cousin, surely.’


‘Yes, but they’ve always been close friends since they were small. And then, of course, there’s Harry too.’


‘Harry?’


‘Luke’s half-brother. Since he was quite young, he’s been declaring openly to anyone who’ll listen that he’s going to marry Daisy one day.’


‘And what does Daisy say?’


‘She just laughs. I don’t think she takes him seriously.’


‘Mm.’ Mitch was thoughtful before saying slowly, ‘Well, contrary to what you might think, Pips, despite the fact that he looks very like me, Johnny is nothing like me in character. I don’t think he’s going to be a lady’s man or even a bit of a flirt. If he sets his mind on your Daisy, you can bet your life he’ll be serious.’


‘She’s only fifteen, Mitch. I don’t think her mother or father would be amused if she were to become romantically involved with anyone just yet. And my mother would have a fit.’


‘I don’t think you need worry. At the moment, Johnny’s head is in the clouds. All he can think of is joining the RAF.’


‘Perhaps that’s just as well,’ Pips murmured as she watched the two young people talking animatedly together; no doubt, she thought, all about flying!







   

Five


‘I must say I like the sound of this new president they’ve got in America,’ Robert said when Pips took Daisy back home. ‘I think Roosevelt will be great.’


Pips nodded. ‘He’s got an uphill battle, though, if what the papers say about the financial crisis there is true. Frankly, I’m more worried about what’s happening in Germany. Now Hitler has got such power, the boycott against Jewish businesses is escalating into violence.’


‘It takes some believing, doesn’t it, that people can act like that against their own countrymen?’


‘I don’t think they see them as that. That’s the trouble.’


The brother and sister regarded each other solemnly. Where would it all end?


With no such dark thoughts to trouble her, Daisy couldn’t wait to tell Luke and Harry about her trip and set off towards the village. ‘Luke, you’d just love flying. I know you would.’


‘What about me?’ Harry piped up. ‘Don’t you think I’d love it too?’


Daisy smiled kindly at the eleven-year-old. ‘I’m sure you would, but I don’t think your mam would let you go up just yet, do you?’


The youngster gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘Why am I always being told that I’m not old enough to do anything? Can’t ride your dad’s motorcycle like Luke does. Can’t go flying . . .’


‘You will one day, I’m sure. But you do go riding,’ Daisy reminded him gently.


Harry was at once contrite. He knew he should be grateful for the privilege the Maitland family afforded him and Luke. None of the other village kids had been invited to ride the ponies and horses in the stables at the hall every Saturday from the time they were old enough.


‘Sorry, Daisy,’ he muttered.


She linked her arm through his. ‘You’ll get there, Harry. Don’t be in too much of a hurry to grow up. Enjoy your childhood, ’cos it’ll not be long before you have to become a working man.’


‘It’s just – I feel left out sometimes,’ he murmured, not wanting to sound like a crybaby.


‘Oh now come on, we’re always together. We’re like the three musketeers. Anyway, I’m going to ask my dad if he’ll take us to Skegness for the day. I’ve heard there’s an airfield there where they operate pleasure flights. Perhaps we could go when Aunty Pips comes for a weekend. Your mam and dad might let you both go. You can only ask.’


It wasn’t Peggy or Sam who refused to let Luke and Harry go with the Maitland family for a day out to Skegness to take a pleasure flight, but Len.


‘Oh no, m’lad,’ he said to Luke, ‘you’re not going off gallivanting like that. You’ll get ideas above your station in life. Where d’you think I’m going to get the money for such things? Pleasure flights indeed! And if Sam thinks he’ll treat both you and Harry, then I must be paying him too much. And before you say owt, I aren’t having them at the hall paying for you either.’


‘They did offer, Granddad.’


‘No doubt they did but it’s belittling me, that’s what it is. You’d better put all that sort of nonsense out of your head, else I’ll begin to think I’m not leaving my business in safe hands.’ He wagged his finger in Luke’s face. ‘It’s her I blame. Young Daisy. You can’t ever keep up with her, lad, so don’t think you can. You might be first cousins, but I can’t help that. I didn’t hold with yar Aunty Alice marrying Master Robert.’ There was a pause before Len added, his tone softening just a little, ‘I’ll get you that motorcycle I promised you, then you’ll have no need to be beholden to them any more. How would that be, eh?’


‘Thank you, Granddad,’ Luke said with an outward meekness he wasn’t feeling. Inside, he was raging. He had the distinct feeling that Len was trying to separate him and Daisy.


And to him, life without Daisy wouldn’t be worth living.


‘I can’t go with you to Skegness,’ Luke told Daisy, when he and Harry arrived at the hall as usual on the Saturday afternoon to go riding with Daisy. ‘Neither of us can.’


‘That’s a shame. I expect your mam’s worried about the flying, is she?’


Luke shook his head. He didn’t like telling tales against any member of his family, but he wasn’t going to allow his mam to be blamed for something that wasn’t her fault. ‘No, it’s – me granddad.’


‘Ah.’ Daisy stared at him for a moment, tempted to say more, but then she realized just how much sway Len had over Luke. ‘Never mind, then.’


‘You’ll still go though, won’t you?’


‘Probably not. The trip was mainly for you and Harry. Besides, I like to go and stay with Aunty Pips and go to Brooklands. You’d love that too, Luke. The racing. There are cars and motorcycles there as well as the flying.’


There was a pause before Luke blurted out, ‘He’s getting me that motorcycle he promised me ages ago.’


Daisy eyed him suspiciously and then glanced away. ‘That’s nice,’ was all she could think of to say. She was shrewd enough to guess at Len’s motives. ‘Anyway, he’s still letting you both come riding, so, let’s go.’


But none of them enjoyed the afternoon as much as usual. A shadow seemed to hang over them; a shadow that was there but that they could not yet fully understand.


The following week, Len kept his promise and a second-hand motorcycle arrived at the workshop. Despite his niggling doubts about his grandfather’s reasons, Luke couldn’t help but be excited. But now, it was Robert who caused disappointment. He forbade Daisy to ride pillion.


‘I want your solemn promise, Daisy. You’re not to ride on the back of Luke’s bike.’


Daisy, who had been expecting something of the sort, said impishly, ‘But I could ride it myself? Would that be all right?’


‘Certainly not,’ Robert said sternly and then saw that his daughter was teasing him. ‘You little rascal.’ He put his arm around her. ‘You stick to your horse riding and the occasional flight with Pips when you stay with her. All right?’


Daisy nodded. It wasn’t quite ‘all right’ but, intuitively, she knew that now was not the right moment to announce that she wanted to learn to fly or even to admit that Jeff had already given her a couple of introductory lessons.


‘Rebecca’s coming to dinner on Thursday evening.’


George smiled. ‘Lovely.’


George’s daughter had been unwilling to accept that anyone could take the place of her mother, who had been ill for several years and had eventually taken her own life. Whilst George had been in the army and away in the war, it had fallen upon a young Rebecca to care for her mother. George had left the army after the armistice and had taken over the care of his wife whilst encouraging Rebecca to follow her own ambitions to become a nurse. George and Pips had first met at the front early in the war and he had fallen in love with her, but, being the officer and gentleman that he was, he had taken it no further except to tell her of his devotion to her and to give her a brooch in the shape of a poppy to remember him by. She still wore it every day fastened just below her left shoulder; she had even worn it on her wedding day. No one else, apart from Pips and George, knew the significance of the brooch and possibly many thought it was just Pips’s way of remembering all those who had perished in the war. After his wife’s death, George had seen a newspaper picture of Pips winning a race at Brooklands and he had attended a race meeting deliberately to seek her out. They had begun seeing each other often. At the time, Pips had been enjoying her life, living between London with Milly, partying, racing and flying at Brooklands, and her family home in Lincolnshire. She had been in no hurry to be tied down and with the added complication of Rebecca’s attitude, marriage to George had been pushed further and further back. But since Rebecca had become more understanding, all was now well between the three of them.


‘And,’ Pips added now, her eyes twinkling with mischief, ‘she’s bringing the boyfriend.’


‘Really? Good heavens! It must be getting serious, then. She’s never wanted us to meet him before.’


‘For that very reason, I suspect. She wants to be sure it’s serious.’


‘Mm.’


‘Now, George, no playing the heavy-handed father asking him if his intentions are honourable.’


‘Would I do a thing like that?’


‘Yes, you would and you know you would. In fact, I’m going to ask Milly and Paul to come too. Milly will soon put a stop to any third-degree questioning.’


George chuckled. ‘Dear Milly. If anyone can put the poor fellow at his ease, then it’s her.’


‘Oh, darling, of course we’ll come,’ Milly said when Pips telephoned her. ‘How exciting. We knew she’d got a boyfriend, of course, but not how serious it is. He’s a former patient from the London, isn’t he?’


‘Yes, she told me all about him quite early on – in fact, she first told me about him on our wedding day. It was very early days in the relationship then and she wasn’t sure whether it would be frowned upon by the powers that be at the hospital.’


Milly giggled. ‘Evidently not, then.’


‘No, once he was fit and well and had left hospital, it was fine.’


‘I can’t wait to meet him. They must have been going out for about two years.’


‘I suppose so.’


Milly gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘Just like you and George. Not ones to rush into anything, are they, if it’s taken this long for her to bring him to meet you?’


Pips chuckled and countered, ‘You and Paul didn’t exactly rush into it either, did you?’


‘No, we were all having far too much fun in the twenties, weren’t we?’


Pips forbore to add that their wild partying had been in an effort to forget the horrors of the war. Instead she said, ‘Of course. But you will come, won’t you?’


‘Try and keep us away!’







   

Six


Matthew Jessop was a tall, lanky young man with a serious face, mousy hair and owl-like spectacles. But when he smiled, his blue eyes twinkled and his whole face lit up. He had a deep, soft voice and Pips warmed to him at once. He looked a few years older than Rebecca but he was gentle and courteous and his affection for her was obvious from the moment they met him.


‘Make yourself at home and please don’t feel we’re giving you the third degree if we ask questions,’ Pips laughed as she shook hands with him. ‘Rebecca hasn’t told us much about you.’


‘And I’m well known for being nosey,’ Milly giggled as, without ceremony, she moved forward and kissed the startled young man on both cheeks. As he stood back, he stared at her.


‘Good heavens! Nurse Milly!’


Now it was Milly’s turn to gape. ‘I’m sorry, I . . .’


‘Oh you won’t remember me,’ Matthew said, grinning broadly. ‘I was just one of the many wounded soldiers you entertained with your wonderful impressions. But, of course, we all remembered you. I especially liked Marie Lloyd. Do say you’ll do it again for me tonight?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Of course she will,’ Pips said, as she linked her arm through his and led him into the sitting room. Rebecca smiled and shrugged at the sudden monopoly of her young man, hugged her father and followed the others into the room where Paul waited to greet them.


It was a merry dinner party, with Milly entertaining them with one or two of her clever impressions of music hall stars: Marie Lloyd – as Matthew had requested – and Vesta Tilly amongst them.


‘There you are, Milly dear. Haven’t I always told you that although you might not have had much nursing training,’ Pips said, ‘you were the one who kept their spirits up?’


‘You most certainly did,’ Matthew said gently. ‘I’ll go as far as to say that you gave us the will to live.’


Milly blushed as she murmured, ‘That’s awfully sweet of you, darling.’


As they sat together after her impromptu performance, Milly said, ‘Tell us about yourself, Matthew.’ She giggled. ‘At least what is suitable for Rebecca’s father to hear.’ They all laughed, including George.


‘I was called up and arrived in Belgium just after Passchendaele. I felt very guilty because I hadn’t been there.’


‘Don’t be,’ George said. ‘It was a slaughter.’


‘I was wounded the very first time I went into the trenches.’ He grimaced. ‘Not a very good soldier, was I?’


‘Not your fault,’ George spoke up again. ‘Many were killed on their first time at the front. Just be thankful it was only an injury from which you’ve obviously recovered. Did you have to go back?’


Matthew shook his head. ‘No. My left leg was so badly smashed up, I was invalided out. At the time, the doctors told me I would never walk again, but I was determined to. I do have a limp and my leg is painful sometimes but other than that, I’m all in one piece.’ He smiled. ‘Well, apart from my appendix, that is. That’s how I met Rebecca.’


‘You were probably wounded when I’d gone home after my injury,’ Pips murmured.


Matthew’s bright blue eyes turned to her and a small frown creased his forehead. ‘It must have been, because – I’m sorry – I don’t remember you.’


Pips laughed. ‘Nurses were ten a penny, Matthew, but not our Milly.’


‘But I do remember the man who carried me from a shell hole in no-man’s-land. A big man and so strong, he carried me in his arms whilst shells were still bursting all around us.’


‘That sounds like William.’


‘That was his name,’ Matthew said excitedly. ‘He carried me to the first-aid post and a lovely nurse – Bridget, I think her name was – took over. She spoke perfect English, but with a strong accent.’


‘Brigitta,’ Milly said. ‘That’d be Brigitta. William married her and they still live out in Belgium – not far from Ypres.’


‘I’m glad to hear he survived. He was a very brave young man.’


‘I only wish his father thought so,’ Pips said sadly. ‘He disowned William when he refused to enlist alongside his brothers at the beginning of the war.’


Matthew stared at her as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘More fool him, then. Sorry, that was said out of turn. I apologize.’


‘Please don’t. It’s what we all think and the sorrow of it all is that he still won’t forgive his son and welcome him home. It’s very hard on William’s mother.’


Briefly, Pips explained the relationship between the Maitland and Dawson families, ending, ‘But we go out to see him and his family sometimes. In fact, it’s high time we paid them another visit.’


‘So, what do you do now in civvy street?’ George asked.


‘I’m following in my father’s footsteps. I work at the Foreign Office.’


‘Really? I’m attached to the War Office. It’s a wonder we’ve never met. And your father? Is he still there? Might I know him?’


Matthew’s face was bleak. ‘My parents both died just after the war ended in the dreadful influenza epidemic. And, as I have no siblings, I’m rather on my own now.’ He reached out and touched Rebecca’s hand. ‘That’s why this wonderful girl is extra special to me. I know my parents would have loved her.’ He looked straight at George. ‘And that’s why I hope you’ll have no objection to us becoming engaged, sir.’


There was a moment’s stunned silence around the table, then George stood up and held out his hand. In a voice that shook a little, he said, ‘No objection at all, Matthew. I’m delighted.’


Milly jumped to her feet. ‘Oh goody. I was so hoping the champagne I brought along – just in case – wasn’t going to be wasted.’


‘Well done, Milly,’ Pips said. ‘The perfect end to the evening.’


‘There’s only one problem as far as I can see,’ George said after all their guests had left and he and Pips were getting ready for bed.


‘What’s that, darling?’


‘It’s quite probable that Rebecca won’t be allowed to carry on nursing once she’s married.’


‘Maybe she’ll want to have babies. She’s still young enough. Or,’ Pips went on, ‘perhaps she could find some private nursing work, if she wanted to. I’m sure there are plenty of wealthy people who would employ a fully qualified nurse when they’re ill, either short term or long term. I think she’s done midwifery too, hasn’t she? That could be very useful.’


‘You know, Pips, you never fail to surprise me. You come up with the most wonderful ideas. That’s exactly what she could do.’




OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Dedication page



    		Acknowledgements



    		The Maitland Family



    		The Dawson Family



    		Cast of Characters



    		One



    		Two



    		Three



    		Four



    		Five



    		Six



    		Seven



    		Eight



    		Nine



    		Ten



    		Eleven



    		Twelve



    		Thirteen



    		Fourteen



    		Fifteen



    		Sixteen



    		Seventeen



    		Eighteen



    		Nineteen



    		Twenty



    		Twenty-One



    		Twenty-Two



    		Twenty-Three



    		Twenty-Four



    		Twenty-Five



    		Twenty-Six



    		Twenty-Seven



    		Twenty-Eight



    		Twenty-Nine



    		Thirty



    		Thirty-One



    		Thirty-Two



    		Thirty-Three



    		Thirty-Four



    		Thirty-Five



    		Thirty-Six



    		Thirty-Seven



    		Thirty-Eight



    		Thirty-Nine



    		Forty



    		Forty-One



    		Forty-Two



    		Forty-Three



    		Forty-Four



    		Forty-Five



    		Forty-Six



    		Forty-Seven



    		Forty-Eight



    		Forty-Nine



    		Fifty



    		Fifty-One



    		Fifty-Two



    		Fifty-Three



    		Fifty-Four



    		Fifty-Five



    		Fifty-Six



    		Fifty-Seven



    		Fifty-Eight



    		Fifty-Nine



    		Sixty



    		Sixty-One



    		Sixty-Two



    		Sixty-Three



    		Sixty-Four



    		Sixty-Five



    		About the Author



    		Also by Margaret Dickinson

    

    		Copyright page













Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		One











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg
Edwin MAITLAND m. Henrietta (Hetty) SCHOFIELD

1860- 1864
Robert . Alice Pips m. George
1889- | DAWSON 1894~ ALLENDER
1893 1874-

Daisy
1917





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A family at war. A battle for the skies.

A ’]lkﬂd.\hlp to IJ\( a ll‘Llllﬂk.

MARGARET
DICKINSO

The Swzdzzy Times fop Ten Bestsel lmo “Auchor

"Fhe S pltfwe

Sisters






OEBPS/images/img_002.jpg
Len m. Norah

1861~ | 1865-

Bernard William . Brigitta Harold = Peggy
1890-1916 1894- | DUPONT (Boy) | COOPER

1894 1898-1916 | 1899

Alice m. Robert Roy m. Sam
1893~ | MAITLAND | 1896-1916 NUTTALL

1889— 1893

Daisy ~ Pascal ~ Waldo Luke Harry

1917— 1921_ 1923 1915- 19721





