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One


Lincolnshire, July 1914


‘Your daughter will drive me to an early grave. Now where is she?’


Dr Edwin Maitland smiled indulgently at his irate wife and said mildly, ‘Why is she always my daughter when she’s annoying you, but yours when she pleases you?’


‘Which isn’t very often,’ Henrietta snapped.


‘Hetty, my love, she is young, healthy and energetic, and a clever girl who is very frustrated by the conventions of the times regarding the expected behaviour of young women. She is envious of her elder brother being able to train as a doctor whilst we’ – he paused briefly, for the future that had been mapped out for Philippa had not been his wish, though he must shoulder some of the blame for having tacitly agreed to it – ‘have curtailed her ambitions.’


Henrietta spread her hands helplessly. ‘Why, oh why can’t she just be happy to find a nice husband and settle down? Why does she always have to vie with Robert in everything he does? We gave her a good education. Wasn’t that enough?’


‘But we didn’t allow her to go to university or to medical school as she wanted, did we?’


‘What use is a university education to a housewife and mother? And I suspect it was more because Robert had gone rather than that was what she really wanted to do.’ There was a pause before Henrietta said, ‘You haven’t answered my question. Where is she?’


‘Out somewhere. Down at the stables, possibly.’


‘She’ll break her neck on that stallion she rides. He’s hard to handle.’


‘Not for Pips. Midnight is as docile as a Shetland pony when she’s on his back.’


Then, as another thought entered Henrietta’s mind, she said, ‘Don’t tell me she is out on that new contraption of Robert’s? Please don’t say she is riding pillion on his motorcycle?’


‘I really wouldn’t know, my love,’ Edwin murmured and turned away. He never lied to his wife, but he didn’t always tell her the whole truth. Yes, Pips was out with her brother and his new machine, but if Edwin knew his daughter, she wouldn’t be riding pillion; she’d be driving it . . .


The subject of their conversation was at that moment indeed riding her brother’s new motorcycle through the village lanes, startling hens, chickens, dogs and cats as well as frightening the life out of the locals.


‘There she goes,’ Ma Dawson said aloud to no one in particular. ‘More spirit and daring than the rest of us put together, that one.’


Ma was sitting in the sunshine in front of the ivy-clad cottage where the Dawson family lived, smoking her clay pipe and watching the world go by, as the machine roared past.


The small village of Doddington, with one main street and lanes running from it into the surrounding countryside, lay approximately five miles west of Lincoln. At the heart of village life was the hall, a magnificent Elizabethan mansion, and its estate of gardens, park and farmland. The house, completed in 1600, was a symmetrical building, topped by three turrets with leaded cupolas, large windows and spacious rooms. Close by stood St Peter’s church, rebuilt in 1771 but keeping its Early English font.


Ma Dawson was probably the oldest person in the village, with pure white hair under her lace bonnet, though she would never reveal her true age. Rumour had it that she wasn’t really sure herself just how old she was, though the fact that she had married her soldier husband on his return from the Crimean War meant that she must be eighty at least. Widowed in 1900, she now lived with her son and his family. After leaving the regular army, her husband had learned the trade of carpenter and wheelwright from his uncle and now their son, Leonard, continued the village industry. To Ma’s delight, three of her four grandsons were also learning the trade and expanding the family business too. When the village blacksmith had become too old to carry on and had had no one to inherit his business, Leonard and his sons had taken on the workshop, which was only a few yards from their own home and workplace. Now the Dawsons were not only the village’s carpenter, wheelwright and undertaker, but also its blacksmith.


As she closed her eyes and lifted her face to the sun, Ma could hear Roy and Harold, the two youngest boys, sawing wood – the trunk of a huge tree they’d felled earlier that day. And from the blacksmith’s shop came the sound of Bernard’s hammer striking the anvil with a sharp clanging sound that echoed along the village street.


‘Here you are, Ma, a nice cup of tea and your favourite biscuit.’


Ma opened her eyes to squint up at her daughter-in-law, Norah.


‘Ta, duck. Sit down a minute, why don’t you? You’ve been on the go since dawn.’


‘Aye well, Ma. Len and the lads work hard. They have to have a good breakfast inside them before they start in a morning, now don’t they?’


‘You’re a good wife and mother, Norah. I couldn’t have wished for anyone better for my son. And you’ve given me lovely grandchildren too. Four boys and a girl. Who’d have thought it, with me only ever being able to have just the one. I’m proud of all of them.’ She paused and smiled toothlessly. ‘Even William.’


Norah pulled a face and sighed. ‘Maybe he’s better employed at the hall for Mrs Maitland as her gardener and handyman. I don’t think working with his father and brothers would have been right for him, do you?’ Norah was small and thin, with her grey hair pulled back into a bun. She wore a perpetually worried expression for she was always busy looking after the family; her husband, Len, her mother-in-law, who was always called Ma, and five children, though only the four boys still lived at home. Alice, the only girl in the family, worked as a lady’s maid at the hall and lived in there. She visited on her days and afternoons off and always tried to give her work-worn mother a helping hand.


Ma was thoughtful for a moment before saying slowly, ‘No, I don’t, though it would have been nice if they’d all been in the family business. But William is a bit of a black sheep. He’s better ploughing his own furrow.’ She laughed at her own little joke. ‘Literally, sometimes, when he’s called in to help out on the farm.’


‘I have to admit he’s clever with machinery. If owt goes wrong with the threshing gear at harvest, it’s William they call for. And he looks after Dr Maitland’s new car now.’


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. Previously, when a home visit to a patient was necessary, he’d travelled around the villages in a pony and trap. But recently, he’d acquired a motor car and now he drove in comparative comfort on his rounds.


Ma nodded down the lane where Pips and the roaring motorcycle had disappeared round the corner. ‘And I expect William will be looking after Master Robert’s newfangled machine, an’ all.’


‘I wonder if he’s bought that to use when he becomes a partner in his father’s practice?’


With a keen interest, the villagers had watched the children at the hall grow and develop. They were devoted to the Maitland family. Henrietta was a firm, but fair, mistress of the house and its estate and many of the locals depended on her for their livelihood from the work that her lands gave them. And, although he was heir to the estate, it had been no surprise when they’d learned that, at eighteen, Robert had gone to medical school.


‘Following in his father’s footsteps,’ they’d agreed.


After qualifying, he’d taken up a post as a junior doctor at Lincoln’s County Hospital for a year, but soon – after the approaching August Bank holiday, it was rumoured – he was to become a partner in his father’s practice.


The two women were silent for some moments, soaking up the sunshine. For Norah, it was a welcome respite in a busy day.


‘What’s going to happen, Ma?’ she asked softly at last, hardly daring to put her fears into words just in case a malevolent Fate was listening. ‘With the assassination of this archduke – whoever he is. Len says there’s even talk of it escalating into war.’


Ma shrugged philosophically. ‘Out of our hands, duck. If it comes, it comes. I’ve lived through ’em afore and – God willing – I will again.’


‘But the lads would all have to go, wouldn’t they?’


‘Aye. Certainly Bernard and William and probably Roy too, though Harold at fifteen wouldn’t go immediately.’


‘He’ll be sixteen next month,’ Norah murmured. There was a pause before she said, ‘What about Len?’


‘He’ll likely be too old. Besides, they’ll need the farms to produce more food and Len’s work is mostly for the local farmers, now, isn’t it? To say nothing of the work that comes from Mrs Maitland’s lands.’


‘It’s strange, isn’t it, a woman owning a big estate like that?’ Norah said.


Ma chuckled. ‘It’s not as big as some estates, but it’s sizeable enough to give local folks a lot of employment – including our family in several ways. And, as for Mrs Maitland owning it, well, there’s no one better. I’m only glad it didn’t go to some far-off cousin or someone who’d have had no interest in it at all.’


‘Was she the only one who could inherit it, then? I thought it usually went to a male, however distantly related.’


‘Luckily for us, there wasn’t anyone. Mrs Maitland – Hetty, as I still call her, because I’ve known her since she was a bairn – has lived at the hall all her life. She inherited from her childless uncle who died in – now let me think’ – Ma puckered her already wrinkled brow even more – ‘about 1905, I think it was, and the estate came straight to Hetty ’cos her mother, who would have inherited, had died the year before.’


‘So it didn’t go to her father, then?’


‘Of course not. He wasn’t a blood relative, now was he?’


Norah shook her head and then asked slowly, ‘So, who will inherit after Mrs Maitland? Miss Pips?’


Ma shook her head. ‘Not when there’s a son. It’ll be Master Robert. Unless, of course—’ She hesitated and then whispered, ‘he goes to war.’


They had come full circle, back to the start of the conversation and their fears for their own family. Now, as they sat together in silence, they were both thinking the same thing, but it was Ma who put it into words. ‘It’ll affect us all, you know, if it does come. All our sons – whatever their class – will have to go.’


To that, Norah had no answer, but it left her wondering and worrying even more.




Two


‘That was wonderful,’ Pips said, still sitting astride the stationary motorcycle in the stable yard behind the hall. She removed the leather helmet, which Robert had insisted she should wear, and shook out her long auburn hair. Her green eyes were sparkling with excitement. She was tall with a shapely figure and a lovely face.


‘You’d better go in by the back door and sneak past Cook, if you can. If Mother gets to hear that you had grime all over your face, she’ll know what we’ve been up to.’


‘Oh phooey! Have I?’ She scrubbed her face with her fingers but only succeeded in smearing it even more with the dust kicked up by her exhilarating ride.


‘Go on with you, I’ll put it away.’ Robert’s brown eyes teased her. He was a good-looking young man with dark brown wavy hair, a broad forehead and strong chin. Pips believed that all his women patients would idolize him.


She swung her leg over the motorcycle and pecked his cheek. ‘You’re such a dear – most of the time – but I still intend to beat you at chess. I demand a return match after last night.’


Pips scuttled in through the rear entrance and up the servants’ staircase at the southern end of the house to the top floor, sped through the Long Gallery and then to the safety of her own bedroom without being seen, except by Alice Dawson, who was lady’s maid to both Henrietta and Pips. With a wry shake of her head, the girl followed her young mistress and entered the bedroom close behind her. Alice wore a typical maid’s uniform, for she was often required to help out with the housemaid’s duties too. Her long black hair was pinned up neatly beneath her white lacy cap. At this moment her dark blue eyes were troubled.


‘You’d better get that muck off your face before the mistress sees you. Wherever have you been?’


Without hesitation, for Pips confided in Alice regularly and knew she could trust her with her life, she said, ‘Out on Robert’s motorcycle.’


Even Alice, inured to Pips’s wild ways, was shocked. ‘Not – not driving it?’


‘You ride a motorcycle, not drive it, but, yes, of course I was.’


‘On your own?’


‘Well, yes; they’re not really fitted for two people to ride. Now, come on, Alice, don’t stand there dithering and asking silly questions. I’ve got to be cleaned up and got ready for dinner. Are there any guests tonight?’


Alice shook her head. ‘Not now. Major Fieldsend and his wife were coming, but evidently he’s had to go to London urgently.’


As Pips finished washing and sat down in front of the dressing table, Alice took up the hairbrush and began to brush Pips’s hair, which reached below her shoulders, and then to pin it up into an elegant style of the day.


‘What a shame. I like old Basil. Considering he used to be such an important figure in the Lincolnshire Regiment before he retired, he’s great fun.’


‘They’re saying in the kitchen’, Alice said, ‘that the assassination of this Austrian archduke in Sarajevo could start a war.’


‘I presume that’s Mr Wainwright talking.’ Pips referred to their butler, who was an avid follower of the national and international news and would often discuss politics with Dr Maitland on an equal footing.


‘Well, yes,’ Alice admitted, ‘but he does seem to know what he’s talking about.’ She grinned impishly. ‘Most of the time, anyway.’


Pips caught her maid’s glance in the mirror and they both laughed. It was an unusual relationship between Pips and her maid, for she was not really the kind of young woman who needed – or wanted – a lady’s maid, but for once, to keep her mother happy, she had bowed to Henrietta’s wishes. Pips was a tomboy who would have been happier if she’d been born male. As it was, she was a beautiful, strong-minded and intelligent nineteen-year-old girl who railed against the accident of her birth. Her life wasn’t made any easier by her brother, five years her senior, being able – and allowed – to do all the things she longed to do.


She loved Robert dearly – fiercely, it could be said – and he doted on her. And perhaps he was the only one who truly understood and sympathized with the way she felt. He never tried to talk her out of her daring escapades or belittled her intellectual ability, which he recognized easily matched his own. In fact, deep down, he thought it ridiculous that convention would not allow a woman to do everything that a man could do.


‘The world’s changing, Pips,’ he would say softly. ‘Soon, girls and women will be able to follow whatever career they want.’


‘It’s a man’s world, Robert, and it’ll never change. Women must know their place and be kept in it.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he would say mildly, trying to keep his sister’s ready temper in check, ‘women are allowed to go to university and to train as doctors now – not just as nurses.’ Then he’d add swiftly, ‘though I don’t mean that to sound derogatory towards the nursing profession. We couldn’t manage without them.’


‘Do you think that’s what I should do, then? Go into nursing? Since Mother and Father won’t allow me to become a doctor,’ Pips would ask bitterly.


And then Robert would sigh heavily and say, ‘Mother would never agree to that either, Pips.’


And there, their conversation would always end.




Three


It was unusual for the Maitlands not to have dinner guests on a Saturday evening. It had always been a ritual in Henrietta’s family for as long as she could remember, and certainly for as long as she had been old enough to sit quietly at the table and speak only when spoken to. She’d carried on the tradition when she’d become mistress of Doddington Hall and had tried to instil the same demure behaviour into her own daughter, but it had been impossible and she had quite given up trying. But, she was obliged to admit, ever since Pips had been allowed to join the diners at the age of thirteen, her conversations had been adult and sensible and remarkably well informed.


Though, still anxious as to how her daughter might appear to outsiders, Henrietta had confided in her closest friend, the major’s wife, Rosemary Fieldsend.


‘Does her chatter irritate you – or anyone else? Philippa is rather – precocious.’


Rosemary had waved her hand dismissively. ‘Hetty, dear, you worry too much. She’s a delight. So bright and bubbly and entertaining. Basil thinks the world of her. He looks forward to receiving an invitation from you and always asks – without fail, I might add – “Will Pips be allowed to attend?” So there you are, don’t you dare stop her dining with us or Basil will go grumpy. And next time you come to us, you must bring her too. She could always go home earlier than you, if you wish. Taylor could take her home in the pony and trap. He’s very trustworthy.’


‘Oh, I know that. That wouldn’t worry me in the slightest, it’s just—’ She hesitated.


‘You’re worried that our other guests, who don’t know her, would view a thirteen-year-old, who can talk knowledgeably about politics and world affairs, differently to those who know her.’


Henrietta had sighed. ‘Yes, something like that.’


‘My dear, look at it another way. When she gets to marriageable age and you’re looking for a husband for her, she certainly won’t bore her suitors.’


‘But will she drive them away? Do young men want a wife who, well . . .?’


‘Who is as intelligent and as well informed as they are?’


Rosemary was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Some won’t, I agree, but any young man with common sense would welcome it. I’m sure that won’t be a problem.’


But, almost seven years later, much to Henrietta’s disappointment, there was no steady stream of suitors beating a path to the door of the hall.


‘So, why has our major not been able to come tonight?’ Pips asked as soon as they had all been served and the servants had left the Great Hall where the family always dined. It was a magnificent, long room with antique oak chests, tables and chairs. Mahogany china cabinets held precious family heirlooms and the front windows looked out over the long driveway, down to the gatehouse and beyond. To the left stood the church where the family and villagers worshipped every Sunday.


‘I like old Basil,’ Pips added, as she picked up her knife and fork.


‘Philippa, show some respect, please,’ Henrietta admonished, but her mouth twitched with amusement. It was how the whole family thought of the major; a portly figure with a florid face, a grey handlebar moustache and a booming voice that was more suited to the parade ground than a genteel dining room. But he was always such fun and a great favourite with the Maitland family as a dinner guest. ‘He’s had to go to London, so his wife said in her note. I know officially he’s retired, but I understand – though it’s all very hush-hush – that the War Office often call on him for advice.’


‘Is it to do with the trouble in Bosnia? I mean, it’s only a province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, isn’t it? Is it really that serious?’


‘I fear so,’ Edwin said.


‘Why should it affect us? Britain, I mean. I thought they’d caught the Serbian nationalist who did it. Gavrilo Princip. Wasn’t that his name?’


‘They have,’ Robert put in as he picked up his knife and fork. ‘But it’s not quite as straightforward as that. It’s thought that there was a plot to kill the archduke backed by a Serbian secret society called the Black Hand.’


Henrietta tutted. ‘It sounds like a tale from The Boy’s Own Paper.’


Edwin smiled sadly. ‘I only wish it were, my love.’


‘If it’s true what the papers are saying that a bomb was thrown at the archduke and his wife earlier on the same day, I presume that’s why they think it was a plot and not just some lone assassin.’


‘It hit the side of the car and the archduke was uninjured, though I believe several of his officers were hurt,’ Robert put in.


‘You’d have thought they’d have taken that as a warning and abandoned their trip there and then,’ Pips said.


‘You would have, especially as they’d been foolish enough to visit Bosnia on one of the country’s national anniversaries. Something to do with old conflicts with the Turks, I believe.’


‘The Balkans has been a tinderbox for some time,’ Edwin said. ‘All it has needed is a spark to ignite a conflagration and this might well be it.’


‘Was Princip killed?’


Robert shook his head. ‘No. He’s been arrested, but he insists he was working alone and will not reveal any names of other conspirators – if, of course, there were any.’


‘Did he throw a grenade too?’


‘I don’t know, but he certainly used a pistol, though it looks as if there might have been more than just him involved. There are different stories about how the assassin got his opportunity. Some say it was pure coincidence that the royal car drew up beside him on the return journey and Princip got his chance. Others say he was waiting near a sharp turning over a bridge on the route he thought they would take. Whichever the case, the truth is that he shot the archduke and his second shot hit his wife Sofia when she threw herself across her husband. That is the only regret that Princip will admit to; that he was sorry he’d killed the archduchess.’


‘But why do you think it might escalate into a war that might even involve Britain?’


‘Hopefully, it won’t,’ Edwin said, ‘but there are so many European alliances that would have to be honoured if trouble should break out.’


‘First,’ Robert took up the explanation, ‘Austria is likely to take some sort of retaliation against Serbia. There has already been a demonstration by students in Vienna where they burned the Serbian flag. The archduke was heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne. If they should attack Serbia, Russia is Serbia’s ally and, doubtless, will go to her aid.’


‘And Austria-Hungary has an alliance with Germany, so . . .’


‘The Kaiser has already reaffirmed his alliance with Austria. It was in the newspapers only a few days after the assassination.’


‘And we’, Pips whispered, her eyes widening in horror as she began to see the reason for her father’s fears, ‘have a Triple Entente with France and Russia, which Germany mistrusts, believing it threatens its power.’


‘Understandable, I would say,’ Edwin murmured. ‘Wouldn’t you?’


‘And that,’ Henrietta said, trying – but failing – to bring the conversation to an end, ‘is why our dinner guest has had to go to the War Office. Just in case.’


‘Evidently,’ Edwin lowered his voice and leaned forward, even though there was no one else in the room, ‘though it’s not widely known, Basil is well respected as an adviser to the War Office. He was in the regular army for a long time.’


Pips toyed with her food, her eyes downcast on her plate.


‘So we could be drawn into a war that is actually none of our making?’


‘That’s about the size of it, yes.’


Slowly, she raised her head and met her brother’s gaze. ‘And if we are embroiled in a war, would you go, Robert?’


For a few moments, it seemed as if the four of them were holding their breath. Then, slowly, Robert nodded. ‘We had an Officers’ Training Corps at medical school. I was a member, but now, I’d probably volunteer to join the Royal Army Medical Corps.’


Pips lifted her chin with a determination that was not lost on any of her family. ‘In that case, then so would I.’


Around the supper table in the Dawson household, the atmosphere was much less formal, but the topic of conversation was exactly the same. Len sat at the head of the table with his mother at the opposite end. Norah sat beside him with their four sons seated on either side of the long kitchen table. Only Alice was missing.


‘So, d’you think there’ll be a war, Father?’ Bernard began.


Len wrinkled his brow. He was small in stature and thin, but incredibly strong for his size. He stooped a little now from long hours wielding heavy tools and his grey hair was thinning. ‘Hard to say, son. I hope not, though I have to say I haven’t much faith in politicians.’


‘If there is,’ Roy said, ‘I shall volunteer for the Lincolns.’ He glanced at his grandmother. ‘Same as Grandad Dawson.’


‘Me too. I’d go,’ Harold said.


‘You’re far too young, Harold, so you can put that thought out of your head this minute,’ Norah snapped.


‘I’m sixteen,’ Harold retorted. ‘Well, next month. They’d take me at sixteen, wouldn’t they?’


‘Only if they were desperate,’ Roy teased. Harold, sitting next to him, punched his shoulder.


‘Ouch!’


‘Now, boys,’ Len admonished gently, but beneath their father’s soft tone there was always a hint of steel. They knew from experience not to goad him to anger.


‘I’m not sure they’d even take you, Roy,’ Len went on. ‘They might set the age at eighteen or even higher to start with, but at first they’d only call on the regular army and maybe the territorials or university corps like the one Master Robert was in. You know, men who’ve already had some kind of training.’


‘I’ll be eighteen in November,’ Roy muttered.


‘But I’d be old enough at twenty-four, wouldn’t I?’ Bernard said.


His mother held his gaze across the table. ‘And you’d go, would you? You’d volunteer?’


‘Like a shot, Mam.’


They stared at each other for a long moment, before Norah smiled thinly, gave a slight nod and murmured huskily, ‘Then I’d be very proud of you, son.’


At the opposite end of the table, Ma’s eyes rested on William, the only one who’d not spoken. She didn’t ask him questions or even draw attention to him for she thought she knew exactly what William’s feelings on the matter would be. It would all come out soon enough. There was no need to cause trouble amongst the family now.


Despite the gravity of their discussion, Robert laughed out loud at Pips’s firm declaration. Edwin smiled gently whilst Henrietta cast her eyes to the ceiling and shook her head in exasperation. ‘Don’t be so silly, Philippa. They won’t take girls into the RAMC.’


‘No, I didn’t mean that exactly, but I would volunteer for some kind of war work.’


‘They won’t want women.’


‘I think that’s where you’re wrong, Mother. They’ll need nurses and—’


‘I hope you’re not suggesting that you should train as a nurse.’


Pips shrugged. ‘Whatever it takes to be of service. But they’ll need women to take over the men’s jobs in this country. Factory workers, bus drivers—’


‘Now you are being extraordinarily silly. Women can’t do that sort of work.’


Pips and her brother exchanged a glance. Not only had Pips ridden his motorcycle with an inborn expertise that even he had marvelled at, but she had also secretly driven their father’s car on several occasions when Robert had borrowed it ostensibly to take her into the city. It would be no problem for Pips to transfer to a larger vehicle. No problem at all.


‘Mrs Pankhurst wouldn’t agree with you there, Mother,’ Pips said.


‘That woman!’


‘Only yesterday I was reading an article by one of her followers. The writer believes that, should war come, Mrs Pankhurst is likely to decree that all her followers should lay aside their ambitions for the vote and devote their energies to the needs of their country.’


‘And not before time,’ Henrietta muttered.


‘No doubt many of her ladies will volunteer for nursing duties and other such work,’ Pips carried on, as if her mother had not spoken. ‘And I will be one of them.’


Henrietta glared at her daughter. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve joined her movement?’


‘Not exactly, Mother. I don’t agree with their militant attitude. To me, smashing windows and chaining oneself to railings isn’t sending the right message of educated thought and rational behaviour. But what I think might happen is that if women prove themselves reliable, hard-working and undaunted in the face of the horrors they are likely to encounter in war, then they will have demonstrated that they have the right to vote.’


Henrietta did not reply. Instead she stood up, rang the bell for the servants to clear away and marched out of the room, the set of her shoulders displaying her irritation.




Four


As the news became more and more serious each day during the month of July, young men up and down the country were caught up in the fervour of patriotism.


‘Mother,’ Robert said at breakfast one morning in the middle of July when there were just the two of them sitting down to porridge and kippers, ‘I’ve had a letter from a friend. We got to know each other at medical school, though he was a year ahead of me. He went on to train in surgery and now he’s applying for a post at Lincoln County Hospital and will be coming for an interview next week. May I invite him to stay with us?’


Henrietta smiled. ‘Of course, my dear. Tell me about him.’


‘His name is Giles Kendall and he’s from Scarborough. He’s a couple of years older than me, tall, with bright blue eyes and fair curly hair. He’s very good-looking and comes from a good family. I think his teeth are sound, though I haven’t inspected them.’


‘Don’t tease me, Robert,’ Henrietta admonished. But she had the grace to laugh as she added, ‘Is he married or betrothed?’


Robert chuckled. ‘The inevitable question about any young man who comes within a hundred yards of Pips. But no, actually, he’s not. University students, and medical students in particular, are far too busy for courtship and also too poor. He’s an only son and his parents dote on him, but his father’s a teacher, which, whilst being a genteel and respectable profession, is not the best-paid occupation he might have.’


‘There’s no disgrace in that. You say this young man specialized in surgery?’


‘Yes. That’s why he’s applying to Lincoln hospital, because I was telling him about how brilliant Father’s colleagues are there.’ Robert laughed. ‘And I’ve promised I’ll send all my patients to him.’


‘Please give him time to learn his trade properly first, Robert.’ There was a pause before she added, ‘You are still planning to start working in the practice after the August Bank Holiday, aren’t you? Your father’s finding it harder as he gets older, you know.’


‘Father, old? Never!’


Edwin was mild-mannered and kindly, a little portly but always smartly dressed in a morning coat and a brightly coloured waistcoat. ‘My attire amuses the children and makes the old ladies smile,’ he would always explain, peering over his spectacles, his eyes full of mischief.


By contrast, Henrietta was slim and preferred to dress in pastel shades, her sleek grey hair piled up on top of her head.


‘He’ll be sixty in six years’ time and he wants you to be well established in his practice by the time he might wish to retire. And even now, it’s time he took a few more days off.’


‘Father and I have already discussed it and, yes, I will start straight after the Bank Holiday in two weeks’ time.’


Henrietta smiled. ‘Good. The room set aside for your surgery next to your father’s is all ready.’ She stood up. ‘And now I must go and talk to Mrs Warren’ – Henrietta was referring to the hall’s housekeeper – ‘and warn her that we will have a guest to stay next week. I can’t wait to meet him. You never know, Robert, he might be just the sort of young man that Pips might like . . .’


‘Oh Mother!’


Giles Kendall was everything that Robert had described to his mother – and more. He was charming and courteous and had a lively sense of humour that soon had them all laughing over the dinner table. The two young men were obviously great friends and were not shy in recounting some of their escapades at medical school. Pips listened with growing envy. But her jealousy was not personal; she rather liked Giles. It was just the unfairness of having missed out on all the camaraderie. The boarding school to which she had been sent had been stuffy and snobby; there’d been very little fun under the strict regime of the spinster headmistress.


‘Do you ride?’ she asked Giles when there was a pause in the conversation.


Giles laughed. ‘A motorcycle. It needs looking after, but I’m afraid I’m no mechanic.’


‘You’ll have to speak to William Dawson whilst you’re here,’ Edwin said. ‘He works for us in the gardens and on the estate. He’s a natural with anything mechanical. I never have to take my motor to a garage; William looks after it.’


‘I will, sir. Perhaps’ – his bright blue gaze was directed at Pips – ‘you would introduce me to him?’


Her smile widened. ‘Of course,’ she answered but did not add, in front of her mother, what was in her mind. As long as you let me have a ride on your motorcycle.




Five


‘How did you get on?’ Pips was watching out for Giles when he returned to the hall following his interview in Lincoln.


He pulled a face. ‘Hard to say. The process was rigorous to say the least. They asked a lot of questions that don’t seem to have any relevance to the post I’m applying for.’


‘What sort of questions?’


Giles waved his hand vaguely. ‘Oh, about my background. What my father does . . . that sort of thing. Why does that matter? It’s me they’d be appointing, not my father.’


‘He’s a teacher, isn’t he? So Robert said. That’s an admirable profession. A vocation, I’d say, just like being a doctor.’


‘Well, yes, I suppose so,’ Giles murmured.


He seemed downcast, so Pips linked her arm through his. Although they’d only just met, she felt at ease with him. ‘Well, now you can forget all about it and enjoy the next two days with us. I’ll show you around our grounds and perhaps even the sights of Lincoln.’


‘I gave them this address as well as my own. I hope that was all right.’


‘Of course it is. We’re all anxious to hear if you’ve got the post. But will they let you know as soon as that?’


Giles shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but with all this talk of war . . .’


‘We’ll forget all about that for the moment. I’ll show you our beautiful cathedral and the castle. And,’ she laughed impishly, ‘I’ll race you up Steep Hill. But first’ – she leaned closer to him – ‘you’ve got to let me have a go on your motorcycle.’


Giles’s shocked face made Pips laugh all the louder.


‘Is she safe?’ he asked Robert worriedly when, the following morning after breakfast, the three of them met in the stable yard.


‘As houses,’ Robert laughed. ‘You just watch her.’ He raised his voice. ‘Here, Pips, borrow my helmet again.’


‘Again?’ Giles asked. He glanced from one to the other. ‘Have you ridden his motorcycle before, then?’


Pips grinned and nodded, her eyes sparkling.


‘I only got mine last week,’ Robert said, ‘but I think she’s spent more time on it than I have.’


‘There’s William cleaning Father’s car. Let’s call him over. I’m sure he’d love to see your machine, Giles.’


As she raised her voice and called his name, William Dawson glanced up. He was tall, broad-shouldered and physically very strong, but with mouse-coloured hair and hazel eyes his appearance was rather nondescript and overshadowed by his more vibrant brothers, who were all brown-haired and dark-eyed and ebullient in personality. William was reserved, shy in certain company, though he was a gentle giant and would help anyone in need. As Pips beckoned him, he walked towards them, but even before he reached them, his gaze was on the two motorcycles standing side by side.


‘My word – a brand new Bradbury. I never thought to see one of these. Yours, is it, sir?’ He glanced briefly at Giles.


Giles nodded, but said modestly, ‘But if it needs attention at any time, I’m afraid I’m hopeless with anything mechanical.’


William’s eyes shone. ‘I’d be happy to take a look at her if needed. That’s if you’d trust me, sir.’


‘I’d be delighted, William. Thank you. And if you ever need your appendix taken out, then I’m your man.’


The four of them laughed together and then William added, quite seriously, ‘If you get the job at the hospital, sir, I’ll be happy to help you any time – with or without my appendix.’


It seemed that all the staff at the hall knew about their visitor’s interview.


‘There are no secrets in this place, Giles,’ Robert murmured.


Pips was impatient. ‘Let’s go round the back of the stables. I don’t want anyone from the house seeing me. They’ll likely tell Mother.’


The two young men dutifully pushed their motorcycles out of sight of the windows of the hall with William, intrigued, following them. As Pips mounted the Bradbury and Robert sat astride his own machine, Giles and William watched in fascination, and not without a little awe, as Pips rode away.


‘I never thought I’d see the day,’ Giles murmured. ‘A girl riding a motorcycle.’


William chuckled. ‘You obviously don’t know Miss Pips very well yet. She’s a brilliant horsewoman. She rides the moodiest stallion we’ve got in the stables. No one can handle him like she can. And now it looks as if she’s going to be every bit as good on a motorcycle.’


‘Does she drive the car?’


Again William laughed and tapped the side of his nose. ‘Not officially, but yes, she does. I think her father suspects, but we try to keep it from her mother. Mrs Maitland’s ambitions for her daughter are rather different.’


‘Ye-es,’ Giles said slowly. ‘I expect I can guess what those are.’


No more was said. William was not one to gossip about his employers and his loyalty to Miss Pips was constant. He would willingly lay down his life for her.




Six


‘Giles?’ Pips knocked on his bedroom door. When it opened she said, ‘Would you like to see the grounds before dinner? It’s a lovely evening.’


‘Indeed I would.’


They left the house by the front door, walked to the left, past the kitchen garden, and came to a smooth square of grass with hoops and mallets.


‘This is the croquet lawn,’ Pips said.


Giles laughed. ‘I haven’t ever played that.’


‘Then I’ll teach you. It’s quite easy. D’you see those three lovely sweet chestnut trees on the far side of the lawn? We think they’re older than the house. And then, there’s the orchard . . .’


They walked beneath the shade of trees laden with growing fruit and came at last to the end of the gardens where they looked out over the fields. ‘We farm all this,’ Pips said, waving her arm.


‘What a lovely part of the world to live,’ Giles murmured.


Over dinner that evening even Henrietta could not prevent the talk of war.


‘I think it’s getting serious,’ Robert remarked.


His father sighed. ‘I’m afraid I’ve thought so ever since the archduke and his wife were assassinated. The last three weeks since it happened have seemed unnaturally quiet. Ominously so, I’ve thought.’


‘Have you seen today’s news?’ Robert said. ‘Austria has made a series of humiliating demands upon Serbia, which they cannot possibly accept. It’s almost as if they are forcing Serbia’s rejection so that they – Austria, that is – can declare war.’


‘And just when there’s a real international crisis, half the heads of Europe seem to be on state visits or on holiday, would you believe?’ Edwin said.


‘What about Britain? What are we going to do?’ Pips asked.


Edwin wrinkled his forehead. ‘I expect we’ll try to be the mediator. I’d love to be a fly on the wall in Sir Edward Grey’s Foreign Office, but the closest I can hope to get is a chat with Basil and even that is denied me at the moment. I’m sure he will have some inside information. He’s great friends with our local MP too.’


‘I don’t think they’d listen to the British,’ Pips said. ‘I think the other countries involved would view anything we tried to do as interference.’


‘I bet it won’t be long before we’ve got the British Royal Navy on standby though,’ Giles said quietly. He paused and then asked, ‘If we do become involved, would you volunteer, Robert?’


Before her brother could answer, Pips said, ‘He’s going to enlist in the RAMC.’


Robert smiled indulgently at his sister’s impetuosity. ‘I’ve decided that I’ll wait a while and see what happens. In the meantime, I’ll carry on with my career plan, but if I do volunteer, it would be in the medical corps, yes. What about you?’


Giles nodded. ‘Me too, though I’d like to get a little more experience of surgery first. They’ll need surgeons and I don’t want to be just a butcher.’


Pips saw her mother wince, but Henrietta said nothing.


‘Do you think they’ll have a role for women in the war?’ Pips asked, directing her question at Giles.


‘I’d be very surprised if they didn’t, but doing what – apart from nursing – I wouldn’t know.’


After dinner, they all withdrew to the room they called the Brown Parlour near the Great Hall. The windows looked out over the rear gardens and family portraits adorned the panelled walls. It was where the family relaxed after their evening meal when there were no dinner guests and where, each morning, Henrietta planned her day. Edwin would often join her there in the evenings, though he loved to spend time with his books in the library on the opposite side of the hallway. This evening, although Giles was a guest, Henrietta had decided to treat him as one of the family. He walked next to Pips as they followed her mother. ‘You could, of course, drive an ambulance,’ he murmured.


Pips turned towards him, her green eyes gleaming. ‘Abroad, you mean? Actually near the fighting?’


Giles nodded. ‘That’s where they’ll be needed the most and’ – his blue gaze looked straight into her eyes – ‘if I’m not mistaken, you’re not a young lady who would be squeamish.’


Pips chuckled. ‘I think my mother would take issue with you about the “young lady” bit, but no, I think I’m quite tough.’


Soberly now, Giles said, ‘It would be dangerous work. You’d probably be needed right near the front line to take casualties to first-aid posts or even further back behind the lines to hospitals, depending on the severity of their injuries. None of us know yet quite how they will organize things.’


They paused for a moment and, as she looked into his clear blue eyes, Pips felt a frisson of excitement. ‘You really think I’d be allowed to do that?’


‘I don’t think your parents would be too happy—’


‘No, no, I don’t mean them – would the authorities allow women to do such work?’


Giles sighed. ‘I think this war is going to be like no other we’ve ever known.’


‘You seem to know a lot about it. How come?’


‘My father served in the Boer War and he believes that things have moved on since then. There have been more inventions that will be used in warfare.’


‘I see,’ Pips said slowly, but as she opened her mouth to ask more questions Henrietta’s voice made them both jump.


‘Come along, you two. The coffee’s getting cold.’ Her admonishment, though, was gentle. She didn’t want to put this nice young man off. From what she could see so far, he was perfect husband material for Pips and they seemed to be getting along so well, even though they had only just met.


Henrietta began to hope.




Seven


The Boer War was also the topic of conversation over the Dawsons’ supper table.


‘What was it like, Dad?’ Bernard wanted to know. Bernard, the eldest at twenty-four, was always the one to lead the conversation round the meal table. ‘I know you weren’t in it yourself, but you must have read about it.’


‘It was a messy war,’ Len said. ‘The British losses were high because of disease as well as actual combat. Typhoid, dysentery and the like were rife. I’m glad I wasn’t in it. Some lads from the village – well, they’re men now, of course – were involved and they reckoned that the British soldiers were unprepared for the type of countryside they were fighting in and poorly trained for the conditions they faced.’


‘Really, Len, must we talk about such things over the supper table and in front of Boy too?’ Norah said.


‘I’m not a boy, Ma,’ Harold said indignantly. ‘I’ll soon be old enough to fight for my country, just like my brothers. I wish everyone would stop calling me that childish nickname.’


‘That’s the spirit, Harold,’ Ma said and her glance rested for a moment on William, but, yet again, he was taking no part in the conversation. She wondered how long it would be before the rest of the family noticed his reticence, but at present the excitement amongst the other three boys masked his silence.


Bernard was still talking animatedly. He was of average height but muscular from his work at the anvil, for it was he who had taken on the blacksmithing, helped by Harold, who was learning the trade under his guidance. He had brown hair and twinkling eyes and a ready smile, though his expression could darken in a trice, for he had a swift temper. He was a great favourite with the village girls, though at present he did not have a serious girlfriend.


Roy, however, who helped his father in the carpenter’s workshop, was walking out with Betty Cooper, the daughter of the farm manager on Mrs Maitland’s estate. Betty worked in the dairy and their courtship was approved of by both families. Even Ma, who was very choosy about who her grandchildren should keep company with, approved of the quietly spoken, well-mannered girl. Betty was a pretty girl with fair hair, a clear skin and she openly adored Roy. Roy resembled his father; he was thin and wiry with light brown hair.


‘Though you’re far too young to be thinking of marriage yet,’ Ma, who still had some sway in the family, had pronounced when the blossoming romance had become common knowledge. ‘I don’t believe in women working once they are married. They should be in the home caring for their husband and any children that might come along. And they will come along, so, Roy, you need to be earning enough to keep both of you, and don’t tell me the old adage “two can live as cheaply as one”, because it’s nonsense.’


But the brother who had a real roving eye was young Harold. Tall for his age, Harold was a good-looking, cheeky sixteen-year-old – well, almost – and the village girls of the same age simpered and blushed whenever he winked saucily at them.


William had never shown any interest in the village girls; he knew that if anyone found out about the girl who held his heart in the palm of her hand, he would be mocked and ridiculed. So, he kept silent, just as he was keeping quiet now whilst the talk of war – and his brothers’ excitement – raged around him. He was the quiet one in the family. He could see his grandmother glancing at him now and again. Thankfully, she seemed to be the only one who had noticed his reluctance to join in the conversation and he was grateful to her for not trying to engage him in the discussions. But just as William was thinking he was being overlooked, Bernard suddenly became aware of his brother’s silence.


‘What about you, William?’ he asked his brother directly. ‘Will you volunteer?’


There was a waiting stillness around the table, as if all the other members of the family now realized that William had not yet voiced his opinion about the threat of war. Colour flooded William’s face, but he said steadily and firmly, ‘No, I wouldn’t.’




Eight


Now the gaze of every member of his family was upon him.


Bernard was frowning. ‘Whatever do you mean?’


‘Exactly what I say. I wouldn’t volunteer.’


‘But you’d have to go if they brought in conscription,’ Roy put in.


‘Not necessarily.’


His three brothers rounded on him.


‘So you wouldn’t defend your country?’ Bernard said.


‘He’s a bloody coward, that’s what he is,’ Harold spat.


‘Harold! I will not have you using language like that,’ Norah snapped.


Quietly, William said, ‘I don’t believe in killing another human being.’


‘It’s a praiseworthy sentiment, William,’ Len said softly, ‘but it’s not a luxury you can afford when your homeland is threatened. You have to be prepared to fight for king and country.’


‘And I would,’ William said at once, ‘if we were attacked. Of course I would. But we’re not being invaded. We’re talking about us declaring war on other countries. That’s totally different.’


‘It’s all to do with the alliances that were put in place to try to keep the peace in Europe.’


‘Well, it’s not working, is it?’


‘Sadly, no,’ Len was forced to agree. ‘But we have to keep our promises at national level just as we do in our own lives.’


‘I didn’t make any such promises.’


‘No, but the Government did on our behalf and we voted for the Government.’


‘No, I didn’t vote and, even if I had been able to, I wouldn’t have voted for this Government and I certainly wouldn’t have voted to plunge our country into a war that is nothing to do with us.’


‘Of course it’s to do with us.’


William shook his head as if he didn’t understand their reasoning. ‘Not unless this country is attacked,’ he said stubbornly.


Bernard cast a glance at their father. ‘Can’t you make him understand, Dad? I don’t want everyone thinking we’ve a coward in the family.’


Len stared down the table at William. There was disappointment and anger in his eyes, yet when he spoke his tone was quiet. ‘Son, alliances, treaties between countries – call them what you will – must be kept. Maybe we don’t agree with everything that our Government does, but, as a nation, we have to abide by their decisions. Right now, our treaty is with Russia and France and if they go to war, then we are honour bound to support them and possibly go to war alongside them. I think we also have an understanding that if Belgium, a neutral country, were to be attacked, we’d go to her aid.’


‘I believe’, Ma said softly, ‘that there are certain religious groups who refuse to go to war. The Quakers, for example.’


‘Oh, going to become to Quaker now, is he?’ Harold scoffed, ‘so that he doesn’t have to fight?’


‘No, I’m just pointing out that there are people whose personal decisions are respected.’


‘Well, I don’t like it and the rest of the village won’t either when they find out,’ Harold said and Bernard and Roy nodded their agreement.


‘And how are they going to know?’


Harold glared at William. ‘Because I’m going to make damn sure they will.’




Nine


There was no such talk of pacifism at the hall, though there was caution in rushing to volunteer, at least by the two young men. Pips was not so ready to wait; she was eager to do something right now. The following morning she pounced on the newspaper as soon as it was delivered and scoured its front page for news.


‘They’re still dithering,’ she said, throwing the paper onto the breakfast table in disgust.


‘Thank you, Pips,’ Edwin said mildly as he picked up the discarded paper and rearranged the pages back into their right order.


‘Sorry, Father. It’s just – why can’t they get on with it? Make some decisions.’


‘Because’, Henrietta said as she sat down at the table, ‘they’re not as foolhardy as you to precipitate their countries into a war. Now, my dear, sit down and eat your breakfast and – please – let’s have no more talk of war, at least not for a while.’


‘I’ve eaten, thank you, Mother. I’m going riding. Midnight could do with a gallop. Robert, Giles, are you coming?’


‘Not this morning, Pips. I need to shadow Father today if I’m to start working in the practice properly after the Bank Holiday. But maybe Giles would . . .’


Giles pulled an apologetic face. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t ride. Being an academic, my father didn’t approve of what he saw as the extravagance of riding lessons for my sister and me.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Particularly since we didn’t have a horse.’


For a brief moment Pips stared at him in astonishment. Then she blinked and colour suffused her face. She hadn’t meant to embarrass him. ‘Oh – I’m sorry, I didn’t think.’


‘That’s your trouble, Philippa,’ Henrietta murmured.


‘It’s quite all right, Pips,’ Giles said smoothly. ‘You weren’t to know, but I do’, he added impishly, ‘play chess.’


Pips’s eyes gleamed. ‘Ah, then I challenge you to a match this evening.’


Giles glanced uncertainly towards Henrietta. ‘I really ought to leave today. I don’t want to outstay my welcome. You’ve been wonderfully kind.’


‘Nonsense,’ Henrietta said briskly and smiled at him. ‘You couldn’t outstay your welcome, as you put it. Please – stay as long as you wish and certainly over the weekend, if you’d like to.’


‘I’ll see you at luncheon, then,’ Pips said and, with a swift smile, she was gone.


Henrietta sighed inwardly. She hoped her daughter’s waywardness wasn’t putting off this nice young man. She glanced at him to see that Giles was still staring at the door, through which Pips had disappeared, with a thoughtful expression.


‘Midnight’s all ready for you, Miss Pips,’ William greeted her. ‘I guessed you’d be riding this morning.’


Pips rewarded him with a bright smile. ‘Thank you, William. I need a good gallop too. I’m so fed up of all this hesitating by the Government. Why don’t they get on with making a decision? Are we going to war or not?’


Colour suffused William’s face and his head dropped.


Ever observant, Pips said, ‘What is it, William? I can see something’s wrong.’


He was silent for a moment, then slowly he raised his head, his eyes anguished. ‘It’s all this talk of war. My brothers – even Harold – can’t wait to volunteer. And I’ – he pulled in a deep, shuddering breath – ‘I can’t agree with them.’


‘You mean you wouldn’t volunteer?’


Miserably, William shook his head. He knew he was going to lose Pips’s respect and the thought was like a dagger through his heart, but his principles were stronger even than his devotion to her.


But her voice was soft as she asked, ‘And you’d be prepared to stand up against everyone to stick to your guns? Oh, sorry’ – she grinned sheepishly – ‘no pun intended.’


He shrugged off her apology. ‘Yes, I would. I can’t face the thought of taking another man’s life, even if they are our supposed enemy.’


‘I admire your . . .’ She hesitated, searching for the right word.


‘Foolishness,’ William finished for her.


Pips shook her head. ‘No, no, I wasn’t going to say that. Courage, that’s the word.’


‘Courage?’ William laughed wryly. ‘My family think I’m a coward.’


‘Have they said that?’


He nodded.


‘They’re wrong. It takes a special kind of bravery to be the only one standing up against everyone else. But it won’t be just your family, you know, who’ll disapprove.’


‘I know.’ He paused and then asked, tentatively, ‘So – so you don’t think I’m a coward?’


‘Most definitely not, but what I think you should do, William, is find some other way to serve your country in a time of war, if it does come to that.’


‘How?’


Pips wrinkled her brow. ‘I don’t know, but I’ll give it some thought.’




Ten


As Pips galloped across the fields, the wind streaming through her flowing hair, the farm labourers stopped their work to watch her. ‘There she goes,’ they said, smiling, for they were all, without exception, fond of the feisty, outspoken young woman. ‘It’s a pity’, they’d say, ‘that she won’t be the one to inherit the estate, though the son will be a good master, no doubt. But there’s just something about Miss Pips that has us all eating out of her hand.’


‘And just look at her on that horse. He’s a wild one.’


‘He matches her spirit,’ they’d laugh together and then return to their work with a smile on their faces for having seen her that morning.


Pips reined in, dismounted and walked beside Midnight for a while. It was unusually cool and breezy for July, but it was still not, Pips thought, a day for anyone to be thinking about plunging their country into conflict. Her thoughts turned to William. Whilst she did not agree with him, she could respect his feelings. He was a gentle soul and though he worked for the estate, his main work now was in the gardens of the house, the parkland and the stables when he was needed. She remembered how, as a youngster, he’d run from the sight of a pig being killed. They hadn’t been able to find him for hours and even now, he never wanted to be around when animals were killed or sent for slaughter. And war was a slaughter, however much anyone tried to glorify it. But there was one thing that William was good at and no one could deny it. He was clever with machinery of any kind and was in his element at harvest time when he was in sole charge of keeping the threshing engine going. He also kept Dr Maitland’s car in reliable working order and his eyes had lit up the day that Robert had ridden his Phelon & Moore motorcycle into the yard.


But what to do about him now? If his family didn’t understand him, then there was little chance that anyone else in the village would either. He was in for a tough time.


‘Oh, Midnight,’ she said, resting her cheek against the horse’s neck. ‘What are we to do about William? You’d tell me if you could, wouldn’t you, my beautiful boy?’


With a sigh, Pips mounted and turned her horse towards home.


Back in the yard, the stable lad was waiting for them.


‘I’ll groom him, Jake. I have some thinking to do and it always helps. Besides, it helps me bond with him.’


Jake, a thin, gawky boy, grinned. ‘I dun’t reckon you and this horse could be any closer. He idolizes you, Miss Pips.’ The young boy could have added, ‘Like we all do’, but was too shy to make such a bold remark. Instead, he said, ‘You’re the only one he’ll do anything for. He plays us up summat rotten when you’re not about.’


‘Do you, Midnight?’ she pretended to scold her horse. ‘We can’t have that sort of behaviour. Now, you be a good boy for Jake. You hear me?’


The horse harrumphed and pawed the ground, just as if he understood.


‘D’you want me to hold the rope for you, Miss?’


‘He’ll be fine. He’ll just stand, won’t you, boy?’


With a hoof pick, Pips removed all the dirt and small stones from Midnight’s hooves. Then, using different brushes in turn, she groomed him until his black coat was smooth and shining. She sponged his face and then gently combed his mane and his tail.


‘There. You’ll do.’ She stood back to admire her handiwork. ‘What a handsome fellow you are. Jake will look after you now.’


With a final pat on the horse’s neck and a nod of thanks to Jake, Pips turned towards the house.


‘Giles has had a letter delivered this morning – by hand,’ Robert whispered on the Saturday morning, ‘but he’s disappeared up to his room to read it. I don’t like to ask.’


‘Well, I will,’ Pips said. She ran lightly up the central staircase to the first floor and turned to the left to the guest room where Giles was sleeping. It was the bedroom they called the Tiger Room, with a four-poster bed, red drapes and curtains and a patterned carpet. Nearby was a dressing room for the comfort of their guests. She rapped sharply on the door.


‘Giles – are you there?’


She heard movement in the room and a few seconds later, the door opened. He was holding a sheet of paper in his hand but, because his face was in shadow from the window behind him, she was unable to read his expression. As forthright as ever, she asked, ‘Have you had news about your position at the hospital?’


‘Yes – I have.’


‘And?’


‘I’ve been appointed to the post.’


Pips clapped her hands. ‘Oh, that’s marvellous. Congratulations. We must celebrate tonight.’ She paused, as he remained silent. ‘Aren’t you pleased?’


‘Yes – yes, of course I am.’


‘I feel there’s a “but”.’


‘It’s just that I can’t feel celebratory when there’s the threat of war hanging over us all.’


She put her head on one side and regarded him thoughtfully. ‘You know, what Robert said the other night sounds eminently sensible to me. Perhaps you should both carry on with your careers as planned until we know exactly what is happening. Even if war is declared, it might well be over in a few months, weeks even.’


He smiled thinly. ‘You’re right, of course.’


‘Please come down and tell the others about your success. They’ll be delighted.’ She held out her hand towards him and he took it. Together, still holding hands, they went downstairs and into the parlour where Henrietta was planning the day’s meals with Mrs Bentley, the cook. Edwin was opening up his Saturday morning surgery and three patients had already arrived at the rear door of the house.


‘Mother—’


Henrietta glanced up to see her daughter and their young house guest holding hands. Though not displeased, she was startled to see how quickly their friendship had developed. Could it be a real romance?


‘Sorry to interrupt, but Giles has wonderful news. He’s got the position at the hospital. Where’s Robert? We must tell him. I thought he was waiting for us in the hall, but he seems to have disappeared.’


Giles seemed slightly embarrassed by Pips’s enthusiasm, but was relieved when Henrietta smiled and said, ‘Then this calls for a celebration, my dears. As for Robert, he’s sitting in on your father’s surgery this morning. High time he got to know his future patients.’


Pips giggled. ‘He’s known most of them all his life.’


‘Yes.’ Henrietta pulled a face. ‘I suppose, in some ways, that might prove to be a disadvantage. Still, never mind about that now. We shall see in due course, no doubt, how it all works out.’ She turned to Giles. ‘Congratulations. I am delighted for you. And please, you must stay here as long as you want. When do you take up your position? You could live here, if you wanted.’


‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Maitland, but I shall get lodgings near to the hospital, though I would very much like to visit you now and again on my days off.’


‘You’ll always be very welcome.’


Suddenly becoming aware that they were still holding hands, Pips and Giles let go of each other; reluctantly, it seemed to the hopeful mother.




Eleven


‘So, what are we doing on the Bank Holiday weekend?’ Pips asked as they sat at dinner that evening. ‘It’s only just over a week away now.’


Champagne in honour of Giles’s good news was being served and tonight, at least, all talk of war had been banned by Henrietta, even though, over the last few days, the news had become ever more serious.


‘I thought we’d take Giles on a tour of the city that is now to become his home,’ Robert suggested. ‘We’ll play at being tourists. Perhaps, you would lend us the car, Father, if you don’t need it.’


Edwin smiled. ‘No, I don’t mind. If I get an urgent call out, I can always take the pony and trap like I did in the old days.’


‘That’s settled, then,’ Pips said firmly. ‘I hope you’ll be here for the weekend – unless, of course, you want to go home to Scarborough.’ She couldn’t keep the note of regret out of her tone at the thought that Giles might not spend the time with them.


But Giles smiled. ‘No, my parents are visiting my married sister in Northumberland that weekend. I’d be delighted to come here. Thank you.’


But during the week that followed the fear of war escalated. Serbia rejected Austria’s unreasonable demands and any hope of a diplomatic resolution between the two countries lay in tatters. The following day, Serbia mobilized its army and at the same time letters flew between the Czar of Russia and his distant cousin Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany. Nicholas warned the Kaiser that he could not remain uninvolved if Serbia was attacked.


‘Have you seen the news?’ Pips came running into the Great Hall flourishing the morning’s paper.


‘How can we, my dear, when you’re holding it?’ Edwin said mildly, and he held out his hand to take it from her and read the news for himself.


But Pips couldn’t wait. ‘It’s Austria. They’ve invaded Serbia.’


‘What’s that?’ Robert asked, entering the room at that moment. ‘They’re at war? Austria and Serbia?’


The family glanced at one another with sober faces.


‘This is it, then,’ Robert said, ‘because unless someone backs down pretty quickly, it’s going to drag a whole lot more countries into the fray.’ He sat down and helped himself to his breakfast, but his mouth was set in a grim line. If what he suspected happened, he would have some very difficult decisions to make over the coming weeks.


Each day the news was even more worrying. In Russia, the Czar mobilized his troops and, in response, the Kaiser warned him that unless he ceased this action, Germany would put her troops on a war footing. All Britain’s attempts at mediation were met with contempt and on Saturday, 1 August, Kaiser Wilhelm declared war on his Russian relative.


But on the August Bank Holiday Monday, determined to put all thoughts of war behind them at least for one day, the three young people set off in high spirits.
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