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One


Doddington Hall, Lincolnshire, July 1919


‘I’m bored out of my tiny mind.’


Robert Maitland watched his sister pace up and down the long drawing room. She was tall and slim and vibrant with auburn hair and bright green eyes. She was strong and determined, if a little wilful at times, but he loved her dearly and wouldn’t change her for the world. Almost three years earlier during the battle of the Somme, her daring had rescued him from no-man’s-land and, though he had lost his right arm, she had undoubtedly saved his life.


‘The trouble is, Pips,’ he murmured with a fond smile, ‘you have anything but a tiny mind. Of course you’re bored. There’s nothing for you to do. Not now,’ he added in a whisper.


The war, in which they had both played such an active part, had been over for seven months and yet only during the last few days had it been formally declared at an end with the signing of the Treaty of Peace at Versailles on 28 June.


‘You know, I’m not entirely happy with the terms of this agreement,’ Robert murmured, jabbing his finger at the newspaper lying on the table in front of him.


‘Then why don’t you write to Lloyd George and tell him so? I’m sure he’ll listen to you.’


‘Less of your sarcasm, sister dear.’ He smiled and then added more seriously, ‘No, I’m concerned at the conditions they’re imposing on Germany. President Wilson had the right idea, but other countries concerned seem to want to exact revenge. And a punitive revenge at that.’


‘Understandable, I suppose, when you remember how poor Belgium and France suffered under their occupation. And they are going to be dealing with the aftermath for years to come.’ Pips paused in front of one of the windows overlooking the grounds at the rear of the hall, where the Maitland family lived in the small village of Doddington. ‘Oh Robert, what am I going to do with the rest of my life? If only I’d been allowed to train as a doctor like you, I’d’ve had something to come back to.’


Robert grimaced. ‘Fat lot of good that did me.’ He touched the stump of his right arm. His brown eyes were dark with regret and his strong chin hardened as he thought – as he did so often – of what might have been; what should have been.


‘You could still practise, you know,’ Pips insisted. ‘I really don’t know why you don’t.’


He sighed. ‘Pips, we’ve been over and over this so many times. I can’t face the pity in people’s eyes – and their doubt that I can do a good job.’


‘You don’t have to be a “hands on” doctor.’


Robert laughed wryly. ‘Impossible, wouldn’t you say? But a GP has to be able to examine his patients.’


‘You’ve still got your left hand. You’ve learned to do all sorts with it. Why not that?’


‘I’d be afraid of missing something. We’re not talking about my rather untidy left-handed writing, Pips. People’s lives depend on a thorough examination and I wouldn’t be able to do some examinations thoroughly.’


Pips was thoughtful for a moment, then she nodded. ‘Fair enough, but Father could do any you couldn’t. He’s not ready to retire yet. So much of a doctor’s work is listening to people, diagnosing them or sending them to a specialist. It isn’t all about physical examinations.’


Robert’s career had been carved out for him; to qualify as a doctor and then to join his father’s general practice in Doddington and the surrounding district. But shortly after he’d qualified, war had been declared and together with a friend from medical school, Giles Kendall, Robert had volunteered to join an independent flying ambulance corps, organized by one of his father’s old friends, Dr John Hazelwood. It was an ambitious and daring plan to go right to the front to treat casualties as quickly as possible. Anxious not to be left behind, Pips had volunteered to go with them, taking her lady’s maid, Alice Dawson, and Alice’s brother William along too. Always near to the fighting, they had all been in constant danger, but only Robert had sustained a permanent injury when risking his own life to save others. The war had put an end to his promising career – or so Robert believed.


‘You could go back to nursing,’ he said now, trying to divert the attention from himself back to his sister. ‘Get properly qualified.’


Now it was Pips who pulled a face. ‘It’d be so tame after – well, you know.’


He chuckled. ‘So, you want another war, do you?’


‘Of course not. How can you even suggest such a thing?’


‘Sorry,’ he said, at once contrite.


They exchanged an understanding glance. They had always adored one another and, in recent years, they had been through so much together – seen and dealt with such terrible sights – that now they were even closer, if that were possible. But there had always been an undercurrent of rivalry between them, at least on Pips’s side. She had envied the things her brother had been allowed to do that she had not, just because she had been born to a strait-laced mother, who still held on to her Victorian ideals.


‘The war changed Mother’s outlook a lot,’ Pips murmured, smiling gently. ‘I still find it hard to believe that she let me go to the front, but even so I’m sure she wouldn’t approve of me becoming a nurse in peace time. I think – now it’s all over – she expects me to slot back into my place of being a dutiful daughter and find myself a respectable husband.’


‘Beautiful though you are, Pips, that is not going to be easy. Most of the “suitable husbands” of your generation are lying in Flanders fields.’


‘I know,’ Pips whispered huskily.


There was a pause between them before Robert said, more briskly, ‘So, what are you going to do, because you need to have something to occupy you?’


‘I don’t know. I just don’t know.’


‘It’s the silence, Pips, that gets me. I’d thought I’d relish the peace and quiet after the constant sound of gunfire, but I don’t. I feel as if it’s just a lull between the shelling and it’s all going to start again. But it doesn’t.’


‘The whole country’s silent – grieving, I suppose. There’s hardly a family in the nation that hasn’t been touched by the loss or injury of loved ones.’


‘I expect there’ll be memorials going up all over the country. People will need a focal point for their grief when they couldn’t have a proper funeral. They’ve no sense of closure.’


‘And even for those who do have proper graves out there, a lot of their relatives will never be able to visit and, of course, those who were never found – blown to bits or lost in the mud – well, there’s nothing to commemorate them, is there?’


‘There should be.’


Pips watched her brother as he sat gazing out of the window. She wondered if he were seeing the flat Lincolnshire farmland before him or the mud-filled trenches, littered with bodies, the barbed wire and the stretch of land between him and the enemy; no-man’s-land. He was still as handsome as ever with a broad forehead and strong chin, brown hair and eyes. But those eyes that had once sparkled with ready laughter were now dull. Pips longed to be able to help him but, right now, she didn’t know how any more than she knew what to do with her own life. For both of them, after being so needed, a chasm of uselessness lay before them.


There was silence between them until they heard a scuffling outside the door and a piping voice shouting, ‘Pips? Pips?’


Pips’s face lit up and her boredom disappeared in a trice.


‘I’m here, darling. I’m coming.’ She ran down the length of the room and opened the door to sweep the eighteen-month-old little girl into her arms and swing her round. The child squealed with delight. Then, still carrying her, Pips waltzed back down the room to where Robert was sitting near a window.


‘And here’s Papa too.’


Alice followed her daughter into the room and came towards the three of them, smiling.


Lady’s maid to Henrietta Maitland and Pips, Alice had accompanied her young mistress to the front to nurse the wounded. Secretly, she had loved her young master for years, but it had only been in the horror of the trenches and after his injury that Robert had come to rely on her totally and had realized that he had fallen in love with her. He could not, he’d declared, face the rest of his life without her. War had swept away the conventions of Victorian and Edwardian society and, although shocked at first, Henrietta had come to love her daughter-in-law. Alice, with her sweet nature, had trodden the rocky path between her former work colleagues and being a member of the family with tact and diplomacy. Now, she was loved by the family and servants alike, and there was no denying that Alice and Pips were the only ones who could handle Robert’s dark moods. Even his father, Dr Edwin Maitland, didn’t know how to reach out to him when the horrific memories of the war clouded Robert’s mind. Strangely, it was the Dawson family – Len Dawson in particular – who still had difficulty accepting that his daughter had married ‘out of her class’, as he put it.


‘It’s Aunty Pips, Daisy,’ Alice admonished gently now, but Pips only laughed.


‘I don’t care what she calls me,’ Pips said.


‘She has the pair of you twisted round her little finger.’ Alice gave a mock sigh. ‘So it’s left to me to administer discipline.’


‘Discipline? She doesn’t need any,’ Pips laughed. ‘She’s perfect.’


Alice pulled a face. ‘Except when her cousin Luke comes to play with her. And Peggy’s bringing him this morning.’


‘Yes, he does try to boss her about a bit,’ Pips agreed. ‘I suppose, because he’s two years older, he thinks he’s in charge. But then she retaliates and stands up for herself, even though she’s only little. I’ll watch them, Alice, don’t worry. I’ve nothing else to do.’


‘What about me?’ Robert pretended to sulk. ‘What am I going to do?’


But Alice forestalled him. ‘Your mother wants you downstairs in the parlour. She wants to go over the estate’s accounts with you.’


Robert grimaced as he pulled himself up. ‘Not my favourite pastime, but I suppose beggars can’t be choosers. Like Pips, I can’t pretend I’ve anything else to do.’


Brother and sister exchanged a glance. They were back to the start of their earlier conversation.









Two


Doddington lay approximately five miles west of Lincoln. It had one main street and lanes running from it into the surrounding countryside. The hall was a magnificent Elizabethan mansion with an estate of gardens, park and farmland, which provided employment for many of the villagers. Completed in 1600, the house was a symmetrical building, topped by three turrets with leaded cupolas. Its large front windows overlooked the long drive towards St Peter’s church, where the whole village worshipped, were baptized, married and buried.


‘Now, you play nicely with Daisy, Luke, and don’t give Miss Pips any trouble,’ Peggy Cooper instructed her son when she brought him to the small room that had been set aside as Daisy’s playroom. Luke grinned up at Pips, his eyes sparkling with mischief.


Peggy Cooper had given birth to her son when the boy’s father, Harold Dawson, Alice’s brother, had been unable to come home from the front to marry her before he’d been killed on the Somme, leaving the young girl to bring up her child alone. But she was not entirely alone. Although disappointed at first, her family had stood by her and the Dawsons too had supported her. Peggy’s mother, Bess, was a formidable woman, recognized by all as the village gossip, yet beneath her ample bosom beat a heart of gold. Although she had not lost a close family member in the war, her daughter’s unexpected pregnancy had, for a while, become the subject of village gossip. Eventually, though, her friends and neighbours had rallied round and supported the girl, following the example set by Henrietta Maitland.


‘Peggy’s not the first nor, sadly, will she be the last to bear an illegitimate child before this dreadful war is over,’ Henrietta Maitland had remarked prophetically at the time and now the girl worked at the hall as a part-time housemaid. Peggy was small in stature, with a sweet face and fair hair, but her blue eyes were always sad. Even when she smiled, the sorrow never quite left them.


‘My word, Peggy, that cheeky grin is just like his dad’s,’ Pips said now as she ruffled the boy’s curly brown hair. ‘Right, what are we going to play today? It’s fine enough for us to be outside, if you like.’


‘Robin Hood,’ Luke answered promptly. ‘I’m Robin Hood and Daisy’s Little John.’


‘And who am I, then?’


Luke gave the matter consideration before his grin widened even further as he said, ‘Friar Tuck.’


Pips roared with laughter and patted her flat stomach. ‘Not quite the right shape, but never mind. We’ll pretend.’ Then she held out a hand to each child. ‘Come on, then. Let’s go and find Sherwood Forest.’


‘That’s your orchard, Pips.’


‘Miss Pips, Luke,’ Peggy said.


‘Right, then,’ Pips said, ‘you’d better show me where we live. Where’s the Sheriff of Nottingham’s castle?’


‘The gate house.’


‘My word, you have got it all worked out.’


‘It’s their favourite game, miss. Luke’s even persuaded Sam to make him a bow and some arrows and a little one for Daisy – though she’s not quite big enough to use it properly yet.’


‘Right, off we go. We’ll see you in the kitchen for lunch, Peggy.’


For all of them now, it was little Daisy who brightened the Maitlands’ lives and who made them all hope and plan for the future, just as Luke carried the ambitions of the Dawson family. Losing three of his four sons to the war, Len Dawson now looked upon Luke as heir to his modest business as village carpenter, wheelwright and blacksmith. The fourth Dawson brother, William, was considered by Len as the black sheep, who had brought shame and disgrace to the family when he’d refused to enlist at the start of the war. Even now, Len would not have his name mentioned in the home. But William had gone with Alice, Pips and Robert to the front to act as a stretcher bearer, thought by many to be just as dangerous an occupation as being a soldier.


‘I want to save lives, not take them,’ William had persisted stubbornly. Serving with the flying ambulance corps for the duration of the war, William had fallen in love with a Belgian nurse and had made her country his home. Both Alice and Pips wrote to him regularly and received letters in return. Secretly, they would let William’s mother, Norah, and his grandmother, always known as ‘Ma’, read the letters. But never a word was said to Len.


Later that afternoon, Pips walked down the lanes from the hall towards the Dawsons’ home, with Daisy in the old wicker baby carriage that had carried both Robert and Pips as infants. Luke skipped along beside her. As they neared the cottage, they could see Ma Dawson sitting outside the front door, smoking her clay pipe and watching the world go by. Even in winter she would spend some time of each day out of doors. Only rain or snow could keep Ma housebound. Somewhere in her mid-eighties, Ma Dawson was considered the matriarch of the village.


‘Nah then, Miss Pips. Brought that young scallywag back to us, have you? Has he behaved himself?’ But she was smiling as she said it. Her fondness for her great-grandson was obvious.


Today, Pips had brought Ma’s great-granddaughter to visit her too. ‘She’s coming on.’ Ma nodded towards Daisy. ‘Just like her mother, isn’t she?’ Daisy favoured Alice in looks and colouring with a sweet face, black hair and dark blue eyes. Ma gave a toothless grin. ‘But I reckon she’s got some of your spirit, Miss Pips. As she gets older, we’ll have two of you to deal with.’


Pips laughed. ‘Oh, I’ll keep an eye on her.’


Ma cackled with laughter. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of. She’ll be following you into mischief, I’ll be bound.’


Pips sat down beside the old lady and murmured, ‘Is the coast clear?’


‘Aye, he’s at his work, but don’t say owt in front of the young ’un. Not any more. He’s getting a mite too sharp. Tell you what. We’ll go inside. I’m sure you’d like a cuppa. Bring little Daisy. She’s too young to understand owt yet. Luke can run up to his granddad. Luke,’ she raised her voice, ‘go and find Granddad.’


The boy scampered up the lane towards the workshop where they could hear Len at his anvil.


‘How’s Mr Dawson managing? With the work, I mean, now that he’s on his own.’


Ma pulled herself stiffly to her feet. ‘He’s taken on Sam Nuttall, one of the few lads to come back to the village from the war. He’s shaping up quite nicely. But it’ll never be the same as if it’d been his own lads back home again and working alongside him.’


‘Of course not,’ Pips murmured. ‘And how are you all – coping?’ This time, her meaning was clear. Three of the Dawsons’ four sons had been killed on the Somme within days of each another.


‘Len doesn’t say much. Being a man, he keeps it all to himself. But it’s Norah I’m worried about. It’s as if she thought they’d died just for the duration of the war, you know. And now she expects them to come back.’


‘And what about you, Ma?’ Pips asked softly.


The old lady was silent for a moment, before she said slowly, ‘I’ve lived a long time, Miss Pips. I’ve seen a lot of folks die afore their time through illness or accident. And I’ve lived through wars too when families lost their menfolk. I don’t mean you don’t feel it any the less or that you get hardened to it, but you learn to deal with it.’


‘But this is a bit different, isn’t it? It feels as if a whole generation of men from all classes of society has been wiped out.’


‘Aye, your age group, Miss Pips. From the highest in the land to the most humble, we’re all united in sorrow. And it’s going to be hard, especially for the young women of your age. Where are you young girls going to find husbands now?’


Pips smiled thinly but did not answer. It was a grievance she heard almost daily from her own family.


‘Let’s just hope that President Wilson was right when he said that it was “the war to end all wars”,’ Ma said. ‘And we must make the world a safer place for Luke and Daisy and their generation.’


Pips sighed heavily. ‘It’s going to take a while. There’s a lot of unrest and unemployment as the troops are coming home.’ Then she grinned. ‘But now women – at least some women – have been given the vote, things should get better. We might even get a woman prime minister one day.’


Ma cackled with laughter. ‘I don’t doubt it, but I don’t expect I shall live to see that happen, Miss Pips.’ Then she lowered her voice. Now that Luke was out of earshot, she asked, ‘You’ve had a letter from William?’


Pips nodded as she lifted Daisy out of the baby carriage and they walked slowly round the side of the cottage and in through the back door. Passing through the scullery into the kitchen, Ma sat down in her favourite chair by the range, where the fire burned winter and summer.


On the mantelpiece above the range were two photographs. One was of Bernard and Roy together, both in uniform and grinning at the camera, taken just before they had been posted abroad. The other was a grainy picture of Harold as a young boy. Both frames were edged with black cloth. ‘We don’t have a picture of Harold in his uniform,’ Ma had told Pips once, ‘seeing as how he ran away to join up because he was underage.’


‘Oh Miss Pips, you’ve brought little Daisy to see us.’ Norah Dawson greeted her, reaching out for her granddaughter. ‘Now, I wonder if I can find a piece of your favourite cake.’


Daisy chuckled and wound her arms round Norah’s neck. ‘Cake – cake.’


The three women smiled.


‘Miss Pips has had a letter, Norah.’


For a moment, a fleeting look of fear crossed Norah’s face as she glanced at the door.


‘It’s all right, duck. I’ve sent Luke up to his granddad. Best he doesn’t know about the letters now. He might tell Len. Innocently, of course,’ she added swiftly.


Norah bit her lip nervously. ‘But Len might bring him home. He won’t want him in the way.’


Ma waved her hand dismissively. ‘He’ll sit him well out of the way at the workshop. Besides, Sam’ll keep an eye on him. He’s very good with the little lad.’


Norah relaxed a little, but still murmured, ‘I’ll make sure the back door’s closed. That way, we’ll hear if anyone comes in.’


When the three women were settled with a cup of tea and Daisy was sitting on Norah’s lap munching a piece of sponge cake, Pips drew the letter out of her pocket and handed it across the table to Norah. She read it swiftly and then again more slowly, now reading it aloud to Ma:


‘Dear Miss Pips,


I’m settling in very well here and there is a lot of work to keep me busy. Brigitta’s grandparents, Mr and Mrs Dupont, treat me like a son and I’m slowly learning the language too, though they speak excellent English.


Now, I have some wonderful news. With Mr Dupont’s kind permission, I proposed to Brigitta and she said “yes”. We are to be married in the autumn – October – after harvest time, though what sort of harvest we’ll manage, I don’t know. Although we weren’t too badly affected here, it will take a long time to get back to normal, never mind the poor folk who have lost almost everything. If you get the chance, please tell Mother and Ma that I am very happy. Of course, I wish they could be at my wedding, but I know that won’t be possible.’


Norah paused for a moment as her voice cracked with emotion, but then she took in a deep breath and carried on, though her voice trembled a little.


‘I know they would love Brigitta and I hope you will tell them all about her. Thank you for the photographs of both Daisy and Luke. Perhaps one day I will be able to meet them. I hope they grow up to be good friends with each other.’


Norah glanced up. ‘You’ve sent him photographs, Miss Pips?’


Pips nodded. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’


‘Of course not. It’s kind of you to write to him. Please – when you write again, give him our love.’ She gestured towards her mother-in-law and Ma nodded.


‘And – and tell him,’ Norah went on hesitantly, ‘I see now that I was wrong. I got caught up in the patriotic fever of the time along with the boys and look what’s happened. We’ve lost all three of them. Only William had any sense and we’ve lost him too, though it’s some comfort to know he is happy. Of course,’ she added swiftly and a little nervously, ‘I’m only speaking for myself and Ma. Len will never change the way he feels.’


‘Won’t he?’ Pips asked gently. ‘Are you sure?’


Norah gave a deep sigh. ‘Positive. He will never forgive William. Not as long as he lives, so there’s no way we could go to the wedding, even if we could afford it.’


‘When we get a definite date, I will take Alice and perhaps Daisy too. William should have some members of his family there.’


Norah’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Oh would you, Miss Pips? That would be wonderful.’


As Pips bade her farewell, Ma murmured, ‘She’s a remarkable young woman.’


‘Yes, but I wonder what she will do with her life now. I fear she’ll never find a husband.’


Ma snorted with contempt. ‘We thought she’d found one in Dr Giles Kendall, didn’t we? The young feller that Master Robert had met at medical school and who went out to the front with them. Though he turned out to be a wrong ’un, didn’t he? Running off with another nurse out there. But don’t you worry about Miss Pips, Norah. She’ll find summat to do with her life, never fear.’


As Pips walked home again, there was a little more spring in her step. William’s happy news had given her something to plan. She was determined that at least she and Alice would go to Belgium for his wedding in a few months’ time. Daisy, too.


About Robert, she couldn’t be sure.









Three


Early in September, Henrietta said, ‘Basil and Rosemary are dining with us on Saturday night.’


Before the war, it had long been a tradition in Henrietta’s family to have a dinner party every Saturday evening and she had continued the ritual. The war had interrupted that but now Henrietta felt it was time to try and get back to normal as much as possible.


Pips clapped her hands. ‘That’s wonderful. It seems ages since we saw them both.’


‘Basil was so busy in his post as consultant to the War Office and even though it’s over now, I expect there are still things he’s needed for. Anyway, he’s home at the moment, so they’re coming.’


‘I do like old Basil, he’s a darling.’


A portly figure with a florid face, a grey handlebar moustache and a booming voice more suited to the parade ground than a genteel dining room, the major was nevertheless always such fun. He was Pips’s favourite dinner guest. His wife, Rosemary, was an elegant and charming woman and Henrietta’s best friend. Together they had done a great deal of fund-raising during the war, sending welcome gifts out to the troops, especially to the flying ambulance corps where Henrietta’s family were serving.


On their arrival, the major held out his arms to Pips and kissed her soundly on both cheeks.


‘My dear girl. How lovely to see you. I hope you’re sitting next to me.’


She hugged him in return. ‘Of course. Would I sit anywhere else?’


The talk was general during the first two courses, but over dessert, Pips asked, ‘Are you still working as a consultant for the War Office, major?’


‘At the moment, yes, but there is talk of the numbers employed being seriously reduced. It’s to be expected, I suppose, now we’re no longer at war.’


‘But they’ll still need to keep the department active, surely?’


‘Sadly, I fear that will be the case, but I expect an old duffer like me will soon be put out to grass. They’ll want a younger man – probably one who actually served at the front – to take over that sort of role in the future.’ The major smiled. ‘But more importantly, my dear, what are you going to do with yourself now?’


Pips wrinkled her forehead. ‘To be honest with you, major, I’m not sure. But I must do something. My usefulness in life has suddenly gone from one extreme to the other.’


Major Fieldsend patted her hand. ‘You’ll find something, my dear, I’m sure.’


Pips leaned closer. ‘The first thing I’m going to try to do is to take whoever I can persuade to go out to Belgium to William Dawson’s wedding.’


He chuckled. ‘Good luck with that.’


‘I think I might need it, major,’ Pips said with heartfelt irony.


‘So, are we going, then, Alice?’


‘Going, Pips? Going where?’


‘To William and Brigitta’s wedding. It’s next month, you know, and time’s getting on. We ought to be making arrangements. Booking the ferry and other transport. Sorting out passports for us all. That sort of thing. I’m not sure what we need for Daisy, but I’ll find out.’


‘Oh, I don’t know if I should go. I don’t like to leave Robert . . .’


‘Surely, he’ll come too?’


Alice bit her lip and shook her head. ‘No, he says he can’t face going back there. At least, not now. It’s too soon.’


‘Oh phooey.’ Pips flapped her hand impatiently. ‘I’ll talk to him.’


‘Try, by all means, Pips, but I don’t think even you will be able to persuade him.’


Pips picked up her skirts and took the stairs two at a time to the Blue Drawing Room on the first floor. It was a long room, with windows looking out over the rear gardens. On either side of the white marble fireplace, ornate cabinets held Henrietta’s precious china and, in the centre of the room, a chess set was laid out, with a chair on either side; this was where Robert and Pips played against each other with fierce rivalry. Family portraits of Henrietta’s ancestors adorned the walls and at the far end of the room there was a large embroidery frame. Alice was a clever needlewoman and now she had the task of repairing the tapestries that lined the walls of Henrietta and Edwin’s bedroom. There were comfortable sofas and chairs dotted about the room, but Robert was sitting near the window, yet again gazing out of it into the far distance.


‘Never mind sitting there,’ Pips said as she came into the room. ‘You should be out touring your estate.’


‘The estate works perfectly well without my interference.’


‘Oh for goodness’ sake, Robert! It isn’t interference. You’re going to be in charge of all this one day . . .’ She waved her hand to encompass the hall where they all lived, its grounds and the farmland beyond. ‘Mother won’t live for ever.’


Robert managed a smile. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that.’


With a sigh, Pips sat down beside him. ‘You’ve got one of your black moods, haven’t you?’


Listlessly, Robert said, ‘I suppose there’s no other way to describe it. Then I feel guilty because it’s affecting all the family. Especially Alice.’


‘Alice loves you devotedly, she’ll never give up on you. Nor will we, but I have to admit I haven’t her patience. I itch to tell you to “snap out of it”, but I know it’s not that simple. And poor Mother – she longs to help you but doesn’t know how. And even Father – a doctor – doesn’t know what to do.’


‘I know,’ Robert said gloomily. There was silence between them until Robert asked, ‘You don’t think it’s affecting Daisy, do you? I couldn’t bear to think that.’


‘No, I don’t. At the moment, she’s too young to understand and, as she gets older, she’ll just think her daddy can be a bit grumpy at times.’ Pips leaned forward and added gently, ‘If it would help to talk about it, you only have to—’


‘No, no, I can’t. None of us can.’


‘Sam Nuttall does.’


Robert looked up at her. ‘Does he? Does he really?’


‘Yes, but he tells folks all the good bits – the camaraderie, playing football behind the lines, visiting Talbot House in Poperinghe on a few days’ leave, cooking breakfast in the trenches, even about using the empty tins of Ticklers jam to make hand grenades.’


‘But I bet he doesn’t tell them about the soldiers sleeping in waterlogged trenches, with rats as big as cats nestling under their armpits. Or about the dreadful wounds men suffered, how they were left for hours, days sometimes, in no-man’s-land where their wounds became infected and it was impossible to save them. Or about thousands being mown down by machine guns on the first day of the Somme as they climbed out of the trenches or being blown sky high by mines and their bodies never recovered.’


‘No, he doesn’t tell them all that, though I’ve no doubt he remembers it all,’ Pips said gently, ‘just as you do. Just as all of us who were out there remember. But he visits the Dawsons and tries to bring them some comfort to think that their three lads had some good times too.’


Slowly, Robert turned to look at her. ‘How do you cope with it, Pips? You saw the same dreadful sights that I did.’


‘But I didn’t get wounded, did I?’


‘You got shot in the back of the leg rescuing Mitch Hammond from his crashed aeroplane. You could have been killed.’


‘So could you.’


‘Yes, perhaps it would have been better . . .’


‘Don’t you dare say that, Robert Maitland. Don’t you ever let those words pass your lips.’


He grinned sheepishly, feeling the black cloud of despair beginning to lift a little. Though he loved Alice fiercely and she was kind and patient and considerate, it was Pips who challenged him and could often bring him out of his despair like no one else could. And now there was Daisy too. His adorable little daughter could lift his spirits just by running into the room.


‘So, why are you here? Did Alice ask you to come?’


‘No, it’s something else entirely,’ Pips said, bending the truth a little. ‘William gets married next month and I think we should go.’


‘You and Alice, you mean?’


‘And you and Daisy too.’


‘Oh no, not me, Pips. I couldn’t, but you could take Daisy. I’m sure her uncle William would love to meet her.’


‘Could you really not try, Robert?’


He shook his head and said huskily, ‘I wish I could – for Alice’s sake – but it’s too soon. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to face it.’


‘But you’d allow me to take Alice and Daisy?’


He chuckled, the last shreds of the dark veil falling away. ‘Allow? Since when did you need anyone’s approval to do something? Not since you were about ten years old, I think. I must ask Mother.’


‘Don’t you dare! She’d say five! Besides, you’re wrong. I sought her approval before we went to the front.’


‘Yes, you did, but if she hadn’t given it, you’d have gone anyway, wouldn’t you?’


‘True,’ Pips admitted as she stood up. ‘And now I’m going to the Dawson household to see if Norah will come with us.’


Robert gave a bark of laughter. ‘You’ve no chance there.’


‘Oh Miss Pips, I couldn’t possibly. Len would never forgive me.’


‘Your own son’s wedding, Mrs Dawson,’ Pips said softly.


‘Miss Pips,’ Ma spoke up from her place by the range, ‘don’t upset her. You know she can’t go. You take Alice and little Daisy and tell us all about it when you come back. When he’s out the way, o’ course. And you can take messages to William from me an’ Norah. Take some photos too, if you can. You’ll do that for us, won’t you?’


‘Of course I will, but—’


‘There’s no more to be said, Miss Pips.’ Ma’s tone was firm and brooked no more argument.









Four


‘William – and Brigitta. How wonderful to see you both again,’ Pips greeted them with open arms. ‘And just look who I’ve brought with me.’


She turned aside to usher Alice and Daisy forward. ‘This is your niece, William.’


‘Hello, Daisy,’ William said gently, not wanting to rush the child, but Daisy, as always, was beaming with delight and stretching out her arms to be taken into his.


‘She’s adorable,’ Brigitta said, gazing at the little girl. Then she seemed to remember that she was their hostess and drew them into the warmth of the farmhouse to introduce her grandparents.


‘It is so good of you to come for William,’ Mrs Dupont said in perfect English, though she had a strong accent. ‘You are very welcome. We have your rooms ready.’


‘We don’t want to impose upon you,’ Pips began. ‘We can easily stay in Pop.’ She used the name that the soldiers had used for the nearby town of Poperinghe.’


Mr Dupont chuckled. ‘My wife would be offended if you did.’


‘We certainly don’t want to offend you, so thank you, madame, we’ll be delighted to stay with you. And if there’s anything we can do to help you . . .’


‘The wedding is only two days away.’ Mrs Dupont’s eyes twinkled. She was small and round, but quick and lively in her movements. ‘There is much to do.’


‘Then let’s get going. We’re not frightened of hard work.’


The older woman’s face sobered as she nodded and said seriously, ‘I know that. I remember.’ Then, shaking herself from bitter memories, she said, ‘Sit down, sit down. Eat. It is all ready. What will the little one have?’


The ‘little one’ ate heartily everything that was put in front of her, but by the end of the meal, Daisy’s eyelids were drooping with tiredness.


‘I will take you upstairs,’ Brigitta said to Alice. ‘We have borrowed a cot from a neighbour. It is beside your bed. You don’t mind sharing with Pips, do you?’


‘Heavens, no,’ she laughed. ‘We shared a tent for long enough.’


‘And I’ll help you to clear away, madame,’ Pips said.


‘Thank you. I’d be glad of your help.’


The two women chatted as they washed the pots and Pips asked, gently, about life in this area of Belgium now.


‘Do you know, Pips, that every building in Ypres has been destroyed? Even the water systems, drains, sewers – everything. Some of the more wealthy people have already sold their properties and have decided never to return. Others, who can afford to, will stay away until rebuilding is done, but for many . . .’ she shrugged – ‘it is their home, what else can they do but come back to this area?’


‘So, is that what they’re going to do? Rebuild Ypres as it was?’


‘Pips, we have a wonderful king in Albert. Do you know, he never left the country? All through the war he remained in the Allied-held part and, now, he is the prime mover in the reconstruction of devastated areas. Since earlier this year, he and his ministry have been providing prefabricated huts in a safe area to the north-west of Ypres as temporary living accommodation for those returning and, of course,’ she laughed, ‘for all the builders arriving here to find work. And they’ll find it.’


‘It will always be a place that people will want to visit. From abroad, I mean.’ Pips placed the plates she had dried carefully in a pile. ‘They will want to see where their loved ones are buried – or where they perished, even if they have no grave to visit.’


Mrs Dupont nodded. ‘I’ve heard that there are a lot of visitors arriving already, seeking answers and some kind of comfort. But to answer your question, there is a lot of discussion about what should happen to Ypres.’ She was silent for a moment before continuing. ‘You’ve probably heard about the suggestion that it should be left in its ruined state as a constant memorial – and a reminder,’ she added bitterly. Then, more strongly, she went on, ‘But the locals – including my husband and me – do not agree with that and discussions are still going on. There’s also been an idea to have what they’re calling a “zone of silence” somewhere near the ruined cathedral, I believe. But we don’t agree with that either. We think,’ Mrs Dupont smiled wryly, ‘though I don’t expect anyone will take notice of us, that the town should be rebuilt as it was and that a memorial should be built on the outskirts large enough to hold all the names of the fallen in the Ypres Salient who have no known grave.’


‘My goodness! That’s ambitious. There’ll be thousands of names.’


Solemnly, Mrs Dupont nodded. ‘But it would mean such a lot to their families, don’t you think, that their boys are not forgotten? Even though their resting place will probably never be known, at least their names will be remembered.’


‘I agree. It’s a marvellous idea. I hope it happens. But what about your farm? There must be a shortage of food.’


‘We were lucky. We didn’t get much shelling here so we are able to grow some crops again now, but many of the farmers returning to the areas that were badly shelled are having to salvage what they can.’


‘And I suppose it will be quite dangerous. There’ll still be unexploded bombs, ammunition and all sorts of equipment just left there. To say nothing of all the trenches which have scarred the land.’


Mrs Dupont sighed. ‘It will be a huge task. But warehouses are being opened to feed the folks who are returning until the land can be used again.’


There was a pause before Pips asked quietly, ‘And William? How is he settling in?’


Mrs Dupont’s smile was warm and genuine. ‘He’s a lovely young man and we couldn’t be happier that he is to marry Brigitta.’ Her smile faded. ‘He has told us all about his family and we are surprised at their – oh, what’s the word in English?’


‘Attitude?’


‘That’s it. We can’t understand how anyone can disown their own son.’ She shrugged. ‘They should respect his decision. He was a very brave young man to do what he did.’


‘I know. But his father was – is – very opinionated and the patriotic fervour in Britain at the outset of the war was unbelievable. His mother and grandmother have changed their opinion somewhat now, but they are ruled by Len.’


‘It’s very sad. For all of them, not just William.’


‘He’ll be happy here with Brigitta.’


‘Oh yes. And he’s been tending the local war graves, especially the nearest one – Lijssenthoek cemetery.’


‘So, where are they to be married?’


‘In Poperinghe. It’ll be a very small wedding, but we hope to keep a few of our traditions.’ Mrs Dupont smiled. ‘Come, let me show you something.’


They moved back into the living room where Mr Dupont was now dozing by the fire. Mrs Dupont beckoned Pips through into the front parlour and closed the door quietly behind them. From a small table she picked up an embroidered handkerchief. On it were four names.


‘This was my mother’s name’ – she pointed to the first one – ‘then mine, then my daughter’s – Brigitta’s mother – and now, Brigitta has just embroidered her own. The bride carries it on her wedding day and afterwards it is put back in its frame and hangs on the wall. It is a treasured family heirloom and all the more precious because we lost both Brigitta’s parents when she was very young and we brought her up.’


‘What a lovely idea, madame. What other traditions are there?’


‘One is that as the bride walks up the aisle, she hands a single flower to her mother and they embrace.’ For a moment, her face was sad. ‘Of course, that will have to be me. As they leave after the ceremony, both bride and groom go to the groom’s mother and hand her a flower. The bride and she embrace to show that the bride accepts her new mother-in-law—’ Mrs Dupont paused for a moment before adding, ‘We are sad that William’s mother was unable to come, but I think it will be in order – if she is willing – for Alice to receive the flower. After all, she is representing William’s family, is she not?’


Pips’s voice was husky as she said, ‘I am sure Alice will be delighted and honoured, madame.’


The wedding was a simple one, with few guests. Brigitta had one attendant, one of the nurses who had lodged with her grandparents during the war, and William had asked one of the farm labourers to be his best man. He and William also worked together tending the graves of the fallen and had become good friends.


From the front pew on the right-hand side of the church, Alice, Daisy and Pips watched the ceremony. The little girl, as if recognizing the solemn occasion demanded her very best behaviour, was quiet but enthralled by the proceedings, especially when William and Brigitta sat in two large chairs near the altar.


‘They are King and Queen for a day,’ Pips whispered to her. As the wedding Mass ended, William kissed his bride and then led her down the aisle. They paused beside Alice who, with tears of happiness in her eyes, accepted the flower Brigitta handed to her and kissed her new sister-in-law on both cheeks.


Outside the church, Pips unhooked the Brownie camera from her shoulder. ‘Now, I must have some photographs . . .’


The families, now united, returned to the farmhouse where Pips and Alice had helped Mrs Dupont to prepare a wedding breakfast. The three of them had been up since dawn; only the bride had been excused from the work on her special day.


The eating and drinking and the merriment went on until it began to grow dark when, shyly, Brigitta went upstairs with Alice to the bedroom where she was to spend her wedding night with William. The farmhouse was a long building and the young couple had been given two rooms on the first floor at one end; a bedroom and a sitting room.


‘I don’t really believe in young couples living with their parents,’ Mrs Dupont had said to Alice and Pips as she lifted her shoulders in a helpless shrug. ‘But, with things as they are, we have no choice. At least at the far end of the house, they will have some privacy.’


Daisy had been in bed hours and so it was Pips who took a walk in the deepening dusk with William. ‘We shall go home tomorrow,’ she told him, ‘but I am so glad we came. It’s wonderful to see you so happy, William.’


‘I’m a lucky man,’ he said huskily. ‘I never thought someone like Brigitta would love me.’


‘You underestimate yourself, William. She’s a lucky girl too. You’ll be a marvellous husband and perhaps, one day, a father too.’


‘I hope so,’ he said softly. There was a pause between them before he added, ‘Please give my love to Mam and Ma, won’t you?’


‘I will,’ she promised.


‘And keep sending me pictures of Luke and Daisy.’


‘Of course.’


He hesitated again and Pips prompted, ‘Come on, William, what is it you want to say? I can see there’s something.’


‘It’s about Ma, really. She must be a big age now.’ He smiled wryly. ‘If – when, I suppose – anything happens to her, will you let me know?’


‘Yes, I will. Would you come home?’


He hesitated. ‘If I thought he’d let me see her, then, yes, I would.’ There was no need for William to explain to Pips that he was referring to his father.


As they turned to go back into the house, William took her hands into his. ‘Thank you, Pips, for all you have done for me. I’ll never forget you. You’ve always treated me with nothing but kindness and understanding.’


Once, working as a young man on the estate, William had idolized Pips, but now he was a grown man and he had found a true love that, to his amazement, was reciprocated. But Pips would always have a special place in his heart.


‘Oh phooey,’ Pips said and they both laughed at the expression she had used all the time he had known her.


‘Give my best regards to Robert and to your parents.’


‘I will, William.’ She touched his cheek. ‘Just be happy, that’s all we want.’


Pips, Alice and Daisy left the following morning in a flurry of goodbyes and good wishes. Daisy was in tears, stretching out her arms to William and clinging to him until Alice had to prise her away from him.


‘We’ll come again,’ Pips said. ‘I promise.’


Mrs Dupont wiped the tears from her own eyes as she kissed Daisy and hugged Alice and Pips. ‘You will always be welcome.’


As they journeyed home, Pips said, ‘What a lovely family they are. He’ll be happy, Alice.’


‘I just wish . . .’


‘I know.’ Pips clasped her hand and murmured, ‘I know.’


The families back home – the Maitlands and Ma and Norah Dawson – were eager to hear news of the wedding and when Pips’s photographs were developed, they pored over them.


‘She’s such a pretty girl,’ Norah murmured.


‘She is. You’d love her, Mrs Dawson,’ Pips told them when Len was safely at work. Luke too was out of the house. They made sure that the little boy overheard nothing about their trip.


‘He’s too young to understand. He wouldn’t mean no harm,’ Ma said. ‘But he’s a chatterbox, bless ’im. And if Len got to hear . . .’


‘My only worry is that Daisy might say something to him,’ Pips said. ‘She’s full of her trip to Belgium.’


Norah shrugged. ‘Ah well, can’t be helped. We’ll just have to deal with whatever happens. We’ve not talked about you attending the wedding in front of Len, but I’d be surprised if he hasn’t heard the gossip already. But all that matters to Ma and me is that William is happy.’


The three women exchanged glances. ‘He said I was to be sure and give you his love. He is happy, Mrs Dawson, very happy, though of course he misses his family. He’ll make a good life out there for himself.’


‘I’m glad,’ Norah whispered and Ma nodded. ‘But I don’t expect we’ll ever see him again.’


‘You never know,’ Pips said. ‘Life takes some unexpected turns sometimes.’


She took her leave, promising, ‘I’ll bring his letters to show you every time he writes.’


It was all Norah and Ma could hope for now.









Five


‘Philippa,’ Henrietta greeted her as she entered the hall, carrying Daisy. They had been out for a brisk walk. The little girl’s cheeks were pink from the early November cold. Pips set her down and Daisy ran towards the kitchen, shouting, ‘Biccick’.


Fondly, both women watched her go. ‘Cook will find her a hot drink and her favourite biscuits, I’m sure,’ Henrietta said. She turned back to Pips. ‘There’s a letter arrived for you with a London postmark.’


Her mother was the only person who called her by her full name. Henrietta Maitland – grey haired, but still slim and energetic – held out an envelope to her daughter.


‘Really? I wonder who it’s from.’ Pips took it and tore it open. ‘Oh, it’s Milly,’ she said, scanning the letter to read the name at the end. ‘How lovely.’


Henrietta frowned. ‘Who – might I ask – is Milly?’


‘Haven’t I mentioned her before, Mother? I’m sorry. She’s—’


‘Come into the parlour. We’re just about to have elevenses before your father sets off on his rounds. You can tell us both all about her.’


With a small smile, Pips followed her mother obediently.


When the three of them were sitting comfortably in the room known as the Brown Parlour, where the windows looked out over the rear gardens and the panelled walls were adorned with family portraits, Henrietta poured coffee and handed round biscuits.


‘Now, dear, tell us about this Milly. Who is she and how do you know her?’


Edwin smiled at his daughter over his spectacles, his kindly eyes full of mischief. Ever since his marriage to Henrietta, who had inherited Doddington Hall from her childless uncle, Edwin had been the local doctor. At almost sixty, he was still active and always wore a morning coat and a top hat on his rounds. His brightly coloured waistcoats were a cause for amusement amongst both young and old. He was greatly loved by all his patients and not one of them dared to think about the time when he might retire. They’d all believed that when that day came, Master Robert would be there to take up the reins, but now everyone wondered if that could ever be.


Pips took a deep breath. ‘When Giles and Rose left the corps . . .’ It seemed strange to speak of the young man whom she’d loved and thought she would marry. ‘Dr Hazelwood sent out a husband-and-wife team, Matthew and Grace Wallis. He was a qualified surgeon and she an experienced nurse. Shortly afterwards, their niece, Milly Fortesque, arrived.’ She smiled fondly at the memory. ‘We all thought – including her uncle and aunt, I might add – that she was a scatterbrain, who would throw up her hands in horror at the first sight of blood. But she surprised us all. She was shocked, of course, at the injuries we all encountered, but she was so courageous and her lively spirit kept us all entertained. She was as much a tonic for the wounded as any medicine. She’s a wonderful mimic. She really should be on the stage.’


Henrietta frowned. ‘Is that what she is? An actress? Or a music hall star?’


‘No, Mother,’ Pips said patiently, but she could not resist a swift glance of amusement at her father. ‘She’s the daughter of a wealthy businessman of some description. And please, don’t ask me what he does, because I don’t know. All I do know is that he promised to set her up in a flat of her own in London when she returned from the war. And evidently’ – she waved the letter she still held in her hand – ‘he has kept his promise and she’s asked me to go and stay with her.’


Henrietta’s face brightened. ‘Oh, she sounds a nice girl. Perhaps she could introduce you to her circle of friends. And will you be chaperoned?’


This time Pips dared not catch her father’s glance for fear she would laugh and she had no wish to hurt her well-intentioned mother. One of Henrietta’s priorities had always been to see Philippa happily married and raising a family in her role as a dutiful wife and devoted mother. She had scotched Pips’s ambition to train as a doctor like Robert, but the war had disrupted her plans and now, with the loss of thousands upon thousands of young men, there was a scarcity of the type of husband Henrietta wanted for her daughter. But perhaps . . . Henrietta refused to give up hope entirely.


‘Mother dear, I’m sorry, but I think chaperones went out with the war.’


Henrietta sighed. ‘So much is changing and not always for the better.’ She paused and then asked, ‘Shall you go?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


‘You sound doubtful,’ her mother persisted.


‘Well . . .’


‘If you’re worrying about Robert . . . I freely acknowledge you and Alice are the only ones who can help him when he gets one of his dark moods.’ Henrietta waved her hand helplessly. ‘Even your father and I can’t reach him. But Alice can manage him, I’m sure. You mustn’t put your own life on hold, Philippa.’


Pips nodded but said nothing. It wasn’t Robert who concerned her. It was her adorable niece, Daisy, whom she couldn’t bear to leave.


A week later, Pips replied to Milly’s letter.


I’d love to come to London, but may we leave it until the New Year?


Milly wrote again by return:


All right, though I’m sorry you won’t be here for all the parties my friends and I hope to have around Christmas and New Year. It’s high time we all had some fun. But be warned, Pips, if you don’t come in the New Year, I shall come up there and kidnap you . . .


Pips showed the letters she’d received from Milly to her brother and to Alice.


‘She sounds like a bundle of fun,’ Alice said. She and Robert had left the front before the young woman’s arrival. ‘You should go, Pips.’


‘I will, but I want to be here for Christmas. I’ve got such a lovely surprise lined up for Daisy . . .’


‘Let’s hope this year will be better than last year,’ Robert said. ‘No one felt like celebrating, not even families who hadn’t actually lost anyone in the war.’


‘Sadly, there weren’t many of those,’ Pips said. ‘But at least the soldiers should be home this year. Last year there were so many who hadn’t been demobbed in time. They were getting very disillusioned and fearful that there’d be no employment for them when they did finally get home. It was appalling after all they’d been through.’


Robert rattled his newspaper. ‘Have you read this in the paper? The King is to host an evening “Banquet in Honour of The President of the French Republic” on the tenth of November followed by a remembrance event to be held in the grounds of Buckingham Palace the next morning. And he – the King, I mean – has written a letter to all his peoples of the Empire suggesting that there should be some sort of commemoration to honour those who gave their lives. Listen, I’ll read an extract:


‘To afford an opportunity for the universal expression of this feeling it is my desire and hope that at the hour when the Armistice came into force – the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month – there may be for the brief space of two minutes a complete suspension of all our normal activities. During that time, except in the rare cases where this may be impracticable, all work, all sound, and all locomotion should cease, so that in perfect stillness the thoughts of everyone may be concentrated on reverent remembrance of the glorious dead.’


Robert looked up. ‘What d’you think?’


‘I think it’s a wonderful idea.’


‘Lutyens built a temporary wooden-and-plaster cenotaph for the Peace Day Parade in July, but there’s been such a call for something more permanent that there’s going to be one built in Portland stone on Whitehall. It’ll be the country’s official national war memorial.’


‘I must certainly see that,’ Pips murmured. ‘And I expect there’ll hardly be a town or village throughout the land where there won’t be some sort of war memorial erected. I’ll ask Mother what’s going to happen here. No doubt she’ll have given the vicar his instructions for the eleventh of November.’


Brother and sister exchanged an amused glance.


Doddington village church, set close to the hall, was packed on the morning of 11 November.


‘I think the whole village is here,’ Robert whispered from the Maitlands’ family pew. ‘Even Len Dawson’s sitting at the back.’


‘Really?’ Pips craned her neck, but over the sea of heads, she couldn’t pick him out.


Robert had been reluctant to attend. He rarely mixed with the villagers now and dreaded being the focus of their pitying glances, but even he couldn’t find a convincing excuse for his absence on such an occasion.


As the hour of eleven stuck, the whole congregation stood, bowed their heads and fell silent. After two minutes, the vicar mounted the steps into his pulpit and looked out across the upturned faces. He couldn’t remember ever seeing his church so full and, for a moment, he felt as if his words would be inadequate. But he caught Henrietta’s steely gaze and knew he must continue. He cleared his throat.


‘Dear Friends,’ he began, ‘we meet today to remember all those whom we lost in the recent terrible conflict. We give thanks for those who returned, perhaps maimed in body or spirit . . .’ deliberately, he kept his gaze away from Robert, ‘but who, nevertheless, did come back. As a community, we should do our best to help them in any way we can to put the horrors behind them and to build a new life, whatever that might be . . .’


Outside the church, as the villagers stood in small groups chatting, Robert tried to hurry away, with Alice and Pips walking on either side of him, but Sam Nuttall stepped into his path and, tactfully, held out his left hand to shake Robert’s.


‘Master Robert, it’s good to see you. When can we hope to see you back in harness alongside your father?’


Automatically, Robert took the man’s outstretched hand, but hesitated over his answer. ‘Um – I don’t think that’s going to be possible, Sam, do you?’


The young man feigned a puzzled frown. He – like everyone else there – had heard of Robert’s reluctance to try to take up his interrupted career once more.


‘Why ever not? Ya can hold a stethoscope in your left hand, can’t you?’


Robert gave a sarcastic laugh. ‘I suppose so, but what about examining folk? Have you any bright ideas as to how I could do that?’


‘Actually, I have. Your dad’s getting on a bit now and although he’s still as spritely as ever at the moment, he can’t go on indefinitely. Folks round here were safe in the knowledge that you were going to take over from him. But now . . .’ He left the words hanging for a moment, letting them sink into Robert’s mind and take root. ‘You see,’ Sam went on boldly, ‘we don’t want a stranger taking over the practice entirely, but I don’t think we’d mind if you had a young doctor to assist you.’


Robert stared at him and Alice and Pips glanced at one another.


‘Now why,’ Pips murmured, ‘did we never think of that?’


‘It’s a brilliant idea.’ Over dinner that evening, Pips relayed Sam’s idea to Edwin and Henrietta. ‘Don’t you think so, Father?’


‘It would be one solution, I suppose, but it depends on what Robert thinks.’


‘Oh phooey,’ Pips said, and, quoting from Shakespeare, added, ‘“He thinks too much; such men are dangerous”.’


Robert laughed. ‘Ah, but I haven’t got the “lean and hungry look”.’


‘That’s because you sit around too much doing nothing,’ Pips shot back, but it was said with affection and the whole family laughed. ‘Robert, honestly, you ought to do something. Mother’s not ready to hand over the reins of the estate quite yet and besides, I don’t think you’ll ever be ready to take them, will you?’


Robert grimaced. ‘It’s not what I’d planned. Oh, I know I’m the heir and all that, but I’m hoping that Mother will stick around until Daisy is old enough to take over.’ He grinned. ‘That’d be just perfect for me.’


‘In that case, then,’ Henrietta said spiritedly, ‘you ought to find something else to occupy you.’


Robert turned to his wife. ‘Alice, darling, what do you think?’


Alice smiled into his eyes and said softly, ‘I think it’s an excellent idea, but you must be the one to decide. We’ll all support you, you know that.’


‘Actually, Pips is right,’ Edwin said quietly. ‘Give it some serious thought, Robert. I’m not ready to hang up my stethoscope just yet, but if you were to ease your way back into the work, when I do begin to feel I ought to take things easier, we could get a young doctor who could assist you.’


‘Preferably an unmarried one,’ Henrietta murmured and glanced archly at Pips, but even she, this time, was joking.


Pips caught her eye and laughed. ‘You never know, Mother. You just never know.’









Six


‘Mr Dawson.’ Pips stood in the wheelwright’s workshop as Len packed up his tools for the day. He glanced up and glowered at her.


‘What d’you want?’


‘I wondered if I might have a word with you?’


‘What about?’


‘Your two grandchildren.’


‘What about ’em?’


‘They’re very close. They play together a lot.’


He regarded her sullenly. ‘No harm in that, is there?’ His lip curled. ‘Unless, of course, you think young Luke isn’t fit company for the heir to the estate.’


Pips sighed and then, determined not to let him get the better of her, she put her hands on her hips. ‘Oh for goodness’ sake, Len Dawson, stop being so prickly. They play nicely together and Luke is so caring and protective of little Daisy. We’re very happy for them both to spend time with each other.’


‘So – what’s the problem?’


‘There isn’t one really. I just wanted your opinion about something. I would like to get a tricycle for Daisy from Father Christmas and wondered if you would be happy for me to get one for Luke too. I presume he still believes in Father Christmas?’


For a brief moment, Len’s face softened and Pips caught a glimpse of what the man could be like if only he would let go of his bitterness and resentment against the world.


‘Aye, he does, but it’s his mam you should be talking to, Miss Pips, not me. You should ask her permission.’


Gently, Pips said, ‘But you’re the man in his life, Mr Dawson.’


Len nodded. ‘Aye, sadly I am.’ He paused and then added, ‘The only thing I would say is that I wouldn’t want him to get the idea that Father Christmas is – well – wealthy. We won’t always be able to give him such a grand present in the future.’


‘I will always treat them equally, Mr Dawson. I can’t speak for the rest of my family, but knowing them as I do, I think they will feel the same. They are first cousins, after all.’


‘Aye well, as you know, I didn’t hold with Alice marrying above ’ersen.’


‘She’s a wonderful wife to my brother,’ Pips said softly. ‘I don’t know how he would manage without her.’


Len shrugged and seemed to be struggling with a decision. ‘I’ll show you summat.’ He beckoned her. ‘Come through to the back.’


He led her out of the workshop, across a small backyard and into a shed. He removed a tarpaulin to reveal two identical wooden go-carts. ‘I made ’em one each.’ He glanced at Pips and for the first time in a long time, Len Dawson smiled. It made him look ten years younger. ‘Like you, Miss Pips, I wanted to treat them both the same. They’re both my grandchildren even if one was born on the wrong side of the blanket and the other’s the daughter of a toff.’


‘They’re wonderful,’ Pips said, inspecting his handiwork. ‘What fun they’ll have with those.’


‘Not as grand as a tricycle,’ he murmured.


‘They’re better. You’ve made them yourself – with love.’


Len cleared his throat. ‘Aye, well. ’Tis the least I could do. But don’t you go telling Norah and Ma. I want it to be a surprise on Christmas morning.’


‘Of course I won’t, but maybe I’d better think of something else to get them.’


‘No, no. A tricycle each’d be grand. Kids can’t have too many toys.’


As Pips walked back to the hall, she smiled inwardly. Were two little children beginning to thaw Len’s cold heart?


‘Has Jake sorted out a Christmas tree yet, Mother?’


Jake Goodall had worked at the hall for several years. At the age of about twelve, he’d run away from a boys’ home for orphans, where he’d been raised, to look for work. Finding him sleeping rough, Henrietta had taken pity on him and had employed him. He had been too young to volunteer during the war, besides which he would never leave Henrietta, who had his undying and lifelong devotion. He was still small for his age, but wiry and deceptively strong.


‘Yes, he’s bringing it into the hall this afternoon. I was thinking you might like to decorate it with Daisy.’


‘And Luke? She’ll want Luke to help.’


‘Of course.’


‘I’ll ask Peggy to tell him to come to the hall tomorrow afternoon. We’ll do it then.’


‘I’ll ask Wainwright to get the decorations ready for you. We’ll all come and watch.’


The whole family gathered in the Great Hall the following afternoon to watch the tree being decorated and to offer unwanted advice as to where each decoration should go. The room, where the family always dined, was long with antique oak chests, tables and chairs. Mahogany china cabinets held valuable heirlooms and the front windows looked out over the driveway, down to the gatehouse and beyond. To the left stood the village church.


‘Luke and Daisy, you do the lower branches whilst I climb up the steps to reach the top.’


‘Oh, do be careful, Philippa,’ Henrietta said worriedly. ‘Shouldn’t you let Jake do that?’


‘I’m fine, Mother. Alice, will you hold the steps?’


The two children ran around the tree deciding where to hang each shining bauble.


‘You do the branches at the very bottom, Dais,’ Luke instructed. ‘I can reach a bit higher.’


‘I can do it.’


Luke – two years older – grinned. He was at least six inches taller than his cousin, but the kindly boy said, ‘’Course you can, Dais. But if you can’t, then I’ll lift you up.’


‘Are we putting candles on, Mother?’


Henrietta shook her head. ‘Too dangerous. It sparkles quite enough with all the baubles.’


Pips put the finishing touch on the topmost branch – the fairy – and climbed down. ‘Well, if we ever get electricity at the hall, Mother, I shall insist we have lights on the tree.’


‘If it’s safe, then, yes, I agree.’


‘You’ve done a wonderful job, children,’ Edwin said. ‘You too, Pips. Now I feel as if Christmas is really here.’


‘My birfday tomorrow,’ Daisy said. ‘Cake.’


‘And it’s my birthday three days later,’ Luke said. ‘Me gran’s making me a cake and said I could ask if Daisy can come to tea with us on Thursday. Would that be all right, Aunty Alice?’


‘Of course. And you must come to Daisy’s birthday tea tomorrow, Luke. Pips, if you’re walking back home with Luke, please would you ask Mam if she and Ma would like to come too. And Dad too, if he’d come. They’d all be very welcome. Peggy has already said she’ll stay on after her normal hours and help.’


Luke whispered something to Daisy and at once she said, ‘Can Sam come?’


For a moment, Alice looked startled and turned towards Henrietta for approval, but the older woman merely smiled and nodded. ‘Of course he may. Are there any other friends you’d like to invite? Other children from the village, perhaps?’
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