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  Chapter One
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  AUGUST 1915




  It was early morning and eight-year-old Carrie Thornton sat on a sheep-studded hillside, her arms hugging her knees, her face wet with tears. Below her, in one of the loveliest

  valleys North Yorkshire possessed, a river curved. On its far bank, beyond an ancient three-arched stone bridge, lay a Georgian mansion sheltered by trees.




  With blurred vision and deeply apprehensive, Carrie stared down at it. Gorton Hall was the home of the Fenton family. Carrie was familiar with stories about the Fentons, for when Viscount Fenton

  had been a child, her granny had been his nanny. Not only that, but when her widowed father had marched off to war, a little over a year ago, his company commander had been Lord Fenton, and Lord

  Fenton had still been his senior commanding officer when, three short weeks ago at the battle of Hooge, German shellfire had ended his life.




  The tears Carrie was now shedding were for the father who had been loving and kind and had always had time for her. The apprehension she felt was because of the letter Lord Fenton had written to

  his wife, suggesting it might help the granddaughter of his old nanny get over her grief if, for the remainder of the summer, she were to spend a little time each day at Gorton with their

  daughters, two of whom were close to Carrie in age.




  Ever since her mother had died of diphtheria her granny had said that when she was old enough – twelve or thirteen – there could be no better training for her than to be taken on as

  a tweeny at Gorton, and when the news of Lord Fenton’s suggestion had been broken to her, Carrie had said, not understanding, ‘But I’m too young to be a tweeny, Granny.’




  Her granny had hugged her close to her ample bosom. ‘You’re not going there to work, silly-billy – and won’t be doing so for a long time yet. You’re going there to

  be company for Miss Thea and Miss Olivia.’




  Carrie had frowned, still deeply puzzled. She had known Thea and Olivia ever since she could remember, for whenever the family were at Gorton, and not at their London town house, Lady Fenton

  would call on her husband’s nanny for a cosy chat, a cup of tea and a slice of home-made ginger cake. When she did so she nearly always brought Thea and Olivia, and sometimes their younger

  sister, Violet, with her. Not only that, but the Fentons’ current nanny often walked Thea and Olivia into the village so that they could spend their pocket-money on butterscotch at the

  village shop.




  ‘But why do I have to be company for them at the big house?’ she’d asked, not liking the way it would set her apart from her friends. ‘Why can’t they come down to

  Outhwaite to play?’




  ‘Because that wouldn’t be at all proper,’ her granny had said briskly. ‘Now stop asking questions and just think what a lucky little girl you are, being invited to play

  in such a wonderful house.’




  Not feeling at all lucky, Carrie wiped the last of her tears away, pushed wheat-coloured plaits back over her shoulders and rose glumly to her feet. Until now, she had never set foot inside the

  house and had never expected to until the day when, if she fulfilled her granny’s plans for her, she would begin working there.




  Hal was a year older than Carrie, and his father was one of Lord Fenton’s tenant farmers. Hal had told her quite bluntly what he thought of her being invited to Gorton to be a playmate for

  Thea and Olivia. ‘It’s going to muck things up,’ he’d said grimly, wiping his nose on the sleeve of a shabby jacket. ‘How can you spend time wi’ them and still

  spend time wi’ me? You can’t. You’re not going to be able to do any bilberry-picking, and you’re not going to be able to watch the vole pups take to the water – and

  seein’ as how it’s August, it’ll be the last litter this year.’




  ‘Perhaps Miss Thea and Miss Olivia will want to bilberry-pick and see the vole pups as well,’ she’d said.




  Hal had laughed so much he’d had to hug his tummy. ‘Not in a million years, daft idiot!’ Suddenly he’d straightened up. Pushing a tumble of coal-black curls away from his

  forehead, he’d said fiercely, ‘And if you’re playmates, don’t call them Miss Thea and Miss Olivia. Not unless they call you Miss Caroline.’ And at

  this unlikelihood he’d begun laughing again, this time so hard that Carrie had thought he was going to be sick.




  ‘Hello, Carrie,’ Blanche Fenton’s voice was low-pitched and full of reassurance as, still holding her granny’s hand, Carrie faced her in the

  intimidating surroundings of a room stuffed with gilt-framed paintings, silver-framed photographs and small tables crammed with ornaments. ‘Thea and Olivia are very much looking forward to

  you spending time with them.’




  Despite her nervousness, Carrie was glad to discover that Lady Fenton was just as nice and approachable within the walls of her home as she had always seemed to be outside it.

  She had a cloud of dark hair that she wore caught in a loose knot on the top of her head and, wherever she went, she carried the faint scent of roses with her. Though she seemed old to Carrie, her

  granny had told her that Lady Fenton was only twenty-nine, which, she had said, wasn’t old at all.




  ‘And Gilbert is only thirty,’ she had added, forgetting her rule always to refer to her former charge as either ‘Lord Fenton’ or ‘his lordship’. ‘They

  were scarcely old enough to be out in society when they married, and neither of them has any side whatsoever.’




  Carrie had been mystified by the word ‘side’ until her granny had explained it meant that Lord and Lady Fenton weren’t pretentious. ‘Which means they behave in exactly

  the same way to absolutely everyone, no matter who they are,’ she had added when Carrie had continued to look bewildered.




  ‘Please don’t worry about anything, Nanny Thornton,’ Blanche Fenton said now. ‘I’m sure this arrangement is going to work beautifully.’ She took hold of

  Carrie’s free hand. ‘Jim Crosby will collect Carrie every morning in the pony-trap and bring her home in it every teatime.’




  Carrie felt a flash of alarm. As well as being the general handyman at Gorton Hall, Jim Crosby was Hal’s uncle, and Carrie didn’t think he’d take kindly to ferrying her back

  and forth every day. He’d think she was getting ideas far above her station in life – as would her friends in the village when they got to hear about it.




  Foreseeing all kinds of difficulties ahead, she said a reluctant goodbye to her granny and allowed herself to be led from the room.




  ‘Thea and Olivia are in the playroom,’ Blanche said encouragingly. ‘Violet doesn’t visit it much, as she is still in the nursery and spends most of her time with Nanny

  Eskdale.’




  They were walking down a royal-blue carpeted corridor lined with marble busts set on fluted pedestals. Through an open doorway Carrie saw a maid busily dusting. The room looked to be a smaller

  version of the room they had just left and she wondered how many other such rooms there were, and how the Fentons decided which room it was they wanted to spend time in.




  Another maid, a smart black dress skimming neat buttoned boots and wearing a snowy lace apron and cap, walked down the corridor towards them. She stood to one side as they passed, giving Blanche

  a respectful little bob and shooting Carrie a look of curiosity.




  Together, Blanche and Carrie turned a corner and began climbing a balustraded staircase carpeted in the same dazzling blue. At the top, on a spacious landing, it divided into two.




  ‘This is the main staircase of the house,’ Blanche said. ‘I’m taking you this way so that we can look at a few family portraits together.’




  The portrait looking down on them as they approached the landing was of a robust-looking gentleman with a shock of silver hair.




  ‘This portrait is of Samuel George Fenton, Lord Fenton’s grandfather,’ Blanche said as they came to a halt in front of it. ‘He was a Yorkshire wool baron, a Member of

  Parliament and the first Viscount Fenton.’




  They turned and began to mount the left-hand flight of stairs.




  ‘This portrait,’ she said, referring to the first painting they came to, ‘is of his wife, Isabella May.’




  Isabella May’s stout figure was encased in purple silk. She was heavy-featured and stern-faced, her thin lips set in a line as tight as a trap. Carrie didn’t like the look of her,

  but knew it would be bad manners to say so.




  There were several more portraits. One was of the present viscount’s late father who, Blanche told her, had spent his early years in India, an officer in the British Army. Carrie liked the

  dashing red of his uniform and the wonderful sword at his side.




  By the time they reached the next landing, where the royal-blue carpet gave way to carpeting a lot less dazzling, Carrie knew that, where Lady Fenton was concerned, she had never met any adult

  she thought more wonderful.




  ‘The playroom is up here on the third floor, so that noisy games can be played without the rest of the house being disturbed,’ Blanche said. ‘The schoolroom is on the second

  floor of the east wing and easier to get to.’




  ‘The schoolroom?’ Carrie had never before given any thought as to how Thea and Olivia were educated. All she knew was that they certainly didn’t go to Outhwaite elementary

  school where, clutching slates and chalk, everyone sat in rows on uncomfortable benches and only their teacher, Miss Calvert, had a desk.




  They were outside the playroom door now, but Blanche didn’t open it. Until now she had never had any doubt that inviting Carrie to spend time with Thea and Olivia was, under the

  circumstances, the right thing to do. It wasn’t as if Carrie was just any village child. As Gilbert’s nanny, Ivy Thornton had played an important part in his childhood and his affection

  for her was deep. When he had outgrown the nursery, Ivy had become nanny to one of his young cousins and then, later, nanny to a whole string of his nieces and nephews. Now in her seventies and

  comfortably pensioned off by him, she lived rent-free in one of Gorton’s tied cottages.




  Knowing her husband as she did, Blanche was certain that, like her, he would have assumed any grandchild of Ivy’s would be reasonably well educated. Now, seeing how startled Carrie was by

  the word ‘schoolroom’, she was no longer so sure.




  ‘Can you read and write, Carrie?’ she asked, trying not to let her concern show in her voice.




  Carrie looked even more surprised at this.




  ‘Yes.’ She tried not to show how affronted she was by the question. ‘My granny taught me to read and write – and how to do numbers – long before I went to

  school.’




  Blanche breathed a sigh of relief. If Carrie could read and write, it made things easier. She would feel less awkward with Thea and Olivia and might even be able to join them in their lessons

  when Miss Cumberbatch, their governess, returned from her summer leave.




  Hoping that Thea and Olivia would be immediately friendly towards Carrie – especially as she had explained to them the manner in which Carrie had been orphaned – Blanche opened the

  playroom door.




  With butterflies dancing in her tummy, Carrie followed her into the room. What she had been expecting she didn’t quite know, but certainly it wasn’t the sight of Thea garbed in a

  trailing cloak of gold-coloured velvet, a cardboard crown crammed on a waterfall of glossy chestnut ringlets.




  ‘I’m King Cophetua,’ she said, looking exceedingly cross. ‘Olivia is supposed to be the beggar-maid, only she refuses to take off her shoes and stockings and she

  won’t wear anything raggedy out of the dressing-up box.’




  Olivia, her marmalade-coloured hair held away from her face by a floppy brown bow, skipped up to them, unrepentant. ‘That’s because Thea always takes the grand parts and never lets

  me wear the crown. Would you like to be the beggar-maid, Carrie? Or have we to play at being pirates instead?’




  Blanche, grateful that Ivy Thornton wouldn’t now have to be told by Carrie that on her first day at Gorton she’d been asked to dress in rags, said, ‘Being pirates sounds far

  more interesting than being King Cophetua and his beggar-maid.’




  Thea, still trailing a river of gold-coloured velvet behind her, came over to stand next to Olivia. Blanche, aware that her daughters were patiently waiting for her to go, blew them a kiss and,

  certain they would now take good care of Carrie, closed the door behind her.




  Thea swept her late grandmother’s opera cloak up and over her shoulder, toga-like. ‘What is it like to be an orphan?’ she asked bluntly as the sound of her mother’s

  footsteps receded. ‘Is it very hideous?’




  ‘Yes.’ Carrie felt it was a stupid question, but as she hadn’t yet got the measure of Thea, didn’t tell her so. ‘And I’m only an orphan because my father was

  killed fighting in Flanders. How would you feel if it had been your father?’




  Thea, who was a year older than Carrie and Olivia, regarded her with eyes that were very narrow, very green and very bright. She’d been happy at the thought of having Carrie as a temporary

  playmate and was quite prepared to be condescendingly nice to her, but she wasn’t happy about a village girl being uppity with her.




  As she tried to think of a suitably crushing retort, Olivia took hold of Carrie’s hand and began leading her towards a huge wicker hamper that was the dressing-up box. ‘Papa

  isn’t going to be killed. Mama gave him a little silver crucifix that used to hang on one of her necklace chains, and he carries it with him all the time.’




  There was such happy trust in Olivia’s voice that Carrie hadn’t the heart to express doubt as to whether the crucifix would stop bullets, bayonets and murderous shellfire.




  ‘Are you wearing a black pinafore dress because you’re in mourning?’ Olivia asked. ‘I saw you in a pretty red gingham dress once. We don’t have any gingham dresses.

  All our dresses have pin-tucked bodices and big sashes that are always coming undone.’




  ‘Yes,’ Carrie said to the question. ‘And the red gingham is my Sunday-best dress. Granny made it.’




  The flowered linen smocks Thea and Olivia were wearing now were far from being either pin-tucked or sashed and were not the kind of clothes Carrie had expected them to be wearing. Thea even had

  a hole in one of her white stockings. That she was so obviously unembarrassed by it impressed Carrie. Aiming for self-confidence herself, she liked to see it in other people.




  Thea, aware that the moment for saying something crushing to Carrie had passed, said impatiently, ‘If we’re going to be pirates, let’s find something pirate-like to

  wear.’




  Energetically she began rummaging in the hamper, tossing things in Olivia’s direction. Carrie didn’t help in the search. Instead she looked around her.




  The room was large and packed with things she itched to take a closer look at. There was a huge rocking horse with flaring nostrils and a long swishy mane and tail in one corner. In another was

  the largest doll’s house she had ever seen. There was a long shelf stacked higgledy-piggledy with books, including one she recognized because she had been given the same book, The Wind in

  the Willows, as a present two Christmases ago. On other shelves there were jigsaw puzzles and board games and on the bottom shelf was a row of beautifully dressed dolls. Beneath the dolls was a

  gaily painted wooden box crammed with toys. Spilling out of it were a train, a spinning top, a musical box and a monkey-up-a-stick.




  Just as she was about to go and have a closer look at the monkey-up-a-stick, Thea said, ‘I think we have enough stuff now to be going on with, but as I could only find one pair of

  breeches, you and Olivia will have to be lady pirates.’ She stuffed a pile of garments into Carrie’s arms. ‘There’s a red-spotted scarf you can tie around your head like a

  bandana, a striped shirt, a fringed orange sash for tying round your waist and an eye-patch that belonged to Mama’s Uncle Walter.’




  Olivia was already clambering into an outlandish selection of garments, and Carrie, beginning to get into the spirit of the thing, pulled the man’s shirt over her head, anchoring it around

  her waist with the sash.




  Olivia giggled. ‘You look first-rate, Carrie. All you need now is a big black moustache. There’s a stick of burnt cork somewhere. Let’s see if we can find it.’




  ‘So we drew moustaches on our faces with the burnt cork,’ she said to Hal, much later in the day. ‘And we had enormous fun jumping from the table onto a chair

  and then onto other chairs, pretending the floor was the sea and that we would drown if we touched it.’




  Hal made the kind of sound in his throat that he always made when he wasn’t impressed. ‘Doesn’t sound like much of a game ter me.’ He scowled so hard his eyebrows almost

  met in the middle. He was herding his father’s cows in for their evening milking and bad-temperedly switched the rump of the animal nearest to him. ‘Aren’t you going to do

  ’owt else this summer but go ter Gorton? The vole pups were out this afternoon, but it weren’t much fun watching ’em all on me own.’




  Carrie tried to feel sorry about not having been with him, but she’d enjoyed herself so much she couldn’t quite manage it.




  ‘Before I came home Lady Fenton introduced me to Mr Heaton,’ she said as the cows headed up the narrow tree-lined track towards the farm buildings and the summer sky now smoked to

  dusk. ‘Mr Heaton is the butler. She told him I was Miss Caroline Thornton, that I was a guest of Miss Thea and Miss Olivia and that I would be at Gorton Hall every day until

  mid-September.’




  Instead of being impressed, Hal forgot about his bad mood and hooted with laughter.




  Carrie punched his shoulder. ‘What’s so funny?’ she demanded hotly. ‘Mr Heaton was very nice to me. Everyone was very nice to me – apart from Thea, but that

  was only in the beginning. And Lady Fenton is like the Good Queen in a fairy story. She’s . . .’ Carrie struggled to find words that would do Blanche Fenton justice. ‘She smells

  of roses, and she talked to me as if I was a grown-up. Apart from Granny, I think she’s the most special person in the whole wide world.’




  ‘You’re barmy.’ Still chuckling, Hal fastened a rusting iron gate behind them so that if the cows decided to head back to the meadow they wouldn’t get very far.

  ‘And you’re not the only one. My Uncle Jim says Lady Fenton isn’t right in the head, and that her having you up at Gorton every day is proof of it. I know you don’t want to

  go there, getting above yourself, because you told me you didn’t.’




  It was true. She had. But that had been yesterday. It had been before she’d fallen under Lady Fenton’s spell, and before she’d known she was going to be best friends with

  Olivia and possibly a friend of Thea’s, too. It had been before she’d sensed that, where the Fenton family was concerned, she had started on a long and very special journey.




  





  Chapter Two
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  ‘I knew Lady Fenton would look after you,’ Ivy said, undoing Carrie’s plaits by candlelight. ‘She has a kind heart for such a young woman.’




  Carrie, kneeling with her back to her, twisted her head around. ‘Don’t young women usually have kind hearts, Granny?’ She was wearing a nightdress that had been made out of one

  of Ivy’s old ones, her hands cupped around a beaker of warm milk.




  Realizing she had spoken without thinking and not wanting to give Carrie a gloomy view of human nature, Ivy said hastily, ‘I’m sure they do, pet lamb. It’s just more noticeable

  when they are as high-born as Lady Fenton.’




  ‘You mean when they are a viscountess?’




  Ivy began brushing Carrie’s hair. ‘Lady Fenton wasn’t born a viscountess, Carrie. Her father is the Earl of Shibden and so, where the hierarchy of the peerage is concerned, she

  married beneath herself when she married a viscount.’




  That anyone could be regarded as having married beneath them when marrying a viscount was beyond Carrie’s understanding.




  Seeing her bewilderment, Ivy laid the brush down. ‘Let me explain, lovey. Top of the pile, after royalty, are dukes and duchesses – and there aren’t a lot of those. A degree

  lower in rank are marquesses and marchionesses. A degree lower still are earls, and an earl’s wife is called a countess.’




  ‘And then there are viscounts and viscountesses?’




  Ivy nodded. ‘All those ranks, including that of baron, who is a rank below viscount, are peers of the realm and sit in the House of Lords – or can if they wish. It’s something

  you should know, if you are going to go into service – and I’d far prefer to see you in service with Lord and Lady Fenton than working in a Bradford woollen mill or,’ she added,

  ‘working on a farm.’




  Carrie, sensing a slur on Hal, said defensively, ‘Hal is very clever, Granny. Even though he misses a lot of school when his dad needs him to help on the farm, he always makes up for the

  time he’s missed, and he’s always top of his class. Miss Calvert has told him that if he works really hard he could win a scholarship to a grammar school.’




  ‘Has she indeed? If he went to a grammar school he’d have to speak a lot differently than he does now – and how would the Crosbys be able to kit him out with suitable

  clothes?’




  She spoke crossly and that was because she was cross, though not with Carrie, but with Miss Calvert. As far as she was concerned, putting an unobtainable idea into a child’s head was a

  cruelty. Though Hal Crosby’s parents were a step up from being agricultural labourers, their tenant farm wasn’t the magnificent Home Farm, where all the fresh produce for Gorton came

  from, but a three-field farm on the edge of the estate that was, in Ivy’s eyes, not much more than a glorified smallholding. Hal, a year older than Carrie, would in two or three years’

  time be required by his dad to work alongside him from sun-up to sun-down. Going to a grammar school was, for Hal, as remote as pigs flying.




  The next morning Jim Crosby called for Carrie in the pony-trap. It was a blisteringly hot day and although there were lots of things she wanted to play with in the playroom,

  she hoped that today Thea and Olivia would want to play outside.




  ‘How’s tha getting on wi’ yon posh lassies?’ Jim asked as he clicked the reins and they trundled off down the lane in the direction of the road leading out of Outhwaite

  towards Gorton. ‘Did you ’ave your tea wi’ ’em?’




  ‘Yes.’ Carrie only answered his second question, as she didn’t think the first one was anything to do with him and, if she had answered it, she knew her answer would have been

  all round the village before the day was out.




  Jim pushed a flat cap to the back of his head. He was still a young man and the hair that sprang free was as dark and as curly as Hal’s.




  ‘It’s a rum do, you goin’ every day, specially if you don’t tek tea in t’ kitchen. You can’t be a tweeny there when you’ve bin treated as a ruddy

  guest!’




  ‘I will be a tweeny. Granny’s promised me.’ Carrie wished Jim would keep his troubling opinions to himself and also that he wouldn’t swear. When her father had been

  alive, he had never sworn in her presence. Her granny wouldn’t have allowed it.




  Jim shifted the lame leg that made him unfit for army service, yet didn’t detract from gypsy-like good looks, into a more comfortable position. ‘And ’ow long is this

  lah-di-dahing going to carry on for?’




  They were almost out of the village now and the hedgerows were thick with the frothy white blossom of meadowsweet and late-flowering foxgloves.




  Watching a bee busily gathering pollen, Carrie said, ‘Till the harvest is in and school starts again. Granny said Lady Fenton, Miss Thea, Miss Olivia, their governess, Miss Violet and Miss

  Violet’s nanny will be leaving for London at the end of September and won’t be back at Gorton until Christmas.’




  ‘Did she?’ Jim gave a crack of laughter that reminded Carrie of the way Hal laughed. ‘Well, for once your granny is wrong. Her ladyship won’t be going back to London this

  year. Not wi’ zeppelins raining bombs dahn on it. This year Lady Fenton is going ter be keeping Miss Thea, Miss Olivia and Miss Violet safe out of harm’s way, up ’ere in

  God’s own country.’




  ‘God’s own country’ was the way Jim always referred to Yorkshire. It was an expression Carrie liked. It made her feel that being Yorkshire-born was something special and

  something to be proud of.




  As the horse continued to trot along the lane Carrie wondered if Jim was right about Lady Fenton and her children not leaving Gorton Hall at the end of September, as they usually did; and if he

  were, if it meant her visits there would continue right up until Christmas and possibly into the New Year.




  As the river came in sight Jim said, ‘If they do stay on, not much’ll be ’appening at Gorton, not even at Christmas.’




  ‘Why not?’ It seemed to Carrie that though Jim was only an odd-job man, he knew far more about the goings-on at Gorton than her granny did.




  ‘Because there can’t be weekend parties and such when there’s no valets or footmen to tek care o’ folk. Even the gardeners are in Flanders now, fighting for King and

  country.’




  ‘Doesn’t it bother you, that you aren’t with them?’ she asked curiously.




  His face darkened. ‘Have you bin listening to village talk, Carrie Thornton?’




  Though Outhwaite had plenty to say about Jim Crosby, the only talk Carrie ever heard was from her granny, who quite often said Jim was like all Crosby men, in that he was too good-looking for

  his own good. To Carrie this sounded like a compliment, but she knew it wasn’t, because of the way her granny said it.




  Deciding it was safest not to tell Jim her granny’s opinion of him, she said, ‘No, I haven’t. And Granny won’t have either, because she doesn’t like gossip and, if

  she ever hears any, she never repeats it.’




  ‘Then she’s the only woman in Outhwaite who doesn’t.’




  He still sounded bitter and, knowing she had somehow put him in a bad mood, Carrie stayed quiet.




  Jim stayed quiet too, but as they neared the bridge he said suddenly, ‘There’s folk who don’t believe being born lame is any reason not to be fighting, but what’s a chap

  to do, when the War Office don’t agree wi’ ’em? They say I’d be an ’andicap to the rest o’ the lads, and though I’ve told ’em I’m as nimble as

  any bloke wi’ two legs the same length, they won’t wear it. They won’t tek me, and there’s an end o’ it.’




  Wishing she hadn’t asked her innocently thoughtless question, Carrie said, ‘I’m sorry, Jim. I didn’t know that if you were lame you couldn’t be a

  soldier.’




  Jim shrugged. He wasn’t particularly tall or broad-shouldered, but he was whippy and strong, and all his life he’d never been shy of joining in any fight that was going – as

  many pub landlords, clearing up after a fracas in which he had been involved, knew to their cost. That he couldn’t now take part in the biggest fight in all history, but had to stay home with

  elderly men – and men like Armitage, Lady Fenton’s pacifist chauffeur – was something that rankled so deeply there were times when he could hardly breathe for humiliation and

  disappointment.




  Aware that Jim was no longer in a talkative mood, Carrie concentrated on enjoying the novelty of riding in the pony-trap, which was far more comfortable – and far sweeter-smelling –

  than Hal’s father’s donkey-cart.




  To her surprise Jim didn’t take her to Gorton the way they had gone the previous morning, when he had reined in at a side-entrance close to the front of the house. Instead he approached

  the house from the rear, reining the horse in at a far less impressive entrance.




  ‘I don’t think this is the right door, Jim.’ Her voice was uncertain. ‘There won’t be anyone to meet me here . . .’




  ‘This is where I was told to drop you, so forget about being little-miss Lady Muck and be on your way.’




  Still feeling doubtful about it, but not seeing any other option, Carrie jumped down from the trap.




  As she did so the door flew open and Olivia, her lion’s mane of hair flying around her shoulders, came hurtling out to meet her, her eyes alight with welcome. ‘I’ve been

  waiting ages for you,’ she said, grabbing hold of Carrie’s hand. ‘If you and I decide now on what we want to do today, Thea will have to agree to it, because two against

  one always wins.’




  ‘If you say so, Olivia.’ Carrie’s voice was full of laughter as Olivia began pulling her at a run towards the house. And then, remembering she hadn’t said goodbye to Jim,

  she turned her head in order to do so and was rewarded by the sight of him staring after her wide-eyed.




  Knowing his bewilderment was because she hadn’t addressed Olivia as Miss Olivia, and because Olivia had so clearly not expected her to, giggles fizzed in Carrie’s throat. Not many

  people took Jim Crosby by surprise, and that she had done pleased her enormously.




  ‘I’d like to do something completely different today,’ Olivia said, hurrying her along a grey-carpeted corridor. ‘Something Thea and I have never done.’




  Carrie waited for her to tell her what that might be, but Olivia simply said, ‘So what shall we do, Carrie?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ For once Carrie was at a loss. ‘I don’t know what it is you’ve never done. What is it you would like to do?’




  They were climbing some stairs now. It was a narrower staircase than the royal-blue carpeted staircase, but the walls on either side were still hung with lots of different-sized paintings in

  heavy gilt frames.




  ‘I’d like to do what you would be doing if you weren’t here.’




  Carrie thought for a moment and then said, ‘That’s easy. I’d be with Hal and we’d be bilberry-picking or watching the vole pups.’




  ‘Who is Hal?’




  ‘Hal’s my friend.’




  As they began climbing a second flight of stairs Olivia said, ‘And what are voles?’




  Slightly breathless, Carrie said, ‘Voles are tiny furry animals with chubby faces. They live in burrows in the river-bank.’




  As they reached the top step she could see the playroom door. Remembering how long the corridors she’d walked down yesterday had been to reach it, she appreciated the less-splendid route

  Olivia had taken.




  Before they reached it the door flew open and Thea stepped out into the corridor, saying imperiously, ‘I’ve decided what it is we’re going to do. We’re going to do what

  Rozalind does. We’re going to take photographs.’




  ‘Rozalind is our cousin,’ Olivia said to Carrie. ‘She’s American and lives in New York. When she last visited she took lots and lots of photographs, and Papa rigged up a

  darkroom so that she could develop them.’




  ‘And I’ve found the Box Brownie she left behind.’ Thea looked very pleased with herself. ‘And so we’re going to do the same thing.’




  ‘No, we’re not.’ Olivia both looked and sounded mulish. ‘Today we’re going to do what Carrie and I want to do. Today we’re going to look for vole

  pups.’




  Thea sucked in her breath, her eyes flashing fire.




  Aware that a row was about to take place, Carrie said pacifyingly, ‘We could do both things. We could look for the vole pups and then photograph them. Think how special a photograph of

  vole pups would be – and these voles are water voles. I don’t suppose anyone has ever taken a photograph of water voles before.’




  Thea hesitated and Carrie knew she had caught her interest. Remembering the copy of The Wind in the Willows she had seen sitting on one of the playroom’s bookshelves and hoping to

  clinch things, she said, ‘I expect you know that Ratty in The Wind in the Willows isn’t a rat, but a water vole. Think how wonderful it would be if we took a photograph of our

  very own Ratty. I bet even Rozalind would be impressed.’




  ‘You’ve read The Wind in the Willows?’ Having assumed Carrie to be illiterate – or nearly so – Thea was surprised.




  ‘Yes, and I’ve read The Railway Children, Black Beauty and all of A Child’s History of England by Charles Dickens.’




  Forced into reassessing her opinion of Carrie, Thea said, ‘The voles. Where would we find them?’




  ‘There’s a burrow in the river-bank, about a quarter of a mile down from the bridge where the water is slow. It’s hard to spot, but Hal finds it straight away every

  time.’




  ‘Hal?’




  ‘Hal Crosby. He lives on a small farm this side of Outhwaite.’




  Olivia and Thea looked at each other and Carrie was aware there was a problem. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. ‘Is it Hal? Do you not want him to come with us?’




  ‘We’re not allowed so far from the house unaccompanied.’




  Carrie looked at Thea disbelievingly. The river was far further from her home in the village than it was from Gorton Hall, and yet she’d been playing on its banks and paddling in its

  shallows unaccompanied ever since she was six years old.




  ‘Does that mean we can’t go?’ Olivia’s disappointment was deep. ‘I did so want to see the voles, Thea.’




  ‘We could go if we could find anyone to take us. Tom would have been ideal, or William Beveridge.’ Thea looked towards Carrie. ‘Tom was a footman, and the last one of our

  footmen to enlist. William was one of the gardeners. The two of them enlisted together when the fighting began at Ypres.’




  ‘There’s Armitage,’ Olivia suggested doubtfully.




  Thea gave a rude snort. ‘Can you really see Armitage, in his dove-grey uniform and gauntleted gloves, escorting us a quarter of a mile down the river? Mama would never ask it of him.

  She’d know how insulted he’d be.’




  And it would have to be a man who came with us,’ Olivia said to Carrie. ‘Maids would be no use on a river-bank looking for voles.’




  ‘Then let’s ask your mother if Jim Crosby can take us.’ To Carrie it was the perfect solution. ‘He’s Hal’s uncle. Hal won’t mind having Jim with us, and

  Jim won’t mind spending his morning down by the river.’




  Jim, who had been mucking out a horse box when he had been given his new instructions, hadn’t minded at all. Over the last few months he’d become accustomed to

  doing jobs that weren’t rightfully his. Stable-work was one instance. Gorton Hall’s grooms and stable-boys were nearly all now with the 7th Battalion of the Yorkshire Regiment and the

  lad who should have been mucking out the horse box had been blown to kingdom-come three weeks ago in the same battle in which Carrie’s father had lost his life.




  Being good with horses, Jim enjoyed stable work, but he’d chuckled as he left the yard, more certain than ever that the gorgeous-looking Lady Fenton was barmy. Who’d ever heard of an

  odd-job man being asked to nursemaid the daughters of the house on a river-bank while they took photographs? Even barmier was that they were going to do so with Carrie Thornton and, if he could

  find him, his nephew Hal.




  If Carrie had felt it a little odd having Jim ferrying her to Gorton and back every day, she found it downright disconcerting riding in the pony-trap alongside Thea and Olivia.

  It became even more disconcerting when Jim tracked Hal down and he, too, squeezed into the trap, carrying with him a distinct smell of cow, and with mud and bits of straw on his boots.




  ‘So what’s all this then?’ he asked chattily, as if riding in the Fenton pony-trap was nothing out of the ordinary. ‘Where are we jaunting to?’




  Seeing Thea and Olivia were too dumbstruck by his grubby appearance to answer him, Carrie said, ‘We want you to take us to the burrow so that we can take photographs of the vole

  pups.’




  Hal grinned cheekily across at Thea and, carefully not addressing her as Miss Thea, or even by name, said, ‘Is that right? You ’ave a camera?’




  Jim made a muffled sound that Carrie strongly suspected was one of suppressed mirth.




  Thea, quite obviously wishing she’d never agreed to Hal accompanying them, said stiffly, ‘Yes. I have.’




  ‘Can I ’ave a look at it?’




  ‘Certainly not!’ Thea’s outrage was so deep Carrie half-expected her to box Hal’s ears. ‘You’re here to show us where the voles live, and that’s

  all!’




  Instead of being suitably apologetic, Hal laughed.




  Jim made another muffled sound. Thea flushed a deep angry red. Olivia giggled. Carrie, exasperated beyond all endurance, punched Hal so hard he half-fell off the narrow seat.




  Regaining his balance, he said in mock reproach, ‘Steady on, Carrie, ’ow d’you expect me to find the burrow for you if you knock me into the middle o’ next

  week?’




  She glared at him, wishing she’d never thought his coming with them was a good idea.




  The bridge was now a fair distance behind them and Jim said, ‘Whereabouts d’you want dropping off, our Hal?’




  Hal squinted across the wide expanse of rough meadowland separating the lane from the river. Looking back to the bridge to gauge the distance, he said, ‘Anywhere here will be

  grand.’




  As Jim reined in the horse and the trap rocked to a gentle halt, the girls looked at each other. Thea put into words what they had all suddenly realized. ‘Mama thought Mr Crosby would be

  with us on the river-bank, but he can’t be, can he? He can’t leave the pony-trap unattended in the lane.’




  ‘That don’t matter.’ Hal, oblivious to the conditions under which Thea and Olivia had been allowed their trip to the river, jumped down from the trap.




  Olivia followed him.




  Thea looked at Carrie, hesitated for a moment and then said, ‘Come on, Carrie. Mr Crosby has a good view of the river from here. We’ll be in sight all the time.’




  She jumped down from the trap, the Box Brownie tucked under one arm. Carrie, not seeing that she had much choice, jumped down after her.




  As they began walking through deep grass in Hal and Olivia’s wake, Thea said disapprovingly, ‘I know I thought it a good idea for your friend to come with us, but you didn’t

  tell me how smelly he was, or that his jacket would have been used as a dog-bed.’




  Carrie came to an abrupt halt, her face white. She knew that in giving Thea a piece of her mind she would ruin everything for herself; that afterwards she would never be invited to Gorton again,

  never again play in its wonderful playroom and, though she wouldn’t miss Thea, she would miss Olivia. It was a lot to lose, but she didn’t care.




  ‘How dare you talk like that about Hal?’ She fought the urge to grab fistfuls of Thea’s chestnut ringlets and tug on them hard. ‘All Hal smells of are the cows he

  looks after for his dad. If you had to look after cows and only had cold water from a yard pump to wash in, you’d smell of cow! And his jacket is shabby because it’s years

  old and wasn’t new when he was given it!’




  Angry tears scalded the backs of her eyes. ‘Not everyone lives in a house as big as a palace with nannies and governesses and maids. Most Outhwaite children work in the fields before they

  go to school and afterwards – and often with nothing more than bread and dripping to eat!’




  Knowing that she’d ended all hope of ever being invited to Gorton again, and had probably also ended all hope of one day being taken on as a tweeny, tears of another kind mixed with her

  tears of anger.




  Not wanting Thea to see them, she began running after Olivia and Hal, knowing she’d have to tell them that their morning of vole pup-watching and photography was almost certainly not going

  to happen now.




  Catching up with them, she said unhappily, ‘Thea and I have fallen out. She didn’t say so, but I don’t think she’s now coming to see the voles – and I don’t

  think she’ll be letting me travel back in the pony-trap, either.’




  Hal raised his eyebrows. ‘Are you telling us the two of you ’ave ’ad a barney?’




  ‘Yes.’ Carrie hadn’t the faintest intention of telling him what the barney had been about. ‘I don’t like her, and she doesn’t like me.’




  ‘Doesn’t mean to say the three of us can’t watch the voles. Olivia still wants to watch ’em, don’t you ’livia?’




  Olivia, who often fell out with Thea and didn’t see anything odd in Carrie having done so, nodded her head. As if to show where her loyalties lay, she moved a little closer to Hal’s

  side. From being initially alarmed by him, she now wanted to be friends with him. There was, though, Thea to think about. If Thea returned home without her, there was no telling what kind of

  explanation Thea might give their mother and it would probably be one that would get her into trouble.




  She looked towards the pony-trap. Jim Crosby was leaning against the side of it, smoking a cigarette, one foot crossed carelessly over the other and Thea was striding towards him.




  ‘Come on, ’livia,’ Hal said impatiently. ‘What are you waiting for?’




  ‘I want to see if Thea is going to tell Mr Crosby she wants to go home and that he’s not to wait for us.’




  ‘She can tell ’im what she wants, but Uncle Jim takes ’is orders from your ma. He won’t budge an inch until you’re in the trap as well.’




  All three of them looked towards the pony-trap. As Thea reached it, Jim nipped his cigarette out and put it behind his ear in order to give her a hand up. Though it was hard to tell from the

  distance they were at, it didn’t look as if Thea said anything to him. She simply seated herself in the trap. Jim, lighting up his cigarette, once again leaned nonchalantly against it.




  ‘There. See.’ Hal clinked a couple of marbles around in his jacket pocket. ‘Now can we get goin’?’




  Olivia nodded, eager to do so. She could never remember a more interesting morning. She was with two new friends – friends who, for the very first time, weren’t family members. She

  was down by the river and unsupervised by an adult, for although Jim Crosby was keeping an eye on their safety, he couldn’t be said to be supervising them. Best of all she wasn’t just

  pretending to do something, as when she and Thea played at being pirates or princesses. She was really doing something. She was an explorer, about to see little creatures most people

  had probably never heard of.




  Unlike Olivia, Carrie was far from happy. As all three walked quietly and carefully to the edge of the river, all she could think of was how disappointed her granny was going to be when she told

  her that she’d fallen out with Thea, and that Thea wouldn’t want to see her any more.




  Hal interrupted her thoughts by signalling for her to drop onto her tummy. She did so, pulling Olivia down with her. When they had all wriggled forward far enough to see over the thickly

  foliaged bank, they lay still and waited.




  Seconds turned into minutes and then, just as Olivia felt she couldn’t stay still a moment longer, there was movement.




  Even though she had experienced the sight several times over the summer, Carrie felt her throat tighten as two bright little eyes peeped from a tangle of reeds a yard or so to their left. Beside

  her, Olivia gasped.




  Carrie squeezed her hand, willing her to remain silent.




  As the water vole emerged from the foliage covering the mouth of the burrow, to be followed by a troop of tiny pups, it was all too much for Olivia. ‘Oh,’ she whispered on a long

  drawn-out breath. ‘Look at their pretty little faces, Carrie. Aren’t they just the sweetest things you’ve ever seen?’




  The pups scrambled and half-fell into the water and Carrie nodded, temporarily forgetting the huge disappointment she was feeling. Here, lying in the deep grass, with the hot sun on her back and

  the vole pups to watch, she was happy.




  It was happiness that lasted until they finally rose to their feet and began heading back to the pony-trap. As they approached it, Jim, once again seated, picked up the reins. Thea didn’t

  acknowledge any of them, not even Olivia, and as Carrie climbed into the trap her heart was heavy with the certainty that she was doing so for the last time.




  Jim dropped Hal off at the bridge and then, with Olivia chattering about what a wonderful morning it had been and Thea still silent, they returned to Gorton.




  When Jim reined the horse in, Carrie wondered what she ought to do. Should she just get out of the trap, as if nothing had happened between her and Thea? Should she stay in it and ask Jim if he

  would take her back to her granny’s? Or should she get out of it, say goodbye to Olivia and begin walking home?




  It was Thea, getting out of the trap first, who solved the problem for her. ‘Jim will take you home,’ she said abruptly, standing on the gravel and looking up at her with an

  inscrutable expression in her narrow eyes. ‘And then tomorrow we’ll take a picnic with us when we go to see the voles. I hadn’t understood about Hal, but I do now. I think

  he’d like a picnic. I’ll ask Cook to make a seed cake.’
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  Two years later Carrie wasn’t only best friends with Thea and Olivia, but friends with Violet, as well. Violet, now eight, was as eager to be independent of Nanny Erskine

  as Thea and Olivia had been at the same age. Thea and Olivia, however, hated Violet tagging along with them, and whenever Violet escaped Nanny Erskine it was generally only Carrie who spent time

  with her.




  On a mellow Saturday morning Carrie stepped out of Gorton Hall to find Violet sitting glumly on the magnificent flight of stone steps fronting it.




  ‘Do you want to come down to the village with me to post the officers’ mail?’ she asked, coming to a halt beside her.




  For more than a year Gorton Hall had served as a convalescent home for wounded officers, and Carrie – now regarded almost as family at Gorton – had taken it upon herself to act as

  their postwoman.




  Violet’s pretty heart-shaped face brightened. ‘Are you going in the pony-trap or are you bicycling?’




  ‘Bicycling.’




  ‘Goody!’ Violet sprang to her feet.




  Like Thea and Olivia she had red hair, but whereas Thea’s hair was a deep chestnut and Olivia’s was the colour of pale marmalade, Violet’s tumble of waves and curls was a true

  fox-red.




  ‘Just like Papa’s hair,’ Violet had once said to Carrie. ‘And my eyes are the same colour as Papa’s, too.’




  Her eyes, a deep golden amber, were as distinctive as her hair, but Violet didn’t mind being distinctive. Being distinctive was something she actively aimed for.




  She said now, as they made the long walk round the side of the house to the bicycle shed, ‘Papa is coming home on leave soon, did you know?’




  Carrie moved the pile of envelopes she was carrying from one arm to the other. ‘Yes. It’s going to be a very special few days.’




  A year ago, after suffering a wound on the Somme at Flers–Courcelette that had rendered his left arm near useless, Lord Fenton had been appointed to a staff job behind the lines. Until now

  his leaves had always been spent in London, and Blanche and the children had always joined him there at their town house in Mount Street, just off Park Lane. This time, though, Gilbert Fenton was

  going to be spending his short leave at Gorton. Carrie, who had only ever seen him from a distance and then not since before the war, was looking forward to his arrival almost as much as his

  children.




  Once in the bicycle shed, Carrie took the spare bicycle that had been bought with Roz in mind and put the letters into its pannier. Seconds later, with Violet close behind her, she was skimming

  down the long drive leading through Gorton Hall’s parkland to its main gates and the lane beyond.




  On the far side of the bridge the lane divided, one arm continuing south, following the line of the river, the other arm leading straight into Outhwaite.




  Violet, oblivious that at eight years old she was enjoying a freedom her older sisters hadn’t enjoyed until Carrie and Hal had become a part of their lives, was singing

  ‘Tipperary’ at the top of her lungs, the patriotic red, white and blue ribbons tied to her handlebars streaming in the breeze as she freewheeled down the hill into the centre of the

  village.




  The post office served as a general meeting place and there was a small group of women outside it, most of them wearing shawls against the autumn nip in the air.




  ‘Mornin’, Carrie. Mornin’, Miss Violet,’ they said in unison as Carrie and Violet dismounted from their bikes. Someone else added that it was a lively morning –

  ‘lively’ being the local expression for the turn in the weather signifying that summer was well and truly over.




  Inside there was a queue. Carrie, needing to buy stamps, joined it and immediately sensed an odd atmosphere. Instead of the usual buzz of friendly conversation, there was a tense silence.




  The cause appeared to be a young man in the queue, to whom people were carefully not standing too close. With only a rear view of him, Carrie wasn’t sure who he was, though she rather

  thought it was Charlie Hardwick, the son of a local cow-man.




  The woman in front of Charlie – if it was Charlie – was being served, and Effie Mellor, the postmistress, was doing so tight-lipped, all the while shooting her next customer

  nervous, covert glances.




  It occurred to Carrie that if the young man wasn’t Charlie – Charlie had been one of the first of Outhwaite’s young men to enlist – then he might be a pacifist. The women

  of Outhwaite were hard on pacifists. Armitage, Gorton Hall’s chauffeur, rarely ran the risk of being publicly name-called by them and seldom ventured into the village. In contrast, the

  officers at Gorton kept what contempt they felt, if they felt it, to themselves.




  The woman at Effie’s counter turned away from it and was so disconcerted at having to pass the young man that she dropped her post-office book. It fell at his feet and, clearly hesitant

  because of her attitude towards him, he made no move to retrieve it. Because it would mean moving closer to him, neither did she.




  Ever helpful, Violet darted forward, scooping the book up and handing it over. In doing so she bumped into the young man. With a sunny smile she turned to apologize.




  Her smile froze. Her eyes widened in horror. Then she screamed, backing away from him so fast that she fell against the woman whose book she had retrieved.




  It was as if a trigger had gone off.




  ‘See what you’ve done, Charlie ’ardwick?’ the woman with the post-book shrieked. ‘You’ve scared little Miss Violet ’alf to death!’




  ‘You should be in ’ospital!’ someone else shouted. ‘Somewhere you won’t be able to frighten folk!’




  Other voices gave the opinion that Charlie had no thought for others; that he should be wearing a balaclava.




  Puzzled and alarmed, Carrie’s immediate concern was for Violet and she grabbed hold of her by the hand, pulling her close.




  Charlie’s immediate concern was to be free of the cruel abuse. Heedless now of whatever it was that he had come into the post office for, he turned blunderingly away from the counter,

  desperate to escape.




  Carrie sucked in her breath, her eyes widening, her jaw dropping. Charlie’s face was a face no longer. Many of the officers recuperating at Gorton had facial burns and injuries. None came

  close to Charlie Hardwick’s monstrous disfigurement. One eye was now much lower than the other, the eyelid distorted and puckered. He had no eyelashes. No eyebrows. His nose was missing and,

  on a face once pleasant and homely, every inch of skin was leprously white and shiny, the scarring so raised and tight that all facial expression was impossible.




  For a fleeting instant his eyes met Carrie’s, filled with an agony beyond all bearing. Then, with a low moan, he pushed past her and, as the woman who had said he should be wearing a

  balaclava hastily got out of his way, made a desperate dash for the door.




  It banged behind him, and once again there was a clamour of voices.




  ‘It would’ve been better for him if he’d bin killed.’




  ‘He’s no right walking the streets, giving folk nightmares.’




  ‘He won’t be doing so for much longer. He can’t get work – and no wonder. First time I saw ’im I thought I was going to faint.’




  With Violet clutching hold of her free hand tightly, Carrie bought stamps. Then, moving along the counter so that the woman behind her could be served, she stuck the stamps on the envelopes, her

  fingers unsteady, her legs like jelly. What she had seen had frightened her just as much as it had frightened Violet, but she didn’t want Violet knowing that.




  Taking her by the hand, Carrie led her outside to where a bright-red pillar-box stood. Normally posting the officer’s mail was a happy occasion. Violet liked hearing the envelopes drop

  inside the letter-box, and Carrie enjoyed thinking of the pleasure with which the letters would be received. Today there was no joy in it for either of them. All both of them wanted was to get back

  to the normality of Gorton Hall.




  As they straddled their bicycles Violet said in a stunned, scared voice, ‘Will the monster-man always be in the village, Carrie? Because if he is, I don’t think I’ll come with

  you to the post office any more. I don’t want to see him again. He frightened me.’




  With her foot down hard on a pedal, ready to push off, Carrie said, ‘He isn’t a monster-man, Violet.’ Her voice was unsteady. ‘He’s Charlie Hardwick. He used to

  play in the village cricket team, and he once rescued Miss Mellor’s cat when it had climbed a tree it couldn’t get down from.’




  She had been trying to make Violet feel better, but for some reason that she didn’t understand her words only made her feel worse.




  The minute they returned to Gorton, Violet fled in search of her mother.




  Carrie went up to the playroom and was glad, when she got there, to find it empty. She didn’t go in search of Thea and Olivia. Instead she pulled a chair up to the table that had once been

  used for jigsaws and was now covered by a huge map of Belgium and northern France.




  The map had been Blanche Fenton’s idea. Blue crayoned lines indicated the last-known British positions, red lines the German ones. To say that the lines gave only an overall general idea

  was an understatement, but the girls gleaned what information they could from newspaper reports and from information Lord Fenton gave Blanche whenever he had one of his all-too-rare leaves.




  It wasn’t often that any of the lines moved backwards or forwards more than an inch – an inch that invariably moved back to its original position immediately – but they lived

  in hope, waiting for the day when the blue line would surge forward, heading victoriously towards Germany.




  Carrie stared at the map unseeingly, unable to think of anything but the moment when Charlie Hardwick had turned around and his eyes, in a face scarcely recognizable as human, had fleetingly

  held hers.




  She was still seated at the table when Blanche Fenton entered the playroom. Startled, Carrie scrambled to her feet, saying quickly, ‘Thea and Olivia aren’t here, Lady Fenton. I think

  they may be down on the courts, playing tennis.’




  ‘I wasn’t looking for them, Carrie.’ Blanche’s voice was full of concern. ‘Violet has been telling me that when you went to the village there was a monster-man in

  the post office. She’s so distressed I didn’t want to question her about it, but I’d like to know who it was she had seen, and why she is describing him in such a way.’




  Relief at the prospect of being able to talk with Lady Fenton about what she had seen and experienced flooded through Carrie. If anyone could make sense of it and make the world seem a happy

  place once again, Lady Fenton would be able to do so.




  ‘He wasn’t a real monster, though he looked like one, and that was why everyone in the queue shouted at him and was angry at him for being there.’




  Blanche’s concern deepened. ‘Who was he, Carrie? Was he from the village?’




  ‘It was Charlie Hardwick – though he only looked like Charlie from the back. His father is the cow-man at High Top Farm.’




  High Top was one of the few farms in the area not part of the Gorton estate and, though Blanche had never spoken to either Charlie or his father, she knew them by sight.




  Aware of how unnerved Carrie still was, she said gently, ‘What happened in the post office, Carrie?’




  ‘Violet and I were standing behind Charlie, so we couldn’t see his face. Other people in the post office had seen it, though, and because of what they began shouting out when Violet

  screamed, I think they had seen it before.’




  Blanche’s hands had been clasped lightly in her lap. Now they tightened.




  Still keeping her voice carefully under control, she said, ‘And what were they shouting, Carrie?’




  Tears burned the backs of Carrie’s eyes. ‘Someone shouted at him that he’d scared Violet half to death, and someone else said he should be in a hospital, where he

  wouldn’t be able to frighten anybody; and then someone else, the lady who had come in behind me, said that he should be wearing a balaclava.’




  Blanche’s knuckles shone white.




  ‘After he had gone they said other things, too.’ Carrie’s voice trembled. ‘They said it would have been better for him if he’d been killed, and that he had no right

  to be walking the streets, giving folk nightmares.’




  Blanche struggled to master her emotions. Charlie’s unspeakable injuries had been suffered while fighting for his king and his country, yet women who had cheered him for enlisting had

  shown no pity when he had paid for doing so with a ruined face and, because of it, a ruined life.




  ‘He can’t get work,’ Carrie added. ‘What will he do, Lady Fenton, if he can’t get work?’




  Blanche closed her eyes. Men who’d had a leg blown away – or, even worse, who’d had both legs blown away – sold matches on city streets, with trays of them around their

  necks as they stood with the aid of a crutch, or sat in small makeshift carts. How many people, though, would be compassionate enough to approach a man with his face blown away?




  She opened her eyes and looked at Carrie, knowing that although she was only ten years old, Carrie would approach Charlie, and that for her the horror of the morning had been made worse by the

  hideousness of the remarks Charlie had met with.




  When she could trust herself to speak she said, ‘What happened to Charlie has happened because he fought for his country, Carrie. He is a hero and he deserves to be treated like

  one.’




  She unclasped her hands and ran a fingertip across one of the blue lines on the map, wondering what it was that she should do; wondering what it was Gilbert would want her to do.




  Her decision, when she came to it, was one she knew would not be popular. It would be hard on her children and hard, too, on her domestic staff. Even the nurses at Gorton now would probably have

  difficulties with it, as would perhaps some of their patients. If Charlie Hardwick was willing, it was, though, what she was going to do.




  Her mind made up, she said, ‘I’m going to pay a visit to the Hardwicks, Carrie. Would you come with me? Your presence will perhaps make Charlie feel more at ease.’




  For a brief moment Carrie hesitated, wondering if she was brave enough to look at Charlie’s face a second time. Then she remembered the fleeting moment when her eyes had met his. Even

  though one eye had not been where it should have been, his eyes had still been Charlie’s eyes. If she looked only into his eyes, then she would be able to behave as she knew Lady Fenton

  expected her to.




  ‘Yes,’ she said, wondering what was going to happen when Lady Fenton arrived at the Hardwicks’ tied cottage; wondering if Lady Fenton was truly prepared for the horror that

  awaited her there.




  They left Gorton chauffeured by Armitage in Lady Fenton’s Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost. It was the first time Carrie had ever ridden in a motor car and even though she

  wasn’t looking forward to reaching their destination, she found the experience thrilling. They sped down the hill into Outhwaite, the breeze stinging their cheeks and tugging at the lilac

  gauze scarf that Blanche had tied over her hat to prevent it being blown away.




  ‘How fast are we going, Lady Fenton?’ she asked, knowing it was far faster than she had ever been able to go when riding downhill on Rozalind’s bicycle.




  Blanche leaned forward, touching the chauffeur lightly on his shoulder with the handle of her furled umbrella. ‘Armitage?’ Her voice was raised so that even against the breeze he

  would be able to hear her.




  ‘Fifteen miles an hour, m’lady. Would you like me to slow down?’




  ‘No, thank you. Carrie is enjoying the speed.’




  Though Blanche couldn’t see him doing so, Armitage clenched his teeth. He was having a bad morning. Carrie Thornton’s near-constant presence at Gorton Hall had always mystified and

  offended him. Her granny might once have been Lord Fenton’s nanny, but it didn’t alter the fact that she was a village girl. Her riding alongside Jim Crosby in the pony-cart was one

  thing; her presence in the back of the Rolls-Royce that was his pride and joy was quite another.




  Even worse were the directions Lady Fenton had given him. He was to take her to High Top Farm. What was a viscountess doing, paying a visit to a working farm? And what state was the Silver

  Ghost’s highly polished aluminium bodywork going to be in, after he had driven it up a farm track? Lady Fenton had always had her eccentricities – treating Carrie Thornton as if she was

  quality being a major example – but as far as he was concerned, this latest eccentricity beggared belief.




  High Top Farm lay on the edge of moorland, and the autumn heather was in full bloom. A sea of vivid purple, it stretched into the distance as far as the eye could see, filling the air with

  honey-sweet scent. Carrie drank in the sight of it. Despite her anxiety about the meeting that was shortly going to take place between Lady Fenton and Charlie, she couldn’t help being happy.

  She had always been told that Wensleydale was the most beautiful of all Yorkshire’s dales and, as Armitage drew up outside the farmhouse and she looked around her, she knew, beyond a shadow

  of a doubt, that what was said was true.




  At the sound of the car drawing up a middle-aged woman ran out of the farmhouse, her hands and arms covered in flour, her face a picture of incredulity.




  ‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ Blanche said. ‘I’m looking for Charlie Hardwick. I believe his father is your cow-man. If you could tell me whereabouts the Hardwicks

  live I’d be very grateful.’




  The woman gaped at her. Carrie didn’t blame her for being speechless. It wasn’t every day that a farmer’s wife opened her door to find in her farmyard a silver motor car and,

  seated in the back of it, a member of the aristocracy.




  ‘The ’ardwicks, Your Ladyship?’ she managed at last. ‘They live over yonder.’ With a beefy arm she pointed across a couple of fields to where a chimneystack peeped

  above a fringe of trees. ‘But Your Ladyship won’t be able to speak wi’ Charlie. Charlie doesn’t speak wi’ anyone these days.’




  ‘Thank you for telling me where I can find him, Mrs . . . ?’




  ‘Lumsden. Florence Lumsden.’




  ‘Thank you, Mrs Lumsden.’ Blanche turned to Armitage. ‘As near to the cottage as you can get, Armitage.’




  The cottage, when Armitage reluctantly reached it via a narrow, overgrown lane, was appallingly decrepit. Mrs Hardwick rushed from its dark interior to find out who on earth was coming to pay a

  call on her and then, on seeing who it was, fell against its door jamb in shock, causing a tile to fall from the roof.




  Both Mrs Hardwick and Blanche ignored it.




  ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Hardwick,’ Blanche said, sending hens scattering as she walked across to her. ‘I understand your son has returned from Flanders badly injured. I would like

  to have a few words with him, if I may?’




  ‘Wi’ our Charlie?’ Mrs Hardwick stared at Blanche as if she had taken leave of her senses, something that Armitage, standing yards away beside the Silver Ghost, was convinced

  of. ‘You can’t see Charlie, m’lady. He isn’t fit to be seen. Not by anyone.’ She plucked agitatedly at the edge of an apron, which was as long as the shabby dress

  skimming her clogs.




  ‘I know about Charlie’s injuries, Mrs Hardwick.’ Blanche’s low, sweet voice was as reassuring as she could make it. ‘They are why I am here.’




  Mrs Hardwick’s bewilderment was now total.




  Aware of this, and also aware that Mrs Hardwick was far too overwhelmed by her title to think of inviting her into her home, Blanche went on, ‘I want to help Charlie, Mrs Hardwick. Perhaps

  it would be best if we continued talking inside?’




  Without waiting for Mrs Hardwick to agree, Blanche stepped past her, with Carrie still at her side.




  The low-ceilinged stone-floored room they entered was dominated by a blackleaded kitchen range almost the height of the room. Though it was autumn it was a mild day and there was no fire in the

  grate, or kettle on the long hook hanging above it. In one corner of the room was a cast-iron copper for heating water, in another was a well-scoured stone sink and in the centre of the room stood

  a heavy wooden table and two upright chairs.




  Blanche seated herself on one of the chairs and Mrs Hardwick, with nervous glances towards a half-open door leading to a narrow curving staircase, seated herself on the other one. Carrie,

  mindful of her manners, remained near the door they had entered by.




  ‘I understand Charlie is finding it difficult to earn a living, Mrs Hardwick,’ Blanche said, her voice as friendly as if they had known each other for a long time, ‘and I would

  like to give him employment at Gorton.’




  Mrs Hardwick gasped.




  Carrie heard a similar sound come from beyond the half-open staircase door.




  Unsteadily Mrs Hardwick said, ‘I think maybe you don’t understand quite ’ow bad my Charlie is, m’lady. He frightens folks, you see.’




  ‘Gorton Hall is a convalescent home for wounded officers, Mrs Hardwick. Charlie won’t frighten them. Every one of them will know that what happened to him could easily have happened

  to them too, and other people at Gorton will take their example from me. What kind of work did Charlie do before he enlisted?




  As Mrs Hardwick hesitated before replying, a shadow fell across the last three steps of the staircase.




  Seeing it, Carrie wondered if Blanche was aware that someone was standing just out of sight on the stairs – and had now moved down them a tread or two in order not to miss anything being

  said.




  Mrs Hardwick plucked again at her apron. ‘Charlie was an agricultural worker, m’lady. Sometimes he worked for Mr Lumsden, sometimes he worked for Mr Benson at Sproggett Farm, and

  sometimes he worked for a vicar over at Nosborough.’




  ‘A vicar?’ Blanche’s sleek, dark eyebrows rose. ‘But why on earth did Nosborough’s vicar require an agricultural labourer?’




  Mrs Hardwick cast another nervous look towards the half-open door leading to the stairs. ‘The vicar ’eard as ’ow Charlie was good wi’ flowers – laying ’em out

  prettily like.’ Almost apologetically she added, ‘It’s summat Charlie enjoys doing, m’lady.’




  ‘And will the vicar want Charlie to continue gardening for him?’




  Carrie, who had been shocked rigid by the revelation that Blanche intended offering Charlie employment at Gorton Hall, bit her lip, fervently hoping that Mrs Hardwick was going to say yes and

  that Blanche’s offer – an offer that would surely terrify Violet out of her wits – wouldn’t need to be taken up.




  ‘No, m’lady Not now everything’s planted and blooming . . .’




  From the staircase a voice raw with bitterness cut across hers. ‘That’s not the reason, Ma, and well you know it.’ Still hidden from view, Charlie said, ‘It was the

  vicar’s wife who put paid to me working on t’ garden – and I could ’ave worked, for it’s my face that’s been burned away, not my ’ands. He said she was

  very sorry for me, but that I gave ’er a funny turn and that ’e couldn’t ’ave ’er being taken ill on account o’ me.’




  Blanche rose to her feet and, facing the stairs but making no move towards them, said, ‘I have Carrie Thornton with me, Charlie. She was in the post office this morning and told me what

  happened there. From what she said, I gather you haven’t yet found work. If that is the case, I would greatly appreciate it if you would consider becoming an estate worker at Gorton Hall. The

  gardens and parkland have been virtually untended since Gorton’s gardeners enlisted with the 7th Yorkshire Regiment. Mr Crosby –Jim Crosby – does his best, but he’s also

  doing stable work and odd jobs, and a house as big as Gorton is never short of work needing doing to it.’




  For a tense moment there was still no response and then Charlie said in an odd, abrupt voice, ‘I’m very appreciative of your kindness, Lady Fenton, but you ’aven’t seen

  me yet and might think twice when you do. I already scared Miss Violet ’alf to death this morning. I don’t want to do so again.’




  ‘Violet was scared because what has happened to you hadn’t been explained to her, and because the sight of you was so unexpected. That won’t be the case in the future, as it

  won’t be the case with my other two daughters and with everyone else at Gorton, both household staff and nursing staff.’




  There was another silence and then came the moment Carrie had been dreading; the moment when Charlie walked down the last of the stair steps and entered the room.




  Despite her fierce determination to show no outward sign of horror, Blanche sucked in her breath, shaken to the depths of her being, as everything she had imagined paled in comparison to the

  reality.




  Charlie stood perfectly still, his eyes holding hers.




  Carrie could hardly bear the tension as she watched and waited – and then Blanche dug kid-gloved fingers deep into her palms, saying in a voice that was only slightly unsteady,

  ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Charlie. I do hope you will become one of Gorton Hall’s estate workers. A tied cottage goes with the position and, if you are agreeable, I will tell

  both Mr Heaton and Jim Crosby that you will be arriving tomorrow morning to take over the care of the Hall’s gardens.’




  ‘Thank you, m’lady.’ There were tears in Charlie’s eyes. ‘I vow you’ll never regret the asking – and if it’s beautiful gardens Your Ladyship

  wants, I’ll make gardens so beautiful they’ll be the talk o’ the county!’




  





  Chapter Four
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  NOVEMBER 1918




  On a misty day a little over a year after Blanche and Carrie’s visit to the Hardwicks, Blanche burst into Thea and Olivia’s schoolroom with news she had been

  praying for every day for four long years.




  ‘The war is over!’ Her face was radiant with joy. ‘The Germans have signed an armistice!’




  Hermione Cumberbatch had been writing on the blackboard. Tall, thin and angular, she dropped the chalk, clapped a hand over her mouth and then, when she could trust herself to speak, put her

  hands on either side of her pedestal desk, saying emotionally, ‘Dear Thea and Olivia – remember this moment, for you are living through history. The most terrible war ever known is at

  an end. Years of unimaginable struggle, bloodshed and sacrifice are over. There will be no more grieving war widows and war-orphaned children. Today . . .’ her voice surged with pride,

  ‘today, we are a Christian nation seeing the dawning of a brave new world!’




  She turned to Blanche and, in an action so unexpected both Thea and Olivia were never to forget it, the two women hugged each other tightly, tears of relief and joy streaming down their

  cheeks.




  Aware that such momentous news could, with luck, mean no further lessons for the rest of the day, Thea pushed her chair away from her desk. ‘Do the officers and the nursing staff know the

  war is over, Mama? If they don’t, can I go and tell them?’




  Laughing through her tears, Blanche broke away from Miss Cumberbatch’s embrace. ‘They already know, darling. Listen!’




  By now the sound of jubilation was spreading through the house like wildfire.




  ‘Then can I go and tell Hal, Mama?’ Thea’s voice was urgent. ‘I do so want to be the first to tell someone.’




  ‘And me, too, Mama.’ Olivia was also now on her feet. ‘I want to tell Carrie. And what about Mr Crosby and Charlie? Will they know yet? Can I tell them?’




  Another sound merged with that of a score of convalescing men roaring out ‘Rule, Britannia!’ at the top of their lungs. Blanche ran across to the window and flung it open, letting in

  the distant sound of Outhwaite’s church bells as they rang out peal after glorious peal.




  ‘I think everyone knows by now, darlings,’ she said, still laughing, so happy she thought she was going to burst with it. ‘But as it is such an extraordinary, historic,

  wonderful moment, I’m sure Miss Cumberbatch will let you off lessons for the rest of the day.’




  Miss Cumberbatch, who as a staunch Methodist was eager to hurry to the little Methodist chapel in Outhwaite’s High Street in order to give thanks to her Maker for her country’s

  deliverance from evil, gave an affirming nod of her head.




  Gleefully Thea and Olivia scampered from the room. ‘I’m going to find Hal,’ Thea said as they raced upstairs to their bedroom for hats and coats. ‘You go and tell Jim and

  Charlie.’




  ‘But they’ll already know! How could they not know? The singing and cheering the officers are making can probably be heard as far away as Richmond!’




  ‘Doesn’t matter.’ Still running, they skirted around two housemaids who, with piles of clean linen in their arms, were dancing a jig and singing the national anthem.

  ‘It’s the being the first to share in the news with them that matters now.’




  Once in the bedroom, Olivia hurled herself into a coat and crammed a beret on her head. It was a Monday, so Thea would be heading to the village school in order to find Hal – and if she

  found Hal in the school playground, it meant that, of the two of them, she would not only be the first to share the news with Hal, but she would also be the first to share the news with Carrie.




  Without waiting for Thea, who was still hooking up the buttons on her winter boots, Olivia ran from the room. It was too bad that she wouldn’t see Carrie before Thea did, but she would

  have the kudos of being the first of the two of them where Jim and Charlie were concerned.




  The entire west wing of Gorton had been converted into wards and sitting rooms for convalescing soldiers, and as Olivia shot past the double doors of the main sitting room she could hear, above

  the singing and cheering, the sound of champagne corks popping. It was a sound that hadn’t been heard at Gorton since before the start of the war, and that it should be heard now would, she

  knew, have been her mother’s idea.




  Once outside the house the sound of Outhwaite’s church bells was clearer than ever. Olivia paused, breathless from running, wondering who she should seek out first. She knew where Charlie

  would be, because for the last month or so he had been busy building a walk-through rockery of large boulders and tree-ferns where the ground shelved down on the far side of the east wing’s

  grand lawn. It was a project Jim sometimes helped him with, and she decided to head for the rockery-in-the-making in the hope that she would find not only Charlie there, but Jim as well.




  Taking a deep breath and beginning to run once again, she headed for the east wing’s grand lawn, reflecting on how odd it was that Charlie and Jim had become such good friends. Because

  Charlie had enlisted at the first opportunity and suffered such a horrendous legacy for having done so, and because Jim hadn’t seen a day of fighting, everyone – even her mother –

  had expected that even if Jim was able to come to terms with Charlie’s nightmarish disfigurement, Charlie would want nothing to do with him.




  Olivia hadn’t been there when her mother had taken it upon herself to make the potentially difficult introduction, but much later, when she had finally been able to be in Charlie’s

  presence without shuddering and wanting to run away from him, he had told her how Jim had made things easy between the two of them right from the beginning.




  ‘The instant folks see me, they can’t hide their feelings, no matter how hard they try. And truth to tell, I don’t know which of their feelings is the worst: horror, fear or

  pity.’




  He had been taking a break from scything grass that hadn’t been tended since the last of the gardeners had left for the front.




  With his hands around a mug of steaming tea he’d said, ‘There was shock on Jim’s face, but nowt else. Then Jim said, “Holy hell, mate! But you well and truly copped

  it!” and he shook my hand and said he’d show me around so that I could get my bearings. It was the way he said “mate” that made things grand between us, right from the off.

  Jim might have a bit of a roving eye for the ladies, but he’s a champion bloke and, if he could have enlisted, he would have.’




  By the time she was only halfway across the great east lawn Olivia was too out of puff to continue running. She staggered to a halt, taking in great gulps of air. There was a smell of damp

  leaves and wood smoke, and the grass beneath her feet was rimed with the remainder of the previous night’s frost. She set off again at a fast walk, beginning to hope that although Charlie

  would have realized the ringing of church bells meant good news, he might still be unaware it meant the war was finally over and that, if he was, she would be the one to break the news to him.




  Ground at the far end of the lawn, where the rockery was being built, shelved down to a stream that eventually ran into Outhwaite’s river. She found Charlie and Jim at the bottom of the

  dip and, though it was obvious they had been working, their shovels and pickaxes had been cast aside and Jim was sitting on one of the giant boulders while Charlie leaned against an adjacent one.

  Both of them had cigarettes between their fingers.




  ‘It’s over!’ she shouted, holding onto her beret and slipping and sliding down the slope towards them. ‘The war is over!’




  Charlie nipped his cigarette out. ‘We reckoned it was when the bells began ringing.’ He smiled at her. ‘It’s kind of you to come and tell us, though.’




  ‘I wanted to be the first to break the news to you.’ She came to a breathless halt in front of them, confused by his lack of emotion. ‘Why aren’t you singing and

  cheering? Everyone at Gorton is.’




  ‘Aye, well, they’ll probably calm down a bit when they think on what’s been achieved and at what cost.’




  The expression in the one eye that was now visible – the other eye had long been covered by the black eye-patch from the dressing-up box – was bleak.




  Seeing her confusion, Jim tossed the butt of his cigarette into the stream. ‘It might be victory, but what’s the prize? Millions dead, and God alone knows how many more millions

  wounded and maimed. And for what? You tell me, Olivia lass, because I’m jiggered if I know. Officers may be singing and cheering this morning, but it won’t be long before they’ll

  be remembering today as a day of mourning – and you can’t be jubilant when you’re mourning.’




  That wasn’t how people were thinking of things yet in the centre of Outhwaite. It seemed that everyone was out in the streets sharing in the relief that at last the agony

  was over.




  ‘No more knitting khaki socks!’ one woman shouted elatedly as Thea bicycled past her. ‘And no more black-edged telegrams!’




  As the bells of Outhwaite’s Anglican church continued to peal, another, far different bell could be heard. It was the school bell. The congestion in the main street grew worse as children,

  let off lessons for the rest of the day, began racing exuberantly down it.




  Unable to make any further headway on the bike, Thea dismounted and began pushing it. Hal saw her before she saw him.




  ‘We’re over ’ere!’ he shouted from the crowded pavement.




  Carrie was with him and, as Thea began eagerly making her way towards them, Hal shouted, ‘We’ve news I bet you ’aven’t ’eard yet! The Kaiser ’as abdicated! Me

  and Carrie are off to buy a bag of sherbert lemons to celebrate. Are you coming wi’ us?’




  With Thea and Olivia both on their way – if they were fast enough – to spread the news that the war was over, and with Hermione Cumberbatch having declared her

  intention of walking into Outhwaite to join her friends at the Methodist chapel, and with Heaton in full control of organizing the bringing up of crates of champagne from the cellars so that

  officers and nursing staff could celebrate suitably, Blanche was able to turn her thoughts to the person who mattered most to her in the whole wide world. Gilbert.




  She closed her eyes, thanking God that he had survived the war – and that he had survived it with distinction. In the autumn of 1916 he had led his men through the German front-line system

  of trenches, during which he had suffered the wound to his arm that had left it virtually useless. Despite being so severely wounded, he had remained in command and had gone on to mount a

  successful assault on the second objective, a strongly fortified village. Though wounded twice more, he had held the village throughout the day and the following night, and only when reinforcements

  had arrived had he finally left the line, even then having refused to do so before issuing final instructions.




  For his gallantry he had been awarded the Distinguished Service Order. His citation for the award, published in the London Gazette a couple of months later, described the events and

  concluded with: The personality, valour and utter contempt for danger on the part of this Officer enabled the lodgement of the most advanced objective of the Corps to be permanently held, and on

  this rallying point the line was eventually formed.




  Blanche had snipped the piece out of the paper and had pasted it to the back of the photograph of Gilbert that stood on her writing desk in the private sitting room adjoining her bedroom.




  Looking at the photograph now, she thought of the future. It was more than four years since they had all lived together as a family. Thea had been eight, Olivia seven and Violet four when the

  assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo had plunged the world into the most terrible war ever known.




  Since then Gilbert had only spent a handful of short, snatched days with their daughters and those days had been nearly always in London, for whenever he had leave he hectically caught up with

  as many of his friends in government as he possibly could. It meant he had no real knowledge of the huge changes that the Great War had wrought at Gorton Hall. Thea was now twelve, Olivia was

  eleven and Violet was nine. When they had last all been together at Gorton, Thea and Olivia had never left the gardens and parkland unless in the company of Hermione Cumberbatch, Nanny Erskine or

  herself. Now, outside the schoolroom and in the company of Hal and Carrie, they ran as wild and free as if they, too, were village children.




  It hadn’t seemed to do them any harm, and she doubted if Gilbert would object too strongly to the unusual amount of freedom their children now enjoyed. He had also not objected to her

  having employed Charlie Hardwick.




  Tenderly she ran the tip of her finger over the silver frame of Gilbert’s photograph. When he came home there would be much more to think about than the sometimes tricky management of her

  household staff. Though Gilbert loved Gorton with a deep passion, he had another passion too, and that passion was politics. He had written to her a week after arriving in Flanders:




  

    

      

        When this ghastly murderous debacle is over, I intend becoming more active in the House of Lords. Where politics is concerned, Raymond is of the same mind and intends

        standing for Parliament. Only politics can ensure there will never again be a hell on Earth such as the one we are now enduring.


      


    


  




  By Raymond, he had meant Raymond Asquith, whose father, at the time, had been the prime minister. Now David Lloyd George was prime minister, and Raymond, loved by everyone who

  knew him, had died in battle two years ago, at Ginchy, on the Somme.




  A husband with a political life would mean far more time spent in London. It would also mean resuming the high-society social life they had enjoyed before the war. Blanche’s heart beat a

  little faster as she thought of the dinner parties and supper parties – of all kinds of parties – of the theatre and opera. Before the war, balls were commonplace in all the great

  London houses. It was at one such ball, at Londonderry House, that she and Gilbert had first met.




  Unlike the millions of women who had been widowed, she had a future to look forward to, with a husband she loved with all her heart. Thanking God for her many blessings, she seated herself at

  her desk, drew a sheet of pale-blue notepaper towards her and picked up her pen. Her eyes brimming with tears of thankfulness, she wrote:




  

    

      

        My dearest darling,




        We heard news of the Armistice an hour or so ago and I am mad with relief and joy. Outhwaite’s church bells are ringing non-stop. The convalescing officers are toasting the news

        with champagne and their singing and cheering are about to lift the roof off.




        Thea is on her way to share the moment with Hal, and no doubt with Carrie as well. Olivia has hared off to give Jim Crosby and Charlie Hardwick the news. Violet was out for her morning

        walk with Nanny Erskine when the news came over the wireless. Wherever they are, they will have heard the church bells and so Violet, too, will know by now that her papa will be coming home

        soon – and coming home for good.




        Those words are such magic to write, my darling. I can hardly believe that soon you will be in my arms again and there will be no more agonizing partings. For the rest of our lives,

        until we are both old and grey, we are going to be so happy, Gil. As I think of the future that is waiting for us my heart is full of the very deepest joy.




        All my love, now and forever, your very own devoted Blanche


      


    


  




  





  Chapter Five
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  APRIL 1919




  As Hal walked across the yard to where his father’s pigs were penned he could faintly hear the village school bell being rung. It was something he no longer needed to pay

  any heed to, for it was April and, ever since his thirteenth birthday in February, his schooldays had been behind him.




  He had a heavy bucket of pig swill in either hand and put them down on the ground in order to open the gate of the pen. Though learning had always come easily to him, he hadn’t been sorry

  to say goodbye to the long bench seats of the classroom and the slates and chalk – and it wasn’t as if he’d stopped learning, for thanks to Miss Calvert he was now learning in

  earnest.




  Every weekday evening, after he’d brought the cows in for their milking, he ran over the fields to Outhwaite for one-to-one lessons with Miss Calvert in her pin-neat little terraced home.

  She’d wanted him to sit for a grammar-school scholarship, but his dad hadn’t been having any of it. ‘He’s needed on t’ farm,’ he’d said bluntly to her

  when, to Hal’s embarrassment, she had come to their farmhouse to speak with him about the scholarship exam. ‘Even if ’e weren’t, no lad o’ mine is going to a grammar

  school to ’ave fancy ideas put in ’is ’ead. Folks like us don’t do things like that, and the sooner ’e realizes it, the ’appier we’ll all be.’




  Nothing Miss Calvert could say would change his dad’s mind – and as Hal had known it wouldn’t, he was neither surprised nor disappointed. Instead he was determined. Outhwaite

  might satisfy Carrie, who wanted nothing more than to be in service at Gorton Hall and to live the rest of her life in the Yorkshire Dales, but ever since he could remember he had known that a life

  in Outhwaite – or even in Yorkshire – was never going to be enough to satisfy him.




  At the sight of the buckets, the pigs had begun stampeding towards him and he snatched the buckets off the ground, kicked the gate of the pen closed and barrelled a way between them to the

  trough.




  ‘There, you greedy blighters,’ he said, pouring the contents of the buckets into it. ‘Get your mucky snouts into that.’




  The pigs did so with gusto as Hal watched them. Miss Calvert was a good teacher, and he was a hard worker. Not being allowed to go to a grammar school wasn’t going to hold him back. In

  another few years he wouldn’t be milking cows and feeding pigs. Exactly what he would be doing he didn’t know, but whatever it was would involve being a socialist and fighting to make

  the world a different place, one where the divisions of class ceased to exist.




  It wasn’t Miss Calvert who had taught him that only via politics could the world be changed. It had been Miss Cumberbatch.




  For a long time after he had become friends with Thea and Olivia he had known nothing about Miss Cumberbatch, other than that she was Thea and Olivia’s governess. On the rare occasions he

  caught sight of her it was always when she had come into the village to do a little shopping, or to attend church.




  He’d thought her an odd-looking woman, tall and thin and raw-boned, her mousy-coloured hair worn in a severe bun. Her nose, as thin as the rest of her face, was abnormally long and Olivia

  had told him it twitched whenever she became impassioned about the subject she was teaching – something that Olivia said happened often.




  ‘She looks like a witch,’ he’d said, and Olivia had giggled and said, ‘She does a little bit and she can be awfully strict, but she’s very fair. I like her, and so

  does Thea.’




  It was only when Charlie Hardwick had begun working at Gorton and living on the estate that Hal had begun taking real notice of Miss Cumberbatch. He knew, via Thea and Olivia, that the reactions

  at Gorton to Lady Fenton’s invitation to Charlie had been extreme.




  Miss Cumberbatch’s reaction hadn’t been extreme, though. She had gone out of her way to run into him and to introduce herself to him. ‘According to Charlie, she didn’t

  even flinch when she first saw him. She simply told him she was pleased to meet him and that she hoped he would be as happy working at Gorton Hall as she was,’ Olivia had said.




  Hal had been impressed at Miss Cumberbatch’s strength.




  The pigs had finished jostling each other to get at the food and, with the trough now empty, were barging at him, trying to get their heads into the buckets on the off-chance there was still

  something left in them.




  He kneed them away, lifting the buckets out of their reach. Not only had Miss Cumberbatch made friends with Charlie herself, but by helping Thea and Olivia to overcome their revulsion at the way

  Charlie looked, she had paved the way for them to become friends with him as well. And his own Uncle Jim had also made a difference.




  ‘You like me well enough, don’t you, Hal?’ he’d said, one arm thrown affectionately around Hal’s shoulder. ‘And you like being wi’ me, don’t

  you?’




  It had been such a silly question that Hal hadn’t even bothered replying to it.




  Understanding the reason why he hadn’t, Jim had said, ‘If I’d ’ad two legs the same length and gone to Flanders, like Charlie did, and if what ’appened to Charlie

  ’ad ’appened to me, you wouldn’t ’ave stopped wanting to spend time wi’ me, would you? You wouldn’t ’ave let me be all lonesome, would you?’




  ‘Course I wouldn’t,’ he’d said stoutly.




  ‘And why is that?’ Jim had asked.




  Hal had been flummoxed at first, and then he’d said, ‘Because, though you’d look like a monster, you wouldn’t be, would you? You’d still be Uncle Jim.’




  Jim had hugged his shoulder. ‘That’s right, lad. And behind Charlie’s monster-face, Charlie is still Charlie. I’m helping him wi’ his gardening late this afternoon.

  Why don’t you come and help the two of us out?’




  He had, and it was via Charlie that he’d got to know Miss Cumberbatch – and Miss Cumberbatch had turned out to be a long-distance member of the Women’s International League,

  and political to her fingertips.




  He shut the pen’s gate behind him, aware that he’d been dawdling and that when he joined his father, who was waiting in the fallow field for help with the ploughing, he’d be

  given a clout around the ear.




  Carrie was also well on the way to being in trouble that morning, for she should have been on her way to school and instead she was on the doorstep of her granny’s

  cottage, staring aghast at Thea, who had bicycled from Gorton to give her some news that wouldn’t wait.




  ‘You and Olivia aren’t going to be taught by Miss Cumberbatch any more?’ Carrie repeated dazedly. ‘You’re going away to school?’




  ‘To St Ethelburga’s near Norwich. It’s so far from both Yorkshire and London it might as well be in France.’




  Thea looked decidedly fed up, because although she’d been impatient to go to a proper school and be taught with other girls her age and not just with Olivia, she’d imagined it would

  be somewhere not too far from either Gorton Hall or Mount Street.
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