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SUMMER 1944



She had pagan eyes,

full of nocturnal mysteries.

THOMAS HARDY

Return of the Native








JUNE


He walked through the small hours, out of May and into June.

Arriving just as the mauves of night lifted, he passed a square Norman church and crossed a stone bridge.

So this is the village, he thought, doubting the straggly thoroughfare deserved the title. Ambridge was small. A store, still shuttered. A chorus line of cottages, each stubbornly individual. A substantial inn. The buildings slumbered, but stirred as he passed, like eyelids trembling ahead of the dawn.

Group Captain Max Gilpin was looking for Honeysuckle Cottage, and it seemed that he would find it on the far side of the triangular Green that sat like a grassy heart in the centre of the village.

Strictly speaking, he was no longer a group captain; some other chap had already taken his desk at Bentley Priory, to drink unspeakable RAF tea, and trace a finger along the duck-egg blue sky maps. Locked inside Max was information about the next few days that he would share with nobody. Secret plans, at last coming good, which would transform the war.

The fighting must trundle on without Max; he was damaged goods.

Tall, slender, he was shot through with steel, but the long journey had tested him. He spotted Honeysuckle Cottage across the Green. The sky grew pinkish, and promised another glorious day.

The thought gave him no needle-prick of joy; one day was much like another since… Max wouldn’t name it, even now.

‘Get a move on, slowcoach!’ The voice in his ear was his wife’s and she was right, as usual. He was dawdling.

The day moved into gear, sun striking stone with a flourish. The sudden noise behind him was loud and wrong, reminding him of the capital city he had left behind.

Max wheeled to see a riderless horse. Its eyes rolled and its iron hooves smacked the hard ground as it hurtled towards Max like a steam train.

He dropped his case. Stepped in its path. Steel, you see. He waved his right arm.

‘Stop him!’ A valkyrie raced out of the sun. It felt like the moment when the light hits the stained glass and the choir bursts into song.

The shop spat out a shopkeeper. ‘Watch yourself, sir!’ he called.

‘Whoa.’ Max snatched the rein with his right arm. His only arm. He spun as the horse resisted. He stood firm. The horse halted and glowered, its nostrils flaring.

The valkyrie – a land girl, he realised, nothing supernatural about her – caught up. ‘He always throws me! Nothing personal, must be awful being a horse, people jumping on you. Thanks ever so, whoever you are!’

She leapt onto the chestnut’s bare back, grabbed its mane, and was off at a gallop. They jumped over the tub of begonias outside The Bull as if it was Beecher’s Brook.



The moment shimmers.

Ambridge turns in its sleep, accepts the inevitable: it must get up.

Faces are splashed, yawns are quelled (if you are polite) or blast like foghorns (if you are Walter Gabriel). Beds creak. Cats curl round legs. Fat spits in pans.

Another day in Borsetshire, cocooned by velvet hills. But even the hills can’t keep out war. We know, but the Ambridgians do not, that they are over the worst. They are hostages to time, so can see only the road behind them. That road is littered with lost loved ones, and shattered notions about how life should be.

As they do up shirt studs and push toes into boots, they can’t know what is just around the corner. Momentous events that will bring good news and terrible news, both abroad and right under their noses.



Widower, father, grandfather and shopkeeper – Frank Brown was all of these. That morning he whistled as he dismantled the shutters and laid out knobbly Maris Pipers.

For once, Frank had one up on his lady customers. He was possessed of a priceless artefact – gossip that nobody else had heard.

He whistled smugly as Doris Archer browsed the custard powder, and Agnes Kaye eyed his onions. Only when Mrs Endicott came in, smelling of Parma Violets and wearing the layers of poplin and linen that were fashionable in her youth, did he unleash it.

‘Something you don’t often see,’ he began, conversationally. ‘A runaway horse.’

‘Runaway horse?’ Agnes, five foot nothing of bad temper held together by hairpins, asked hopefully, ‘Anyone hurt?’

‘No. The creature was caught by…’ Frank was doing splendidly; the ladies were rapt. ‘A stranger.’

‘Him what rented Honeysuckle, probably,’ said Agnes, and they all looked away.

Crestfallen, Frank embroidered his story. Beast and man grappled! The horse almost threw Brookfield’s land girl, Wanda! He had to keep breaking off to open the till, or stamp a ration book.

‘You’re rushed off your feet.’ Doris was sympathetic, waiting in line with her string bag.

‘He keeps sacking his assistants.’ Agnes was not sympathetic. ‘Frank’s too fussy.’

Old Mrs Endicott was benign, as ever. ‘He has standards.’

Frank licked the end of a pencil stub. ‘They either nick stuff or they’re gormless.’

‘Who’s this fellow at Honeysuckle, then?’ Doris nudged Agnes.

‘Well…’ Agnes knew everything about everybody. ‘Decorated hero, so I’ve heard. Lost his wife in the Blitz.’

Mrs Endicott tutted. ‘That Hitler…’

‘Booted out of the RAF. Trouble with his nerves.’ Agnes waited for the kind clucking to subside, and lobbed her last titbit. ‘Lost an arm in France.’

There was a respectful silence for the arm. So many men came home different, lacking.

One of them rushed in now, asking for Spam. Grayson Lemmon was easy to love, with his wire-rimmed glasses and the lop-sided gait of the one-legged. He took a tin and cradled it like a baby. ‘Ah, Spam. Food of the gods.’

Silently, Doris thanked heaven for Brookfield’s munificence. The Archer family farm gave so much, and saved them from Spam.

Such a pet was Grayson that the ladies allowed him to ‘push in’, usually a hanging offence.

‘I do hope you’re all coming along to my lecture in the village hall,’ he said, without guile, like a child who expects to be indulged.

‘Well…’ said Doris, once again astounded by men’s ignorance of just how much women had to do.

‘Of course we are,’ beamed Mrs Endicott, sentencing everyone present to attend.

‘Excellent.’ Grayson pushed a pile of coins across the counter. ‘My research in Ambridge is very important to the British Museum, and I want the whole village to feel involved.’

‘Ooh,’ said Mrs Endicott. ‘The British Museum.’

‘You’ve given me too much, son.’ Anyone under thirty was ‘son’ to Frank. He held out a tuppence.

‘That’s for yesterday’s eggs,’ said Grayson. ‘I underpaid and it’s been on my conscience ever since.’

‘Heartwarming to see such honesty.’ Frank glared at Agnes, who was implicated in a missing Oxo Cube.



It was standing room only in the darkened church hall, testament to Grayson’s popularity. The village was flattered, and a little puzzled, that a London academic should consider Ambridge worthy of study.

Manning the slide projector at the back of the hall, Wanda straightened up as Grayson stomped onto the low stage, his tin leg unnaturally straight.

He coughed, shuffled papers on a lectern last seen in an am-dram Gilbert and Sullivan, and began.

‘The British Museum have funded me to come here and study a woman well known to you all, but obscure to the rest of the world. A woman of wisdom and talent, foresight and fortitude.’

‘That’s you, love,’ said Dan Archer to his Doris, who shushed him.

Still puzzled, his audience raised their collective eyebrows when Grayson nodded at Wanda and the screen beside him lit up with the words ‘Mother Molly’.

Some tittering, and a few subdued tuts, sounded before Walter Gabriel stood up, in his workaday corduroy, and bellowed, ‘You’re bonkers, me old pal. Mother Molly’s an old wives’ tale, a humpbacked hag with a warty nose! What you interested in her for?’

‘She’s very much more than that, I assure you.’ Grayson seemed hurt.

Beside Doris, her teenaged daughter Christine asked, ‘Mum, is that the same Mother Molly you used to say would nip my toes if I didn’t go straight to bed?’

‘That’s her,’ whispered Doris. ‘My old mum told me she spirited away naughty children who wouldn’t finish their greens.’ She put up her hand, and said, ‘Mother Molly didn’t really exist, though! How can you study her?’

Another nod, and the screen showed them an oil painting of a woman in what Christine would call olden days clothes. ‘Mother Molly was very real indeed, Doris. Molly Hunstanton was a herbalist and a healer and, like me, a scholar, except she was interested in the medicinal properties of nature.’

‘She was a witch!’ shouted someone.

Mrs Endicott crossed herself, and Christine shrank in her seat.

Grayson smiled. ‘It was all too easy to be accused of witchcraft in the seventeenth century. Mother Molly cured maladies with the herbal concoctions she brewed in her dark kitchen, but soon rumours swirled that she cast spells and had visions. But why would her neighbours call her a witch?’

‘’Cos she was a witch,’ said Walter, arms crossed, with confident logic.

‘Or,’ said Grayson, warming to his theme, ‘because she was daring, progressive and intelligent at a time when impoverished women were expected to know their place.’

‘She stole children,’ said Walter, as his audience shuddered. ‘And ate ’em.’

‘That,’ said Grayson, ‘seems unlikely’.

The next slide showed an old image of a grand house they all knew.

‘Lower Loxley, home of the Pargetter family for over two hundred years. When Mother Molly’s community grew restless, and murmured about hounding her out – or worse – Edward Pargetter offered her sanctuary in the grounds of Lower Loxley. It was fashionable, believe it or not, for the gentry to invite picturesque hermits to live on their land. In Mother Molly’s case, the Pargetters built her a quaint stone grotto to shelter in.’

The next slide, slightly wonky – Wanda was chatting up an RAF officer – showed a stone building, conical, like an igloo.

‘Old Molly wasn’t picturesque.’ Doris was sure of her facts. ‘She was scary-looking.’

Mrs Endicott stood up. Unused to raising her voice in public, she quavered as she said, ‘Did she not claim to see the future? We’re all flattered that you should be interested in Ambridge, but should you stir up such darkness, Grayson, dear?’

Grayson leaned on the lecturn. ‘Please don’t worry, Mrs E. Nobody can truly prophesy the future. No doubt Mother Molly claimed such a gift in order to frighten her neighbours and stop them harassing her. I’m a professor of history not black magic!’

They were ill-chosen words. The hint of satanic sorcery made his audience shuffle in their seats.

Troubled, Grayson said, ‘My assignment here is to put Mother Molly on the historical map, to tell the world about one of your daughters. The British Museum will add anything I uncover to their permanent collection. I aim to excavate the foundations of her grotto and hopefully some of these infamous prophesies will turn up too.’

His audience were divided at this – some found it thrilling; more found it unsettling.

‘You already know about the prophecy that’s kept under glass at Lower Loxley.’ Grayson pointed to the slide of a slip of rough paper covered with sprawling handwriting. He read it out. ‘Your bewhiskered ally lies without breath, without spark, and melancholy seizes the noble house. That was presumed to refer to the Pargetters – your noble house – and their dog, or bewhiskered ally.’

There were mutterings. The villagers all knew their lore; that prediction came true: the dog died.

‘Mother Molly’s so-called powers don’t stand up to scrutiny, dear friends. All pet owners know that dogs, sadly, are outlived by their masters. Now, if the prophecy was dated, and the doggie died on that day, it’d be a different matter.’

‘So she’s a con artist?’ asked Walter.

‘No, no…’ Grayson floundered. ‘She was a woman of her time and of our time.’ He waved his hands at the spluttering. ‘Mother Molly was a scientist, a medic, a truly learned individual. But she was also living in peril, using her wits to protect herself, and trying to anticipate a future where things would be different. Rather like…’ Grayson shrugged. ‘Us?’

As the assembly broke up and scattered into the warm night, Agnes said huffily, ‘I for one don’t believe in such nonsense, but all the same…’

Doris nodded. ‘Leave those prophecies in the ground, say I. The future’s not our business. It’s in God’s hands.’

‘Daresay Grayson won’t find a thing,’ said Dan. ‘I tell you, if he grew up hearing stories of the old girl with her hunchback and her wicked ways, he wouldn’t be so keen to get digging.’



The current crop of Pargetters at Lower Loxley had no picturesque hermit in the grounds. They had, instead, convalescent RAF officers billetted in every bedroom.

Pamela Pargetter regarded herself in her boudoir looking glass. She would join the chaps for the sacred cocktail hour, but before that she must do something with her hair.

Or, rather, her new lady’s maid must. Hildegard looked the part in her black frock and white headpiece, as she plied a comb through Pamela’s glossy cap of dark hair.

On Pamela’s lap sat a Pekinese, regarding its own extravagant hairdo in the mirror.

The door banged back on its hinges, and gave them Gerald. He slammed down a salver – ‘Post, Mater!’ – and launched himself at a chaise longue. He was in khaki; as tradition demanded, he had joined his father’s regiment.

‘It’s not your place to bring me the post, Gerald.’ Pamela was brisk. ‘Let the staff do their jobs.’

Gerald lolled on eau-de-nil satin. He had lolled a great deal as a child, and Pamela had hoped that joining the army would put an end to his lolling, but apparently not.

‘When do you return to barracks, darling?’

‘Getting rid of me, Ma?’ Gerald was dog-like. Lumpily made. Grey eyes that were sad if you looked close enough. ‘I’m expected back in Bridlington on the eighth.’

‘I have a job for you on your way there.’ Pamela searched her reflection with an unsparing gaze. She checked in on her beauty, found it tolerable. Her nose, her nails, her manner – all were sharp.

Gerald cowered. A job from his mother never brought anything good.

‘You can represent the family at a funeral in Wilsthorpe, on the seventh. Distant cousin of your father’s.’

Gerald scowled.

‘It’ll be fun, darling. Well, maybe not fun. I don’t ask much of you, and the strings I had to pull for the petrol. Take darling Dodgy for company.’

They both knew that Squadron Leader Reginald Dodge’s function would be to keep Gerald out of trouble.

Comb in mid-air, Hildegard found her mistress’s eye in the glass. Her accent was local, her figure outrageous. ‘Is Madam sure she wants her fringe pinned back? In’t it a little young for Madam?’

‘Crikey!’ spluttered Gerald. ‘Duck! Incoming!’

Pamela didn’t speak for a moment. ‘Hildegard, do remember to keep personal remarks to yourself. I know you’re new to this position, and you’re coming along nicely, but such comments are unwelcome.’

Gerald’s eyebrows raised at such restraint.

Hildegard pouted.

That was not welcome either, but Pamela had noticed the blue envelope on the salver and wanted to be alone. ‘I’ll finish, Hildegard, thank you. And Gerald – out.’

Sloping out – he really did slope – Gerald asked the dog on his mother’s lap, ‘How come you’re allowed to loaf about all day, Minko, but I have to be useful?’

A small sound erupted from the dog’s fluffy back end.

‘Oh Minko!’ Pamela wrinkled her nose and deposited the creature on the rug. Withstanding the sudden perfume, she tore open the letter.

The chatelaine of Lower Loxley scanned, spiked and discarded a great deal of post; the blue aerogrammes from her husband were lingered over. Pamela read with one eye on the door, as if such sentimentality was a vice.

War had wrought changes in her marriage, a union of ancient genes and new money. Pamela’s people were in trade; not a stick of inherited furniture stood in her father’s Mayfair mansion. Marrying Alec Pargetter had catapulted her into society, and paid for indoor plumbing at Lower Loxley.

She felt closer to the man in the letters than the flesh and blood version; she imagined him drifting through the gore and debris of warfare, far from waxed parquet and the ticking clock on the landing. She heard his hesitant drawl in the handwriting.


Another long letter from you today. I wonder if you know how much they mean? How they provide a pinprick of light for me to wade towards? Hearing news of Ambridge is like sinking into a warm bath – and baths here are few and far between, I can tell you.



‘Even so,’ said Pamela to herself, ‘I’d bet good money that moustache of yours is groomed and perfect.’


Exhilarating times here.



Pamela missed when life was dull and un-exhilarating; the war was one long pivotal moment.


Bothered by my stomach.



Familiar with her husband’s stomach, Pamela knew this meant he was anxious. Suddenly, like a twin in a Gothic tale, so was Pamela. She put a hand to her throat, where it touched the cool hardness of Pargetter diamonds.


When things went so wrong between us, the thought that I would die on a battlefield brought me caustic comfort. Not anymore. I intend to live, and come home to you. Cruel timing, what? Separated just as we fell into step, old girl.



Years of training had failed to educate Alec out of calling his wife ‘old girl’.

Their staid marriage had withstood the fireworks of two affairs. Pamela had not thought either of them capable of infidelity, but she had been proved wrong. He had strayed, and then she, glacial vestal virgin, had stepped down from her pedestal for a tit-for-tat liaison.

The digressions had forced them to talk, but only a little. Enough to admit they were both guilty of neglect. Bruised, Pamela and Alec surprised themselves by turning to each other after a history of turning away.

She noticed a miniscule PS.


I adore you.



Taken aback, she told Minko, ‘Goodness, he adores me,’ as she placed the letter with the others in an enamelled box.

The dog panted like an idling double-decker, watching with little interest as Pamela stepped into the gown required for dinner. She turned, giving herself a businesslike once-over.

I am adored, she thought, taking up a chiffon stole, and heading downstairs. Pamela’s part in the war effort involved sourcing sufficient vodka to keep martinis flowing. Her irritation at having her home invaded by recuperating pilots had long faded; she catered diligently to their comfort in the hiatus before they would be thrown into the air again, like so many doomed doves.

As she greeted and air-kissed, she composed a reply to Alec in her head. She’d gripe wittily about Hildegard, and describe Grayson’s fascination with Mother Molly. She knew Alec would sardonically agree that it’s terribly easy to predict a death if you don’t affix a date.

Dodgy suggested a martini. ‘Why not?’ she said.

I am adored.



‘Are them the mess tins I ordered?’ Peggy asked the pimply boy lugging in a crate. Queen bee of the Warpole End Manor ATS stores, she swung her hips to the wireless as she snatched the chit he held out. ‘Says here there’s two crates.’

‘All right, blimey…’ The boy schlepped out.

Nineteen now, Peggy joined up the moment she could. Her ten shillings a week went a long way. Some to her savings, some to her mother, and the rest on fun. Dances ended after lights out, but if you palmed a girl a sixpence, they’d leave a dorm window open. Her year in the Hertfordshire barracks had made a woman of her. Independence, responsibility, pressure – Peggy Perkins took them all in her stride.

Peggy Archer, she reminded herself. The name still felt new. Trekking up and down to Ambridge from her home in London to check on her evacuee brothers had given her a distaste for the countryside – All that green! – but had introduced her to the Archer family, and their soldier son, Jack.

She followed the boy out to the cobbles. A light-headedness made her stop in the doorway. Peggy ignored it, the way she ignored anything she didn’t like.

‘There’s a hop tonight, if you’re in the mood.’ The boy jumped down from his truck. ‘You’re my type, I reckon.’

The head of stores appeared, hearty in ATS khaki. ‘Hand over the mess tins and hop it,’ she said. ‘Peggy’s an old married woman now.’ As they carried in the second crate together, Peggy’s boss asked after Jack. ‘So romantic, him getting that sudden leave back in April. When you starting a family?’

‘Give us a chance! We’re being, you know, careful.’ Peggy’s voice wavered then. She remembered that one snatched night in the hotel. She frowned, and almost dropped the box.

‘You all right?’

‘Yes. Fine.’

Peggy needed to be alone. To do some very important arithmetic.



Doris Archer rinsed an enamel basin under the pump in the yard.

She ran her fingernail over a new dent in the bowl. There were dents in everything. Including me. Doris groaned as she straightened up, sounding just like her old dad used to when he rose from his favourite armchair.

The world turned beneath her feet. Slow, steady, predictable. Doris squinted up at the sky and felt very small. She turned to Brookfield, which at times seemed like one greedy open mouth; she felt less small. She felt necessary.

One more groan and she followed the dog inside. Glen was another hungry mouth. ‘Come on, my bewhiskered ally, let’s see what I can rustle up for you,’ she said.



June was extravagant.

Her hedgerows burst with wild chamomile and fat hen, and gypsy roses looped through hawthorn branches. Within the iron gates of Lower Loxley, lawns behaved and sweet peas lined up like soldiers.

The dutiful sun shone on tables offering sandwiches and scones and clotted cream with dishes of gem-like jam. Gilt chairs stood about the terrace. Round tables dotted the grass. Pamela did a quick inventory. ‘It’ll do.’ She tweaked a platter.

‘Darling lady,’ said the tubby gent tailing her, Minko in his arms. ‘Where are the girls?’

‘Don’t panic, Dodgy, they’ll be here.’ Every ‘gel’ for miles was on a three-line whip. The RAF chaps perked up when exposed to chatty young women; Pamela’s catering guaranteed a take-up on her invitations.

‘May I?’ Dodgy’s hand hovered over the sandwiches.

‘Just one.’ Pamela indulged Dodgy the way she indulged her dog, and felt a similar fondness. Reliable, sweet, always there, his rotund shadow on the stairs, his jolly smile dependable. Surely long recuperated, Dodgy seemed to have been forgotten by the RAF; perhaps, she thought, we’ll keep him when the war’s over.

That fantastical eventuality had reared its head. A corner had been turned; Ambridge gulped in the incredible news like pure oxygen. Western Allies had landed in France – D-Day, they called it. After three years of Soviet pressure on the Nazi war machine, a push was underway.

Even the most pessimistic – those who call themselves realists – felt encouraged after the long muddy slog of the past few years.

Chaps gathered and raised full glasses to Pamela, their sexless matron despite the beautiful cut of her lace day dress. They petted the black Labrador, Hero, who was a shadow of his former self. The creature pined for Alec. Pamela did her best but knew she was no substitute.

‘Gerald!’ Pamela’s tone was sharp, as it so often was when she said her son’s name.

‘You let Dodgy take one.’ Gerald spat crumbs. Leaden footed, he had none of his parents’ elegance. ‘Cheers, Hildegard!’ he said as the maid proffered a tray of drinks.

‘Is she…’ Pamela stared after the retreating Hildegard. She is! She’s wearing scarlet lipstick. If Pamela had noticed, she could be sure the chaps noticed too.

‘I see you’ve already dragooned Max whats-his-name,’ said Gerald, mouth now full of both sandwich and Pimms.

‘Handsome fella, ain’t he?’ said Dodgy, as the guest made his way towards the terrace.

‘Very.’ Pamela approved of good looks, and Max was finely drawn, fair and blue-eyed, in crumpled linen, with the the kind of aloof beauty the English are good at. Although, she thought, regarding the weak chins and sloping shoulders around her, the English can get it very wrong, too. ‘Max is reserved. I like that in a man. Better than a braying donkey.’

As she said this, a chap honked with laughter. Nothing is that funny, but Flying Officer Cadwallader – Cad to his friends – was a live wire.

‘Max’s old guvnor is a chum of mine,’ said Dodgy. ‘Good man, he told me. A solid head and a solid heart, but he began to falter. Lost weight, couldn’t sleep. War asks a lot of a fellow.’

‘And a lass,’ suggested Pamela.

‘After some persuading, Max conceded he should get back to Civvy Street.’

Gerald ambled off to introduce himself to the fresh meat, and Pamela said, ‘Dodgy, you’ll keep my boy out of trouble at the funeral, won’t you? Get him to his regiment in Bridlington in one piece?’

‘Don’t worry about old Gerald. He made a hash of school, but school don’t suit everybody. He’s grown up a lot since then.’

‘I’m not so sure. He lacks common sense.’

‘So do I!’ laughed Dodgy. ‘And I do all right.’ He kissed the dog’s nose. ‘Don’t I, Minko?’

‘Mr Gilpin!’ called Pamela, and waved.

Max dutifully approached, and Cad muttered, ‘Careful, old chap, you’re about to be stuck like a butterfly on a pin.’



It’s hard on the bottom to ride on handlebars.

Lorna Horrobin bounced and giggled, feeling every bump in the lane.

‘Nearly there!’ said Wanda, with what little puff she had left.

Not obvious friends, the girls loved each other. One bookish and born in a two-room cottage, the other cheerfully ignorant and raised in bourgeois comfort. Quiet Lorna was a trusted confidante for Wanda, and she, in turn, relied on Wanda to twirl her round until she was dizzy.

‘Hurry up!’ Wanda dinged the bicycle bell at a gaggle of girls, arms linked, turning into Lower Loxley’s drive. ‘Or we’ll scoff all the scones!’



Max Gilpin put a different spin on his story. No mention of insomnia or nervous exhaustion or stepping down. ‘I grew up not far from here. When a position came up at Modder and de Beer, in Borchester, it seemed like fate.’

‘I know the de Beers.’ Pamela knew everyone. ‘And I know your people.’ The Gilpins were an Ambridge institution; Max was the only son of the wealthy Dorset branch. ‘Prepare to fend me off! I’ll invite you to everything. Let me introduce you to my fliers.’

She steered Max to where a knot of pilots gathered around Hildegard. She was serving Pimms and flirting, better at the latter than the former. Hildegard winked at Gerald, who, thrilled to bits, whispered, ‘Don’t let the mater see you. Oh Lord, she’s coming our way.’

Hildegard’s scarlet lips pursed. Below stairs had the same rigid rules as above: a lady’s maid shouldn’t be expected to waitress. ‘We must all pitch in,’ her mistress had said, but Hildegard didn’t notice Pamela breaking a nail for the war effort. She set her pointed chin and offered her tray to Cad, asking, ‘See anything you fancy, sir?’

‘Oh Hildy,’ he murmured, just as Pamela bore down on them, a firm grip on Max’s one arm.

‘I hear the 4th American Infantry are taking Montebourg,’ she began. ‘Some real impetus at last.’

War talk took over. Max noticed how the men condescended to Pamela, even though she was better informed than any of them. Suddenly, Pamela reminded him of his wife, who was cut from a far softer template, but had always been fascinating company.

There was no voice in his ear that day; she was allowing Max to negotiate this particular battlefield on his own.

‘Invalided out, eh?’ Cad slapped Max on the back. ‘Cuckoo, are you?’

When Max didn’t respond, Dodgy stepped in. ‘Poor chap needs a rest, that’s all. Been through a hell of a lot.’ Dodgy was sensitive beneath the walrus moustache. ‘These landings might be the beginning of the end, what?’

Cautious agreement from the men was drowned by one of them saying, ‘About time we spilled some German blood! I’d like to grind every one of them into the muck.’

‘They’re opponents, not monsters,’ said Max. His voice was deep, fluid, unhurried. ‘We’d have a great deal in common were it not for Hitler.’

‘Ah, look!’ Pamela wheeled. ‘Here come the girls!’

Max turned and saw a phalanx of frocks approach, one laughing woman in the lead. That’s her, he thought. The valkyrie. The flowers seemed to turn up their scent.

‘Hel-lo!’ said Cad, and the ladies were lionised.

Lorna knew the attention wasn’t for her; her new husband, Cliff Horrobin, considered her a beauty but Lorna was realistic and was happy to be the homely counterpoint to Wanda’s glamour. There was something piratical about Wanda, with her brownish curls, oval face and flushed cheeks. Lorna watched Gerald fawn, and Cad make goo-goo eyes, knowing they had not a hope in hell of getting anywhere with her canny friend.

A cheer went up for another arrival. Grayson was a favourite with the men; impromptu impersonations of his lurching walk broke out. That was how the chaps showed affection.

‘Hey, Max,’ said Gerald. ‘Meet our brainbox.’

‘Grayson’s a fellow reject, Gilpin!’ yelled Cad.

‘Gilpin?’ Grayson jerked his head, intrigued. ‘Anything to do with Blanche Gilpin from the village? She’s an old friend of my mother. She lent me her home, Woodbine Cottage, while she’s in London.’

‘We’re cousins, of sorts, although I call her Aunt Blanche.’

‘The Gilpin sisters!’ Gerald had grown up around them. ‘Blanche and Jane, a right pair of old biddies.’ He looked around furtively; he would never be too old to receive a clip round the ear for speaking ill of village elders. ‘The Gilpins matter in Ambridge, Max, old boy.’

‘Aunt Blanche is, well, um, a bit of a character.’

‘Could say that!’ laughed Gerald. ‘Bullied her poor sister into the grave, they say.’

Grayson seemed sentimental about his benefactress. ‘Blanche is seeing out the war in high style, gently pickled from noon each day in her Mayfair apartment.’

‘You’d better behave yourself, Max.’ Gerald poked his lapel. ‘Your surname carries a lot of weight in these parts.’

‘It’s just a name.’ Max was diffident.

Gerald rolled his eyes. ‘You have much to learn about village life. You’re a Gilpin, man. You represent the family. And you’re being watched.’

The buffet astonished Wanda. She hadn’t given much thought to food before the war; now it was an obsession; rationing will do that to a person. The hand that reached for the egg and cress was blistered, the nails short; her mother had deplored them on her last visit home. ‘How does Pamela pull off this kind of spread when everything is in short supply?’

‘She has her ways.’ Lorna quoted Thomas Hardy, knowing Wanda wouldn’t catch on. ‘She is the stuff of which great men’s mothers are made, feared at tea parties, hated in shops, and loved at crises.’

Wanda wasn’t listening. She had seen her White Knight. ‘C’mon, let’s mingle.’



Slopped beer seeped through the newspaper as Bob Little leaned on The Bull’s counter and read the tightly packed column inches. Pleas for ale went unheard. He licked his finger and turned a page.

Absent-mindedly folding his purple stole, the vicar of St Stephen’s read the headlines in the vestry. They proved that, as the Reverend Henry Bissett constantly reminded his flock, God is on our side.

There were gravy stains on the Brookfield copy of the Daily Express. Doris leaned over her Dan’s shoulder – she knew he hated that – and her heart leapt. Good news meant the possibility of their Jack coming home. War had taught Doris to be wary, though; she understood little about the big picture, but she did know that all victories were paid for in blood.



Wanda kissed Grayson’s cheek and nicked his drink. He blushed, and lost his thread for a moment, before carrying on. ‘You asked how I lost my leg, Max. Tunisia. Forty-three. Battle of Mareth.’

‘Bad luck.’ The men rarely professed anything more sympathetic than this bald phrase. ‘So you came home to academia?’

‘I’m attached to the British Museum.’

Lorna said, ‘Grayson oversaw the relocation of the treasures to the tunnels in Aberystwyth.’

‘Well, I helped. It’s a historical figure, Mother Molly, who brings me here, to Ambridge.’

If someone was taking notice, they would have spotted that Wanda did not look at Max throughout, and Max did not look at Wanda. None of the airmen noticed.

Lorna did.

‘Strange to think Lower Loxley was the height of fashion when Edward Pargetter took in Mother Molly back in the 1700s,’ said Grayson, looking up at the high windows. ‘The current lady of the house kindly lets me spend half my days in the house’s library, and the rest poking about the grounds. Mother Molly’s grotto is out there somewhere.’

‘May I help?’ said Max. ‘My new duties aren’t taxing.’

‘That’s jolly decent of you.’ The light of hero worship already shone in Grayson’s eyes; Max inspired strong reactions despite his detached demeanour. ‘Mother Molly was a seer. Load of old you-know-what, but it’s fascinating to see how women of her sort got by. The legend goes that she buried prophecies in the ground, and the family has one in the house… Look here, why don’t I show you?’

The little band broke away from the terrace and followed Grayson indoors, trooping across the cool, panelled hall, and up to the library, a room the Pargetters didn’t trouble much. It was ornately panelled, with a smattering of stained glass.

Grayson tapped a display cabinet. ‘In here, see, a prediction, written on parchment, and then folded up and placed in that rather bashed-about leather pouch.’

‘Red ink!’ said Wanda.

From the back of the room, Pamela said, ‘If one believes the stories, it’s mouse’s blood. A clever little rodent took dictation and used his own blood to write the prophecies’.

‘Ooh,’ gasped a land girl. ‘Read it out, Grayson!’

‘Glad to.’ Grayson lifted the lid off and extracted, with exaggerated care, the scrap of paper. ‘Your bewhiskered ally lies without breath, without spark, and melancholy seizes the noble house.’

‘There’s more.’ Wanda bent nearer. ‘In tiny writing.’ She made out the blood-red postscript. ‘All is you.’ She lifted her head. ‘Odd. Doesn’t seem to go with the rest of the riddle.’

‘I’ve never noticed that.’ Pamela sounded like someone trying to care when she asked Grayson what it meant.

‘I’m working on it. I have a theory it’s a code. One more layer of mystery. One I can’t break, sadly.’

Timid as a schoolchild, Lorna ventured to say, ‘I’m the librarian at Borchester Library. I could research the Pargetters and Mother Molly in the history section. If you like.’

‘Gosh, that’s kind.’ Grayson blinked his thanks behind round glasses. ‘I’ve had a good browse but I daresay you know the place like the back of your hand.’

A portrait gazed over their heads. ‘So that’s the legendary Molly?’ Wanda wandered over and touched the grand gilt surround. ‘It’s framed like a painting of a noblewoman.’ Mother Molly was stout, plainly dressed, with grave and direct eyes that held Wanda’s gaze through the centuries. Surrounded by greenery, she wielded a dripping pen. ‘She doesn’t look dangerous.’

‘Admit it, Grayson,’ said Cad. ‘You believe the prophecies.’

‘I’m a historian.’ Grayson seemed amused by the accusation. ‘I’m interested in her life, her impact on society.’

‘Yet you empathise with Mother Molly.’ Wanda leaned in. ‘Why?’

Max, pretending to examine a crumbling atlas, went still, intent on Grayson’s answer.

‘Because… she was an outsider. They told stories about her being different, about her being hunched over, physically deformed, marked. Like me.’

‘But you’re such a handsome chap!’ smiled Wanda.

Grayson lifted his messy fringe to show her a splash of purple birthmark. He let it drop and Wanda lifted it again, to examine him.

He suspected mockery, but she said, ‘That’s why you cover your forehead. You have a constellation hidden there.’ She took away her hand. ‘I think it’s pretty.’

She danced off, careless, to pluck a book out of Lorna’s hands and whisk her down the stairs.

Seeing Grayson gape after her, Pamela patted him on the shoulder. ‘Wanda has that effect,’ she said. ‘But you have competition…’

Max had taken off after the girls. He passed them on the oak stairway, hurrying as if he had a train to catch.

‘He could jolly well wait for us,’ said Wanda. ‘Not very gallant.’

‘He was gallant when he saved you.’

‘I didn’t need saving.’ Wanda laughed at the idea. ‘He just caught a horse’s reins.’

‘I find him romantic. Suffering is transformative – Thomas Hardy knew that.’

‘You and your old Hardy.’

They stepped out into the sunshine, as the romantic myth Ambridge wove for Max Gilpin began to harden about him like a coffin.

‘Maybe,’ said Wanda, ‘just to be polite, I should thank him for catching the reins.’

Astute Lorna saw through this, and watched Wanda walk oh-so-casually over to where Max rejoined the men in air-force blue. Without Wanda, Lorna felt exposed; she was a Horrobin by marriage, another name that meant something in Ambridge, and none of it good.

Her Cliff was the exception that proved the Horrobin rule. He was decent, reserved, and he waited for her at Bluebell Cottage, a house, which, despite its shortcomings – they woke up to ice inside the windowpanes in winter – was full of love, and books.

Touching Max’s arm, Wanda opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again as he moved away from her.

‘Don’t waste your time, beautiful.’ Cad’s mouth was against her ear. ‘He’s married to a ghost.’

She pushed him. Wanda had experience pushing men and was good at it; he staggered backwards and the men cheered as she followed Max across the lawn.

God, he’s infuriating, thought Wanda, breaking into a skip, finally cornering him on grass so pampered it felt like carpet.

‘I wanted to thank you,’ she began.

‘No need.’ Max’s blue gaze was rudely direct.

She swung her arms, stumped for something to say as this man clearly felt no obligation to keep their conversation going. ‘Marvellous grub at these do’s. All those teddibly thin sandwiches.’ When he still didn’t speak, she said, ‘Your arm. How? If you don’t mind.’

‘I do mind, rather. My life ended that day.’

‘Gosh, one life, surely?’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about, and I’m glad. I hope you’ll always be happily ignorant of loss.’

‘You take a lot for granted. You know nothing about me.’

‘You’re right,’ said Max. ‘I don’t.’ He bowed his head and moved away.



It was awkward pedalling so slowly, but Wanda’s bike kept pace with Doris’s broad feet as they crossed the bridge.

Wanda persevered because she needed to confide in Doris; it felt as life hadn’t happened until Wanda filtered it through the Boss. ‘So, turns out,’ she said, wiggling on her saddle, ‘this hero everyone idolises is a frightful prig.’

‘For a prig,’ said Doris, with a magnificent side-eye, ‘he turns up a lot in your conversation. Handsome, is he?’

Wanda circled Doris.

‘I’d better get back to Brookfield or Dan’ll have my guts for garters.’

‘Yes, my husband, the ogre,’ said Doris. The shop beckoned, with its smorgasbord of chit-chat, but Doris tarried by the bus stop to watch an elaborate leave-taking.

A bus idled as Connie Horrobin waved at her son, and he yelled goodbyes and farewells.

Odd, thought Doris. Vic was generally surly and monosyllabic.

Unlike his brother Cliff, Vic was pedigree Horrobin, bred for villainy. Smart in his army gear, Doris knew that underneath, the lad was still a housebreaker, a poacher, a bruiser.

‘Take care, Ma!’ he bellowed, possibly the only kind words he’d ever spoken to Connie, who was a handful of twigs in faded cotton. ‘I’ll miss you, Doris!’

Doris waved feebly, bewildered.

‘The dear boy,’ said Mrs Endicott, from the shop doorway. Her kind heart took everything at face value.

‘Hmm.’ Doris could pack a lot into a ‘Hmm’.

‘Do you mind?’ The Rev. Henry Bissett and his wife, laden with luggage, struggled off the bus, impeded by Vic’s extravagant farewell.

Frances left her husband to deal with the suitcases and trotted to the shop. ‘You’ll never guess!’

‘Probably not,’ said Frank from the counter. ‘So why not just tell us, Mrs Bisset.’

‘Henry’s been offered a wonderful new living!’ A purser of lips, Frances was rarely animated, but that morning she was kittenish. ‘A modern rectory! A, how can I put this, high-quality congregation.’

Doris and Frank exchanged a speaking look.

‘Frances, please.’ Henry was keen to be away, his expression sheepish; he often had to tidy up after Frances’s rudeness.

‘And…’ Frances had a parting shot, ‘there’s a selection of emporiums on the doorstep! Oh.’ She jumped back as a small girl barged past.

‘Are you Mr Frank?’ Dressed immaculately, with a starched Peter Pan collar, the child had a puzzlingly deep voice.

‘I am,’ said Frank.

The woman hurtling after the girl apologised. ‘Sorry, sorry, she got away from me.’ She held a taller girl by the hand, and dumped a heavy bag with relief.

‘You must be Mrs Bonnet,’ said Frank.

‘Bon-nay. I married a Frenchman.’

Nobody asked after him; men were an endangered species.

‘Nous sommes francaises,’ said the smaller girl belligerently.

‘What a poppet,’ said Mrs Endicott. She sounded unsure as the poppet stood, legs apart, hands on hip, staring them all down. ‘And she can speak English!’

‘Of course I can.’ Evie Bonnet seemed insulted. ‘I can even swear.’ She opened her mouth wide.

‘Evie, non.’ Her mother got there before the word escaped.

‘You didn’t mention children.’ Frank was troubled.

‘Didn’t I?’ The woman was no good at dissembling. ‘This is Michele.’ A brunette of about ten, demure Michele gave little away.

Poor kid’s nervous, thought Doris.

‘I’m Evie. I’m seven.’ Her hair a yellow supernova, Evie was not demure.

‘Oh well, the more the merrier.’ Frank had recovered with great speed; perhaps this had something to do with Mrs Bonnet’s smile. ‘You do know I’m only offering a trial period, Mrs Bonnet?’

‘Call me Ruby.’

She looked capable to Doris. Sturdily built, with auburn hair and a serene face that outshone her tired but well-cut dress.

‘You’re lodging at the vicarage to begin with, I understand,’ said Frank.

‘Well…’ Ruby swallowed while Evie made a swaggering tour of the shop, poking and prodding. ‘We met the vicar on the bus, and his wife said they can’t accommodate children because they might be wild.’

Saintly Michele heaved a sigh at this.

Doris slapped her shopping list on the counter. ‘Frank, I’ll be back for this, and don’t you worry, Ruby, I have lodgings in mind for you.’ She left, bristling with purpose.

‘When do I start?’ asked Ruby.

‘As soon as you’re settled,’ said Frank, shoulders drooping as the door delivered three women, all of them vying to get to him first.

Ruby took an apron down from a hook. There was a name embroidered on the pocket: Nance. ‘Girls, play outside.’ She turned to Mrs Endicott. ‘How can I help?’



The Bull was smoky that evening, vibrating with the rumble of male voices. It was sanctuary, holier than St Stephen’s for those who worshipped the twin gods of ale and ferrets.

Fuming, Bob pulled Stan Horrobin’s pint with bad grace. Doris had no right! When Dan Archer came in, he’d tell him to sort out his wife.

‘To my Vic!’ Stan raised his glass. ‘Gone to serve his country, even though it’s never done nowt for him!’ He supped, wiped his thin mouth on his sleeve, pointed past Bob, and said, ‘You’ve got an intruder’.

It was little Evie Bonnet, a clean smudge on The Bull’s tobacco browns.

‘Oi, you! Get!’

Evie scampered back up the stairs.

‘You running an orphanage, Bob?’ The bar was full of wags.

‘Don’t get me started.’

Dan Archer pushed his way to the bar. ‘Evening, gents.’ As Bob opened his mouth to fulminate, Dan said, with the geniality typical of him, ‘Doris tells me she boarded that French family with you. Well done, mate. You know her husband was with the French Resistance? Dead now, and poor woman had to flee. Can’t imagine what she’s been through, just to get here. Kind of you to give ’em your Jimmy’s room. It’s been a while since he, well, went.’

Yet another euphemism for blown to bits; Bob’s son Jimmy ‘went’ right at the beginning of the war.

Above their heads, giggles sounded like thrown silver.

The wind was taken from Bob’s sails. ‘Doing me bit, I s’pose.’ He recalled Doris’s insistence that he stop treating Jimmy’s room as a temple. She was right; perhaps that was why he’d been so furious.

‘T’aint right. Children in a pub,’ sulked Stan. Badboy, his young Jack Russell, danced on his hind legs. One eye scarred shut as if winking at his master’s criminality, he sniffed Stan’s coat. Stan delved into the pocket. ‘Nice bit of pork ’ere, a shilling. Who’ll have it?’

‘So that,’ winced Dan, ‘is the smell.’



Like Baby Bear’s porridge, Honeysuckle Cottage was not too big, not too small, but just right for Max’s needs.

The whitewash and thatch were sufficiently different to Queen Anne’s Mansions to stir no memories. There was no view of London plane trees. No chiding when he smoked late at night. No gentle rebuke if he mashed the tea in the pot.

Max scanned the road as he leaned on his gate. Now that petrol was more precious than gold, colleagues shared the drive into work. He rather dreaded the small talk on the way; his boss was a ‘character’.

The local policeman cycled by.

Jenkins? Yes, Jenkins, that was it. Max was getting to know the names of his neighbours. Whitey White was the postman. Frank ran the shop. Doris Archer loomed large. This was his new community, his new life, and he must make that life, inch by inch, day by day.

Without her.


Dearest Pamela,

By now you know what we’ve been up to here in [Redacted X X].



The latest letter from Alec was a mosaic of censored phrases, but Pamela deduced he was part of Operation Epsom, the Allies’ drive to retake the Normandy city of Caen.


It’s going [XXX] I’m jolly [Redacted X]



It was going slowly? He was frustrated? So was Pamela, groping her way through the pages. The euphoria of D-Day had clearly dissipated, to be replaced by the drudgery of battle.

She imagined Alec, tensed, that lean frame ready. At home, he was languid, legs sticking out from ancient armchairs to trip maids. Pamela bent to stroke Hero. ‘He asked after you, boy. Nothing about adoring me, now he’s out of imminent danger.’

A half-written reply sat on her blotter. Not the stuff of war memoirs.


Our new eccentric, Grayson, is getting stuck into his studies. The library light burns all night – he’s a proper swot. You’d like him, I think. Sincere, clever. And of course fascinated, for some reason, with your precious Mother Molly. I recall you telling me about her and I realised that, even in adulthood, you still retained a fearful respect for the old battleaxe. But O! I almost forgot! The big news is that Henry Bisset is leaving us. Such a bore. New vicars take an age to bed in. What if the new one’s all fire and brimstone?



That wasn’t what Alec wanted to hear. He wanted an answer to the question in his letter. She rifled, found the page and pinned down the paragraph with one glossy red nail.


Pamela, fighting a war brings one’s life into focus. I see what I am proud of, and what stains my conscience. Now I must write a name I know you do not want to hear.

Kitty.



Not a cat, but a woman. A penniless widow, Kitty had been pitied by the village and desired by Alec. The Pargetters discussed the affair before he left for war, and put it to bed.

Pamela raised an eyebrow at her unfortunate metaphor.

The period before he left held the glitter of a honeymoon in her memory. No, it was better than that – their actual honeymoon had been stilted and dull – this time around they discovered that compassion diluted their problems. Understanding the whys of their transgressions, they forgave, they began again. Or so Pamela had believed; now he disinterred their painful past.


I hope I don’t need to repeat that K has gone from my life absolutely. There is room only for you, and I rarely think of her. Another name, however, is not so easy to evict. Caroline will be about six years old now. As you know, I had no idea that she was my daughter until she left Ambridge, after the wretched end of my shameful relationship with her mother. Pamela, Caroline is my blood. She’s a Pargetter. I want to find her, and contribute financially and emotionally to her upbringing.

Darling, I want to be Caroline’s father. Won’t you give me your blessing?








JULY



AMBRIDGE WOMEN’S INSTITUTE MEETING MINUTES

Date: 7th July 1944

At: St Stephen’s Vicarage

Chairwoman: Pamela Pargetter

Present: Doris Archer, Agnes Kaye, Emmeline Endicott, Magsy Furneaux, Lorna Horrobin, Nance Seed, Ruby Bonnet

Minutes: Frances Bissett

1. Pamela opened by welcoming Mrs Ruby Bonnet (who is most fussy about how to pronounce her surname).

2. Doris said it’s a shame Connie Horrobin doesn’t attend our meetings. (Note to self: ask Henry to have a word with Doris about the limits of Christian charity i.e. the Horrobins.)

3. Pamela said could we stay on track today please. She congratulated us on the Queen of the May procession. All agreed that the Queen vomiting all over the float barely mattered in the end. Pamela said ‘Full steam ahead for the Flower and Produce Show on 19th August.’

4. I apologised for the smell of vicarage drains. Doris said ‘You would hardly notice it.’ Agnes said ‘Does anybody have a peg for my nose?’ All were fascinated to hear about the new rectory Henry and I are moving to, its CARPETED BEDROOMS (four) and LARGE MANGLE.

5. Pamela said ‘Can we please get on?’

6. Doris said ‘I have an idea.’ She said she feels helpless in the face of global catastrophe. She said the earth is rattled and shook and nothing can be relied upon to still be there in the morning, with maps changing constantly.

7. Pamela enquired where this was going.

8. Doris apologised for rambling. She said sewing can be soothing. The needle going in and out. She said there are images everywhere of refugees.

9. Agnes said ‘I have the dentist in two hours, you know.’

10. Doris said ‘Let’s make a quilt for refugees. Something good in the face of wickedness. Each of us sews a square and we pass it on.’

11. I myself pointed out there is a shortage of fabric as it is, never mind giving it away to Johnny Foreigner.

12. Doris said could we vote on it.

13. Pamela said ‘We are not socialists Doris’ and told me to sew the first square and pass it onto Lorna or Nance.

14. Ruby said ‘Oh you’re Nance, I wear an apron with your name on it at the shop.’ Nance said ‘Yes Frank is my dad and I worked with him before I got married to Dr Seed and had my baby.’

15. Pamela asked could we get on.

16. Mrs Endicott asked Ruby how her English is so good and Ruby said ‘Bless you – I am from Birmingham.’ She said she married Onry (spelling?) and they were both artists (!!!) and he joined the Free French Force and then the Resistance. He died in October 1942 in the second battle of El Alamein.

17. Mrs Endicott blew her nose and said Ruby was a poor poor girl. She said she loves the floppy satin bows in the little girls’ hair it’s so very French.

18. I said ‘Yes but they are English girls now and must behave like it.’

19. Pamela said last time she checked, the Women’s Committee was not designed to discuss children’s hairstyles.

20. Magsy asked that we all take a moment to remember our menfolk pushing for liberty in France.

21. Agnes said ‘You haven’t got no menfolk.’

22. Doris said her Jack is in France and he drives an A27 Cromwell with a Rolls-Royce engine, which means his new wife Peggy can boast her husband drives a Rolls.

23. Magsy said she heard of a grenade dropping right down the turret of a tank and the whole thing was blown to smithereens.

24. Doris said nothing.

25. The vicar waved through the window. (Note to self: have word with Henry about interrupting vital parish business.) I myself said ‘He is on his way to his stupid hives.’

26. Nance asked will there be honey to sell for the Women’s Committee and I myself said ‘I do not know and I do not care – I detest those bees. There will be no bees at our new vicarage but there is a TWO-CAR GARAGE.’
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