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To June Spencer and everyone who listens






WINTER 1940



All our songs went up and out the chimney

THOMAS HARDY

At the Entering of the New Year








JANUARY


In a small stone house in the crook of one of England’s elbows, the old year petered out, and a new one was welcomed by a man unsteady on his feet, waving a cup of something strong.

Walter Gabriel rarely saw midnight. But it turned out he liked it just fine, with the fire burning and the parlour full, and a fiddle being tuned. ‘And a happy new year to you all!’ he shouted.

St Stephen’s bell was quiet, stilled by the new war. Instead, his guests counted down the chimes of the old, unreliable grandfather clock in the hall.

‘Twelve! Eleven! Ten!’

In other houses, scattered in the dark, some of Walter’s neighbours were drunk. Most of them were asleep. One snored like a brass band.

‘Five! Four!’

Some sat by hearths. Two argued eloquently. There was love being made in old wooden beds, and up against a cow byre. Whisky was drunk. A dog’s ear was scritch-scratched.

Walter Gabriel sat down. Or toppled, rather. The wooden settle almost gave way, but it held, as the clock struck twelve and Ambridge was new again, a baby, just seconds old.

The moment shimmers.

Walter thinks of his father, dead just two days, another felled oak in the forest.

Across the fields, Kitty Dibden-Rawles hears a creak from the floorboards. She opens her arms to her daughter, three years old and frightened of the dark. Little Caroline’s warm bulk is delicious in the bed. My first turning of the year as a widow, thinks Kitty.

In the yard of The Bull, the landlord’s son leans his hot cheek against the pitted wall and remembers his grandmother telling him how the blind can see in their dreams.

Mrs Endicott, beneath a quilt and a blanket and another quilt, feels the cold and bitterly regrets accepting that barley wine. With her delicate constitution she can’t be too careful and she can already feel it settling on her chest. Will I see another year out?

His doctor’s bag to hand, just in case, Morgan Seed is accustomed to the emptiness of his bed. Mrs Seed died two decades or so ago but he fancies he can still hear her commentary on his habits. Tonight she is silent. Does she disown me for what I did on Friday?

As Dan snores beside her – honestly, it’s too much, the cat has left the room in disgust – Doris Archer tries to sleep. Nineteen forty, with all its spitting anger from abroad, the great vague over there, is a vast wave gathering out at sea. She’s prepared to swim hard.

As she drops off, Doris remembers she can’t swim.



Nineteen forty was six days old.

Ambridge was in the grip of a freezing January. It had seen many winters, and weathered them all. An unassuming triangle on the map, its ribbon of lanes centred around a green, it was scribbled on by the meandering signature of the river Am. A church, of course, and its vicarage, sat tidily to the south. A pub and a store served the people who lived in the red-brick houses and the squat cottages. Some dwellings were unsteady on their feet, others had the snug, smug look of spoilt children.

As Alec Pargetter made his way through Ambridge he held his head high.

He was the latest of a long line of men who had done so. Tall, angular, with a moustache as genteel as his manner, Alec was bred to feel, not superior, he would never want to be that, but certain of his position.

Like Lower Loxley, the house on higher ground he had inherited along with fallen arches and self-confidence, his position was exalted. The house was stuffy with the log fires and candles demanded by Christmas, and he was taking a brisk turn around the village. His village, his wife called it, but Alec didn’t put it like that.

A drover passed him. Looked twice. Quite rudely, really. Alec passed a protective hand over the blackened skin around his eye, cursing the fellow.

So many new faces about since the war began. Alec commanded respect in Ambridge. He was only keeping Lower Loxley warm for the parade of Pargetters who would come after him. They were a still point in the whirring world; Alec believed that everyone liked it that way.

Swerving by on his ancient bike, the postman dinged his bell at Alec. There was an impertinence to its cheerful noise; Whitey White seemed to approve of Alec’s black eye. The vicar’s wife was so startled by the bruises she forgot to offer one of her mousy hellos.

Kitty, passing him outside the village hall, was somehow comical in her dead husband’s old coat. Her slender neck, sticking out of the outsized collar, looked as if it might snap.

‘Morning,’ said Alec, noticing how she decided not to stare.

Her little girl, wearing two coats, one on top of the other, pointed. ‘Ouch!’ she said.

At the entrance to The Bull, Alec paused. January was proving to be a scathing month, cold and relentless, and the pub radiated warmth and sweaty humanity. He pushed at the door.

The pub was full. All in funereal black, many of them Gabriels, most of them drunk.

‘To Jonjo!’ bellowed Walter. ‘A better father no man ever had!’ He was maudlin, and his feet folded beneath him, making him lurch, like a dresser about to topple.

‘And,’ added a small old woman with not one tooth to call her own, ‘the best blacksmith Ambridge ever knew.’

There were sombre nods at this.

The last blacksmith Ambridge will ever know, thought Alec. The war, that grinding engine, would mechanize the forge and render the Jonjo Gabriels of this world obsolete. In truth, the man had been an indifferent blacksmith, his main virtue being that he was local and therefore handy. Irritable, surly, he was now sanctified by the act of dying.

Even though, thought Alec, we all do that. There was no real skill to it.

Six-year-old Nelson, the great man’s grandson, was under Alec’s feet as he pushed to the bar. ‘Yes, Bob, just matches,’ he said, as the landlord asked if that was all.

‘As you wish, Mr P.’

Alec held the landlord’s gaze. Saw the question in his wince. ‘Ah. Yes. My glorious eye. My own fault. Walked straight into the damn stable door.’

‘That must hurt.’

‘Like the very blazes.’ Alec left, matches in his pocket and a novel feeling in his chest.

For the first time since his father died – and took his riding crop with him – Alec felt humiliated.



Jane Gilpin gave little Caroline a toffee as Kitty passed her front door. Woodbine Cottage was a small and lovely house, with a thatch that leaned over the porch like great bushy brows.

‘What do you say?’ said Kitty.

The child’s thank-you was mangled by the toffee and the women smiled at each other.

‘You look very smart,’ said Kitty.

‘Do I?’ Jane went pink, and not from the cold. She so rarely received a compliment. This lovely young woman must swim in them, she thought, with that complexion, and a dancing Irish accent to boot. Kitty had noticed the effort Jane had gone to. The touch of illicit rouge. The careful curl of dark hair that nowadays was striped with pewter. ‘Very smart? Goodness,’ said Jane, unsure how to respond to being seen.

‘Off somewhere nice?’ Kitty stamped her feet. Her shoes were thin, not fit for purpose. She knew exactly how many pennies were in her bank account, and each one was accounted for. Shoes for herself came very low down on a long and crushingly banal list.

‘Only, just to, a visit, a… friend.’ He was more than a friend. He might soon be much more. Jane was proficient in bed baths and crochet, but bad at men, yet even she had noticed a change in the weather around Mr Denholm Kaye. She felt a spring all of her own approaching. She was unfurling. Reaching out timid shoots.

Most of Jane’s metaphors were horticultural; she was known for her hollyhocks.

‘And your sister, is she keeping well?’

‘The same.’ Jane gave a shrug. ‘The same, you know.’

They both looked up at the small window that peeped out of the thatch, like a beady eye under the brow. The face was there, as ever. A pale smudge behind the lace curtain. A hand waved.

Kitty waved back. ‘How,’ she asked Jane, ‘does she manage to keep so cheerful?’

‘Blanche is an example to us all.’ Jane could have been more honest, turn the question around, ask why on Earth wouldn’t Blanche be cheerful when she had a willing and able handmaiden on call day and night? ‘Did you happen to bump into Mr Pargetter?’

‘You mean…’ Kitty gestured to her face. ‘Yes. Poor man.’

‘Probably some silly accident,’ said Jane. She let the statement fall slightly, turn into a hopeful question.

‘Not my business,’ said Kitty, and Jane felt chastened.



As these women talked – or rather, didn’t talk – of him, Alec stood at the lychgate of St Stephen’s. He only took notice of the church on Sundays, when he had to, but today his name leapt out at him from a fluttering piece of paper pinned to the gate.

He read. He stared. He went very still. A statue of himself. Then he was all action, snatching the paper and balling it in his hand.

The church was lit, the organ wheezing into life. People more devout than Alec had filed into St Stephen’s to celebrate Epiphany. How many of them had noticed and read the careful capitals? Perhaps the note had been ignored, mistaken for one of the vicar’s interminable notices, women’s guff about flowers or tea urns.

It was only when one got closer that the message revealed itself.


DEAR FRIENDS

IT’S ONLY RIGHT THAT THE PEOPLE WHO LIVE IN THE BIG HOUSE SHOULD LOOK DOWN UPON US ALL. SO WHO DARED TO BLACK ALEC PARGETTER’S EYE?

POSSIBLY IT’S SOMEONE WHO KNOWS ALL ABOUT THE GAMES THIS HIGH AND MIGHTY GENT IS PLAYING WITH A CERTAIN LOCAL LADY.

GET WELL SOON, ALEC!

SIGNED

YOUR NEIGHBOUR



Alec hurried away, head down, out of the village.



The snowdrops had no idea that there was a war on.

They massed in happy white clumps alongside the tracks as Doris Archer awaited the 11.42 at Hollerton Junction. Important though it was to Ambridge, it was a flyspeck of a place, just a single platform. A flyspeck made cheerful by the snowdrops.

The flowers could be envied their innocence, yet Doris found the war hard to find in her daily life. Change had come, small and manifold and significant, but there was no carnage. Bombs had not rained on the village hall, or even on Leicester Square. Alongside the hushed nation she was waiting, as the tinsel memories of Christmas receded and January hit its stride, for the other shoe to drop.

Petty troubles ignored the war; they lacked the manners to take some time off. Doris had agreed with her aunt over Christmas that, yes, ‘something must be done’ about Doris’s mother. The two women, the only relics of the generation above Doris, had shared a house for years, but the arrangement, beneficial to all, had soured.

‘I can’t cope with her, Doris,’ her aunt had said in an urgent whisper. ‘You’ll have to take her in.’

As if Mum’s a stray cat.

With rude speed, the old lady had been handed over. This morning, Doris had left her in the kitchen, with the children. It would probably be fine. She looked at her watch. She tapped her foot. She hoped the train would be on time.

She had left her eldest, Jack, waiting by the farm truck. Doris tried to catch his eye. No luck; he was too busy accepting the slaps on the back his new uniform inspired. The damp-eyed women and the dour older men weren’t to know that so far all the boy had done was march and eat Spam.

‘Tank gunner. Training at Ripon,’ he said in answer to a stranger’s question as he lounged against the truck. He had an apple-shaped face that shone with health, and penny-round hazel eyes. Jack’s was a life without incident; it had made him unimaginative. Perhaps it was that lack of imagination that inspired him to sign up the day war was declared; Jack couldn’t tell you why he did it. He had to, really. That was as far as his thinking went. ‘Well, they’re bloody big,’ he laughed when a fat little woman asked him about tanks. Not that he’d been near one yet.

He joined in with the gossip about the strange letter pinned up on the church board. He had opinions – on this, on everything – and he said he reckoned snooty old Alec Pargetter was too long in the tooth for that type of thing. ‘He must be getting on, like at least forty,’ he said.

Brookfield’s sheepdog sat sagely, tolerating pats on the head but not deigning to fawn. He glanced up at Jack.

‘I know, Glen, we’ve got better things to do than ferry evacuees around. We could be at home, lounging about, but you know my folks. Worthy.’



The 11.42 was on time as it approached the final curve in the track.

In the Ladies’ Carriage, a passenger lit a match.

‘Don’t mind if I smoke, do ya?’ Dottie Cook’s voice was distilled London; she was, she had already told her companions, from deepest Fulham. ‘Only it’s doctor’s orders. For the baby.’ She patted her tummy; somewhere in her mysterious insides was a two-month-old foetus she had decided was a boy.

‘Don’t mind me,’ said the girl opposite.

‘You could have knocked me down with a feather when I heard I could be evacuated for being in the family way. A nice free holiday! I don’t have to organize a thing. We’re being met by a, whatsit, a billeting manager. Do they do ciggies in the country? I’ve never been to proper countryside before.’ Dottie pulled her thin coat tighter around her shoulders. ‘And how big are cows? I mean, are they like dogs or more like horses?’

‘Dunno,’ said the girl, who looked as if she did know, but didn’t care to discuss it. She looked out of the window at the barren ash tones of winter. ‘This is nowhere,’ she said.



The black eye was fading. The self-consciousness was not. Alec patted down his hair, a nervous habit his wife liked to chide him for. His hair longed to wave and bounce, but Brylcreem kept it in check. Like his eyebrows, which hung bushy over reticent eyes, his hair was less polite than the well-mannered rest of him.

Since finding the letter, he had avoided the village. There was always someone hanging around the manor he could send down for errands. Lower Loxley ran on a small platoon of people, usually the offspring or grandchildren of earlier platoons.

Now the time had come to run the gauntlet of the village store.

There was no way of knowing how many of his neighbours had read the slur. Jonjo Gabriel’s funeral had ensured a packed house at St Stephen’s; mourners would have filed past it, in and out. He was reduced to relying on their lack of curiosity.

In a village fuelled by chatter, that was risky.

Who the hell wrote the blasted thing? The impudent capital letters gave no clue. Never keen on grey areas, Alec could only hope that if anyone had seen it before he tore it down, they would know it to be preposterous. The accusation would sound outrageous to anyone who knew him. A man like him, a Pargetter, would never risk his social standing for a tawdry little affair.

As if looking in on his own life, he wondered who he was supposed to be having an affair with. There were precious few contenders; this was Ambridge, not Kensington.

Passing Agnes Boundy he tipped his hat. She ignored him, just as a mistress would, in order to throw the gossip hounds off the scent, but it would take mental gymnastics for anyone to believe that Alec and lady’s maid Agnes were lovers. She was a dachshund, he a Great Dane.

Far more obvious a suspect was Nance Brown, who stood in front of her father’s shop, beating the doormat as if it had insulted her. She was unshowy, unadorned, a thoroughly English creature with strawberry cheeks and hair that was no proper colour, and a diffidence that touched Alec’s heart. She smiled at him. It was contained, reserved, as if she had a private smile of higher quality she shared only with intimates.

No, wait, here came perfect casting. Kitty Dibden-Rawles stopped to pass the time of day with Alec. She looked up at the sky and said yes, he was right, they might be in for some rain later. Her looks and her otherness – aren’t the Irish supposed to be racy? – made Kitty the obvious choice for the role.

Until, thought Alec, one recalls that Kitty is the widow of one of my oldest friends, and I am up to my neck in British cement, with a wife and a son and an estate to manage.

Surely, the poison-pen letter would be met with the derision it deserved. Read. Forgotten. He could, Alec felt sure, front out the whole damn business.



In the clamour of train doors opening and slamming, Doris saw her evacuees. They were easy to spot. The two Perkins boys were standard issue with snotty noses and skinned knees. The older one had gappy teeth, and hair that stood out like a dandelion clock. This was Billy, she learned, and he was ten years old and eighteen days.

On closer inspection the little one, John, was a miniature movie star. Blonde, sparkly-eyed, trembling with feeling, he was more Shirley Temple than Clark Gable; for a second, less than that, Doris thought, I’ll take these two home with me. Their vulnerability almost overrode the fact that her farmhouse was already full of people who needed her.

‘And you are?’ said Doris to the girl, no, woman, no, girl, who stood by the boys.

‘Their sister.’ The teenager was evidently sick of her charges. She was dark and pert and fizzing. ‘And this is Wizbang. You’ve gotta find a home for him and all.’ She explained that the stick-thin mongrel was an evacuee. ‘He’s next door’s dog. Everyone in London’s killing their pets, the government said to, no rations to feed them, see?’ Her own father, the girl offered, had ended the family cat with a tin of red salmon. ‘Ironic, really, that was her favourite dinner.’

‘I’ll do my best.’ Doris knew that an extra mouth to feed would be unwelcome. ‘And you, dear? I don’t have you on my list.’

‘I’m not an evacuee!’ the girl blazed. ‘Mum made me come along, to see them settled in, she’s up the wall about this so-called war. I’m fifteen,’ she said, with great emphasis. ‘I’m looking for a job.’

Dottie plonked down her cardboard case and held out her hand. ‘All right, missus? Your fella away, is he? Mine’s in France. Or somewhere.’

‘Farmers can’t be called upon to fight.’ Every time Doris said that she tried to look grave, but she wanted to throw her hat in the air. She looked over the heads of the straggling little crew who were filing off the platform, looking for Jack. ‘Besides, my husband’s over the age limit.’ The generals only wanted men between eighteen and forty-one; Dan Archer was officially past it. ‘He’s doing his bit, though.’ There was a ‘bit’ for everyone to do, it seemed. Not doing your bit was tantamount to a war crime. ‘He’s very busy, setting up the local War Ag.’

‘The what?’ Dottie, who hadn’t much in the way of a chin and whose eyes were somewhat hard-boiled, screwed up her face.

Doris explained, losing her audience early on, that the War Ag was a government-appointed local committee. They would see that the many, various, damn silly at times wartime farming regulations were implemented. ‘It stands for War Agricultural Executive Committee.’

‘’Ere,’ said Dottie, amused, her default setting. ‘With your old man running this War Ag and you being Billeting Manager, you’re like the king and queen of Ambridge!’

Doris stood on tiptoe and spotted the funny little triangular khaki hat and let out a loud ‘Jack! Over here!’

Jack’s shoulders sank. He flicked away his cigarette. He saw the girl. He straightened up. ‘Let me,’ he said, taking her rucksack and leaving Dottie with her enormous suitcase. He ignored his mother. He ignored the boys.

‘What’d you bring Glen for?’ Doris pushed at the dog’s snout. He adored Doris; she was the fount of all food, giver of scraps.

‘He ain’t listening, missus,’ said Dottie, rounding up the boys Peggy had left behind.

Jack said, skipping to keep up with Peggy, ‘I’m Jack. Jack Archer.’

‘I’m very pleased for you,’ said the girl. She sighed and acquiesced. ‘I’m Peggy,’ she said. ‘Peggy Perkins.’

‘Lovely name,’ said Jack.

Peggy rolled her eyes, and Jack thought what lovely eyes she had.



Only one potential host family turned up to Ambridge’s village hall to meet the evacuees. The one family Doris didn’t want to see. ‘Stan,’ she nodded. ‘Connie.’

No nod back. The Horrobins were short on social niceties. Outliers by inclination, they flickered like shadows, mutating and changing, always taking the crooked road. ‘Crims,’ was Dan’s prosaic take. Doris couldn’t argue, but she knew Connie was also a victim. Married at seventeen to the hulking Stan, Connie had spent the last twenty years churning out children on nought pence a year.

‘You comin’ home with us and all?’ Stan sent his eyes on a leisurely tour of Peggy.

Peggy said, ‘You’ll know me if you see me again, won’t you?’ and looked Stan up and down in return, with the clear message that her tour wasn’t so scenic.

Doris fixed Stan with one of her stares. John had inched behind her. She felt the boy lean into her and she reached back to take his hand. ‘You sure about this, Connie?’ Doris held on tight to John’s hand. It was so small and hot in its mitten. She thought of the dejected Horrobin smallholding, the featherless hens, the cat who gave birth in Doris’s handbag the last time she was there. ‘You’ve your own to be getting on with.’

‘What you trying to say? You think I can’t look after ’em?’ Connie was pugnacious, her temper in direct contrast to her skin-and-bone build. Her youngest, Bert, four years old in a handknit, edged towards Billy and John.

‘We can’t play with you,’ said Billy. ‘You’re too little.’

At the back of the hall, Jack snorted. He’d been told he could get home but no, he’d said, he’d wait and take Doris home. ‘Thanks, love,’ she’d said, amused at his sudden helpfulness, and aware it wasn’t her who inspired it.

‘How much do we get for ’em?’ Stan Horrobin, scowling around a roll-up, cut to the chase. ‘Ten and six for the first one, then eight and six for the next two, I heard.’

‘You heard right, but…’ Doris looked at the door. Where were the patriotic locals?

‘How much do them little ones eat?’ Stan sized up the two pipsqueaks. He poked Billy as if the boy was a sheep at the county fair.

‘Oi!’ said Billy and Peggy in unison.

John began to cry. Quietly. Into the back of Doris’s coat.

‘What about me?’ Dottie was plaintive. She had been befuddled by the drive from Hollerton Junction, asking why weren’t there pavements, and was this really it, was Ambridge just a straggle of houses with no cinema and no dance hall and no nothing? ‘I’m two months gone. I shouldn’t be kept hanging around.’

‘You’re mine, dear!’ Mrs Endicott, round as a scone and quite as dense, hurried in from the cold. Her face, once the muffler had been unwound and the shapeless felt hat removed, was unmemorable except for its animation. ‘I’ll look after you until baby comes, if God spares me that long. With my delicate constitution I am always one bad herring away from death.’

The hug that Dottie gave Mrs Endicott was tight and prolonged.

‘There, there.’ Mrs E was bewildered by the sudden sobbing. She patted the young woman’s narrow back. ‘Now, now.’

‘Don’t,’ gulped Dottie as she recovered, ‘let the sheep get me, will you?’

‘I give you my word,’ smiled her hostess.

‘Just some paperwork and you can all get along home.’ Doris was keen to get along home, too. She would have to get to grips with Brookfield, shake it and straighten it out; the stitching of the farm came loose whenever she left it. If there were two of her, two Dorises in doughty coats and tightly knotted headscarves, that would be good. To the Horrobins she said, ‘Are you willing to take Wizbang?’ She waved her clipboard at the dog, who was cowering. Or perhaps that was just Wizbang’s usual stance; he was a natural underdog. ‘He eats an awful lot,’ she added, watching the door and hoping for another local to turn up and offer for the Perkins boys.

The door creaked open, and Doris’s heart rose. Jane Gilpin stood framed in the opening. Doris’s heart fell.

‘Do you need any help, Doris dear?’

The Gilpin sisters could no more take in two boisterous boys than Doris could backflip across the Marmoleum. ‘Everything’s under control, thank you.’ Then, when Jane lingered, and the moment seemed to demand it, ‘Off somewhere nice?’

‘To see Denholm.’ Jane spoke in a rush. The awful flower on her awful hat quivered.

‘Just the two of you?’ Doris and Dan had watched the bachelor Denholm circle Jane with some kind amusement. Since his mother died, the village’s most dedicated bachelor needed someone to keep house for him.

Jane was shocked by this question, as if Doris had hinted at bestiality. ‘He’s a gentleman, Doris!’

If you say so. To Ambridge at large, Denholm was self-absorbed and poor company. And a little stained, as if he needed a good going over with a stiff brush.

As the Horrobins grumbled and the boys chased Glen up and down the stairs to the rickety stage where, many moons ago, Doris had played Juliet to Dan’s ad-libbing Romeo, Jane milked her moment. ‘Denholm may be about to ask an important question. Very important. The most important question of all.’

‘You mean…’ Doris cottoned on. ‘But Jane, you can’t—’ She was glad of Peggy’s sudden shout of ‘Oi! Boys!’ Poor Jane knew she couldn’t marry, and didn’t need Doris to point out why not.

Jane went off to meet her destiny. Dottie went off on Mrs Endicott’s arm. Billy, John and Wizbang were officially signed over to the Horrobins.

The war demanded much. It meant following orders, obeying baffling new rules. Doris found herself signing the form slowly, as if those extra few seconds would make time for the cavalry to arrive.

Peggy was brisk. She squatted in front of her brothers. ‘Now you behave yourselves.’ She wiped noses and tucked in shirts. She belted John’s macintosh even tighter.

‘Me wellingtons hurt,’ he said. His voice was unfeasibly small, as if he was doing a music hall trick.

‘Wear two pairs of socks tomorrow.’ To Billy she said, ‘You look after your little brother, you hear?’

The ten-year-old pulled a face. He disliked soppiness. ‘We’ll be all right, sis,’ he said.

‘Of course you will.’ Peggy looked at John for a long time, as if memorizing his face.

It was Stan who put paid to the farewells. ‘Billy, Jim, get a move on,’ he said.

‘He’s John.’ Peggy straightened up. She laid her hand on John’s golden head. ‘He’s John, mister, you call him John.’ She lifted her hand. ‘And you look after him, right? Or you’ll have me to answer to.’

Neither boy looked back as their new guardians took them out to the horse and cart Stan still used. Wizbang was almost abandoned. Doris whooshed him out of the door. Nobody was left behind on her watch.

Peggy turned to Jack, who stood to attention in a way he never managed in Ripon. ‘So, you taking me back to the station or what?’



Her kitchen. Her fiefdom. Cabbage boiling and little Christine drying dolls’ clothes in front of the fire. Doris went from scullery to range to dresser, tying her overall tighter and pushing back her hair, and pulling together a robust meal.

She pushed the Perkins boys from her mind. She would keep an eye. It would work out. There was much to do, besides wonder how long Jack would take dropping Peggy to Hollerton Junction. It was the men’s last supper, before they scattered. Her men. This time tomorrow, they’d be in uniform.

‘Your mum was good as gold.’ Dan Archer dried his hands on the wrong towel, his labours finished for the day. He wasn’t much taller than Doris. He was undistinguished. He was a template for Normal Man. Lovely eyes, though, if you looked harder. They were usually squinting through the curling smoke from his pipe. He put a hand, a paw, on her shoulder. ‘We’ll manage, love.’

‘Shush.’ Doris glanced over at eight-year-old Christine. This topic was not for childish ears.

Dan tapped the side of his nose with his finger. Truth be told, he was in no mood to discuss his mother-in-law either; Lisa scared him, and that was not a nice thing to admit. He leaned back, folded his arms, unaware he was in his wife’s way, and said happily, ‘You should have heard the talk in The Bull last night, love. Stan Horrobin reckons the letter writer’s some other fancy woman of Alec’s, jealous of the newer model!’

‘Dan!’ Doris jerked her head in Christine’s direction a second time. ‘For heaven’s sake.’

‘Sorry.’ Dan sagged. Then perked up. Marvellous powers of recovery. ‘Have I time to stick up some fresh cardboard over that window before dinner? Now that I’m War Ag we can’t be contravening the blackout.’ He pushed Mother Cat off the draining board.

Doris dithered behind him. She needed to get to the sink. She caught Mother Cat’s eye. Men, they both seemed to say.



Hollerton Junction was not romantic. Neither was Peggy. Yet, as they waited on the empty slab of platform, Jack wanted to kiss her. He wanted to bend her backwards like in the movies.

Peggy was silent. She stared down the track. This gave Jack time to study her shining hair, and the headlamp gleam of her large eyes. He went for blondes usually, a taste nurtured by the aforementioned movies. He also went for easy, and this girl was anything but. Words that Jack rarely used occurred to him as he surreptitiously took in Peggy’s shape beneath her coat. Haughty. Imperial. Imperious? One of them. She was a queen, a gypsy queen, she was…

‘Eyes front, soldier boy,’ said Peggy.

‘I was thinking, like, if I’m ever up in London…’ A distant hoot. The train was drawing near. ‘Can I look you up?’

‘Why would a country mouse like you go to London?’

The neat chug of the train grew louder. The engine formed in the dark.

‘The army might send me, or I might drive up there.’ They both knew there was nothing to drive; family cars sat idle on bricks. ‘Here, let me.’ Like a Frenchman, he opened the heavy carriage door, hoping she’d push down the window and lean out to him. Those movies again; they misled him.

Peggy laughed as she jumped up the step. All was movement, steam, whistles. Her eyes glistened like an animal’s. ‘This is the last time you’ll see me, Jack Archer.’ She extended an ankle. ‘These shoes’ll never touch Borsetshire soil again.’

She slammed the door. And Jack felt himself grow smaller and smaller as the train took her away from him.



Lower Loxley was a house of many windows, and many views.

It was the sort of house, dignified, historic, that obligated its owners to offer a tour to guests. The view from Pamela’s desk, in the room they called the office, was always a highlight.

Acres of green. And much of it owned by her husband’s family. Pamela had little time to relish its beauty, and besides, the morning’s drizzle turned the green to greige.

Invitations to respond to. Cheques to write. An admonishment to Borchester council via the letters page of the Borchester Echo. Pamela’s pen was quick and sure, the double P’s of Pamela and Pargetter sword-swipes.

Alec passed the window. He looked worried. His forehead had creased just after Christmas, and remained that way. Three weeks had seen off the bruising around his eyes – How clumsy of him to walk into the stable door! – but he still seemed damaged.

Nobody would know he was two years younger than her. He sometimes teased her about that. Pamela felt her neck. A stroke, a checking motion. Still firm. And long.

Pamela was a long woman. She had the unlikely limbs of a fashion illustration, and clothes hung just right on her. She had given up London for Alec – that’s how she put it – but she dressed as if on her way to drinks in Mayfair. Clinging green wool today, with a gathered neck and a fabulous brooch from a long-dead Pargetter.

Whether or not he’s over the age limit, that man needs to be at war, thought Pamela as her husband knelt to kiss Hero. His black Labrador was a shadow, a spirit guide, and was kissed a lot. Pamela felt her own mouth with a forefinger.

She wasn’t given to self-doubt. She wasn’t given to wondering whether she should be softer or warmer or sweeter. Does he want an actress? She rubbed harder against her lips; they were fashionably thin, like the rest of her. Does he want me to pretend to be what I’m not? Pamela slid a nail into her mouth and bit down hard.

‘There now,’ she snapped as she surveyed her ruined manicure. ‘Look what you made me do.’






FEBRUARY


The Archers rarely disagreed.

They prided themselves on it, the way Mrs Endicott prided herself on her cherry tree and Stan Horrobin prided himself on never being sober during the hours of darkness. But today they disagreed.

‘It’s character-building.’ Dan sat at the table, frowning at War Ag paperwork. The cold morning was done, lunch finished, and Doris’s mum was napping, safe and quiet upstairs.

‘It’s cruel, is what it is,’ said Doris, from the sink. ‘Yes, Dan, I know, I know, you grew up helping out at Brookfield, but there’s a difference between helping out and proper work.’ She’d put Phil to bed exhausted the night before; an eleven-year-old shouldn’t be spreading dung. Doris checked her tiny gold watch, an engagement present that never lost a second. It was ludicrously dainty on her wrist, yet had endured and survived decades of farm work and house work. It just kept going.

She had half an hour before she had to go and pick up the new labourers at Hollerton Junction. ‘Mind you, Phil did well. Him and Dusty out there together.’ The horse had known what to do when the boy didn’t. ‘The ground’s perfect right now. This frost’s good for something, at least.’

‘Dusty’ll be retiring soon, if the powers that be have their way.’ Dan was offhand, totting something up with the stub of a pencil.

‘How’d you mean?’ Doris paused, her hands in water. Her hands were always in water.

‘Mechanization, old girl! The war’s bringing change. You remember the winter we had two years ago.’

She did. Neither of them went any further; the word ‘bankruptcy’ was taboo. Dan had worked so hard to found the dairy herd, and they had come so close to losing it. Along with the house and their dignity. The war saved us.

Now there’s a gristly bone to gnaw on.

The government – the great They – needed to feed a blockaded nation. With the ports seizing up, They looked to the farmers, and paid them well. ‘For once!’ Dan liked to say. ‘And about time.’ But the equation bothered Doris; the government overpaid them for food, then swallowed the cost to offer it cheaply to the nation. It was an inducement; they deserved it, they worked hard, but it felt a little like profiteering.

Whatever the ins and outs of it, the Archers – and Brookfield – were back in business; they had Adolf to thank for Doris’s new handbag.

‘I heard, on the War Ag grapevine, that Red House Farm’s already put in for one of the new tractors.’ Dan tried hard not to be prideful about his War Ag connections, but didn’t always manage it.

‘Are we going to get a tractor? What about the horses?’ Doris imagined mechanical horses shitting rusty washers out in the stable. Before that moment she hadn’t known she loved their horses. Not like she loved the kids or Dan or her mum. But she loved them all the same, their chestnut solidity. The cold air they sneezed out over their bran.

Dan didn’t answer.

Doris pulled on her scarf, knotting it as if it would keep her head on. She passed the old piggery and saw its roof needed mending. She followed the fence and saw where it sagged. Everywhere she looked she saw jobs, jobs, jobs. She’d never had to mend a fence before the war. That was men’s work. And materials were so hard to come by. It used to be Dan’s territory.

The hated truck stood where she’d parked it, skew-whiff. Doris loved driving their car, but that was strictly War Ag use only these days. She showed her well-worn knickers each time she clambered up into the truck’s cab; she really should practise the manouevre. Or maybe… trousers?

Good Lord, no. There were limits.



Nance saw that Doris was in a hurry, and turned neatly from serving Alec Pargetter to ask what she needed. Solid and bonny, the shopkeeper’s daughter had kept house for her father since they moved to the village. Nance conveyed intelligence the way an animal might, by her calm regard, her unflurried composure. She never drew attention to herself, and seemed to need no flattery. Linen apron, nicely pressed collar, that was Nance.

‘Soap flakes! Can you believe I forgot them when I come in earlier.’ Doris was astonished by her own idiocy; if I worked for me I’d sack myself. ‘Sorry to barge in, Alec,’ she said.

‘Not at all, Doris, do go ahead.’

Such calming manners. Such reserve. Doris felt calm around Alec. A gent, he was silky, like Mother Cat. In some villages, an Archer might not be on first-name terms with a Pargetter. She was proud of Ambridge’s egalitarianism, even as she side-eyed Stan Horrobin browsing a tray of apples and wondered if he was about to nick one. Obviously, the Archers were never invited to Lower Loxley, not like the vicar or Dr Seed; Ambridge’s egalitarianism only went so far. Doris was relieved; she’d be sure to let herself down socializing with the likes of Alec and Pamela Pargetter.

Nance reached down beneath the counter; she could put her hand on anything in the shop. Her father relied on her to keep track of the sewing needles, the Oxo cubes, the starch. ‘How’s your mum doing, Doris? I heard she’s not so well and she’s come to stay.’

Doris looked into her purse, poking around the big round pennies. You can’t blow your nose in this village without it becoming the talk of the town. Looking up into Nance’s docile smile she reproached herself. It was a kind question. ‘Yes, it’s her legs. She’s decided to stay on, indefinite like. In case she has a fall.’ Doris gambled on Nance not knowing her mother had lived with family, rather than alone.

‘You are good. It’ll be lovely to see her again. Such a nice lady, your mother.’

‘Yes, well, she gets tired, her legs, so, maybe no visitors for a while.’ More espionage.

‘There you go.’ Nance handed over the box of Lux. No money changed hands. The slate was settled monthly.

Nice hands, thought Doris, whose own hands were scarlet mitts. And nice soft hair, all pulled back like that. There was something pleasingly bovine about Nance, now that Doris noticed her. She was emitting light in a way she never used to. If the woman wasn’t already in her thirties, Doris would suspect she was in love.

There was nobody to love in this village. All the younger men at war, all the older ones spoken for. Or, if she was honest, long past such energetic emotion. ‘There you go, Alec,’ smiled Doris. ‘She’s all yours.’

The bell over the door sang as Doris left Alec and Nance alone together.

‘Where were we?’ Alec’s eye was no longer a bloodshot dot in a blossom of bruises. It was sad, though. Sad and witty; quite the combination.

‘I was looking out your account.’ Nance pulled out a ledger, and ran a finger down a long line of figures. At Alec’s insistence, Pamela patronized the Browns’ shop for all their more basic, homely shopping needs. Supporting Ambridge was as ingrained in Alec as letting ladies go first, or believing himself to be right.

They were interrupted again. Caroline Dibden-Rawles waddled in. Brown hair like a conker and the bouncy gait common to three-year-olds.

Kitty chased in after her. Then chased her out again, as Caroline pirouetted. She laughed a ‘sorry!’ at Dottie as they bowled past her in the doorway.

Nance’s voice was low. ‘Terrible, really, to be made a widow so young.’

‘Tragic,’ agreed Alec. He had his wallet ready.

‘He was a handful, that Noel,’ said Nance. ‘But to die like that, on holiday. Bournemouth, it was.’ She seemed to stop herself. ‘Oh, Mr Pargetter, I shouldn’t go on, he was your friend.’

‘An old friend, since school. But don’t worry, Nance, Noel was a handful.’

Noel Dibden-Rawles had died as he lived – foolishly. The story had the simplicity of fable. During a week’s ‘recuperation’ by the sea, a drunken Noel announcing he would go out with the night fishermen, and a fatalistic Kitty knowing better than to try and stop him; there was no stopping Noel.

And then the sad deputation of men in sou’westers at the door of the lodgings. Noel had stood up in the boat. They’d tried to stop him, but he said he wanted to kiss the moon’s reflection.

He fell in. He drowned. That’s how it went if you cheeked the sea.

‘I heard,’ said Dottie, bustling over, ‘that the poor girl was left destitute. He drank every penny.’

Both Nance and Alec tried to semaphore with their expressions that this manner of gossip was beyond the pale.

Dottie didn’t notice; she had the thick skin of a rhino. A rhino from Fulham, to be precise. ‘His horrible stuck-up family disowned her, according to Mrs E. She gets by on a pittance of a life insurance. Some people! And her so nice. Ooh, mind out, here she comes.’

It was as if two children dashed in. Kitty was as breathless and excited as her daughter. The pointed woollen hat and the oversized coat added to the effect. But Kitty was never less than beautiful. It was as much to do with her vivacity as her freckled skin and the burnt-copper hair that escaped from the hat. She was after powdered egg, she said, would Nance have such a thing?

‘Ooh, dun’t she talk pretty? I love that accent. Is it Dublin, love?’ Dottie’s laugh sent her shoulders upwards. ‘Only place I know in Ireland!’

‘Actually, yes.’

‘You ain’t had one of these nasty letters, have you?’

‘Me?’ Kitty put her hand to her throat. ‘Why? I haven’t done—’

Dottie laughed, looked repentant. ‘I didn’t mean nothing. You’re as pure as the driven snow, even I can see that. But,’ she said, her tone changing, becoming thrillingly dark, ‘I reckon where there’s one, there’s another.’

Nance’s head was down; she took a long time finding the powdered egg.

Alec’s nostrils dilated, like a horse shy of a gate. He looked at the ceiling, and Dottie looked at him. Unlike her Ambridge hosts, she had no deference. She had only a sense of fun that seemed downright dangerous to the others in the shop. ‘What you bin up to, eh? Eh? Which lovely lady are you canoodling with on the sly?’ She guffawed loud enough to make Frank pop his head in from the back room. ‘Your face! God love you, Mr P, I’m only teasing.’

‘Ha ha,’ managed Alec, placing a pound note on the counter.

Kitty was beleaguered, holding onto Caroline, delving into the sack of a bag she carried, the collar of Noel’s coat riding up over her chin.

And then Caroline began to wail. Like a siren. She’d dropped her marble. Her favourite marble. Her only marble.

It rolled. Caroline strained to run after it. Kitty held on to her, said desperately, ‘Oh, whisht, darling!’ Alec stopped the fluorescent ball with his shoe, and handed it to Kitty.

And there it was. Today’s jolt of electricity.

Just his bare fingers on her glove.

That was all it took to remind him of yesterday and her bed.



‘Me old pal, me old beauty.’ Walter bent to pet Glen on the junction platform. The dog leaned into him; they were old friends. ‘Who you waiting for, Doris?’

‘My new men.’ Doris stamped her feet, as if that might help with the biting cold. February had snuck in hard, Mother Nature showing everyone who was boss. ‘I lost my whole team, Walter, to the war. And now they’re sending me replacements.’

‘You had a good gang on the go,’ said Walter. ‘You miss ’em?’

‘I do.’ Doris inhaled Walter’s eau de cologne: stale beer and roll-ups. The Gabriel smallholding was neglected in favour of The Bull. ‘How’s your mother getting on without Jonjo, may he rest in peace?’

‘She’s all right, she’s all right, not so bad, you know.’ Walter said it like the gentle mantras he used on cattle. He was better with animals. Glen was in a trance as Walter felt his ears.

It must be nice to be Glen. Absurd thoughts like this had begun to intrude on Doris. Getting petted and fed, and responsible for one thing and one thing only. No dog could beat Glen at his job; the Brookfield flock did as they were told. She wondered, suddenly, if the sheep’s future was hanging in the balance as they chewed stolidly on hay back in the great barn. Two of the largest fields had already been ploughed up for spring wheat. Perhaps England’s insatiable mouth would require all of the grazing pasture to go.

Only two of the people alighting were men. They were evidently her men. One of them was a teenager, his face a dot-to-dot of pimples. He limped, she noticed.

‘Hey, you! You for Brookfield?’ called Doris to the other, a dark, wiry fellow.

He was.

In the truck he sat up front. ‘So, Doris, can I call you Dolly?’ His low, sandpaper voice was stubbly like his face.

She couldn’t place the accent. ‘No,’ said Doris.

They were plainly not country people. The teenaged Eugene was on a sabbatical from Oxford. Doris had had to help him up into the cab; his foot seemed deformed. ‘I had a complete nervous collapse after mods,’ he said defiantly, and then, ‘I shouldn’t be here, I should be studying. This is a waste. This is madness.’

‘None of us should be here,’ said the other man. Jez was unsympathetic. He took up a lot of space, legs spread, arm out of the open window even though Doris would have preferred to keep out the cold.

‘We’ll make the best of it,’ said Doris. She was rallying herself as much as them. She thought of the three hale and hearty local chaps she’d waved off a month ago. Brawny, canny, can-do.

‘The journey,’ said Eugene, ‘has quite worn me out.’

Doris felt Jez study her. She fidgeted at the wheel. Jez was the natural leader of the pair, she understood that and sensed Eugene felt the same. ‘Do you have much experience?’ she asked him.

‘What a very personal question, Dolly.’

‘I meant…’ Doris turned the unwieldy steering wheel to take the fork for Ambridge. He knew what she meant. Doris braked hard and her passengers jerked forward.

‘Whoa, Nelly!’ laughed Jez.

Jane Gilpin, one inch from death in front of the truck, mouthed ‘sorry!’ at Doris and carried on down the lane until she reached the last house on the row.



The silver in the cabinet was tarnished. The cabinet itself wore a fur stole of dust. The whole of Turnpike, a handsome house set a little apart on the edge of the village, spoke of neglect.

Jane first sat at the long oak table but reconsidered and positioned herself carefully on an upholstered chair, so as to look both elegant and serene when Denholm returned with the tea things.

She regretted the navy suit she’d chosen. Too severe. Jane pushed at her hat, a chiffon something that seemed soigné in her looking glass but felt foolish in this forbidding room. It was a room still dominated by the dead lady of the house.

Denholm’s mother had been rather like her furniture. Austere. Outmoded. Caring little for comfort and much for intimidation. He was, all agreed, ‘lost without her’, a catch-all term that could mean the silly man couldn’t boil an egg without supervision, or that he was the nearest thing Ambridge had to a Heathcliff.

Jane, alone of all his neighbours, favoured the latter.

It fitted with her image of herself. An unplucked flower. A neglected artefact, covered in cobwebs, that really should be taken out and polished and admired. Not idolized; Jane was modest. Just some notice would do.

Today was the day. It had to be; she would surely collapse if Denholm didn’t ask her today. So many false starts over the preceding weeks. So many ellipses in their discourse that turned to prattle about the weather.

He had never mentioned love. She had waited. She had decided such flowery talk wasn’t necessary. She had made many small concessions along the way. Jane was accustomed to making concessions.

‘This isn’t my forte.’ Denholm backed into the room with a tray. His clothes were putty-coloured, droopy; it was as if a sofa had come to life. ‘Do you take milk? I’ve no milk.’

‘Black will be perfect.’ Jane had never drunk black tea. Such a bachelor, she thought fondly.

‘It’ll have to be.’

Jane tittered.

Denholm looked surprised. He didn’t make jokes. And yet this Jane Gilpin kept laughing. The tray went down with a bang on a low table. Waggling his jowls, he pawed at cups and spoons until he’d managed to pour a cup of tea. ‘Here. Take it. Take it.’

‘Delicious,’ she said, after a sip. ‘Mmm,’ she added. She did hate silences and Denholm tended to favour them. ‘How have you been?’

He was again surprised. ‘You know how I’ve been,’ he said. ‘We spoke only yesterday.’

‘How true. You see through my feminine gambits.’ Jane bore the silence as long as she could before resorting to the one topic that surfaced over every teacup and every tankard. ‘We’re still no wiser about who wrote that dreadful letter at Christmas.’

‘It’s been weeks.’ Denholm was gruff. ‘Why does it matter?’

‘I see you are made of sterner stuff than I. To me it matters enormously. Someone we trust, a friend in our midst, reached out and slandered dear Alec. Who’s next?’

‘Why should anyone be next? I assumed Pamela wrote the note.’

Jane was startled. Denholm so rarely said anything she didn’t expect. ‘But Pamela’s a lady, she would never stoop to such behaviour.’

‘She might if she wanted to punish her husband.’ Denholm didn’t push his theory with any passion.

‘No, no, no,’ said Jane. ‘I can’t countenance that.’

‘Do as you like,’ said her lacklustre swain.

‘I fear, sometimes, that the letter writer’s pen might target me.’ Jane shook with her own daring.

‘Why, what have you done?’ Denholm looked properly at her for the first time that afternoon. Or possibly ever.

‘Nothing, why, nothing,’ said Jane. She wasn’t being truthful. The letter writer would never unmask her, however. Of that she was confident. ‘I meant, well, you and I, our tête-à têtes.’

The silence again. Jane persevered with the bitter tea, and then, suddenly, it all came good. Denholm stood up and said the words she’d fantasized about in her narrow bed at Woodbine Cottage. And some other words, too, perhaps not quite so en pointe but Jane disregarded those.

‘Since dear Mother died,’ was how Denholm began, ‘I’ve been alone in this house. It’s not good for a man, Jane, being alone. I need a lady, a woman, not a young lady with silly ideas, no, but a lady of, well, not young. A lady who understands that life isn’t all roses and, um, jaunts, and what have you. That kind of lady. A lady like you, Jane. Who wouldn’t expect much.’ He looked down at her, and seemed to soften. ‘You remind me of Mother. Don’t blush, it’s true. One doesn’t have to be beautiful, Jane. I’m not that kind of man.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jane, uncertainly.

‘What?’ Denholm scowled. ‘Don’t interrupt, please. This is far from easy. Do you know what I’m trying to say?’

Jane did. But she shook her head. She wanted to hear him say it clearly and precisely. So she could flatten the memory like a dried rose and keep it for ever.

‘I would appreciate it if you could see your way clear to being my, well, my, in a way, no, not in a way, my, yes, that’s it, my wife.’ Denholm fished in his pocket and took out a ring box. He opened it. He took out the ring and waggled it at her. He fixed Jane with a stare that was close to belligerent. ‘Well?’

The ring was, she knew, his mother’s engagement ring. Emeralds and diamonds. ‘Yes, Denholm.’ Jane closed her eyes. She was ecstatic and so didn’t see Denholm slump with relief into a chair. She milked the next few seconds for every last drop of goodness before opening her eyes and saying, ‘But alas it cannot be.’

Wringing her hands, Jane launched into a much more polished speech than his. ‘I can’t leave my sister, Denholm. Imagine Blanche, confined to her tiny bedroom with those poor wasted legs. I am a woman of honour, Denholm.’ Here, as rehearsed, she struck her sparrow breast. ‘Do not beg. I have my duty and I must fulfil it, even if it means relinquishing…’ Jane whispered the word. ‘Love.’ She let that hang in the air alongside the dust motes. She could easily hold two distinct thoughts in her head at once. She could know that Denholm had asked her to marry him so she could be his bulwark against a lonely old age, at the same time as she could believe he was desperately in love with her. That they cancelled each other out was neither here nor there.

She had more to say, and she said it, to his baffled face. She had a card to play, and if she worded it just right, perhaps Jane could snatch her life back, own it, live it. ‘I hardly dare ask, but I must. There is one way out of my, our, predicament. If you could take on the burden of Blanche…’ Jane peered up at Denholm from beneath the chiffon veil. It was a strangely forensic look for such an emotional moment. A tiny malnourished hope flared, that he might say it would be his pleasure to take both Gilpin sisters under his wing.

Denholm was mute.

Jane immediately set about the kind of work in which she had become expert; she doused the hope and insisted to herself that it was too much to ask. Even a man in love would refuse. It wasn’t that Denholm wasn’t keen to give, it was that she asked too much.

‘Can you ever forgive me?’ Jane was still only in the foothills of the scene she’d prepared. ‘I have misled you, Denholm, this I know.’ Their bittersweet story deserved a long, satisfying final act.

‘No, no, don’t you worry about that.’ Denholm was on his feet, moving very swiftly for a sofa. He stood by the open drawing-room door, expectant.

Jane felt she must be mistaken; he wouldn’t usher out his almost-fiancée like a cat who’d climbed on the furniture. ‘Absolve me, please! I can’t live with myself if I feel I have broken your heart.’

‘Don’t you worry about my ticker.’ Denholm was in the hallway now. He was taking her jacket from a hook.

‘Oh. Well.’ Jane picked up her bag and her umbrella. ‘Promise me one thing,’ she said as she passed him, unable to whisper in his ear because his belly was in the way.

Denholm shrugged. He was querulous. ‘What?’

‘Do not take your life, Denholm.’

‘Righty-ho.’

When the door slammed behind her, Jane peeked through the window. She knew a man such as Denholm would never blub in front of a woman.

He sat in an armchair and lit his pipe. He shook out that day’s Times.

‘So brave,’ whispered Jane.



Doris braced herself as she approached the shack.

It was a good five minutes’ walk from the house. The door had fissures in it she could see through. Figures moved within. The men – her men – were in there. Eugene, with his soft flannel trousers and his soft Surrey voice, had been appalled by the accommodation, but Jez said he’d stayed in worse.

‘Morning!’ she called, and let herself in.

She would know better next time. Jez stood in his drawers. He didn’t hurry to get dressed. Doris stopped herself admitting he had nice legs before the thought had time to form itself.

‘I’ve brought you a kettle.’ Farms run on tea. Doris put the black iron kettle on the grate. ‘Settling in?’

It was a strange scene, like childhood memories of out-of-kilter dolls’-house rooms. Pamela Pargetter had mobilized the collecting of fixings for the area’s incoming labourers. A dainty chair from Lower Loxley sat beside a truckle bed rescued from Mrs Endicott’s spare room. Rumour had it that the Valley Farm pig man slept between satin sheets.

‘Better now you’re here,’ said Jez.

Eugene sniggered at that. Paying his due to the boss-man.

Doris wondered how Jez always had stubble. Four days he’d been at Brookfield and he never showed a bare face, and never a whisker. Always that dusting of soot. ‘You can get stuck into clearing out the ditches today. We need to keep the land drained for spring. Oh, and one of you can run over to Brampton Green with three of our weaned piglets. Dan’s selling them to the new pig club.’ She had to explain that too, but pig clubs were a war thing; Doris hadn’t known about them until yesterday.

All very sensible, very War Ag, a pig club entailed neighbours clubbing together to buy and feed a number of pigs. Then, when the animals were slaughtered, they shared the meat, or maybe the profit. Nicely common-sensical, it appealed to Doris.

‘Jez? Could you take care of delivering the pigs?’

‘If I have to.’

Sullen as ever, Jez was still her best worker. Eugene seemed to resent every request, and his hands were those of a girl. The limp, which didn’t matter when he was reading the days away at Oxford, put him at a disadvantage on a farm.

‘By the way, Sunday services are eight o’clock and midday. Reverend Bissett, Henry, he’s ever so nice. Gives a belting homily.’

Eugene let out a loud ‘Ha!’ and got back to his book.

Jez said, ‘I won’t be bothering God.’



Plump and sweet-smelling, like an uneaten apple left to rot, Blanche Gilpin lay among her bedclothes in frou-frou night attire. Her powdered face rose out of ostrich feathers.

‘Agnes!’ Quite a hearty voice rose from the invalid. ‘Get up here, girl.’

‘I’m no girl.’ Agnes bobbed at the door, the curtsey a relic of ancient times when she had behaved like any other maid. ‘They can hear you next door in The Bull.’ As Blanche opened her mouth, she said, ‘Before you ask, no, I will not massage those great lumps of meat of yours.’

‘I pay your wages, you ingrate.’ Blanche referred to Agnes behind her back – and to her face – as her crow. The black dress of severe material never changed. A brief stand-off ended as it always did. ‘Half a crown.’

‘Done.’ Agnes applied her strong thin fingers to Blanche’s doughy feet.

‘What’s up with my sister?’ Blanche swooned on pillows that cost twice what Agnes earned in a week. ‘I mean, I know I’m a burden and I know she’s a saint, etcetera, etcetera, but Jane’s face is particularly long this week.’ She opened one eye to study Agnes, but the maid’s expression was neutral. ‘You know everything, Crow. What’s the jig?’

‘Dr Seed’ll be here in a minute.’

‘Ow,’ said Blanche languidly, as Agnes bent back a toe.

Blanche had been in bed for thirty years. Not through choice, as anyone who visited knew. And everyone visited.

At fifteen, young Blanche, presumably less sarcastic and more biddable than the current version, had been chosen by an aunt to accompany her on a trip to the United States.
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