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            Into my heart an air that kills
 
            From yon far country blows:
 
            What are those blue remembered hills,
 
            What spires, what farms are those?
 
            
                

            
 
            That is the land of lost content,
 
            I see it shining plain,
 
            The happy highways where I went
 
            And cannot come again.
 
            
                

            
 
            A.E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad
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            Chapter One

         
 
         The weather, that Christmas, had seemed to be apologising for its earlier unpleasantness. After a bitterly cold start, when a cutting east wind, grey skies and persistent frosts had made life wretched for the workers on the Post Stone farms, December had grown milder and since the mid-winter solstice had felt almost spring-like. The trickling of moisture draining from sodden earth, the musical drippings from the eaves of the farmhouse, its barns and outbuildings, and from the twigs in the hedgerows, was soothing after the crackle of frost and the cruel silence of icicles. But although everyone enjoyed it, no one was fooled. They knew that January and February lay ahead and there would be sleet, cold winds, frosts and probably snowstorms before the days slowly lengthened and what  sun there was would feel stronger and warmer.
         
 
         Although there was certainty now, that the end of the war was in sight, the fighting in Europe and the Pacific continued and British civilians were still dying as a result of German rocket attacks on London.
 
         Alice Todd, warden of a small Land Army hostel in rural Devonshire, was aware, on Boxing Day morning, that one of the pleasures of Christmas was the disruption it caused to the monotony of life at the two farms known as Higher and Lower Post Stone. She crossed the yard and returned to her kitchen with two newly laid eggs in her hand. She and Edward John, her eleven-year-old son, would, this morning, have breakfast alone. She would watch him decapitate his egg, slide in his spoon and then dip fingers of toast into the rich, orange yolk. This small ceremony would confirm that the two of them were, despite everything, a family.
 
         They were in the kitchen of the lower farmhouse in which the land girls were billeted. Today only three, who had volunteered to help with the milking, remained, while the others were enjoying a few days of leave in which to visit their families. By late morning on Christmas Eve they had clambered into the smoky compartments of crowded trains which would eventually deliver them to Leeds, London or Liverpool, while the warden did her best to prepare a traditional Christmas dinner for those few who were left in her charge.
 
         On Boxing Day the remaining girls, having completed the morning’s dairy duties, had been returned to the hostel where the day was to be theirs until the lorry arrived to fetch them back to the higher farm for the afternoon milking session. One of them, a forlorn figure, her muddy boots left in the porch, stood shivering in her socks on the slate floor of the farmhouse kitchen, filling a hot-water bottle from the kettle that had been simmering on the range.
         
 
         ‘Are you unwell, Evie?’ the warden asked her.
 
         ‘It’s just me monthlies, Mrs Todd,’ Evie told her, adding, smiling, ‘Thought I’d get back to me bed for a couple of hours’ kip. Luxury!’ Evie was a relative newcomer to the hostel, whose appearance the other girls considered mousey. Her unremarkable personality had made little impact on the small, isolated community.
 
         As Alice and her son finished their eggs they were joined at the kitchen table by Gwennan Pringle who had taken advantage of the empty bathroom and now, in her dressing gown and with a towel round her wet hair, filled a teacup, and with a quick glance at the warden, plunged a spoon into the sugar bowl.
 
         ‘Easy on the sugar,’ Alice warned her, familiar with the girl’s tendency to take more than her share of the meagre ration.
 
         Alice had completed almost two years in the role of warden and during that time had learnt a lot about the girls in her care, the majority of whom had arrived at the farmhouse when she had.
 
         Gwennan Pringle, the oldest of the group, was, it had to be admitted, the least likeable. Her tongue was as sharp as her close-set, dark eyes, and her staccato Welsh accent added to the impact of venomous comments and self-righteous outbursts, rendering them more irritating – and even hurtful – than they would have been if delivered gently or humorously. Several factors, apart from her age, set Gwennan apart from the other girls, and as a result, for almost two years, she had lived and worked alongside rather than with them, and was well aware of their poor opinion of her. Alice had done her best to encourage Gwennan to be less intolerant of her fellows and she had been genuinely sympathetic when, six months previously, the girl’s older sister had died. What she did not know was that Gwennan, by concealing symptoms of the disease that had killed her sister, and although terrified of the ordeal she was about to face, was keeping her fears to herself and depriving herself of the support and sympathy from the warden and her fellow land girls, which she could so easily have enjoyed.
         
 
         The topic round the kitchen table, earlier that morning, had been further discussion of the astonishing events that had taken place on Christmas Eve. The land girls, their suitcases standing ready in the cross-passage at Lower Post Stone, had been hurrying through their morning tasks at the higher farm, when two of them, Annie Sorokova and Mabel Hodges, who had been sent up to the lambing shed with a cartload of fresh straw, arrived at a dangerous speed, back at the higher farm.
 
         ‘Help!’ Annie had yelled as she dragged on the reins of the heavy shire horse and brought the cart to an abrupt stand on the noisy cobbles of the yard. ‘It’s Mabel! Two babies ’as come!’
         
 
         This, to everyone’s amazement, was true.
 
         Mabel Hodges, odorous and overweight, whose history of abuse had, before she became a land girl, already resulted in the birth of one child (a little boy, who was being reared by her grandmother), had formed a relationship with Ferdie Vallance, a labourer exempted from conscription because of a farming injury that had left him lame. One thing had led to another, but Mabel’s rotund appearance, shrouded by the layers of clothes and waterproofs that had protected it from the wild weather of the autumn and early winter, was hardly changed by her condition and, not for the first time, she had succeeded in concealing a pregnancy from those around her.
 
         As month followed month, she and Ferdie had remained incapable of facing their situation. The facts, as far as they understood them, were starkly simple. If a land girl had a child she would be forced to leave the service, and Ferdie’s wage was barely enough to support him, let alone a family. The two of them had fretted about this, hopelessly and helplessly, having neither the wit nor the experience to address it, while the months of the concealed pregnancy had passed.
 
         And so it was that on Christmas Eve, when Mabel’s waters broke and flowed across the mud floor of the lambing pen, and when Annie, inexperienced and horrified, had acted as midwife to the first and the second of the twins and then, with the mother and babies in the cart, driven at breakneck speed downhill to the farm, the shock to everyone concerned had been huge.
         
 
         Roger Bayliss, the owner of the farm, had emerged from his office, taken in the implications of the scene, called his doctor and then dialled the number of the telephone, whose bell echoed across the yard of the lower farm and was eventually answered by Alice Todd.
 
         ‘Roger!’ she said, and he knew at once, from the tone of her voice, that she was smiling. ‘How nice to hear you!’
 
         ‘Brace yourself, my dear,’ he warned her, ‘I have astonishing news!’
 
         The relationship between Alice and her employer had, like Alice herself, undergone a slow change since the cold February morning, almost two years ago, when she had arrived at the lower farm, her marriage over, her home in London bomb-damaged.
 
         Alice, in the opinion of the local Land Army representative, had been unsuitable for the role of hostel warden and had been hired simply because she was the only available candidate. At first almost overwhelmed by the difficulties facing her, Alice had endured the damp cold of the near derelict farmhouse, the hostility of Rose, the cowman’s widow, who was to assist her, the lack of confidence of her boss and the daunting arrival of the ten girls she was to care for. Girls who, she was warned, would be demanding, rowdy, disrespectful and even defiant, and whose backgrounds were so different from her own middle-class upbringing, education and standards that she would feel isolated and even intimidated by them. But she needed this employment. She needed to earn her keep in a place, far away from the dangers of the war, where her nine-year-old son would be safe. Her only skills were domestic ones, so she had no choice but to fight her way through her difficult early days, weeks and even months at Lower Post Stone farm.
         
 
         Slowly she won the respect of Rose, and in response to the warmth of her character and her natural engagement with the girls’ problems, they at first tolerated and then became fond of her. Yes, she was bossy at times and she ‘talked posh’. There were occasions when her disapproval of their behaviour embarrassed them, but she was, it was soon agreed, a good egg, worthy of their approval and their loyalty.
 
         Roger Bayliss, too, initially doubting Alice’s suitability for the work she had undertaken, soon began to respect her. As she gained confidence she occasionally defended the girls against his decisions, standing her ground and arguing her case with skill and diplomacy. A widower, whose wife had deferred to him and whose relationship with most of the women he encountered was one of master and servant, he was at first intrigued, then fascinated, and finally drawn to Alice. Long before she suspected it, he was more than half in love with her. When she did suspect it she avoided the issue. Not because she disliked Roger or found him unattractive, but because of a side to his character which confused her.
         
 
         Shortly after Alice had arrived at the farms, Roger’s son, a pilot in RAF Fighter Command, suffered a breakdown which spectacularly ended his flying career. Alice had been, and remained, bewildered by Roger’s reaction to this. He had refused to visit Christopher during the weeks he had spent in a military psychiatric ward and had even admitted, at a much later date, that he found the boy’s behaviour embarrassing, even shameful. Alice felt, on an unexplored, instinctive level, that there had to be some deep-seated reason for this. Some trait in Roger’s character or some experience that had scarred him. However, her heavy workload prevented her from spending much time or energy on pondering Roger’s reasons for his attitude to his son. There was, for one thing, her own situation to occupy her mind, and almost always, one or another of her girls would come to her for help or advice on some complication or difficulty, and she would find herself providing a comforting shoulder or persuading someone to do, or not to do, something which would resolve the problem.
 
         Mabel’s pregnancy and the arrival of the twins took everyone, except their parents, completely by surprise. Alice had known that the good-natured, if strangely odorous and lumpen girl, was in the habit of spending her Saturday evenings in the labourer’s cottage that came with Ferdie Vallance’s wage, where she would cook a meal for him, consisting sometimes of the rabbits he trapped or, quite often, of the pheasants or salmon that he had poached during the course of the preceding week. She also knew of the existence of the three-year-old boy that Mabel had reluctantly admitted was hers, the identity of whose father she would never disclose. But the unexpected arrival of the twins was received by the small, close community with dropped jaws and rounded eyes.
         
 
         The land girls, before setting off for their Christmas break, had insisted on climbing the narrow stairs of Ferdie’s cottage to stand smiling at the babies and their proud parents of whose scandalous behaviour they were, despite themselves, slightly in awe. Of course, the erring couple would have to be married and as soon and as quietly as possible – Mr Bayliss would, for propriety’s sake, insist on it. But Mabel! Funny, greedy, smelly little Mabel! A married lady now, with a home of her own, two babies and a husband – even if he was peculiar-looking and lame as a duck!
 
         
             

         
 
         Gwennan was sitting, on that Boxing Day morning, gloomily stirring as much sugar as Alice had allowed her into her tea, when Rose arrived in the kitchen.
 
         Rose, who when Alice had first encountered her had been stiff with disapproval at the appointment of a warden whom she regarded as unsuitable, had subsequently grown fond of Alice, and the two women, working alongside one another, had each, despite their very different backgrounds and possibly only subconsciously, been influenced by the other, their enforced association widening the experience of both of them.
         
 
         Prim and middle-aged, Rose wore her widowhood like a badge of courage, her strong sense of duty focused firmly on her only child, her Dave, who was a soldier and who, although assumed to be safely in the catering corps had, in fact, been wounded in northern France shortly after D-Day.
 
         ‘What about this wedding, then?’ she asked Alice, challengingly, as she stooped to tie the laces of the plimsolls she always wore when doing her chores in the hostel. ‘Whatever we think of our Mabel she deserves a proper wedding, don’t she? Even if she should of known better!’
 
         ‘Mr Bayliss got ’is shotgun out, ’as he?’ Gwennan smirked, sipping lukewarm tea.
 
         ‘Bain’t nothin’ shotgun about it, Gwennan!’ Rose snapped, dismissively. ‘They’m both keen to wed! I’ll say that for Ferdie Vallance, ’e wants to do the right thing by ’er. Reckon vicar should marry ’em in church and we could have a cake after! Goodness knows who’ll give her away, though!’
 
         By the time the other land girls returned from their Christmas break the wedding plans, though modest, were well advanced.
 
         ‘They have to be!’ Alice explained to Margery Brewster, a competent and well-meaning woman who, as local Land Army registrar, was responsible for overseeing the hostels in the Ledburton area, of which Lower Post Stone was one. ‘Mr Bayliss wants everything settled as soon as possible. He wasn’t in favour of anything more than a private ceremony, but I told him the girls are fond of Mabel and want her to have an occasion to remember.’ The registrar rolled her eyes as Alice continued, ‘It’ll only be the girls, Margery – and Rose and you and me …’
         
 
         ‘And Ferdie Vallance’s sister and Mr and Mrs Jack and Mr and Mrs Fred … not to mention Roger himself and possibly Christopher too!’ Margery was on first-name terms with the Bayliss family, whom she had known socially for as long as she could remember. ‘These things always escalate, Alice!’ But then her flushed face had softened and she added that there was a white satin frock in what had been her daughters’ dressing-up box which, shortened by about ten inches, would, with any luck, fit Mabel.
 
         And so it was that Mabel Hodges, a week after giving birth to her twins, walked down the aisle of Ledburton church on the arm of Mr Jack, one of Roger Bayliss’s two elderly yard hands, and made her promises to an almost unrecognisable Ferdie Vallance, who was wearing a suit cast off by his employer, and with Christopher Bayliss as his best man.
 
         Afterwards everyone gathered in the recreation room at the hostel and ate slices of a sponge cake which Rose had baked using all the butter and sugar ration for an entire fortnight, filling it lavishly with clotted cream and the contents of the only remaining jar of last season’s raspberry jam. Christopher Bayliss made a speech about how brave Ferdie had been when, at the age of fifteen, he had been trapped under a rolling tractor.
         
 
         ‘Yeah,’ Ferdie interrupted him, ‘and youse crawled underneath, you did, Mr Christopher! In short trousers you was! And you brung me your dad’s hip flask of brandy for to deaden me pain!’ Everyone cheered and drank to the health of the bride and groom. Later, as the guests thinned, Mabel noticed damp patches on the bodice of her borrowed dress.
 
         ‘Whoops!’ she said. ‘It’s me milk for me babies! I’d best go feed the little beasts ’fore I ruins me frock!’
 
         Roger Bayliss, as soon as Mabel was back on her feet after the arrival of the twins, had called their parents into his office and told them his plan for the suddenly expanded Vallance household. He sat them down in the chill space which was known as the Farm Office, smiled what he hoped was reassuringly at their two concerned faces, cleared his throat and began to speak. ‘You’ll have the cottage of course, and your wage, Ferdie, will be raised to three pounds. I shall put you on the farm payroll, Mabel, as you can no longer be employed by the Ministry of Agriculture, and I’m proposing to make you responsible for the running of the dairy.’ Mabel’s eyes widened. ‘You will supervise the milking parlour, manage the roster and arrange cover where necessary.’
 
         ‘And not do no milking meself, sir?’ Mabel asked, incredulously.
 
         ‘No, Mabel. I’m putting you in overall charge. You’ll be responsible for the hygiene, the hosing out, the scouring of the equipment, the condition of the drinking troughs and so on. You know the routine.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir!’
 
         ‘You’ll ensure that the dung doesn’t accumulate in the yard and that the churns are ready at the collection point, and it will be your responsibility to inform me if the milk lorry is delayed, right?’
 
         ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!’ Mabel practically curtsied with pride. She regarded this change of responsibility as a promotion and was as pleased by the status it involved as her employer had intended her to be. Alice Todd had been the first to draw his attention to this girl who, she had noticed, despite her lack of education and other disadvantages which could only be guessed at, showed intelligence, and in a modest and as yet undeveloped way, ambition. Ferdie, Roger understood, had no such potential. He worked as well as he could with his maimed leg and would continue to do so until he dropped. But he had no aspirations and no more will to improve his lot than his father had, or his father, whom Roger could only dimly remember, before him. He turned back to Mabel, whose bright, brown eyes had not left his. She was not a pretty girl but her two years on the land, and even the recent bearing of the twins, had had their effect on her physique, just as it had developed her personality. She looked solid, confident and robust.
 
         ‘Do you think you can arrange those duties to fit in with your responsibilities for your children?’ he asked her.
         
 
         ‘Oh, yes, sir. Mrs Jack’ll always keep an eye on ’em, and when they grows, Ferdie’ll make ’em a nice, safe playpen!’
 
         ‘I shall pay you two pounds and ten shillings per week to begin with, and when we get the milking machine …’
 
         Mabel’s eyes widened.
 
         ‘Milking machine!’ she echoed. ‘Will it be like the one over at Mr Lucas’s place? I told Ferdie about it, didn’t I, Ferdie? Lovely it is! All pipes and shiny machinery and it gets ’em milked that quick!’ Roger had been impressed by Mabel’s speedy grasp of the mechanics of the milking machine which his neighbour had recently demonstrated to him, proving its basic simplicity by successfully teaching Mabel how to operate it.
 
         ‘Yes,’ he told her, ‘it’ll be just like that one. If you can manage it, and I think you can, I shall put you in charge of it and your wage will be correspondingly increased. How does that sound? Both happy?’
 
         They smiled and nodded. Mabel had always steadfastly believed that when it came down to it, Mrs Todd, Mr Bayliss and Mrs Brewster would, between them, somehow manage to sort out the lives of the Vallance family.

         
             

         
 
         As the wedding guests left the lower farm, the girls, now wearing dungarees, heavy jackets and boots, piled into the lorry that would return them to their work at the higher farm.
 
         Christopher Bayliss, carrying a pile of plates and teacups, followed Alice through the kitchen and into the scullery where Rose was noisily washing up. Alice was smiling as they returned to the quieter kitchen.
         
 
         ‘You look happy, Mrs Todd,’ he said.
 
         ‘It’s one of those days, Christopher,’ she said, ‘when everything seems very positive. A wedding. Babies.’
 
         ‘Even if not in the correct order?’
 
         ‘In quite the wrong order, in fact! But there’s no harm done!’
 
         ‘No harm at all!’ He watched her as, with a heavy teapot in one hand, she used the other to return a handful of knives and teaspoons to a drawer which she then closed by pressing her thigh against it. She moved gracefully and was, Christopher noticed, a very charming woman. No wonder his father was so taken with her.
 
         ‘And you!’ she said suddenly, surprising him by cutting across his train of thought. ‘It’s good to see you looking so well and happy!’
 
         Christopher Bayliss was, in fact, hugely changed from the exhausted pilot she had first encountered two years previously, during his brief days of leave, and who, by then, had been perilously close to the breakdown that would see him ignominiously discharged from the RAF.
 
         ‘You are unrecognisable, you know!’ she told him. He was, in fact, almost fully restored to the robust and healthy young man he had been when he had reported for duty with his first squadron. His regained physical fitness was obvious and the nightmares and flashbacks that had tormented him after his breakdown now only rarely broke his sleep. ‘There is only one thing that bothers me,’ Alice said, offering him tea from the pot in her hand. He accepted, sitting down at the table and watching her as she filled his cup and added milk, his dark eyes and sensitive face reminding her, as they often did, of his father.
         
 
         ‘So what is it, Mrs Todd?’ he asked her, slightly indulgently. ‘This thing that bothers you?’
 
         ‘It’s really none of my business,’ Alice laughed, suddenly embarrassed. She had, she knew, developed the habit, since she had become warden, of studying the small community of which, for the time being at any rate, her world consisted. She did this, she guessed, partly as a diversion from her own problems – one of which was the enduring bruise caused by her husband’s cold withdrawal from their marriage which had resulted, a few months previously, in divorce. Another was the prospect of the future as a lone mother and the effect of all this on the little boy for whom she must, somehow, properly provide. So, as she worked her way through the duties that filled her days and dealt, as best she could, with the diverse routine problems that arose in the hostel, she had pondered on the lives of the girls in her care, watched them react to the various crises they had to face and, increasingly, found her opinion sought on a whole range of subjects. Their boyfriends, their marriages, debts, illnesses, fears and grievances. When disaster struck and the war took the lives of a brother, sister, mother, father or husband, it was Alice who had helped them through their grief.
         
 
         Christopher was smiling, waiting for her to continue. She sat down at the table, her own cup of tea in her hands.
 
         ‘It’s this estrangement,’ she began, her voice too low for Rose to overhear it from the scullery, ‘between you and your father. It’s you … living, all this time, by yourself in the woodman’s cottage.’ Christopher lowered his gaze. ‘I could understand it last year when you needed to be alone to sort of …’ she hesitated.
 
         ‘Pull myself together?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ Alice said. ‘And that was, to some extent, logical. And it has done you good. The exercise. The peace and quiet after what you went through when you were flying. But there was more to your withdrawal into the forest than that, wasn’t there.’ Her words were a statement, not a question. ‘I’m not prying or intruding, but the fact was that all of us – the land girls and the people here who had known you all your life – were bewildered by the way your father treated you.’
 
         ‘Not visiting me in the nuthouse, you mean?’
 
         ‘Not only that, Christopher. He’d known for weeks that you had … had …’
 
         ‘I had deserted, Mrs Todd,’ he said, firmly. ‘Don’t let’s beat about the bush. I had gone AWOL.’
 
         ‘And he never told us, Christopher! Never said a word! Kept it to himself! All that time! Then, when the military police found you and arrested you, he turned his back on you! He did! Literally. Everyone saw it and we were shocked by it. It was as if … as if he was ashamed of you.’
         
 
         ‘He was!’
 
         ‘But why? Your record in the RAF was impeccable! You had flown more missions than anyone in your squadron! Too many more! You were exhausted! You were as much a casualty as you would have been if your plane had been blown out of the sky! So why was he ashamed?’ Christopher shrugged.
 
         ‘Pa just has a problem with it, I suppose,’ he said. ‘I was a big disappointment to him.’
 
         ‘And he was a disappointment to me – to us, I mean,’ she added, quickly. ‘To all of us here.’ Christopher looked baffled. ‘When someone you respect does something that shocks you,’ Alice continued, ‘something that seems out of character, you try to find a reason for it. Or to justify it. To excuse that person so that you can begin to respect them again. So … please forgive me if you feel I have no right to … to pursue this … but I found myself struggling to find a reason for his treatment of you.’ When Christopher made no response she went on. ‘I thought at first his loss of your mother might have had something to do with it.’
 
         ‘Could be,’ Christopher said, vaguely. ‘Pa always keeps things very much to himself. Stiff upper lip and all that.’
 
         ‘And now you’re sounding just like him!’ Alice smiled briefly and then became serious again. ‘But it is unusual, Chris, to allow one grief to roll on and cause another. You needed him when you were ill. He should have been there with you. He should have brought you home. Nursed you back to health!’
         
 
         ‘He couldn’t,’ his son said. ‘He just … couldn’t.’
 
         ‘No!’ Alice agreed, emphatically. ‘He couldn’t. What interests me is why he couldn’t. Why, when it should have been all about you, it seemed to be all about him!’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know, Mrs Todd,’ Christopher said, smiling and shrugging. ‘I honestly don’t! And actually, right at this moment, I don’t much care!’ He was laughing now. Despite the warden’s outburst, Roger Bayliss’s son was laughing and rosy with happiness.
 
         ‘You’re blushing!’ Alice exclaimed, peering at him. ‘What has happened to make you so pleased with yourself?’ He got to his feet, rounded the table, and taking her by the shoulders, kissed her on each cheek.
 
         ‘Can’t tell you!’ he said happily. ‘Sworn to secrecy!’ He was making for the door. ‘Lovely talking to you, Mrs Todd! Got to go!’ As he left the kitchen Rose Crocker, her hands pink from the washing-up, entered it from the scullery.
 
         ‘And what was all that about?’ she demanded.
 
         ‘I don’t know, Rose. I honestly don’t. But whatever it is, Christopher Bayliss is happier than I’ve ever seen him!’
 
         ‘It’ll be Georgina, then.’ Rose announced as though it was the most obvious thing in the world, which, Alice instantly realised, it was.
 
         Georgina Webster, when, in 1943, she had arrived at Lower Post Stone farm as one of the first intake of girls to be billeted there, had looked, her fellows had thought, very like the girl on the Ministry of Agriculture posters which were displayed that year, up and down the country, seeking volunteers for the Women’s Land Army.
         
 
         Georgina was sleek and healthy. The stylish cut of her dark hair suggested the Thirties rather than the Forties when most girls were favouring frizzy curls, created by ‘perms’ and maintained by curlers. Her skin and eyes were clear. Somehow she contrived to make the much despised Land Army uniform look almost elegant.
 
         ‘You’ve took in them breeches!’ Marion had accused her.
 
         ‘No I haven’t! Honestly!’
 
         ‘Well, you’ve lengthened the sleeves of that overcoat! Mine ends above me wrists!’
 
         ‘I think it’s just that your arms are longer than mine.’ Even in the dungarees, rubber boots, heavy sweaters and waterproofs which the girls wore day in and day out, Georgina Webster had a style about her that most of the other girls were always aware of and which some of them either resented or envied.
 
         Young women who were well educated, when faced with the necessity of doing ‘war work’, had tended to choose the more glamorous of the armed services, joining the WRENS, the WRAFS or the ATS, rather than working in munition factories or on the land. Consequently, and as a result of schooling that had been brief and often unheeded, the majority of land girls came from families regarded as working class and the Women’s Land Army became patronisingly referred to as the ‘Cinderella Service’.
         
 
         Georgina’s choice had not been forced on her by the level of her education, which was high, but by two other factors. The first was that as the elder of two children of a wealthy, East Devon farmer, her brother, two years her junior, could only avoid conscription if she herself volunteered for some form of war work. The second factor was that the Webster family were pacifists and the prospect of any of them being involved in combat was abhorrent to them. Georgina’s farming background made the Land Army an obvious choice and she arrived at the hostel prepared for the disapproval of her fellows.
 
         ‘I’m not sharing a room with no “conchie”!’ had been the uncompromising reaction of Marion and Winnie, a couple of outspoken, north-country girls, and Georgina had, at her own request, moved her monogrammed suitcases out of their room and into one of two tiny, drafty spaces above the porch, which were hardly large enough to be described as bedrooms.
 
         The girls had smirked and nudged when it became obvious to them that Georgina was attracting the attention of Christopher Bayliss, whom they encountered when he was on leave from the RAF.
 
         The young pilot, his nerves fraying, the breakdown he was about to experience only weeks away, approached Georgina clumsily, teased her about her pacifism and insulted her by implying that she, like most of the girls he fancied, was his for the taking. When she finally agreed to have dinner with him it was, although it was a long time before he realised it, because she sensed his underlying vulnerability and saw, beneath the gung-ho bravado, the fragile state he was in. Nevertheless it had been she, when he finally cracked, who supported him through the early months of his breakdown. This, added to several other incidents which had shocked the Post Stone community – the death of one of the girls in an air raid on Plymouth, the suicide of a Jewish refugee and now the devastation of a young man, however obnoxious Georgina may have thought him, who had, for years, been risking his life in defence of his country – began to shake and then to undermine her pacifist convictions.
         
 
         Ironically, Christopher, by then slowly recovering in a military nursing home, astonished Georgina by announcing suddenly that he himself was now opposed to war. He was, unsurprisingly, dismayed when she told him of her own change of heart and that she was about to quit the Land Army and use the flying skills she had learnt as a schoolgirl to serve in the Air Transport Auxiliary, a non-combative arm of the RAF.
         
 
         They had been walking in the overgrown grounds of the building to which the psychiatric hospital had been evacuated. Christopher had stopped in his tracks when she told him.
 
         ‘But you can’t!’ he said, staring at her in astonishment. ‘It’s against everything you believe in! Everything you’ve taught me to believe in!’
         
 
         ‘I think I was wrong, Chris! And I think, until recently, I rather went along with what my family feels about the war instead of working it out for myself. But so many awful things have happened! Poor Chrissie getting killed! Andreis shooting himself because of what the Nazis are doing to the Jews! And you! Look what it’s done to you! We have to stop them, Chris! We have to!’ He began walking on, away from her, leaving her standing. After a beat she hurried after him, caught up with him and they moved on, side by side and in silence, along the mossy path.
         
 
         ‘I’d thought you might come with me to live in the woodman’s cottage,’ he said, eventually. It had been decided that, when discharged from the hospital, Christopher would spend some time working in his father’s woodlands. There had been some discussion regarding the wisdom of this. The woodman’s cottage was primitive, isolated and near derelict, but he had been determined and his father’s reservations had been overruled. ‘I’d thought we could work together and be together and …’
 
         ‘Just shut our eyes and ears to what is happening in this war? I can’t do that anymore, Chris!’
 
         ‘So you don’t want to be with me?’ he said flatly, and she couldn’t meet his eyes because she knew that what she would see there was a side of Christopher that disturbed her. She had not cared for the brash, young man she had first encountered, but when, almost unrecognisable under three weeks’ growth of beard, his hair tangled, his clothes fouled, his wrists cuffed as he was manhandled into a military police van, her temper had flared and she had shouted at his captors and tried to pull them away from him, when no one else had made any attempt to defend him.
         
 
         Their relationship, in those early weeks of his breakdown, had subtly shifted. While she had become strong and supportive, he had grown needy and reliant. She had, in fact, pitied him and he, much later, had recognised this and reluctantly accepted the fact that it made him unattractive to her. They had parted, remaining curiously aware of one another, encountering each other only occasionally and unsatisfactorily. It was Alice Todd who sensed that there was something significant between the two of them, and she who remained Georgina’s confidante even after the girl had left the hostel, acting as a sort of go-between, observing Christopher’s recovery and Georgina’s experiences in the ATA. She wisely avoided giving direct advice and had considered her words very carefully when she responded to what they told her of their lives and their feelings.
 
         Over recent months Alice had seen little of either of them but, shortly before Christmas, on the night of Margery Brewster’s party, Alice had urged Roger Bayliss to try to persuade his son to spend Christmas Day at home with him at the higher farm, rather than alone in the isolated cottage. She had insisted that they drove, on the spur of the moment and through wind and rain, up into the forest to fetch him. As they approached the cottage they had found the track blocked by a fallen tree and been surprised to discover that Christopher already had a visitor. Someone who had arrived on a motorcycle, which Alice immediately recognised as the one which Georgina often borrowed from her brother. Guessing, correctly, that Christopher and Georgina were alone together in the cottage, Alice had dissuaded Roger from interrupting his son’s evening.
         
 
         At Lower Post Stone, Rose, having crossed the yard to take several telephone calls from Georgina’s worried father, expected and received an honest account of the night’s events from Alice.
 
         ‘They need to work things out between them,’ she told Rose, who was flushed with excitement. ‘We must respect their privacy. I’m sure Georgie will tell us whatever news there is when she’s ready.’ Rose, shocked by this irregular behaviour, yet thrilled to be privy to it, had allowed Alice to swear her to secrecy.
 
         
             

         
 
         It was several weeks before Georgina, whose Christmas leave from her base at White Waltham had been brief, visited Lower Post Stone, arriving one cold, sunny January morning, riding her brother’s motorcycle and wearing borrowed leathers which she stepped out of, emerging lithe and elegant, and draped over one of the kitchen chairs. She sat, warming her cold hands, watching Alice prepare the pie the land girls would eat that evening.
 
         ‘Good Christmas?’ Alice asked as innocently as she could, aware that Georgina’s clear, uncompromising eyes were scrutinising her, and that every inflection of her voice or expression on her face which might confirm the girl’s suspicions was being noted.
         
 
         ‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ Georgina said, smiling. Alice was relieved by her light-heartedness. Georgina was, in fact, almost mocking her. ‘You and Mr Bayliss.’
 
         ‘Me and Mr Bayliss what?’ Alice asked, blushing. Georgina was laughing now, unable to control her amusement at Alice’s unconvincing attempt to conceal the obvious facts.
 
         ‘You and Mr Bayliss were in the forest on the night of the storm! You got as far as the fallen tree and you recognised the bike and you fled! Right?’
 
         Alice could not deny it. Absurdly embarrassing as it was, she remained in doubt about precisely what Georgina and Christopher had deduced or how they had interpreted what had happened.
 
         ‘We thought we heard the motor of some sort of vehicle above the noise of the gale,’ Georgina told her. ‘By morning the rain had washed away most of the tyre tracks. We guessed it was the farm truck but couldn’t work out why whoever it was had driven up. Then we twigged that it was someone who recognised my brother’s bike.’
 
         Alice dusted flour from her hands and sat, facing Georgina across the large circle of rolled pastry.
 
         ‘It was entirely my fault,’ she sighed. ‘We’d been to the Brewsters’ party and you know what Margery is like where alcohol is concerned. She’d laced the punch with God knows what and we all got a bit … well, mellow! Roger was not as bad as I was, but … Anyway, I got it into my head that he should insist on Christopher coming home for Christmas and, bless his heart, he agreed to drive me up to the cottage to fetch him …’ Georgina was staring, round-eyed. ‘I know, Georgie! It was madness – but actually rather fun at that stage … We had to use the truck, of course, and there was floodwater in the lanes and the forest track was half washed away! We got as far as the fallen tree, decided to walk the last bit and then saw the bike! I knew at once that it was Lionel’s. Your scarf was hanging out of the pannier, so I was certain you were there! Poor Roger … I insisted that we shouldn’t intrude on Christopher’s privacy or some such nonsense and dragged him away! He must have thought I was insane!’ Georgina was looking slightly more serious now.
         
  
         ‘You mean … Mr Bayliss didn’t know I was there?’
 
         ‘No! And he still doesn’t!’ Alice hesitated. ‘You see, I don’t know how Roger stands on moral issues. My own views have been, shall we say, broadened by some of the things you girls have got up to since I’ve been warden – but Roger’s … You have to remember, Georgie, that Queen Victoria was still on the throne when he was born and if you and Christopher … what I mean is … how would he react to the fact that his prospective daughter-in-law was … what do they call it …?’
 
         ‘Sleeping with his son is what they call it, Alice!’ The warden had suggested to Georgina, some months previously, that she might like to use her Christian name, but the ‘Mrs Todd’ habit, once established, had proved hard to shake and it was only now, perhaps because their relationship seemed to have subtly altered, that ‘Alice’ came easily to her. ‘Yes,’ she continued blithely, ‘we are sleeping together. We are lovers – and we are incredibly happy! I suppose it’s odd, how we took so long to sort ourselves out, but he was rather horrid when I first met him, you know.’
         
 
         ‘He was ill, Georgie!’
 
         ‘Yes, he was ill. But then he got all fragile and clingy and I was such a brute to him!’
 
         ‘My dear girl, you were never a brute! You couldn’t have been expected to know what was going on in his poor head! He didn’t even know himself!’
 
         ‘But then there was Fitzie!’ Georgina murmured, guiltily. ‘What was all that about?’
 
         ‘Squadron Leader Fitzsimmonds was an attractive man who offered you a light-hearted flirtation at a time when that was exactly what you needed.’
 
         ‘It went a little further than that, Alice!’
 
         ‘But … not …?’
 
         ‘No. Not!’ Georgina confirmed. Then she was laughing again.
 
         ‘What’s funny?’ Alice demanded, half seriously.
 
         ‘You are! One moment you’re all “modern woman” condoning fornication! Oh, yes you were! And the next you’re sighing with relief because I didn’t misbehave with poor Fitzie … who just got married, by the way! To my flying friend Lucinda! So now they’re off somewhere, looping the loop together. So sweet!’
         
 
         ‘Good heavens, Georgie! The way people talk these days! The things they do!’
 
         ‘It’s the war,’ Georgina said, suddenly serious. ‘It’s driven us all out of our minds.’
 
         They sat for a while in silence, Georgina picturing the handsome Canadian flier with whom she had come close to having a serious affair, and how she had understood, quite suddenly, one morning when she was ferrying a Mosquito cross-country, from the RAF storage unit at Little Rissington to the airfield at Filton, that it was Christopher Bayliss who mattered most to her, and not only most, but hugely.
 
         It had been a short flight and the visibility was good. A blustery wind had moderated considerably since she had taken off and she was relaxed and enjoying the unusually stress-free assignment when the image of Neil Fitzsimmonds came into her head. There he was, self-confident and handsome, enviably at ease with the way he was moving through what he described, almost affectionately, as his war. When they had met, nine months previously, and he had been a senior member of her group of fliers and she a new recruit, they had been mutually attracted to one another. He had sought her out, and despite their heavy workloads and constant movement between the various airfields and repair workshops, they had contrived to see a lot of each other. When their feelings had deepened they had planned what Georgina regarded as a voyage of discovery – a week of leave, which was to be spent alone together, in a borrowed cottage on the North Devon coast. However, on that morning flight, as she glimpsed, through broken cloud, the southern Cotswolds and the meanderings of the River Avon, the image of Neil Fitzsimmonds became replaced in her mind by Christopher Bayliss, and she understood suddenly, and without doubt, his overwhelming importance to her.
         
 
         ‘Fitzie took it very well,’ Georgina explained to Alice, ‘and quite soon afterwards discovered Lucinda. So all was well. Except that Chris had changed. When I first arrived at the cottage I thought it was going to be a disaster.’
 
         ‘Well of course he had changed, Georgie! Six months had passed and he had recovered.’
 
         ‘I know, and I was stupid not to have expected him to be different. It was a bit embarrassing at first, getting to grips with how our relationship had altered … But he was so adorable, Alice!’ She remembered the scene, only weeks previously, when she and Christopher, having found their way through the confusion and near tragedy of the previous year, had comprehended each other and understood what the result of that comprehension was going to be.
 
         Rose’s footfalls, as she moved about the bedrooms on the floor above them, and the squabbling of the farm jackdaws at the top of the kitchen chimney stack, were the only sounds.
 
         ‘We’re very happy, Alice,’ Georgina said solemnly, and Alice told her she had always believed they would be and asked whether they had got as far as making any plans for the future.
         
  
         ‘Chris has a plan, and of course, I’m included in it now. I can tell you but we are not going to make any announcements to our parents until—’
         
 
         ‘Announcements?’ Alice queried. ‘That sounds a bit, well, formal!’
 
         ‘It’s just until … until things are more definite. Dates and things. Dates of sailings, Alice. Of ships.’ She was watching Alice’s face.
 
         ‘Ships?’ Alice echoed.
 
         ‘Yes. To New Zealand.’
 
         Alice was speechless. Then Georgina was explaining that Christopher, always fascinated by trees, had been studying arboriculture intensively over the past year. ‘He’s completed all the practical stuff and got some sort of diploma which he needed in order to qualify for a job he’s applied for with the New Zealand Forestry Commission.’ She paused, watching Alice’s astonishment. ‘He’s working on his final thesis now and it’s almost finished … We don’t want to tell anyone until everything’s settled …’
 
         ‘And …’ Alice was hesitant, ‘you’re going with him?’
 
         ‘Of course I am! I can’t just walk out on the ATA, of course. But as soon as I can, we’ll just … get married and go!’
 
         ‘Have you thought … really thought, about leaving everything – everyone – behind? Your parents, Georgie? Christopher’s father?’ She paused, watching Georgina’s face. ‘Oh, dear! That’s what’s at the bottom of all this, isn’t it! This wretched problem between father and son.’ Georgina sighed. After a moment’s silence she admitted that it was true that Christopher now found his relationship with his father impossible and felt the only solution was to get away from it.
         
 
         ‘He’s always been a bit weird, apparently, but since Chris was chucked out of the RAF his father can’t even look him in the eye, Alice! You saw what he was like when it happened. It’s no better now. Chris has had enough of being treated as though he was a coward when he was not a coward! Of feeling a failure when he never failed! It’s just … intolerable! His father has virtually driven him away, Alice! Chris loves this place! Post Stone valley is his home! He would probably have taken on the farms when his father wanted him to. But now he says he simply cannot bear to spend the rest of his life facing that look! The accusation, Alice! The reproach! So he’s going. And I’m going with him. Only you must promise not to breathe a word just yet.’
         
 
         It was at this point that Rose, having finished sweeping the bedrooms, entered the kitchen.
 
         ‘All right, Georgina?’ she enquired, curtly.
 
         ‘Yes, thanks, Mrs Crocker.’
 
         ‘Well that’s good then, isn’t it?’ Rose continued, making an irritable clatter with dustpan and brush as she returned them to their cupboard. Whether Rose disapproved of Georgina’s recent behaviour, or whether she was miffed because she felt excluded from the latest developments in the story, Alice was unsure. ‘Only, your father was very worried about you, the night of the storm when no one knew where you was,’ Rose continued, shooting a sharp glance at Alice who contrived to avoid it. ‘Very worried indeed, he was, poor gentleman.’
         
 
         ‘The track was blocked,’ Georgina said, truthfully, if lamely, ‘by a fallen tree …’ She floundered on, unsure of precisely what Alice had told Rose about the deception of that night.
 
         ‘A fallen tree, was there?’ Rose muttered, sourly. ‘Well, that’s as maybe, I daresay.’ She had replaced her plimsolls with the rubber boots she wore in the yard and was moving towards the kitchen door. ‘I’d best go see if them ’ens ’as got round to layin’ again. Proper tardy they be, lately …’ Her voice trailed into silence and she closed the yard door, more firmly than was necessary, behind her.
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