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Dedicated to my dearest friend

Sheila Sullivan

For fifty years of friendship

And lots of laughs along the way.

Bin there, dun that!


One

Dorset, February 1918

Livia Carr’s head jerked up when she heard the distant bell. At that particular moment her imagination was whirling her around the floor in a ballgown of ivory lace over lavender satin, with silver beads on the bodice – exactly like the one she’d admired in her mistress’s wardrobe. Handsome and dashing in his evening suit, her equally imaginary and impossibly handsome dancing partner evaporated into the shadows of the hall.

‘What now?’ she muttered, throwing her scrubbing brush into the bucket of dirty water that was nearly as cold as her hands. Didn’t the housekeeper realize there was only one maid-of-all-work left at Foxglove House – and that was herself.

Of the rest of the staff, there was Connie Starling, the cook, and an ancient gardener called Bugg, who, despite his name, managed to keep them supplied with vegetables in this time of shortage.

Livia supposed the housekeeper should be counted as staff, though she did very little. Rosemary Mortimer had appeared a year ago and did nothing but order the rest of them about. Cook had told Livia that the woman was Major Henry’s mistress, but it was such a scandalous thought that now she’d reached an age to understand what it meant, Livia didn’t know whether to believe it or not – especially with the major’s invalid wife living in the house.

The sound of footsteps tapped across the floor and Mrs Mortimer frowned at her. ‘Livia, do stop your daydreaming. Didn’t you hear Mrs Sangster’s bell? Go up to her before she wets her bed, or something equally disgusting.’

‘Where’s Nurse Gifford?’

‘It’s her day off.’

‘You usually see to her when the nurse isn’t here, and I haven’t had any nursing experience.’

‘Mrs Sangster said she’d prefer you, so now you’ll get some experience, won’t you? You’re a maid-of-all-work, and will do as I tell you. You came from an orphanage I’m given to understand. I could soon send you back there again.’

That had been four years ago, and Mrs Mortimer had had nothing to do with hiring her. Besides, the orphanage wouldn’t offer her shelter now she was an adult. Livia had turned twenty the previous September, and nobody but she had known it, or cared. But she couldn’t afford to lose her job. She didn’t know what else she’d do, since it had been arranged that most of her wage went to the orphanage to help support her sister and brother.

For the past three months Livia had been doing the work of two. The other housemaid had joined the Women’s Royal Naval Service, and the last Livia had heard from her she was undergoing training at a place called Whale Island. Fanny had left a suitably nautical recruitment poster on the wall  . . . a woman in a smart uniform standing on a cliff top, looking into the distance with her arm outstretched. It seemed to promise a life of freedom and adventure.

Livia had to admit she’d been tempted to sign up herself, if it hadn’t been for Chad and Esmé. When they were a bit older, one way or another she hoped to be able to provide her sister and brother with a home. But that goal didn’t seem to be any closer than when she’d first started out.

Not that she resented the money, since she didn’t need much for herself. Her uniform and meals were provided, and she had a roof over her head and a comfortable bed  . . . except for the lumpy bit in the middle that no amount of pounding had managed to flatten.

Mrs Mortimer took hold of her earlobe and Livia had no choice but to follow its painful tug until she was standing upright. A pair of eyes, as cold and grey as a winter sky, gazed into hers. ‘What are you waiting for? Off with you, then. You know Mrs Sangster likes you better than anyone else here.’

And Livia liked Mrs Sangster. She was easy to talk to and didn’t complain much, though she had cause to. ‘What about the mop and bucket?’

‘You can empty it when you come down.’

Mrs Mortimer could quite easily have taken it with her and emptied it, and Livia glared at the housekeeper’s retreating back. Then she remembered she’d been promised a day off, so she could take the train up to London to visit her brother and sister.

‘You haven’t forgotten about tomorrow, have you, Mrs Mortimer?’ she called after her.

The woman turned to frown at her. ‘What about tomorrow?’

‘It’s my day off and I’m going up to London. I’ll need to get off early to catch the train. It’s almost a year since I last saw my sister and brother, and it’s their eighth birthday.’

‘Oh that’s too bad, and a teensy bit selfish of you, just when we’re so short-handed.’ Mrs Mortimer thought for a minute, then sighed in exasperation. ‘It’s inconvenient, but if you must have time off, you must, I suppose, though I don’t care much for your attitude. Make sure the ironing is done first  . . .’ She drifted off, leaving the suggestion behind in a cloud of perfumed irritation.

Damn the woman, Livia thought. She’d have to stay up until midnight to get that done.

She managed to get Mrs Sangster on to the commode without mishap, and then stoked up the fire, which had burned down almost to ashes. The scuttle hadn’t been filled with its daily ration of coal.

Her mistress had been crippled by arthritis after a fall from a horse at the beginning of the war, which had damaged her spine. She’d also crushed several bones. The accident had left her frail, though on a good day she could shuffle for short distances, if someone supported her.

Livia gazed at the tray. ‘You haven’t eaten your breakfast, Mrs Sangster.’

‘I wasn’t hungry, dear. Besides, the nurse rushed off without cutting it up for me.’

Livia tut-tutted when she picked up the teapot. It was still full, and barely lukewarm. The woman couldn’t even get a grip around the handle, let alone lift it.

‘The doctor said you should eat nourishing foods if you want to get better.’

‘My specialist tells me there’s no cure for the damage I suffered, or the arthritis. You’ve got no idea what it’s like lying here day after day, dependent on others. My hands are really bad today. I think we’re in for some rain.’

‘You should have rung for help sooner.’

‘I don’t like to be a bother to anyone.’

Livia felt sorry for her. ‘It’s no bother to me, though I don’t think I have the skills to match those of Nurse Gifford.’

‘Thank goodness for that. She’s a shrew, as well as having cold hands. I think that’s one of the requisites for taking up nursing.’

Livia giggled at that. ‘Would you like to sit in front of the window for a while? I can wrap a blanket round you and you can watch the birds. There are still a few around, even if it is February. The blackbirds and robins look for worms where Mr Bugg has turned over the soil in garden beds, and the cook usually throws crumbs and pieces of fat out for them about now. Did the nurse wash you?’

‘No  . . . she was in a hurry, and had an appointment in town. She said Rosemary Mortimer would see to me, but I’d rather stay dirty than have that woman touch me.’

Livia stifled her sigh. ‘I’ll take this down while you’re doing what you have to do. I’ll tell cook to bring up some fresh tea, and a boiled egg and toast  . . . I’m sure the hens would have laid their eggs by now.’ It was just another task to add to her busy day. ‘I’ll bring a jug of warm water up, too, and help you wash. Your hair is knotted. You have such lovely hair  . . . do you think you’d be able to bear it if I brushed it? I’ll try and be gentle, Mrs Sangster  . . . perhaps I could braid it for you, as well.’

‘Thank you, Livia dear, that’s kind of you.’

Livia soon had the cook organized. Of Mrs Mortimer there was no sign.

‘She got a telephone call earlier,’ Connie Starling told her. ‘It was from the master, I expect. She’ll be going off to London for the weekend, you mark my words. She’ll take a bath and primp herself up before she goes, so she smells nice. As far as I’m concerned, anything as vile as that woman will never smell nice, since she’s out for all she can get.’

Livia’s eyes rounded. ‘Shush  . . . she might hear you.’

‘Serve her right. Henry Sangster should be horsewhipped. He kept her in a flat in London. Then brought her down here when the last housekeeper left. A pity he didn’t leave her there.’

‘Do you think his wife knows?’

‘Mrs Sangster would have to be deaf and blind as well as disabled if she didn’t suspect something was going on between the pair. Not that she’d care much. Husband and wife never did get on, on account of the Sinclair legacy.’

‘Sinclair legacy?’

The cook huffed laughter through her smile. ‘How long have you been here, four years? You must walk around with your head in the clouds, or else those pretty brown eyes of yours see only what they want to. But then, you’re a nice girl who rarely sees bad in people.’ Her smile was replaced by a fierce expression. ‘Most of the money in this household comes from the mistress’s side of the family, and is controlled by the legal establishment her father used.

‘The major married Mrs Sangster for her money, and expected to gain control. But all he got for his trouble was an allowance. The Sinclair family didn’t consider him to be good enough for Margaret Sinclair. She was engaged to a titled gentleman, you see. But then along came big bad Henry, with his charm and his wicked ways.’ She lowered her voice to a hush. ‘The wedding had to be a hurried affair.’

‘Why was that?’ Livia asked.

‘On account of Master Richard, of course.’

‘You mean  . . .?’ Livia clapped a hand over her mouth.

Connie nodded. ‘They reckoned he arrived early. Anyway, that’s water under the bridge. When Mrs Sangster dies everything will become the property of their son. And if Richard dies without issue, which is quite possible with the war going on and him away fighting, and all, it will go to some remote Sinclair cousin in Scotland.’

‘How do you know all this, Connie?’

‘Henry confided in the chauffeur, who told me. ’Sides, I keep my ears open.’ Connie Starling’s plump arms wobbled as she kneaded the bread dough angrily. Setting it aside to rise, she muttered, ‘I’ll see to Mrs Sangster’s tray.’

Livia went back up, heavy brass scuttle in one hand and jug of water in the other. She was still shocked by what she’d learned. She’d thought Major Sangster was such a nice gentleman, too. To hide her disquiet she chatted as she got on with the job of making Mrs Sangster comfortable. ‘I’m going to see my little sister and brother tomorrow.’

‘That’s nice. You must miss them.’

‘Yes, I do. I can’t help thinking I’ve become a stranger to them. They were very young when they went to the orphanage, and it’s a year since they last saw me.’

‘You should go more often.’

Easy to say, when you had time and money to spare. All the men had gone about the business of war, and the house was short-staffed. Even women didn’t want to work in the big houses; they could get much more exciting and better paid jobs doing the work that men used to do before they went off to fight.

They’d heard that the former gardener had died on a beach without firing a shot at the enemy. The chauffeur had become an ambulance driver and had gone off to war, leaving his pride and joy, the gleaming Rolls Royce that belonged to the family, to gather dust in the garage.

Major Henry Sangster was in London doing something important in the war office. He got home sometimes, but rarely used the car.

The son of the household was at the front. At least, she thought he was. Livia glanced at his photograph. Richard Sinclair Sangster was handsome, with eyes as blue as his mother’s and a devil-may-care smile like his father. She remembered him as being tall, strong and full of fun, and he’d made her giggle with his silly jokes. When she’d first come here she’d fallen in love with him a little, though it was more hero worship. But he was several years older than her, and had hardly known she’d existed, which was just as well considering her age then. She missed him now he’d gone overseas. The house no longer rang with his laughter, and seemed to have settled back into a staid middle age without his presence.

With Mrs Sangster settled comfortably in front of the window, Livia helped the woman eat her breakfast and drink her tea. Afterwards, she placed the bell in her lap. ‘I’ve got to get on with my work now, but I’ll drop back in later, in case you need anything. Don’t forget, you can ring the bell if you need something in the meantime.’

‘Thank you, dear. You’re very kind.’

Livia inwardly sighed. She didn’t feel kind. She felt harassed and run off her feet, and to tell the truth, trapped. But she’d felt that way for a long time now. Only God knew how Mrs Sangster felt, being almost bedridden. At least she had her own health and strength, so she couldn’t really complain.

‘Livia,’ Mrs Sangster said when she turned to walk away, ‘there’s a bar of Cadbury’s milk chocolate in my bedside table; the reverend brought it for me. Take it to share with your sister and brother.’

Now who was being kind? Tears pricked her eyes as she slid the chocolate into her pocket. ‘Thank you, I’m sure they’ll love it, because I doubt if they get any treats in the orphanage.’ Impulsively, she kissed the woman on the cheek.

She had a thousand tasks to do before she went to bed, and she’d better get on with them if she wanted to visit her sister and brother tomorrow. She wouldn’t put it past Mrs Mortimer to cancel her day off if she didn’t get everything done.

As it was, Connie found time to do the ironing for her. ‘I’ve made some gingerbread men for your sister and brother  . . . a little treat for them.’

‘How can you, when everything is rationed?’

‘I have my ways. I skim a little bit off here and there, and hide it for special occasions. I’ll pack you some lunch to take with you. Don’t tell Mrs Mortimer, though  . . . and come down early, before she gets up  . . . though the nurse might be up then.’

The next morning Livia threw a long jacket over her grey, ankle-length skirt, which had been purchased from a used clothing shop. She’d learned which fabrics were durable at her mother’s knee, for she’d been a designer as well as a dressmaker. Livia knew the outfit would last her for some time when she bought it. The collar was trimmed with a narrow strip of fur, and had a hat with a turned-up brim, which she’d decorated with two pretty striped pheasant feathers she’d found in the garden.

As she hooked up her boots she noticed how shabby they looked, even though she polished them with beeswax each time she put a shine on the long dining room table. The sole of the left one was worn through, so she hoped it wouldn’t rain as she pressed a piece of cardboard over the worn patch – though it looked as if it was going to be a cold, dry day. They would have to do, because they were all she had, but she must ask the gardener to repair them for her when he had time. He was good at doing things like that.

Connie had packed the lunch in a square tin, along with the gingerbread men for the children. She must carry it carefully. Slinging her bag over her shoulder she set out, feeling glad to be alive on such a day.

Though cold, the sun was just peeping over the horizon. Mist rose from the hedges and hovered in a head-height cloud before it curled off into the air and evaporated. It was as if the earth was breathing as it began to wake. The hedges were brown and peppered with orange hips of rambling roses. Daisies dotted the fields, waiting for the touch of the sun to open their petals. Catkin flowers drooped from winter-bare branches and blue-tits had already begun to quarrel with the great-tits over territorial rights. It seemed that everything in nature went to war at one time or another.

Livia reached Creekmore Halt station and bought a ticket to London. She was the only passenger waiting for the train, and she stood on a platform of wooden railway sleepers until it came steaming into the station. The last carriage was empty, and she took a corner seat facing the engine.

The whistle had just sounded when she heard a shout, and footsteps pounding. It was a soldier, almost level with her window. She managed to throw open the door as the train lurched forward. His kit bag came in first and she staggered backwards with it clutched against her body. Her reverse momentum was interrupted by the edge of the seat, which effectively tipped her over backwards. The door slammed, the train gave another couple of jerks and picked up speed.

The bag was hauled off her and a pair of brown-flecked, dark-green eyes gazed down at her. Amusement fought with concern in his expression. ‘I’m awfully sorry  . . . are you all right? I cut that a bit close.’

‘I’m just a bit winded, so you can laugh if you wish,’ she said, scrambling upright.

The chuckle he offered her was a pleasant, low rumble. ‘I’m relieved to see I didn’t squash you completely.’

‘How on earth did you manage to run carrying that bag? It’s so heavy.’

He tossed it into the rack with a certain amount of pânache, as though it weighed nothing. ‘Necessity. If I’d missed this train, my superiors would have stood me against a wall and shot me.’

The colour drained from her face at the thought of such a horrible fate for this handsome young man, and her eyes widened. ‘How frightful.’

‘Hey, you look quite pale  . . . you’re not taking me seriously, I hope. They won’t shoot me, I promise.’

Now she blushed a little. ‘You must think I’m silly.’

‘I think you’re rather sweet for caring. I’m actually a very good liar, and on the strength of it was offered the leading role in the pantomime in my last year at Cambridge. I turned it down, of course.’

‘Why, of course?’

‘It was Cinderella.’

When she laughed he leaned forward and held out his hand. ‘I’m Captain Denton Elliot  . . . you may call me Denton if you wish.’

‘I’m Olivia Carr, though most people call me Livia.’ An imp of mischief lodged in her mind. ‘You may call me Miss Carr if you wish, Captain Elliot.’

‘Your wish is my command, Miss Carr.’ His glance went to her hat. ‘One of your feathers is bent.’

They both laughed as she took the hat from her head to examine the damage.

‘I found them in the garden and sewed them on. Vanity, I suppose.’

‘It’s natural to want a feather in your hat. It always amazes me that a bird can fly on such fragile supports.’

‘I read somewhere that their bones are hollow, which makes them light. Why did you say it was natural to want a feather in your hat?’

‘To see what your answer would be, of course.’

His eyes came up to hers and they gazed at each other for a moment. A slow, beautiful smile lit up his face. ‘So, you’re intelligent as well as everything else. The shaft of this is broken so you’ll just have to fly on one feather. You have pretty hair, you know. I like the shiny golden reddish bits amongst the brown colour.’ He pulled the broken feather from her hat, snapped off the end and stuck it into the band of his army cap, which he’d placed on the seat next to her tin of food. ‘I’ll take this one with me if you don’t mind. It will remind me of home  . . . and of a girl called Livia.’

He’d probably forget her the moment the train reached his destination. ‘Home? Do you live far from the station?’

‘A couple of miles. My father has a medical practice  . . . I’ll be joining him after the war, I expect. You?’

‘Foxglove House.’

‘I know the Sangster family. I was at Cambridge with Richard, and we joined up together. We were sent in different directions though, and I haven’t seen him since. How is he?’

‘I don’t know  . . . he’s away you see,’ and she shrugged. ‘France, I think.’

For a moment his eyes held an expression of such suffering that she caught her breath. ‘Ah  . . . yes, I suppose he would be there, considering. I don’t envy Richard that. And the rest of the Sangster family, how are they holding up?’

‘Mrs Sangster is still an invalid after an accident.’

‘I remember it  . . . such a sad thing to have happened. Margaret was such a lovely woman and didn’t deserve that.’

‘Does anyone? The major does something at the war office.’

Denton Elliot nodded. ‘Give Mrs Sangster my best wishes, if you would be so kind. Tell her I’ll call in on her next time I’m down this way. I should have done so this time, but you know how it is  . . . the war has changed everything. Now I’ll have you to visit as an extra incentive.’

He would have a shock when she served him tea, she thought wryly, and wondered if she should tell him she was the maid. But no  . . . she wasn’t a maid today. She was Livia Carr, on the way to London to visit her sister and brother.

Gradually they picked up people at every station. The carriages quickly filled so they were packed end to end, mostly with soldiers and sailors.

She watched with curiosity as they stood in a fug of pipe and cigarette smoke, exchanging badinage and talking of this and that; avoiding the war; giving occasional hearty bursts of laughter, and mindful of their language and manners. But it was all in a self-conscious manner that drew attention to the fact that they were on their best behaviour in the company of a female.

Most were tall, young men, some just of an age to fight for their country. The veterans could be recognized by their gaunt cheeks, and by hollow eyes that had seen too much. They carried with them all the despair, and all that was brave in the world. But they didn’t mention the war that was going on barely more than twenty miles across the English Channel. Some of them just stared out of the window, watching the countryside go past, lost in a world of their own making. What were they thinking  . . . of what had gone past, or of what lay ahead? Of loved ones they might never see again? How courageous they all were. How sad they made her feel.

Most of them disembarked at Southampton, including Denton Elliot. They were probably destined for the drab grey troop ship, of which she could glimpse the upper structure with its sinister smoking funnels.

A little shiver ran through her and she reached out and touched his face, saying gently, ‘Goodbye, Denton Elliot, it was nice to meet you, and good luck.’

He took her hand in his. ‘Let’s make that au revoir, because I enjoyed meeting you and intend to do so again, Livia. In the meanwhile I have my lucky feather to keep me safe.’ He leaned forward to lightly kiss her mouth, laughing when she blushed and called him a rogue  . . . but she couldn’t be cross with him.

The next time she saw him was when the train pulled out. He was speaking to another officer on the platform, but he turned and his eyes sought hers and he blew her a kiss, smiling when she blew one back.

The encounter left her feeling strangely happy.



Two

It was obvious that the orphanage suffered from the same food shortages as the rest of England. From where she stood she saw that the twins were dirty, thin and wore ill-fitting clothes. Chad’s wrists protruded from his jacket sleeves like bones and he had bruises; Esmé’s light brown hair was matted. And their eyes were dull. Both of them had runny noses.

Livia went to see the harassed-looking matron, and said, ‘Most of my wages go into the support of my sister and brother, yet they look neglected.’

The woman shrugged. ‘We’re overcrowded, so we don’t have time to give the children individual attention, whatever their circumstance. We’re also under-staffed, what with the war casualties – and there’s an influenza outbreak.’

‘Flu  . . . that’s the first I’ve heard of it.’

‘Well, you mightn’t have, living in the country, and all. But you will, because they expect it to spread quickly once it takes a real hold. There’s only a few cases as yet, but the death rate is high amongst those who are infected, and the soldiers are beginning to bring it back from the front. They’re calling it Spanish flu. It’s going to be a bad one.’

A chill of fear ran through Livia as she thought of Mrs Sangster. ‘Is there anything to help guard against it?’

The woman shook her head. ‘Otherwise perfectly healthy people are dying. If you can stay out of crowded areas it might help. Take your sister and brother to the country if you can. You must understand, that with so many children orphaned we can’t give them the individual attention they need.’

The many empty rooms in Foxglove House came into her mind, and she wondered if she’d be allowed to take her brother and sister there. But no  . . . that’s what orphanages were for  . . . and Foxglove House wasn’t an orphanage.

‘Of course. I’m sorry I complained.’

‘They’re good kids on the whole, though the boy is getting a bit sullen. He hasn’t been well lately,’ the woman told her. ‘They’ve both had colds on their chests. He’s got a good brain, but he’s not doing at all well at school.’

‘How did Chad get those bruises?’

The woman shrugged. ‘He’s a boy  . . . they all get bruises. He’s small for his age, and he’s probably being picked on by the older boys. They tend to form into packs.’

Livia sighed. ‘I’ll see if I can make other arrangements for them  . . . until I can, they’ll have to stay here.’

The twins hadn’t been expecting her and hadn’t looked up when she approached them.

‘Esmé  . . . Chad  . . .? It’s me  . . . Livia.’

Chad stared at her. Recognition flickered in his eyes, replaced by anger. ‘You’ve been gone a long time,’ he accused. ‘We thought you’d died.’

Esmé gave a shuddering sniff then burst into tears. ‘I don’t want to stay here any more, Livia. Have you come to take us away?’

Livia gathered them both into her arms. Esmé clung, but Chad’s body was tense and resistant to her.

‘Let go else they’ll think I’m a sissy,’ he said. He relaxed a little when she did, but it nearly broke her heart. If only he knew how much she loved them.

Feeling wretched, she said, ‘My darlings, I can’t at the moment  . . . I have nowhere for us to go. But I’ll do my best to find somewhere where we can be closer to each other.’ They were empty words, to give them hope. She made an attempt to cheer them both up by opening the tin. ‘I’ve brought you a birthday treat.’

The cook had been generous. There was three of everything.

A couple of boys who’d noticed what was going on sidled up like thin greyhounds and gazed through hungry eyes at the contents of the tin. Chad lashed out when one of them made a grab for the gingerbread, snarling, ‘Get away, you’re not having any. It’s ours.’

‘That’s not very nice, Chad,’ she remonstrated.

‘He spilled Esmé’s porridge yesterday and she was hungry all day. I hate him! I hate them all!’ He turned his head against her chest and burst into scalding tears.

‘I didn’t do it on purpose; my sleeve caught on it and knocked it from the table,’ the boy who’d tried to steal from them called out. ‘Stop being a cry-baby-bunting. Just you wait and see. When you’re asleep I’m going to put a spider in your mouth and it will eat all your insides.’

‘No you won’t.’ Esmé jumped to her feet and kicked him in the shin. ‘If you don’t go away I’ll tell on you and you’ll get the strap, Billy Bastard!’

Shocked, Livia stared at her. ‘Esmé! It’s naughty to call people names like that.’

‘No it’s not, because it’s the truth. He is a bastard, so is his brother  . . . they haven’t got a father and their mother’s a jam tart.’

‘It’s not my fault, and your mother and father are mouldy bones, so there,’ the boy said, a dribble of saliva appearing at the corner of his mouth as his eyes went to the food again.

She sighed. He wasn’t going to go away. In fact he seemed the type of lad who would fall on the floor and lick up the crumbs, just to make her feel guilty. All the same she felt sorry for him. ‘Come here, Billy.’ He slid towards her like a beaten dog, and if he’d had a tail she knew it would have been tucked firmly between his legs.

‘I suppose you’re going to tell me off, Miss?’

‘No, though some better manners from all of you wouldn’t go astray. I was having a celebration with Chad and Esmé for their eighth birthday. It’s not much use having a party without guests, but I don’t want you to ruin it for them. Here, you and your brother sit with us. You can share it if you wish, but don’t snatch anything.’

She divided the repast into four, ignoring her own hunger, as well as the glares Esmé and Chad were exchanging with the boys. They’d get over it. As for herself, cook would keep her dinner warm for when she got back.

The four of them forgot their angst at the sight of the boiled eggs, cheese, and some ham and bread. They pushed the food into their mouths, eating quickly, and barely chewing it before swallowing. By the time they got to the gingerbread men they had slowed down and were smiling at each other.

Their parents would have been ashamed of the twins, behaving like this, she thought. But then, if they hadn’t died, the twins wouldn’t be in here. They’d be at home.

Livia knew she couldn’t act as an example to them, either. The children were surviving as best they could, in an environment, which, although not the best, had become a familiar one to them over the years. It was their home. They’d adapted to it, and knew how it worked better than she did. It was she who was the outsider – she who didn’t understand.

‘Thank you, Miss,’ Billy said afterwards, and grinned at her surprise.

‘I really will try to arrange something better, even if it’s only to get here to see you more often. Give me a hug now, the pair of you.’ And she whispered in Chad’s ear when they did, ‘Chad, slide your hand into my bag. There’s a bar of chocolate on top for you to share with Esmé when you’re on your own. The lady I work for gave it to me to give to you. Put it in your own pocket, and don’t eat it all at once in case it makes you sick.’

She kissed his cheek while the exchange was taking place. ‘Promise me you’ll try and do better at school. The matron said you’re clever and only need to put your mind to it. Your future depends on getting the best education you can, you know, so don’t waste what’s on offer.’

‘I promise.’

Esmé clung tightly to her as Livia told her, ‘I want you to stop saying dreadful things to other people. Mummy and Daddy would have wanted you to grow up being polite, and they would have been ashamed to hear you sounding so  . . . rough.’

‘Were they a nice mummy and daddy?’

‘They were the best in the whole world. Our mother was like a princess, and you look very much like her, Es. Daddy was so handsome. He was very clever, and was a parliamentary secretary.’

‘What’s that?’ Chad asked.

Livia wasn’t sure. All she knew was that when her parents died in a boating accident they were in so much debt that there was nothing left to support their children. ‘It means he was an important man and worked for the government. They loved us all, and I love you both. Always remember that.’

‘I love you too, Livia,’ Esmé said. ‘I’ll be good, I promise.’

Livia sighed as her gaze went to her brother. ‘You as well, Chad.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘I promise.’

It was a promise they’d probably forget as soon as she was out of sight, and an impractical one under the circumstances. But she was doing her best to keep the thread between them intact.

She was surprised when Billy’s brother crept up to gaze at her through large dog-like eyes.

Billy laughed. ‘Tom’s a sissy. He wants a hug too. He hasn’t said a word to nobody since we’ve been in here. He misses our mum, I reckon.’

She slid her arm about the boy’s waist and pulled him close. He was a thin little thing. ‘Do you miss your mum, Tom?’

When he nodded she gave him a big hug and kissed his cheek.

Billy tousled the grinning boy’s head. ‘That will have to do you till the next time she visits.’

‘What about you, Billy?’

Alarm filled his eyes. ‘I’m not much for hugging.’

In any case, Chad pushed between them, making it obvious that, although he’d been forced to share the food, he didn’t intend that his elder sister should share her affection with anyone except his twin.

It was hard tearing herself away, since the children clung to her. Livia was as upset as her siblings seemed to be at the parting.

The train was crowded, but once again she managed to get a seat in a corner. The smell of bodies mingled with the tobacco smoke, and the sniffs and coughs from the travellers reminded her of what the matron had said about the coming flu epidemic. She placed her handkerchief against her nose. It had a faint smell of lavender to it, for Mrs Sangster had given her a lavender bag to place in her top drawer. ‘It will keep the moths away,’ she’d said.

It was dark when she alighted at Creekmore Halt, bitterly cold, and drizzling with rain. She set off at a fast pace, hoping the rain wouldn’t get heavier, and that she wouldn’t step on a hedgehog or fall into a pothole on the two-mile walk.

The cardboard in her shoe had worn through and a couple of small, sharp pebbles found their way inside her boot. One lodged in the gap next to her big toe. Damn! That meant her stockings would need darning. The second worked its way under her heel and pricked with each step. Soon her heel was slippery with blood.

She sat on a log, emptied the pebbles out and removed her stockings. Without the button hooks she wouldn’t be able to get her boots on again, so she tucked them under her arm.

There was a sudden cloudburst and the icy rain pelted her. Soon she was soaked through, her feet numbed by cold. But that was marginally better than the pebbles. Mrs Sangster’s arthritis had been telling the truth about the rain that morning, she thought, her teeth beginning to chatter.

Rounding the bend, with a sigh of relief she saw the lights of Foxglove House ahead on the next hill. Her stomach rattled emptily, and the thought of having a warm dinner inside her spurred her on.

Behind her she heard the engine of a car. It came at speed around the bend, its horn blasting to clear anyone in its path, so she was forced to jump backwards into the hedge. It went through a large puddle barely a foot away, and she was splattered with muddy water.

Livia called the driver a name, then laughed, because she’d told her sister off for using the same word  . . . besides, she couldn’t get any wetter if she tried.

It was another ten minutes before she got to the house. Light spilled from the front door, illuminating the car. It belonged to the doctor’s practice.

She went in through the kitchen, surprising the cook, whose hand flew to her chest. ‘Oh my God, it’s you, Livia. Thank heavens you’re back. You gave me such a fright. Come in and shut the door. Look how wet you are!’

‘What’s wrong  . . . why is the doctor’s car here?’

‘Mrs Sangster had a fall. She got out of bed to use the commode.’

‘Where was Nurse Gifford?’

‘About an hour after you left this morning she telephoned to say she wouldn’t be coming back, since she’d joined the Queen Alexandra’s nursing service, and we should pack her things up and send them on. Mrs Mortimer told her that we weren’t going to put ourselves out for her and if she wanted her things she could come collect them herself. A good nurse she turned out to be, leaving her patient in the lurch.’

‘How did Mrs Sangster manage to fall?’

‘Rosemary Mortimer was furious when she found out you’d gone. She was in a foul mood all day, and told Mrs Sangster she’d have to stay in bed because there was nobody to look after her.’

‘Poor Mrs Sangster.’

‘I saw to her at lunchtime, when I took her soup up. And again when I took her up some tea. She was all right then. Mrs Mortimer answered when she rang the bell next time. I could hear her shouting from where I stood at the bottom of the stairs. She was sharp with Mrs Sangster. She said she wasn’t hired to be her nurse, and if she kept ringing the bell she’d confiscate it.’

Connie was twisting her apron in her hands, the tears brimming over.

‘I never heard the bell ring again until about an hour ago, and it kept on ringing. I was about to go when I heard Mrs Mortimer stomp off up the stairs. The ringing stopped and I thought nothing more of it. I saw Mrs Mortimer go into the bathroom a few minutes later. The wireless was on really loud, and she had Mrs Sangster’s bell in her hand. I did wonder if she’d put Mrs Sangster on the commode, like Nurse Gifford does, and forgot to go back to help her into bed.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘About half-an-hour later there was a thud. I didn’t know what to do so I banged on the bathroom door and told Mrs Mortimer what had happened. She shouted out that she couldn’t hear me over the wireless, and told me to deal with whatever it was and she’d be out when she’d finished bathing.

‘I went back to the kitchen. Then I heard a moan. I went upstairs to investigate, and I found Mrs Sangster lying on the floor.’ She applied the crumpled skirt of her apron to her eyes. ‘Mrs Sangster had a cut on her head and was unconscious, though she was groaning a bit.’

Tears filled her eyes again. ‘It was a right shock seeing her like that  . . . and I wished I’d gone up earlier, that I do.’

‘Hush, Connie. It wasn’t your fault, and even if you had gone up it wouldn’t have made much difference.’

‘I reckon she tried to get off the commode, because it was tipped over and the contents were everywhere. I think she might have slipped in it. I knew she wouldn’t want to be seen by anyone like that, so I fetched the mop and bucket and cleaned up the mess as best as I could. She looked right poorly. Her eyes were rolled up in her head. She was trembling and had blood on her face and in her hair. I wrapped a blanket around her and rang for the doctor to come out. Only her usual doctor wasn’t there so I called his partner.’

‘You did the right thing.’

‘You wouldn’t have thought so when I told Mrs Mortimer. She was furious I did that without her permission, even though she told me to deal with it myself. She said she’d not long been up there and made Mrs Sangster comfortable, and she must have got out of bed by herself and fallen on to the commode and pushed it over. That was a lie, since she’d been in the bath with the radio on loud for nearly an hour. When I pointed that out she got real nasty and told me to keep my mouth shut, else I’d find myself looking for another job.’

Standing in front of the warm stove, Livia’s clothes had begun to steam.

‘Go and change into something dry, love,’ Connie said. ‘I’ve kept you some dinner, and you might as well get it into yourself because I think it’s going to be a long night. Bring what you’re wearing back down and we’ll sponge the mud off and hang it somewhere to dry. We might as well be doing something useful, as not.’

Dressed in her uniform, her damp hair pulled into her cap, Livia was grateful for the dinner, despite her worry over Mrs Sangster. The lump of pudding studded with minute brown chunks of sticky date was a small, tasty island in a sea of thin yellow custard. Connie knew how to economize with the rations and still dish up a delicious meal.

Livia wondered what her sister and brother were eating  . . . very little by the look of them, but at least they had the chocolate for tonight. She reminded herself that she must try and get them out of the orphanage  . . . but how? She could barely manage to look after herself.

She and Connie sat in the kitchen, talking, and after a while they heard footsteps on the stairs. They went into the hall, gazing expectantly upwards as the doctor came down escorted by Mrs Mortimer.

‘Ah, there you are, Carr. I suppose Mrs Starling has informed you of what’s happened. Next time you decide to gallivant off to London, check with me first.’

‘But Mrs Mortimer—’

‘I’d never have allowed you to go if I’d known the nurse was absent. It was too bad of her to leave without giving notice.’ She turned to the distinguished man standing next to her, giving him a simpering smile. ‘Perhaps you’d like to be the one to put their minds at rest, Doctor Elliot.’

Livia remembered Denton Elliot saying his father was a doctor, and wondered if this was him. Yes  . . . he had the same greenish eyes, the same height and build.

‘Is Mrs Sangster going to be all right?’ Livia asked him.

‘She’s concussed, but is now conscious, and although she’s quite bruised, the cut on her head doesn’t need any sutures.’ He also had the same type of voice, soft and clear, but with a growly undertone. ‘Mrs Sangster will need someone to stay awake with her all night, in case her condition deteriorates.’

Mrs Mortimer nodded. ‘That will be you, Carr, since you’ve had the day off while the rest of us have been doing the work of six.’

Connie Starling found the courage to give an unbelieving snort, though she quickly turned it into a cough.

‘I’d be pleased to look after her.’

‘I’ll see if I can find someone older to nurse her tomorrow, though the person I have in mind won’t be qualified, she’s strong. I’ll call in to see Mrs Sangster in the morning.’ The doctor took Livia aside. ‘Now, young lady, I must tell you what to look out for. Nausea and, or, vomiting, slurred speech, confusion  . . .’ He ticked off the symptoms on his fingers and made her repeat them back before he handed her his card. ‘Good girl. Telephone me if you need to, or if there’s anything you’re worried about.’

‘Doctor  . . . I should like to look after Mrs Sangster, if I may? I know I haven’t had any experience, but we get on well together.’

‘Won’t that leave you with a housekeeper short?’

Livia nodded. ‘I suppose it will.’

‘Perhaps Florence can do the maid’s work instead. She’s very practical. Let’s leave it up to Mrs Sangster.’ He stared at her for a moment. ‘Were you the person I puddled on the road?’

She nodded. ‘I was already wet, though  . . . I’d come off the train from London.’

His smile had also been passed on to his son. ‘They say that mud is good for the complexion, but your complexion already looks perfect. I’m sorry.’

‘Your apology is accepted.’

‘It’s sweet of you to let me off lightly. I should have taken more care.’

He was just as nice as the younger Elliot on the train. ‘Doctor, do you have a son called Denton?’

He looked surprised. ‘Are you acquainted with him?’

‘We took the same train this morning, though he got off at Southampton. He only just managed to catch it because the whistle had gone and the train had begun to move. He practically bowled me over with his kit bag as he threw himself through the door.’

‘I hope he had the grace to apologize, too.’

‘Yes, he did, and very nicely.’ If she were to overlook the stolen kiss  . . . or even if she didn’t, she amended.

The man laughed. ‘That’s Denton for you  . . . always in a hurry. He takes after his mother.’

‘The way you were driving, I rather think he takes after you, Doctor Elliot.’

He laughed, and pulled on a pair of brown leather gloves. ‘I’ll take more care on the corners from now on, I promise. There are enough casualties caused by the war, without creating some of my own at home. Denton has been on leave. He’s going back to one of the field hospitals. He was going to join the practice when this damned war is over, though the way things are going I’ve a feeling that he may become a surgeon.’

‘You must be very proud of him.’

‘I am.’

Mrs Mortimer coughed. ‘You’re keeping the doctor from his duties, and it’s about time you got on with yours, I think, Carr. Poor Mrs Sangster shouldn’t be left alone for all this time.’

Doctor Elliot winked at her. ‘It was nice to talk to you, Miss Carr. Don’t be afraid to call me if I’m needed.’

‘I will, Sir.’

He was gone, his head butting into the pouring rain as he made a dash for the car. So, Denton was a doctor as well, she thought, as she closed the door with a final wave.

‘Don’t you ever do that again, Carr,’ Mrs Mortimer snarled.

‘Do what?’

‘Show yourself up by flirting with a visitor to this house, especially a man invited here in a professional capacity.’

‘Show myself up? We had a normal conversation; in fact, he was a very friendly and pleasant man.’

‘Sometimes you forget that you’re nothing but a servant.’

‘Hark who’s talking,’ Connie said, and sniffing as she walked back towards the kitchen, she threw over her shoulder as a last word, ‘You’ll be expecting us to call you Madam one of these days.’



Three

Richard Sangster dreamed he was asleep and safely snuggled in his own bed at Foxglove House. Wind-driven rain lashed against the window, the firelight threw dancing shadows upon the walls, and the flames spit and crackled. Cozy and safe in his warm flannel pyjamas and nest of blankets, he toasted his feet on the stone hot-water bottle. He was reluctant to abandon the bed, and the boy he used to be, but he badly needed to take a piss.

Someone gently shook him. ‘Are you awake, Sir. I’ve brought you a mug of tea.’

‘Tea? My mother doesn’t allow me to drink it.’

For a moment his dream seemed real, then he thought: How silly to be standing outside your own dream looking in on it. Still, he stole another moment of comfort until the damp and cold intruded.

‘Give me a few seconds, would you, Sergeant Beamish.’ He turned his back, unbuttoned his trousers and urinated into the mud. A wisp of steam escaped from his body with the trickling stream. His kidneys ached. Everything damned well ached. He twitched and juddered as well. He should go to the field hospital and get something to help calm him. His shaking hands fumbled with the buttons, and he turned back when he was done.

‘Here you are, Sir. Don’t let it get cold.’

‘Thank you, Sergeant.’ His palms closed around the tin mug to warm them, but inside Richard’s smile his teeth began to chatter, so he felt like a mechanical clown being jerked around. Funny how you could feel warm in a dream, but as soon as you woke from it and moved, you were cold to the core. No wonder people died from hypothermia, when sleeping was such a pleasant state of oblivion to indulge in.

‘Are you all right, Sir?’

‘Are any of us all right? I’ll be glad when this damnable war is over.’ When it was over he was going to stay snuggled in his bed, until he grew cobwebs and died. ‘Do you ever dream that you’re back home sleeping in your own bed, Sergeant?’

‘I wouldn’t mind having my woman here to snuggle up to sometimes.’

‘What’s your wife like?’

‘Doreen? She’s not what you’d call a beauty, but she’s a good cook and is comfortable where she should be, so she gives a man a good ride. Don’t tell her I said that, though. Not that it matters here. The same urges don’t seem to trouble me, thank goodness.’

There were rumours about bromide, and Richard wondered now if they were true. It was so long ago that he couldn’t remember the last woman he’d been with  . . . or even experienced the last urge. The sergeant was correct. They had other bodily irritants to contend with, most of which had no easy relief: body lice, crabs, lack of sleep, and fungal infections that drove a man mad with itching.

Richard was hardly likely to meet the sergeant’s wife, anyway. ‘Do you have children?’

‘None  . . . and we’ve been married for fifteen years, so I don’t suppose we’ll have any now. A pity, since we’d have liked some. You, Sir?’

‘I’m not married.’ Richard couldn’t imagine being married, though he supposed he’d have to take a suitable wife to bed sooner or later, if the Sinclair legacy was to stay in the family. He’d been displayed with pride by his father and spoiled by his mother, so he’d probably make some unfortunate woman a lousy husband, since he’d expect her to be at his beck and call.

‘What’s the time?’

‘We have five minutes before dawn, when we go over the top. We’ll have the sun behind us so they’ll be looking into it.’

‘Break out the rum, then, Sergeant.’ Richard took in a deep breath and checked his equipment. The Mills bombs were ripe lethal plums tucked into his webbing. He was a walking ammunition dump, and if a bullet hit him in the right place he’d explode, and they’d never find the scattered fragments of his body in all this mud.

He stared into the shit brown horizon. It reminded him that he’d been in a bit of a funk these past few months. Not that he was scared of dying. He’d lost that fear in the first gung-ho weeks of the war, when his body had been fully nourished and he’d been pumped up with the bullshit of propaganda, convinced that if he died for his country it would be a hero’s death.

Now he felt like an old man with the ague, and the courage and conviction, along with the youthful venom, seemed to have been sucked out of him by the everlasting mud. Men died all around him. They didn’t look like heroes, but victims of some lethal game of cricket, as they lobbed chunks of hot metal back and forth, trying to score points with the number of people killed.

Those who didn’t catch a bullet often died of the flu. It was unstoppable. It felled the healthy, striking them down. It was said it could kill you in three days, and that if the lips turned blue the patient wouldn’t survive. It had only just begun to make real inroads into the ranks, and soldiers were dropping like flies. Others got over it.

Richard had heard that the opposing forces were just as ill, just as hungry, just as dispirited – and just as low on ammunition. There were rumours that peace was being negotiated. Now he was scared because he could see an end to this war, and although he’d survived the disease he had an irrational fear that he might survive the conflict, but emerge from the war without honour in the process. When all was said and done, most people would prefer a dead hero than a live coward in the family. It was less embarrassing.

The golden-haired youth who’d marched bravely off to war, carrying the pride of his friends and parents on his shoulders, would return to Foxglove House changed. He had killed – he’d smelled death. It had sickened him even while he did what was expected of him. And those left behind would expect him to be the same as he’d been before, if he survived – the remainder of his life would have to be an act.

He didn’t want to kill any more of the enemy  . . . in fact, he no longer thought of them as the enemy, but as men like himself, with families waiting for them to come home. He wanted to turn and run, not fight  . . . and that made him feel like a coward.

‘It’s almost time, Sir,’ the sergeant said.

Richard nodded, trying to look nonchalant to give courage to his men. His army-issue Lee Enfield had been cleaned the best he could, and his ammunition and bayonet were at the ready. He hoped they didn’t run into any machine guns. If they did, he hoped none of his men would suffer. He fingered the cross he wore around his neck, a gift from his mother. ‘God be on my side today,’ he whispered, tossing back his ration of rum, which would give his legs the courage and fuel to keep moving onwards instead of backwards.

A tremor of extreme fear ran through him as the Verey Light ignited and began to float across the sky in a beautiful halo of white mist that looked as though it had been sent directly from heaven. He had a strong urge to cower into the mud with the grisly, maggoty remains of those who’d tried to escape from the trench they’d occupied before he’d arrived. The war was over for them.

Instead, he scrambled out of the trench almost recklessly, urging his men forward. The sun came flaming up to warm his back and send its glory to shine over the glistening sea of mud and gore. He was up to his neck in death and destruction. His comrades-in-arms were falling, eyes glazing over, or crying out with the agony of their wounds as the hot metal lodged in their guts.

Yet he mustn’t show any weakness in the face of the enemy. Don’t think! Don’t think! His sphincter muscle tensed.

The sergeant landed next to him. His hand went to his buttock and came out covered with blood. ‘The bastards have shot me in the soddin’ backside.’

‘Drop your trousers, Sergeant, let me look.’ There was no sign of the bullet. ‘It’s just a crease. I’ve seen better wounds, so I’m afraid it won’t get you home. If it did we’d all be shooting each other in the arse.’

Beamish swore with such feeling that Richard began to laugh.

The man grinned at him. ‘It’s better than getting the bits blown off, I suppose.’

They made the next trench, falling over the edge with guns at the ready.

They ignored the corpses. The burial detail followed behind, and would find the dead or injured, and either assign them to stretcher-bearers or dispose of them. If they didn’t, then the tank tracks would roll over them and mince them into the mud, where they’d become part of the soil.

His gaze went to his men. Half of his regiment had been cut down. The survivors leaned wearily against the wall of the trench. All this for a few yards of mud, he thought. A machine gun chattered, but it was too far away to raise any alarm in them. A light wind blew across the battlefield, bringing various smells to their nostrils. A wisp of smoke caught in the current and drifted towards them.

‘Gas!’ somebody yelled.

There was a scramble for respirators. Richard had lost his. Quickly he peed onto his handkerchief and held the damp square to his nose, even knowing it wouldn’t be good enough. The sergeant ripped a mask from a body and pulled it over Richard’s face. It stank of decomposition  . . . of the last living breath of a man.

Bile roiled in his stomach. He threw the mask aside and began to gag. His body jerked uncontrollably. The sergeant wrestled him to the stinking mud, and when he tried to struggle he pushed the mask against his face, saying calmly, ‘Easy now, Sir  . . . let’s get this on and you’ll be all right in a minute.’

As if he were a fractious horse being soothed. Of course he’d be all right in a minute. He just needed a good night’s sleep. If he stood on the edge of the trench, somebody would shoot him and he could sleep forever.

Even knowing such thinking was dangerous, he found the concept to be almost irresistible and began to scramble up a ladder. The sergeant closed a hand round his ankle and jerked him back down.

‘I can’t seem to control myself, Beamish,’ Richard muttered, his words muffled by the stinking mask, and he burst into tears.

‘Don’t worry. It’s nerves, Sir  . . . just nerves. You’ve been at the front too long and need a good night’s sleep. Don’t worry about anything  . . . I’ll look after you and make sure you get back to base safely.’

The smoke thickened. Tapping him on the shoulder the sergeant pointed along the trench. They began to run, hoping the wind would change and the gas would kill somebody else.

Half an hour later, and a few yards away to the left, a young man in a shallow hole gazed down the sight of his rifle. Both his legs were broken, and half his intestines were now outside his body. He’d been left for dead, but he wasn’t dead yet – not quite.

The man had two bullets left. He’d been the best shot in the gunnery class, and he took careful aim at the spot where he’d last seen movement.

His finger caressed the trigger as a head was raised. The Britisher was careless and took his hat from his head, as if inviting the caress of a bullet. He ran his fingers through his mud-streaked golden curls and they ruffled in the breeze, reminding the marksman of the baby daughter he’d left behind in Germany.

Their eyes met. Both of them had eyes the same colour, startling blue. The Britisher smiled. They could have been brothers.

The marksman understood why a man would invite death in this stink-hole. He hesitated, wondering if he should oblige him. After all, it wasn’t as if he was going to survive himself. He would never live to see his wife, or hold her and his daughter in his arms again. He wondered  . . . did the British soldier have someone to mourn for him? Did it matter? He was here to kill or be killed.

He sighed regretfully. Gently, almost lovingly, he lifted the gun slightly, took careful aim and stroked the trigger. The man received the gift he sent him, and dropped out of sight before he had time to hear the sound of death.

‘That will teach you to keep your bloody English head down,’ he muttered.

The marksman had only one bullet left. He didn’t intend to squander that one on a Britisher, but would use it more wisely. After all, he wouldn’t hesitate to relieve a horse of its misery, had it been suffering.

Two days later, Richard Sangster opened his eyes. He couldn’t see much, just blurred shapes. He was puzzled. His body hurt all over and there was a sharp smell of carbolic soap about him. A pain in his head pounded and he found it hard to breathe.

There was movement around him. A light shone in his eyes. He whimpered and cringed away from it.

‘Good  . . . he’s come round,’ a voice said, and a shadow moved across. ‘Try not to worry, old chap.’

Richard stared in the direction of the voice and he began to jerk and shake uncontrollably. Pain filled him and he wanted to shriek. Rather he’d died on the battlefield than this.

‘Morphine,’ the man whispered to someone, and he leaned over him. Though Richard couldn’t make out his features, he seemed familiar. ‘Your name is Richard Sangster. Try not to worry about anything. The war is over for you, my friend. We’re sending you back to England, to the hospital.’

Richard screamed silently as the needle pierced his skin. A little while later he sank back into a soothing black vapour of oblivion.

Tears in his eyes, Denton Elliot gazed down at his friend. Richard would recover to a certain extent, though the bullet in his back had damaged nerves, and only time would tell if he’d be able to walk again, though he might regain some use of his legs. He’d probably regain most of his faculties now the bullet had been removed from his skull. But he was also suffering from shell shock, a nervous condition brought on by fatigue, and the result would be depression. His lungs were on an irreversible journey to ruination from the gas he’d inhaled.

Denton didn’t know how long, or how well Richard would survive, but he did know that his friend wouldn’t live to be an old man. His fingers went to his top pocket and he touched against the pheasant’s feather as his glance went to the other soldiers awaiting attention  . . . so many of them.

‘There but for the grace of God go I,’ he whispered.

Margaret Sangster was delighted to have Livia to look after her.

Three days after her fall she was feeling a little better, though there was still a lump on her forehead, and it was very tender.

Florence Hutchins, the woman the doctor had sent over, had been happy to take over the maid’s position. In the absence of the housekeeper, who’d scurried off to London to spend a couple of days with Henry, or so it was said, and without thought for anybody but herself, Margaret had hired Hutchins, so Livia would be free to look after her.

Florence was about twenty-five, angular, with dark hair and eyes. She was outspoken in her manner, and had lost her last job because she’d been rude to the person who’d hired her.

‘The parson’s wife over in Sudbury called me a dirty slattern because I wasn’t quick enough to pick up after her. Who’s the slattern if you made the mess and need someone to clean up after you? I asked her.

‘You have no respect for your betters, she says, and she sacked me on the spot. Uppity madam. If people wants respect they should respect others.’

‘Quite right, Florence,’ Margaret Sangster had said, for she’d met the wife of the Sudbury incumbent, and she certainly was an untidy creature.

Rosemary Mortimer would be cross when she found out, but Margaret didn’t care. She’d had enough of the woman’s rudeness and intended to send her packing. Who cared what Henry said? His mistress could go back to London and live with him. She didn’t care if she never saw either of them again. This house belonged to the Sinclair family. She had grown up here, and was still its mistress. It would be passed on to her son when she died.

Even though there was a sense of purpose about Livia, she was gentle in her ways. Not like Nurse Gifford who had been a bit of a martinet, and who did everything by the clock. She’d had no sense of humour.

Livia, on the other hand, was so sensible and cheerful, and was such a dear. She made Margaret laugh, and as a result, she felt livelier.

‘Cook has made you something special for lunch,’ Livia said this particular morning.

‘What is it, Livia?’

‘I won’t tell you until you’ve finished your oatmeal. There’s only a couple of spoonfuls left. Open up.’

Margaret made a show of shuddering as she swallowed it. ‘It reminds me of boarding school.’

Livia laughed. ‘We called it goatmeal at the school I attended.’

‘You attended boarding school? I thought you were employed from an orphanage in London.’

‘Yes  . . . I was.’ She shrugged. ‘My parents lived beyond their means, I’m afraid, and they tended to entertain a lot. Daddy was a secretary to a government minister and my mother designed ladies fashion. When they died there were debts to pay, and after that there was no money left so the three of us ended up in an orphanage.’

‘Oh  . . . my dear  . . . how perfectly awful. Didn’t you have any relatives to take you in? No, of course you didn’t, else they would have. What did you say your parents’ names were?’

‘George and Eloise Carr.’

‘Eloise Carr? I do believe I have a gown in my wardrobe designed by your mother. Was she part of Cuthbert and Associates?’ She remembered that the girl had siblings to support. The cottage was going to be without a tenant soon, so she might be able to do something for her  . . . she would think about it.

‘I’m not quite sure, it was so long ago now  . . . I think she may have designed for Cuthbert.’

‘Then you should be really proud, for she designed a gown for Lady Asquith, amongst other notables. If you climb on to the chair you should be able to reach the gown. It’s in a box at the top of the cupboard. I was going to wear it to the hunt ball  . . . that was a while ago  . . . but I didn’t manage to get there.’ She made a face as the girl stretched upwards, showing the hem of a drab flannel petticoat. Livia was neatly made, and if she were her own daughter, she’d be wearing silk and lace.

‘Be careful you don’t fall, my dear.’

‘It’s you who should be careful. You gave cook and me quite a fright, you know.’ The box was slid carefully out.

‘Throw it on to the bed, dear. There are shoes and an evening bag in the other box.’

The gown was so delicate, a blush of pink silk with a three-quarter gossamer chiffon overdress. A wide band of gold lace with embroidered dark red rosebuds on the skirt matched the bodice with its scoop neckline and loose short sleeves.

‘How exquisite it is,’ Livia said, looking for the label, and Margaret could almost see the tears spring into her eyes when she said, ‘Yes, it’s my mother’s design.’

‘Then you must try it on.’

‘I couldn’t, Mrs Sangster.’

‘Of course you could. Off with that uniform now  . . . go on, dear,’ she urged, when Livia hesitated. ‘I’ll close my eyes.’

The girl was petite, and the gown fitted her perfectly, as did the shoes.

‘No  . . . don’t look in the mirror yet. Brush out that plait and put that little garland of silk roses round your head.’ When the deed was done and Livia’s hair was a fall of foxy ripples, she said, ‘Now you can look.’

Livia gasped. ‘I look like a different person.’

‘The outfit is yours, my dear.’

‘No  . . . I can’t take it. It’s too expensive. Besides, I never go to balls.’

Margaret snorted. ‘Neither do I now. I want you to have the gown as a memory of your mother. She was a very talented woman.’

There was a knock at the door, and Cook called out, ‘Doctor Elliot is here.’

‘Tell him to come in, Cook. You come in as well.’

‘I haven’t got my uniform on,’ Livia said, panicking a little as the door opened.

Connie Starling’s mouth dropped open at the sight of Livia.

Doctor Elliot smiled. ‘Am I to take it that the fairy godmother has visited this establishment?’

‘Isn’t she lovely?’ Margaret said.

‘Absolutely breathtaking.’

‘In case any accusations are made, I want you both to witness what I’m about to say. I’m giving this ensemble to Livia in memory of her mother, who designed it. She doesn’t want to take it because she thinks it is too expensive a gift.’

The doctor nodded. ‘You’d better accept it, young lady, because I don’t want my patient to get upset.’

Connie smiled. ‘Is there anything else, Mrs Sangster? I’ve just remembered that I’ve got some chicken broth on the stove.’

‘Go then, Connie. You know how much I love your chicken broth.’

The doctor examined her before drawing Livia aside.

‘Whatever you have to say, I want to hear it,’ Margaret told him quietly.

He nodded. ‘Then you shall. Your pulse is fast, and your heart is a little on the erratic side. I want you to stay in bed and rest. No excitement. I’ll leave you a couple of sedatives. Are you sure you haven’t got a headache?’

‘Only a small one where the lump is.’

‘The cut seems to be healing nicely. I’ll come back tomorrow and see if you’ve settled down.’

Mrs Sangster nodded. ‘Will you leave us now please, Livia. I want to talk to the doctor in private.’

The same afternoon, Mrs Sangster’s lawyer arrived with his clerk. Connie was called up, and came down bursting with importance. ‘They wanted me to witness Mrs Sangster’s signature on some papers.’

Two days later the housekeeper returned. Mrs Sangster called the woman to her quarters and terminated her employment.

‘Henry might have something to say about that.’

‘Be out of my house by the end of the week.’

In the early hours of the morning, Margaret woke with a severe pain in her head. She couldn’t find the words and they all slurred together, but she managed to knock the bell from the bedside cabinet.

Almost straight away Livia appeared at her side. ‘Try not to panic, Mrs Sangster  . . . I’ll go downstairs and telephone for the doctor.’

Rosemary Mortimer came in to gaze down at her, a strange little smile on her face. Cold grey eyes narrowed in. ‘Are you dying at long last, Margaret? Henry will be so pleased.’

The woman had come to gloat. ‘I want Livia,’ she whispered.

‘I told the girl to watch out for the doctor. It’s just you and me  . . . alone.’ The housekeeper picked up a pillow and gazed down at her. ‘I could do you a favour and put you out of your misery.’

Livia appeared at the door and crossed swiftly to Mrs Sangster’s side, saying crisply, ‘I don’t think that would be wise, Mrs Mortimer.’

The pillow was thrown aside. ‘It was only a joke.’

‘One in poor taste. You can see that Mrs Sangster is suffering.’

‘Of course I can, Carr. Poor Mrs Sangster. I’m here to comfort her, and you’re supposed to be keeping a watch out for the doctor.’

‘I’ve roused Connie, and she’s watching out for him in my place. Would you leave us please? Mrs Sangster needs to rest and you’re upsetting her.’

‘If you’re not very careful, Carr, you’ll lose your job without reference, then you and your precious brother and sister can starve on the street.’

‘Not while there’s breath left in my body,’ Margaret forced out. ‘I’ll report what you said to me, to the doctor.’

The girl seemed unafraid by the thought of the loss of her job when she told the housekeeper, ‘And I’ll back it up. Now  . . . would you please leave?’

‘Who are you to tell me—?’

‘Get out,’ the girl hissed at her. ‘Mrs Sangster is agitated enough without you adding to it.’

The housekeeper turned to go, saying quietly, ‘Don’t think I’ll forget this, Carr.’

‘I’m sure you won’t, and to be frank, at this moment I don’t care whether you forget it or not.’

‘The door closed rather loudly behind the departing housekeeper, and smoke puffed down the chimney.

As Margaret felt Livia’s hand close gently around hers in comfort, peace stole over her. She’d done the right thing yesterday  . . . she knew it. The girl was loyal and caring, and had the strength to stand up to Henry’s tart. ‘Thank you, dear  . . .’ Margaret wanted to tell her what she’d done, but she couldn’t quite get the words out.

‘Shush, don’t try and talk,’ the girl soothed. ‘I can hear the doctor’s car coming. You’ll soon have some help.’

Mrs Sangster was almost incoherent when the doctor came in. Livia hovered while he carried out his examination, wanting to reassure Mrs Sangster, while keeping out of the doctor’s way.

He said in a quiet aside, ‘Her brain is swelling, and there is the possibility a clot is blocking the flow of blood. If I can get her into hospital in time, a surgeon might be able to drain the fluid off. Can we telephone her husband? I’ll need his permission, and I expect he’ll want to be with her.’

Livia could see by his grave manner that he didn’t expect his patient to survive, and she could barely keep her tears at bay. ‘The housekeeper probably has his address.’

‘I imagine she does,’ Dr Elliot said, not quite able to keep his distaste at bay.

‘No  . . . not  . . . Henry.’ The words issued from Margaret Sangster’s mouth in a slurred fashion, but were quite firm. ‘Die  . . . own  . . . bed.’

They were Mrs Sangster’s final words before she was gripped by a seizure. When it subsided her lips were blue-tinged and her breath came in rattling gasps. Ten minutes later she relaxed completely.

Livia smiled through her tears at the doctor, who was already busy with his stethoscope. Hopefully, she asked, ‘Has she gone to sleep?’

‘I’m afraid not, my dear. Mrs Sangster has died.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘She’d never have lasted long enough to get to hospital. I’ll issue a death certificate, then I’ll ring her husband and inform him.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’

He nodded. ‘Perhaps you’d like to lay her out.’

‘I’ve never done that before.’

‘Wash the body, tidy her hair and dress her in a clean nightgown so she looks clean and cared for. She will need fresh bedding, I imagine. You’ll require someone to help you.’

Livia felt relief at the thought. ‘Florence will help, I expect.’

‘Good, because despite her lack of refinement, Florence is a sensible young woman who has done it before.’

‘I’ll go down and tell her what’s happened,’ Livia said.

‘Good girl. Would you send in the housekeeper? I’ll get that phone number from her and make out the death certificate.’

‘Mrs Sangster was a nice woman. I liked her a lot. She looks so relaxed now, and younger.’

‘It’s because she’s no longer in pain. She liked you too, young lady.’

There was a knock at the door and Rosemary Mortimer came in. Her glance went to the bed and her hand fluttered to her heart. ‘Oh  . . . my goodness. I didn’t realize she was quite so ill. Is she  . . . is she  . . .?’

It was apparent she’d been listening through the keyhole, and the doctor and Livia exchanged a glance. Dr Elliot told her ‘Mrs Sangster has passed away. I understand you have Major Sangster’s telephone number.’

‘I’ve already contacted him, Doctor. The major will soon be on his way down.’

The physician looked displeased. ‘I’m surprised you took it upon yourself to do that, considering you were unaware of her condition.’

‘The major asked me to keep him informed of any developments.’

‘And now must be contacted again to be told his wife has passed away. The protocol in such situations is for the attending physician to inform the next of kin.’

She nodded. ‘I was only trying to help, and you should have told me earlier. Did Mrs Sangster say anything?’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Specifically?’

She became vague. ‘Oh nothing. Sometimes people tend to offer little confidences to their doctors when they die.’

‘Do they  . . . do they indeed? I must admit I’ve never met a doctor who was unprofessional enough to pass any little confidences on to the housekeeper. I would suggest you keep your curiosity under control, Mrs Mortimer. Now, would you be good enough to give me the major’s telephone number.’

‘He’ll already be on his way, I expect.’

‘The number?’

‘In the index next to the telephone in the hall,’ she said sulkily.

‘Are you staying to help Miss Carr lay out Mrs Sangster’s body?’

Mrs Mortimer shuddered. ‘Me  . . . good gracious  . . . the very idea turns my stomach. Besides, I heard you say that Florence can do that.’

‘Then your presence isn’t needed. Perhaps you could ask Florence to come up and help Miss Carr. It will save her having to go down.’

Thus dismissed, Mrs Mortimer said, ‘Report to me when you’ve finished, Carr.’ She gave the doctor a haughty look and walked off.

The doctor turned to Livia. ‘I’m going downstairs to use the telephone, then I’ll finish my rounds. I’ll be back as soon as I can. By that time Major Sangster should be home, and he can make arrangements for the funeral.’

When she nodded, he gazed at her for a moment. ‘Will you be all right, left alone here for a while? There might be the occasional noise and movement from Mrs Sangster until her body settles down. That’s normal, and nothing to be afraid of.’

‘Yes, I’ll be all right. I’m not afraid of Mrs Sangster. She was a lovely lady who wouldn’t hurt a fly. I’m going to miss her.’

‘Good girl.’

After the doctor had gone, Livia fetched the woman’s best nightgown and some clean bed linen.

Soon, she and Florence had their mistress clean and tidy. There was a gold cross on the dressing table. Livia placed it on her arthritic hands, which were in an attitude of prayer. Between them, they cleaned and tidied the room.

‘She looks ever so peaceful, like she’s an angel in heaven already,’ Florence said reverently.

Livia couldn’t stop the flow of her tears.

They reported that they’d finished to Mrs Mortimer. She came upstairs to gaze at the still figure in the bed, and didn’t bother to hide the faint smile as she taunted, ‘Goodbye, Mrs Sangster.’

The stomach of her former mistress rattled.

Mrs Mortimer took a hasty step backwards and Livia became the recipient of a satisfyingly alarmed look when the woman said hastily, ‘She made a noise  . . . are you sure she’s dead?’

‘Doctor said she were dead. I’ve never seen a corpse get up and walk away yet, though I’ve seen them act a bit lively on occasion  . . . of course, there’s always a first time,’ Florence said. ‘Happen she might leap right off that bed and dance a jig after being confined to it for all that time. She might even find the strength to strangle you.’

‘You’ve only been employed here for a short time, Hutchins. Be very careful if you want to keep your job.’

‘I can’t say I do want to keep it,’ Florence said cheerfully. ‘I was doing the doctor a favour when I came here, I reckon, not looking for a permanent position. He said young Livia here needed a bit of a hand.’

Livia gave a watery grin when Mrs Mortimer turned on her heel and stalked off, her mouth pulled tight.
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