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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is especially for Martha Teachey, a sister, aunt, and a very special person in both our lives. Through it all a
               survivor today and always.
            


          


            For Fran and Don, dear friends and family to us. Family born of caring rather than mere blood. Their kindness and dedication
               are beyond comprehension.
            


          


            For sweet little Button, who brought joy to the lives of her family. Always friendly, always happy, she had a tail wag and
               smile for everyone. Button was a member of the family for fifteen years, and they miss her every day. 
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Somerset, July 1919

         

         Simon brought in the post, set it on the salver in the hall, and went on through the house and out across the back garden
            to his cottage just beyond the wood. I’d watched him go from my window.
         

         
         Since we’d returned from Ireland, he’d spent most of his time there.

         
         Iris, our maid, claimed he was writing his war memoires, like all the generals were doing just now. I reminded her that he
            wasn’t a General. But, of course, Iris just shook her head and said, “There’s no rule says a Sergeant-Major can’t do the same,
            is there?”
         

         
         “Well, no,” I’d told her then. Iris always has her own interpretation about any situation. Still, I didn’t believe her, because
            most of Simon’s war, like the Colonel Sahib’s, was still officially secret.
         

         
         I was just coming down the stairs as she collected the post from the salver.

         
         “Mostly for the Colonel Sahib,” she said, looking up at me as she sorted the letters. “I’ll set it on his desk, shall I?”
            Then she stopped. “Oh, look, Miss, something for you.”
         

         
         She acted as if I never received any letters at all and this was a treat. Which warned me that it wasn’t the usual post. Now she was holding up the last envelope. “And for your mother, Miss. Shall I take it back or will you?” 

         
         “I’ll take it. I wanted to ask her about making new curtains for my bedroom.”

         
         “Oh, Miss, what about spring green? I’ve always fancied spring green,” she said. She was still holding on to my letter, as
            if reluctant to go on about her duties until she’s seen me read it.
         

         
         “I haven’t decided yet,” I said diplomatically, and held out my hand.

         
         Mine wasn’t a letter after all. It was a postal card. From Australia.

         
         No wonder she was curious!

         
         My second thought was, Had Simon seen it?

         
         Iris was pretending not to watch me as I looked at the front of the card—a drawing of a kookaburra bird—and then slowly turned
            it over.
         

         
         I knew who it was from, and why. Sergeant Lassiter . . . It read simply, Changed your mind yet?

         
         There was no signature. I didn’t need one. He’d proposed to me near the end of the war, and I’d said no, and I hadn’t seen him since then. I’d assumed—rightly, it seemed—that he’d returned with his regiment to Australia.
         

         
         Clearly disappointed that I hadn’t satisfied her curiosity about the sender, Iris handed me the letter for my mother.

         
         I was still standing there when she went on about her duties.

         
         The Sergeant and I had had a history. I hadn’t been in love with him—besides that, I was still a nursing Sister, and the rules
            set out for us by the Queen Alexandra’s was no romantic attachment while serving, on pain of dismissal. But the Sergeant had
            saved my life and I’d saved his, during the war, and somehow he’d always found out if I was in any difficulty. I’d hear that
            strange laugh—the call of that bird—and there he would be. I’d wondered sometimes how he managed it, with a war going on all
            around us.
         

         
         Sighing, I tucked the card in my pocket and turned to walk back to the morning room, where my mother was working.

         
         As I did, to stop the direction my thoughts were running—back to the war, where oddly enough, everything seemed so much clearer—I
            idly turned over the other letter. The postmark was Kent, and that usually meant Cousin Melinda.
         

         
         My mother was just finishing writing a letter. She was no longer officially serving with the regiment as the Colonel’s lady,
            but the wives of many officers and even men in the ranks from our old regiment treated her as if she were still, asking advice,
            sharing news, or just staying in touch.
         

         
         “Here’s another,” I said lightly, setting it on her desk.

         
         “Melinda?” she asked, smiling. “I expect she wants us to come and visit. Your father isn’t back from London, and he may not
            wish to leave again so soon. But it would make a nice change, wouldn’t it?”
         

         
         She picked up the brass letter opener—there was a carved elephant in place of a handle, one of our purchases in a bazaar in
            Calcutta—and opened the envelope. “That’s odd. Two letters . . .”
         

         
         My mother began to read the first one. “She’s well—Ian is out of the clinic and she has been worried about him returning to
            the Yard so soon. I expect he was ready to put the war behind him as quickly as possible. But you know how much she cares
            for him. Ah—this is about the other letter. 
         

         
         
            “‘Clarice, this is from an acquaintance of many years. Lillian Taylor was Nanny to an officer I knew, and we’ve kept in touch. At present she’s companion to a woman who is about to have her gallbladder removed, and the doctor insists that Lady Beatrice must have a nurse to attend her when she comes home from hospital. Lady Beatrice is refusing outright. And so I’ve been asked to come at once and persuade her to heed her doctor. I can’t leave at the moment, and I wonder if Bess might go in my place? It’s lovely there this time of year, and I’m sure you’d like Lillian as much as I have done. But whether you go or stay, please do me another favor and don’t—’” 

         

         My mother stopped, glanced at me, and then said, “I expect it’s about Richard’s birthday. Let’s keep this between us, shall
            we?”
         

         
         Now when my mother asks me to keep something from my father, I’m doubly suspicious.

         
         “What does the other letter have to say?”

         
         She picked it up and unfolded it. “Hmmm. Not very much. Well, of course you ought to read it. Melinda is recommending you.
            Still, I know how much you have to do just now—”
         

         
         “Mother—” I knew what was on her mind—that I’d only just got home, we’d had a number of people staying with us for nearly
            a fortnight, and she would very much like to have me to herself, at least for a bit.
         

         
         “Darling, I thought you were looking at samples of curtain fabric? Have you made a decision?”

         
         I really wasn’t interested in curtain fabric. The problem was, I was restless. For the first time in over four years, I had
            time on my hands. I’d helped my mother design and plant a new rose border, I had helped her make jam, I had even helped with
            the rigorous spring cleaning she and Iris had given every room in this house.
         

         
         Yet I had been accustomed to wounded being brought in to the surgical tent at all hours, one after the other, as fast as we
            could work with them. I’d taken a line of ambulances back from the Front to a base hospital, trying all the while to keep
            men alive until we could give them more care than we were able to provide so close to the fighting. I’d worked in a forward
            aid station when German aircraft strafed the site, and I’d been overrun by the German Army, dealing with wounds no matter
            which uniform a man was wearing.
         

         
         I loved working with my mother, watching her happily planning where to put the yellow climbing rose. But I wondered sometimes if she missed India or South Africa or Kenya, the excitement of the regiment, a foreign country, dealing with a Maharani today and
            a tribal chieftain tomorrow. She would have followed my father anywhere, made the best of anything. With cheerfulness and
            enthusiasm. And here she was, finally planning a new garden.
         

         
         I’d been standing next to her desk. I sat down now in the chair beside her.

         
         “Mother . . . I don’t really need new curtains. What I do need is something new to think about.”

         
         She frowned. “Are you unhappy here, darling? It’s very different from France.”

         
         And she had worried for me there every day of the war. I felt a surge of guilt.

         
         Taking a deep breath, I said, “Do you miss India?”

         
         She looked away. “I’m delighted to be in my own home again. We traveled most of our marriage. Most of all, it’s nice not to
            have to worry about your father—or for that matter, Simon—when I heard a troop coming in late from an action.”
         

         
         “I understand that. I worried too. But you enjoy going into London with me. Let’s do ourselves a favor, and one for Cousin
            Melinda as well, and run up to Yorkshire together. Florence Dunstan lives in York, we could spend a few days with her, as
            well. Father wouldn’t mind, and Simon can fend for himself for a week. I’m sure Lillian, whoever she is, wouldn’t mind having
            both of us stop in first, to deal with a gallbladder.”
         

         
         She turned and looked at me thoughtfully. “What went wrong in Ireland, Bess? You’ve been restless ever since you got home.
            And don’t tell me it’s the war, and coping with the wounded.” She hesitated, and then added, “It isn’t the young Irishman
            you left behind? You were worried about him.”
         

         
         Oh, dear.

         
         How to answer that?

         
         I smiled and told the truth. “Terrence is in love with someone else. And while I came to like him in the end, I didn’t fall
            in love with him.”
         

         
         “Well, that’s a relief.” She smiled. “I don’t know what the neighbors would have thought if you had brought him home with
            you.”
         

         
         A man with a price on his head . . .

         
         I said wryly, “I remember telling Simon just that. Still, I think the Colonel Sahib would have come to like him too.”

         
         We laughed together, as I’d intended for us to do.

         
         “If this woman needs a nurse until she’s fully recovered, why don’t you go and persuade her it’s necessary? I know, she sounds
            a terror, but you’ve dealt with worse.”
         

         
         But I didn’t want to be someone’s nurse, I’d resigned from the Queen Alexandra’s when I came home from Galway. And the last
            thing I wanted was to be the nurse of a woman like this one promised to be. At her beck and call, treated like a servant and
            threatened with dismissal five times a day. I’d met women like her during my training, and I heartily disliked them. Besides,
            she probably had a lapdog that bites.
         

         
         My mother must have read my mind. “I don’t think Melinda would have asked you to do this favor for her if she thought it would
            be anything but a short visit.”
         

         
         I held back a sigh. “Read the rest of the letter.”

         
         She picked up Lillian’s letter, rose from her chair, and moved to the cold hearth to read it. I saw her eyebrows go up.

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “See for yourself.” She handed the letter to me.

         
         
            Dear Mrs. Melinda Crawford,

            I write to you because you’ve always taken an interest in my welfare. You know how grateful I am for that! And I’ve been grateful as well for this lovely position. But I’m worried about Lady Beatrice. Her doctor has told her she must have her gallbladder removed, and that a nurse must be at hand when she comes home. She refuses, in spite of the fact she has a tricky heart. Neither I nor her doctor can convince her to change her mind. You knew her in Kenya, she has the highest regard for you, and your encouragement could make her reconsider. I have come to care for her myself, and I am truly worried about her. Nor can I think of any other way to persuade her. I wouldn’t ask if I could find any other solution. It’s such a long way to Yorkshire, I know. But please think about it. At present her surgery is scheduled for Friday next. 

         

         “Who is Lady Beatrice?” I asked, passing the letter back to my mother. “Do you know anything about her?”

         
         “I’ve heard Melinda speak of her. She was a cousin of the Governor of Kenya, and went out there in 1905, after her husband’s
            death. She was so distraught, the family decided she needed a change of scene. She stayed a year or two, and then came home
            again. I think Melinda met her out there.”
         

         
         “Surely she has family who can step in now?”

         
         “I have no idea, darling. But I expect Lillian has no authority with her—or perhaps she fears losing her position if she pushes
            too hard.”
         

         
         “Worse and worse.”

         
         “Well, if Melinda liked her, she can’t be all that bad.”

         
         I leaned back in the chair beside my mother’s to contemplate this situation and my other issue. What my mother wasn’t aware
            of was that the estrangement between Simon and me was something I didn’t know how to repair. It had begun in Ireland, and
            it was gnawing at me. When my parents were there, Simon appeared to be his usual self, but he avoided me, and I had begun
            to avoid him as well, which probably only served to make matters worse, I’m sure. But it lessened the pain I was feeling.
         

         
         And so to my own surprise, as well as hers, I changed my mind and said, “If we can visit Florence in York on our way home, I’ll go.” 

         
         “I’ll write to Melinda this very minute. I’ll leave it to you to ask Florence if a visit is convenient just now.”

         
         But two days later, when we were to travel up to London to take the train north, Cook accidentally scalded her hand and couldn’t
            use it for the next week. And my mother had to stay behind to prepare meals.
         

         
         That’s how it happened. I traveled to Yorkshire alone, to meet the dreaded Lady Beatrice.

         
          

         There was a stop in Peterborough, and the family sharing my compartment got down. I was glad to have it to myself, because
            it had been rather crowded with two restless children in such a small space. I was hoping, when no one came, that I might
            have it to myself for the rest of the journey. And then just before the guard gave the signal to pull out, the door to my
            compartment was opened by a nursing Sister. She peered in, smiled at me, then turned back to speak to someone I couldn’t see.
            A man stepped forward, and she assisted him into the compartment, said a cheery farewell, and shut the door again.
         

         
         I couldn’t see his eyes, for bandages covered them, only the lower part of his face, high cheekbones and a strong jaw, and
            he had a walking stick by his side to help him find his way.
         

         
         Shrapnel in the eyes? I’d seen it often. Some cases cleared up without treatment, while others resulted in partial or permanent
            blindness.
         

         
         I said, “Good morning,” so that the man would know someone was sitting across from him.

         
         His gaze swung toward the sound of my voice, out of habit, but of course he couldn’t see me. “Good morning.”

         
         He was cold, indicating that I shouldn’t ask questions about the bandages.

         
         “Are you traveling to York?”

         
         “I am.” Again, curt enough to indicate a lack of desire for conversation.

         
         And so I returned to looking out the window.

         
         But when we got there, no one was waiting to meet him.

         
         I offered my help, but he said, “I can manage.”

         
         “Don’t be silly. I was a nursing Sister during the war. I’m accustomed to being useful.”

         
         So he did accept my assistance descending from the carriage, and I was starting toward the stationmaster when a nurse came
            hurrying through the passengers milling about as some got down and others were eager to get aboard.
         

         
         She came up to him and looked shocked at the bandages, then recovered quickly to say, “How lovely to have you home at last!
            Oh, my dear!” But he pulled away as she attempted to take his arm.
         

         
         “I can manage,” he said again in the same harsh tone, and she dropped her hand as quickly as if he’d struck it away.

         
         I watched them walk on, his cane tapping, and sometimes losing his direction.

         
         He—whoever he was—was home. But it was not going to be a happy homecoming.

         
         I was still watching the pair when someone coming toward me said, “Pardon, Miss. Could you be Sister Crawford?”

         
         I turned to see a middle-aged man in dark green livery heading my way in the thinning crowd. The train was beginning to move
            out, and he was looking rather disturbed, as if he thought he had missed me.
         

         
         “Yes, I’m Sister Crawford.” I could understand his confusion, for I no longer wore my uniform.

         
         “I’m Wilson, Miss. Lady Beatrice sent me to collect you. Do you have luggage?”

         
         “How kind of her.” I looked around, then pointed to the cases that the guard had set down for me. “Yes, just those.”

         
         “I’ll see to them, then. If you’ll follow me, please?”

         
         I did.

         
         I’d been told I’d be met, but not by whom. We went out to where a matching dark green Rolls was waiting. He dealt with my
            two valises—it still felt strange not to travel with my kit—then settled me comfortably in the long Rolls. He took his place
            in the chauffeur’s seat, and we set out toward the north.
         

         
         As it turned out, the little village that was associated with Lady Beatrice’s estate was thirty miles to the northwest of
            York, and it was a long drive. Even with the blanket over my knees, I could feel the difference in the temperature from Somerset.
         

         
         Wilson assured me that today was chillier than usual, and that the wind would drop by nightfall.

         
         The countryside was striking. Outside the city, we were soon in rolling dales that were as beautiful in their own way as Somerset.
            We passed through a number of villages, where the dark stone houses crowded the street, and one small town even had a market
            in progress. The people seemed to be less friendly than those at home, staring at us without smiling. Or perhaps, I told myself,
            it was Lady Beatrice’s motorcar they recognized.
         

         
         I was already regretting coming.

         
         But I was here, and I would make the most of it, for Melinda’s sake.

         
         When we finally reached the village where Lady Beatrice lived, it was close to dusk, the streets were empty, and the day’s
            chill had become cold evening.

         
         The manor house sat just outside the village, close to a mile away, and a man stepped quickly out of the gatehouse to open
            the gates for us to pass through, waiting to close them behind us.
         

         
         The “manor house” I was expecting to find at the end of the long drive through parkland was in fact a stately home. Not palatial
            in appearance, but still large enough to lose the Colonel Sahib’s old regiment in it, and have rooms left over.
         

         
         Built of mellow stone, it had a parapet running around the roof and several wings, one a tower that looked possibly fifteenth century, maybe the oldest part of the house. The grand entrance was framed by a pillared portico, and the crest above the door was rather impressive. 

         
         And so when I walked up to the grand doors and they swung open to allow me to enter, I wasn’t prepared to meet my hostess
            straightaway. I had been expecting her to see me at her convenience—especially as she would not be pleased with my arrival.
            She hadn’t sent for me—Lillian Taylor had.
         

         
         But to my surprise, as I walked through the heavy inner doors, she was waiting for me in the great hall. She swept forward
            to welcome me as if I were the daughter of a friend, and greeted me warmly.
         

         
         “Welcome, my dear. You must be exhausted by your journey.”

         
         Lady Beatrice was a tall, attractive woman in her seventies, her gray hair beautifully set, and her gray dress simple in design
            but expensive. Her only piece of jewelry was a lovely thistle pin, silver and amethyst. And her smile reached her eyes as
            she spoke to me. Behind her stood a quiet, slim woman of perhaps sixty, who must, I thought, be Lillian Taylor. Her hair was
            still fair, and her eyes were blue. She also smiled—in relief, I thought—as we were introduced.
         

         
         After inquiring about my journey, Lady Beatrice turned me over to a housekeeper by the name of Mrs. Bennett, and I was whisked
            upstairs to my room. I was politely informed that I had thirty minutes to change for dinner, but that it would be informal
            tonight. And then I was left alone.
         

         
         My room was enormous, with long windows overlooking a garden in full bloom, and furniture that appeared to be Georgian. A
            tray with a silver tea service stood on a table in the middle of the room, and I saw the coat of arms on each piece. The pot
            was hot, the tea ready to pour, if I felt like refreshing myself after my journey.
         

         
         I quickly bathed, then changed my traveling dress for something suitable for dinner in a house this size. My mother had wisely suggested I pack a pretty shawl, and I was grateful for it across my shoulders as a maid appeared to escort me down the stairs. It was quite chilly outside in the passages. 

         
         I tried not to gawk like a schoolgirl, but there were such lovely things everywhere I looked, that I couldn’t stop myself
            from enjoying them. The hall where the stairs ended was a pale blue trimmed in white and filled with Roman statues and busts
            that would have done justice to a small museum. Another door led to the salon, where I was seated to have a sherry with Lady
            Beatrice before the meal. This room was decorated in golds and reds, and one could imagine standing here conversing with one’s
            fellow guests while awaiting the King’s pleasure.
         

         
         Only, I was the sole guest. Lady Beatrice asked after Melinda, and then my mother, with a kindness that quickly won me over.

         
         “Have you been to Yorkshire before, my dear?”

         
         I told her that I knew York and had visited Fountains Abbey. She nodded. “We’re a long way from both, but it’s amazingly beautiful
            here. Although, when I first came to this place as a young bride, I was certain that this must be the most desolate place
            in England.” There was a sudden sadness in her eyes as she added, “But ours was a love match, and I’d have lived in a cottage
            with Hugh. His mother was still alive, and happy to teach me how to run this house. Now it’s home, and I love it dearly.”
         

         
         We chatted for a while. Lillian spoke when she was addressed but mostly sat quietly and listened. I thought she might be shy,
            but I soon realized that she was worried. She’d hoped for Melinda, and instead had gotten me. And she wasn’t quite sure whether
            I could cope.
         

         
         We were called in to dinner, and the meal was excellent. After we finished, we were joined for tea by Dr. Halliday, Lady Beatrice’s
            physician, who would see to her care after the gallbladder surgery. He appraised me, as if uncertain whether I was fish or
            fowl. Too young to be a competent nurse, surely . . .
         

         
         But when we began to talk about the war, he seemed to change his mind. In fact, he knew several of the doctors I’d worked under at the Front. That too must be reassuring, I thought. At first glance, he must have believed me to be just out of training, with little or no experience to speak of. 

         
         We called it an early night, I think out of courtesy for me, tired as I was. We went up to bed as soon as the doctor departed.
            The fire had been replenished, and there was a hot water bottle between my sheets.
         

         
         I was just about to fall asleep when there was a tapping at my door. I found my robe and went to open it.

         
         Lillian Taylor stood there.

         
         “I’m so sorry to disturb you at this hour,” she said quietly, “but Lady Beatrice found it hard to sleep tonight. She’s nervous,
            as the surgery is only three days away. I have found that reading to her is soothing.”
         

         
         “Come in,” I said, and led the way to the chairs by the hearth.

         
         “You said you were in the war? I should have known that Mrs. Crawford had found someone who could manage. Thank you for coming!”

         
         She began to tell me a little more about the surgery. “It will be performed in York. At least for the first two or three days,
            Lady Beatrice will stay in hospital to be sure all is well. And then a private ambulance will be ordered, to bring her home.
            We’ve persuaded her to have a bed made up in one of the smaller sitting rooms, so that she won’t have to climb the stairs.
            Dr. Halliday and I have tried to think of everything. It isn’t that she’s being difficult, but she is used to being independent,
            and it’s hard to face being immobilized for two weeks or more.”
         

         
         “What is the problem with her heart?”

         
         “I’m not quite sure. With the need for an anesthetic during the surgery, there is some concern. But the gallbladder is making
            her wretched, and so she has come to the conclusion that the only hope for less pain is to be rid of it.”
         

         
         “Yes, I understand. At least arranging that procedure hasn’t been a problem.”

         
         Lilian sighed. “She wanted the surgery done here, but Dr. Halliday told her in no uncertain terms that he would not allow it. She likes him, and so she didn’t argue very much.” 

         
         “Does she have any family?”

         
         “She has a son. He sits in Parliament when it’s in session. The rest of the year he prefers his house in London because it’s
            more comfortable.”
         

         
         “Will he come up for the surgery?”

         
         “Oh no, we have been forbidden to mention it to anyone. Least of all to Jonathan.” She smiled. “Lady Beatrice dotes on him,
            but you’d never know it. She tries not to show how much she misses him. The doctor refuses to allow her to travel to London
            just now, or she would have had her surgery there. She told Dr. Halliday that she’d ask the Queen to lend her the Royal Train.
            And she would have done, you know. Very likely they’d have agreed!”
         

         
         I told Lillian that I planned to visit a friend while Lady Beatrice was in surgery. Her eyebrows rose. “Oh—I’d thought you
            would be available for the surgery. I heard her tell Dr. Halliday that she was pleased with you and would agree to having
            you with her for the whole two weeks.”
         

         
         “Tell me about her?”

         
         “Her father was an Earl, and she married another one. But you’d never guess. She’s kind and thoughtful and cares about the
            people around her. Nothing pompous about her. I’ve come to love her.” She smiled a little. “How could I not? It’s a lovely
            place to call home, and after years of being a governess to impossible children, and companion to demanding women—and one
            man—I’m grateful.”
         

         
         Indeed, that had been my impression as well. But I didn’t say what was on my mind, that Lady Beatrice also seemed to have
            a marvelously developed skill at getting her own way.
         

         
         The next morning, I broached the subject of my staying here to Lady Beatrice herself. She said bracingly, “Not a problem, my dear! Why don’t I ask Wilson to drive you to York directly, and you can visit your friend there over the weekend, while I am having my operation. He’ll return for you on Monday morning, and you’ll be here to care for me when I return from hospital.” 

         
         “Lady Beatrice—”

         
         She waved her hand in dismissal. “No, my dear, I’m delighted to arrange this for you. And while you’re in York, perhaps you
            can do one small errand for me. I’ve ordered new dressing gowns for my convalescence. They are ready to be collected—I can
            even have them delivered by hand to your friend’s house. You have only to bring them back with you.”
         

         
         “Lady Beatrice—” I began for the second time, but she said, “Evensong at the Minster is lovely. I’ll have Wilson arrange for
            both of you to attend. I believe you would enjoy that. The sound soars. It’s truly beautiful. I could almost wish I were going
            with you.”
         

         
         When I found Lillian afterward looking for a book in the handsome library, I said, “She’s impossible. How on earth do you
            manage?”
         

         
         Lillian shut the glass door that protected that set of shelves and turned to me. “What’s wrong, Bess?”

         
         I realized she had no idea what I was about to say.

         
         Sighing, I tried to explain. “I only came to Yorkshire to persuade her that it was wise to have a nurse in the house while
            she recovered. Isolated as this estate is, it would take hours to reach a doctor in an emergency. Not that it’s likely, of
            course, but at her age, with her heart, it’s for the best. I hadn’t intended to stay here myself. I was going to visit a friend
            in York on my way back to London. I don’t have two weeks to spare.”
         

         
         A little voice of conscience reminded me that the only major decision on my calendar was to choose the color of my curtains.
            I ignored it. Something else was making me restless, and the thought of staying here for a fortnight, playing nurse, felt
            unbearable.
         

         
         “I couldn’t get a word in,” I continued. “She just kept arranging my visit to York, and my return here. What am I to do? Short of wandering on foot across the moors, like Jane Eyre?” 

         
         She smiled. “Lady Beatrice does have a habit of taking over. I don’t mind. I’ve been safe and comfortable here. She’s kindness
            itself, and I really am grateful for this position. Couldn’t you stay? Would that be so truly impossible?”
         

         
         What to do, then?

         
         I tried, “I had packed for only a few days—”

         
         Lillian Taylor smiled. “If that’s the only problem, Lady Beatrice has a seamstress in the village who does lovely work. She
            can make up whatever you need. Lady Beatrice will insist on providing anything you might require.” She made a deprecating
            gesture. “She likes you, Bess. I’ve been amazed by her taking to you so quickly. She’s had a difficult life, losing her husband
            so young, and a daughter too. She withdrew from Society for a number of years. The doctor called it depression, but I think
            the truth was, she wasn’t sure she could go on. Jonathan took his father’s seat in the House of Lords, and his wife doesn’t
            care for Yorkshire at all, which means he seldom visits. That is why as soon as Lady Beatrice returned from Kenya, Mrs. Crawford
            asked me to come and live here. And I think I’ve helped, a little.”
         

         
         I said, “I need to write to my mother—” And Melinda as well, but I didn’t mention this.

         
         “Yes, of course. Wilson will see that it’s posted in the village.” Rising, she said, “Write your letter, and give it to me
            tomorrow.”
         

         
         I went to the small desk between the windows and found stationery in the drawer with the family arms at the top, beautifully
            embossed.
         

         
         I drew out a sheet, sat down, and began to write.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Mother,

            Lady Beatrice insists that I stay for her surgery, even though I have tried my best to explain to her that I hadn’t come for
               that. Meanwhile, she has even arranged for me to keep my visit to Florence. I truly don’t know what I’m to do, without being
               terribly rude and upsetting. It’s a quandary.
            

         

         I added a few more lines about my journey north and I sent my love to the Colonel Sahib. I remembered to ask after Cook’s
            poor hand, and to tell Iris that I missed her.
         

         
         I wrote much the same letter to Cousin Melinda, asking that she use her good offices in persuading Lady Beatrice that a perfectly
            fine nurse was surely available in York, if not here, to take my place.
         

         
         Still not completely satisfied, I went ahead and folded the letters, put their proper direction on each, and set them aside
            for the morning post.
         

         
          

         The next day, I discovered that a Mrs. Foster, the village seamstress, was waiting for me after breakfast to take my measurements.

         
         Now what to do? I could hardly let her begin uniforms for me, if I was going to leave shortly.

         
         In the end, as we were alone in my room, I explained that it was uncertain whether I was to stay or not, and that it was best to wait before starting any actual sewing. 

         
         Mrs. Foster, a motherly woman with a great eye for color, as it turned out, merely smiled, asked me to hold out my left arm
            again, if I would be so kind, and added that there would be no uniforms, that Lady Beatrice had asked her to make dresses
            instead.
         

         
         “She says she will be much more comfortable, not being reminded every day of the hospital.”

         
         Oh, dear.
         

         
         It also appeared that Lady Beatrice kept quite a stock of colors and fabrics in Mrs. Foster’s shop, so that any clothing she
            might require could be made up without traveling all the way to York for a fitting. Indeed, Mrs. Foster told me she had made
            the dress that Lady Beatrice was wearing when I arrived—the gray one.
         

         
         At that point, I asked Mrs. Foster to excuse me for a moment, and went in search of Lady Beatrice, or failing her, Miss Taylor.
            I got lost only twice.
         

         
         With some help, I found her finally in the Dresden Room, supervising the dusting of some exquisite porcelain figurines.

         
         She turned to me with a frown. “I hope you like the samples Mrs. Foster brought. If not, please tell me, and I’ll have Wilson
            take her back for others more to your taste.”
         

         
         Drawing a breath, I said, “Lady Beatrice. Truly, I appreciate your thoughtfulness—”

         
         The frown became a smile. “Not at all. You’ve helped me enormously, you know. It’s the least I could do. You didn’t bring
            everything you might need, and I know how uncomfortable it is to have to make do.”
         

         
         Gathering my courage, I said, “Lady Beatrice, you aren’t listening. I can’t possibly stay two weeks!”

         
         “I agree with you, Bess, it’s ridiculous to think of keeping me in bed or lying on a couch for two weeks. I’ll summon Dr. Halliday, and we can tell him to his face that it’s nonsense.” And then she added, with a conspirator’s smile, “I’d much rather go to Cornwall—we have friends there. Or even Scotland. I do love it there in midsummer, and the hunting lodge was one of Hugh’s favorite places. You must come too! I think you’d enjoy it as well. Think about it, my dear.” 

         
         She went blithely on—as if we might actually be planning the summer.

         
         “Have you visited Cornwall, my dear? It’s a long journey, of course, but we could break it in London, spend a few days with
            Jonathan, then travel on.”
         

         
         Before I could find a suitable argument to present, to indicate that I would have to miss the joys of all this travel because
            I was involved in projects of my own, Lady Beatrice was distracted by the housekeeper, Mrs. Bennett, who had just come into
            the room to ask whether or not a tapestry on the inner wall might need attention.
         

         
          

         Later that day, Lillian came to speak with me. “You must understand, Bess. She is extremely anxious about this operation.”

         
         I felt ashamed. I hadn’t cared for the way Lady Beatrice was ordering my life, but it hadn’t occurred to me that her behavior
            might have been rooted in fear. That all this talk of making plans together was really a way to persuade herself that all
            was well. Would be well. That she would live to go to Cornwall, and her invitation for me to join her was ensuring that it
            would happen. That the future was there, waiting for her.
         

         
         I realized something else as well. I truly had no reason to hurry away. I was only seeking more distance from my own heartache—from Simon, and his coldness, which had so shocked me in Ireland. I had never seen him so hurt with my making light of his seemingly jealous remark about Terrence. And yet, I knew as well that it was like picking at a wound, to be there and see him almost daily. I had no idea how to bridge the gap between us. 

         
         Perhaps a fortnight with Lady Beatrice would give me the time I needed to come up with a solution to this problem. And I wanted
            to do that, not because I had fallen in love with him, but because I missed his friendship that had been so precious to me
            since I was five. If there was never anything else between us, I needed to keep my oldest friend.
         

         
         Miss Taylor noted the anxious expression on my face. “What is it, Bess? What’s wrong?”

         
         I couldn’t tell her, could I? I barely understood it myself. But I knew that my restlessness had worried my mother, and I
            realized now that it was the gnawing uncertainty in my personal life that had caused it.
         

         
         I swallowed the sadness I could feel bubbling up in me before it could reveal itself in sudden tears.

         
         “I’m sorry for dismissing Lady Beatrice,” I managed to say in a nearly normal voice. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know—I didn’t
            see—”
         

         
         She put out her hand. “Call me Lillian.” She smiled. “I understand. And I couldn’t think of a way to help you see. Until I
            told you the truth. But please, don’t tell Lady Beatrice that I’ve persuaded you. Let her believe you stay for her. And I
            do hope you will.”
         

         
          

         Lady Beatrice was quite cheerful as we sat down at the table in the small dining room, which was still large enough to seat
            twenty guests with ease. And then Mrs. Bennett came to tell her that Jonathan was on the telephone, and she hurried out to
            speak to her son.
         

         
         I hadn’t been aware that Linton Hall was on the telephone. Lillian Taylor, seeing my look of surprise, said to me, “We had
            that put in when the Earl decided to stay in the London house. He calls regularly, when he isn’t sitting in the House of Lords.”
         

         
         And it was clearly a pleasant conversation, because when she came back to the dining room, Lady Beatrice was beaming.

         
         “How is his lordship?” Lillian asked.

         
         “Well. Quite well. Last night they dined in The Ivy, one of Hugh’s favorite restaurants. My son was telling me that the waiter
            remembered us from the grand opening, and asked after us.” She chatted on. “I had to tell him about the surgery—Dr. Halliday
            insisted. He was happy to hear I’d found a nurse I liked. I told him we were planning on inviting her to stay on and come
            down to London with us, and he was pleased. He asked if he should come up, but I told him we would manage nicely now. And
            not to worry.”
         

         
         Lillian glanced briefly my way, and I guessed she was telling me how much my presence had already done to make the surgery
            seem less terrifying.
         

         
         I could see it for myself.

         
         After the meal, Dr. Halliday came to see his patient to ensure she was well enough for the surgery at the end of the week.
            While he was examining Lady Beatrice, there was another telephone call, this time for me. I went to the small room—hardly
            larger than a closet—where the telephone had been put in.
         

         
         It was Cousin Melinda on the other end of the line.

         
         It was too soon for her to have received my letter. And so when she asked how I was faring, I confessed, “We got off to a
            rocky start, but all is well. I’m staying for the surgery myself.”
         

         
         “I’m glad to hear it. Lady Beatrice was going to make herself ill before the doctors had a chance to do their work.”

         
         And she went on, asking how I liked Lady Beatrice and Lillian, and the dales—as if my being in Yorkshire was no surprise,
            my staying on was no surprise, and the fact that Dr. Halliday approved of me as well was not one either.
         

         
         “Melinda. Did you know from the start that I would be persuaded to stay on?”

         
         “No, of course not. But I do know Lady Beatrice, and I was hoping you would like her as much as I have done through the years.
            Do let me know how she does, after her surgery.” And then she added, “I hope you’ll like Lillian Taylor as well. She’s had
            quite an adventurous life.”
         

         
         “She’s been very helpful,” I answered.

         
         We talked for a few minutes longer, and then she said goodbye.

         
         I had the oddest feeling as I put up the receiver that something was wrong, and that Cousin Melinda had called to keep me
            from worrying while it—whatever it might be—was sorted out. The thought niggled at me all through the evening, and finally
            I asked if I might use the telephone to let my mother know the change of plans.
         

         
         “Of course, my dear,” Lady Beatrice replied. “I should have thought of that myself. By all means, put a call through.”

         
         It was almost my mother’s bedtime—just after eleven—but I thanked Lady Beatrice and hurried back to the telephone closet.

         
         My father had had a telephone put in as soon as the lines had reached us in Somerset, and I’d been glad of that a number of
            times. I told the operator the number I wished to reach, then stood there, biting my lip as I waited for the call to be put
            through.
         

         
         When my mother said, “Hello?” there was anxiety in her voice, I could sense it.

         
         “I’m just calling to let you know there’s been a change in plans,” I said quickly.

         
         “Oh—hello, there, love. I was going to telephone you in the morning.”

         
         “Lady Beatrice has asked me to stay on with her, during her convalescence. She has suggested I visit Florence in York—as planned—while
            she is having her surgery, and then I’ll come back to the Hall with her until Dr. Halliday decides she is fully recovered.”
         

         
         “I see,” she replied, distractedly. “Well, that should work out, I should think. I know Florence is looking forward to seeing you. And as to that, love, I shan’t be meeting you in York after all. Cook’s hand has not healed as well as it should have done, and I was waiting to hear from Dr. Johnston when you called. I’m worried about infection setting in.” 

         
         “I’m so sorry—is she in great pain?”

         
         “Yes, and the swelling has got worse, I think. We’ve taken care of it, from the start, as you know.”

         
         Mother continued. “We haven’t starved. All my culinary skills have returned—I’ve only burnt the bread once.”

         
         “I’m reassured,” I told her. “But please keep me informed. And give Cook my love.” I wanted to ask about Simon, and if he
            was still at the cottage. But I contented myself by asking about the Colonel Sahib.
         

         
         “I’m sorry to not be there,” I said. “I never intended to be away this long.”

         
         “Look on the bright side, love,” she said with what I recognized as false cheer. “We won’t have to choose your bedroom curtains
            for another fortnight.”
         

         
          

         On Friday we left for York.

         
         It was an entourage. The motorcar with Lady Beatrice, ensconced among half the pillows in the Hall to lessen the jarring of
            the road, led the way. Behind that, Miss Taylor—Lillian—and I rode together in the smaller motorcar. And behind us came the
            shooting brake, filled with all the luggage.
         

         
         When we arrived, Lady Beatrice was taken directly to hospital, where Dr. Halliday’s assistant was waiting to greet her and
            settle her. Lillian stayed with her, and I was driven to Florence’s house just outside the city’s border.
         

         
         I watched the city pass by through the window. During the war, when most able men were away fighting for their country, we had grown accustomed to seeing only young boys and old men in the villages. Sadly that hadn’t changed much. So many soldiers hadn’t come home. The ones who did return were wounded, and most would never recover. Legs and arms missing, blindness, and terrible scars were everywhere. Even sadder were the thin beggars in uniforms that had seen better days. People hurried by them, heads averted, unwilling to aid the men that had kept them safe for four years. 

         
         I turned away, wanting to weep.

         
          

         My friend was happy to see me, running out to greet me as the unfamiliar motorcar pulled up in front of her house.

         
         “Bess! How lovely to see you! I thought it must be you, although I was expecting you to come by train. Only you could manage
            to arrive in a motor with a coat of arms on the door! Come in, come in, and tell me all about it! And did you know, there’s
            a box waiting for you, with the name of a very nice shop on the lid.”
         

         
         Florence and I had been to school together, and our mothers had been fast friends. She was married now to a barrister and—I
            could see behind the scarves and shawls that concealed it—she was expecting her first child.
         

         
         “Congratulations,” I said when we were in her pretty sitting room and the maid had gone to bring us tea.

         
         Florence blushed. “I should have written—told you. But I was rather superstitious, I didn’t want anyone to know until I was
            sure—” She smiled. “And the truth is, the larger I grow, the less I seem to accomplish. Still, it’s wonderful, and I can’t
            wait. Bruce is over the moon.”
         

         
         “He should be. Tell me all about it, do!”

         
         And for the next two days we talked of nothing but setting up the nursery, her lying-in, baby clothes and blankets and what
            I thought of the crib. I found myself thinking that this could have been me, if there hadn’t been a war, if I hadn’t chosen
            to train as a nursing Sister.
         

         
         I wasn’t sure I’d have traded places with Florence. Despite the horrors I’d seen and the tragedies and the deaths, despite the long hours and heartbreak and danger, I was glad I’d made my choice. 

         
         The time flew by, and then it was Sunday and Bruce escorted the two of us to Evensong at the Minster. This time, as we drove
            through the city toward the church, I kept my eyes on Florence, to avoid seeing the wounded. I only partly succeeded.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         The next morning, the motorcar collected me and I was taken to meet Dr. Halliday. The familiar smells and sounds of a hospital
            raised my spirits.
         

         
         “It was a good clean surgery,” he said as we walked together down the passage toward Lady Beatrice’s room. “You shouldn’t
            have any trouble. If you do, call me at once. Don’t try to deal with it yourself.”
         

         
         “No, Doctor,” I answered obediently. But he would be hours away. “You’ve arranged for her to be comfortable on the journey?
            And what about medicines as we return to the Hall?”
         

         
         “The ward Sister has all that for you. Try your best to keep the patient quiet, and don’t let her get out of bed too soon.
            I know she’ll test your authority.”
         

         
         I shouldn’t be at all surprised if she did, I thought to myself, but replied only, “Yes, Doctor, I understand.”

         
         The ward Sister did indeed have everything in hand, giving me copies of instructions, a report on the actual surgery, and
            a list of the medicines she had packed in a kit for me.
         

         
         When we reached Lady Beatrice’s bedside, she was restless and eager to leave.

         
         I thought she looked rather pale still, and her voice was merely a thread, but she made it clear what she wanted and when.

         
         A quarter of an hour later all the formalities had been dealt with, Lillian had seen to the collecting and packing of all
            their belongings, and the proper care for the flowers that Lady Beatrice’s son had ordered to fill her private room. Wilson
            was waiting with the motorcar, and this time I rode with him, to keep an eye on the patient, while Lillian sat among all the
            flowers we were taking back to the Hall.
         

         
         Dr. Halliday told Lady Beatrice in no uncertain terms to behave herself and mind every instruction I gave her, if she wanted
            to see a full recovery.
         

         
         We stopped four times on the journey north, so that I could check on our patient and see to giving her the food that the hospital
            had prepared for her. She made a face at the thin soups but drank them obediently. But by the last stop, she was tired and
            hurting from the bouncing on the roads, and her temper was fraying.
         

         
         I was glad to have her back at the Hall and safely tucked into the bedchamber that had been a sitting room. Mrs. Bennett and
            the staff had made it as comfortable as possible, and as little like a sickroom as they could manage, collecting some of her
            favorite things from her usual bedroom, to make her happy. Included among them was a gilt-framed portrait of her husband in
            Highland dress that had been hung across from her bed. She had pointed out several likenesses of the late Earl, but this was
            the one she preferred. And I could see why—he was tall, darkly handsome, and he wore the kilt with a flair that was clear
            even in the painting. He had been in one of the Scots regiments before their marriage.
         

         
         Lillian and I had a late supper in the small dining room, and then she went upstairs while I slept in a cot at the foot of
            Lady Beatrice’s bed.
         

         
         I was glad she was tired enough to sleep the night through. I slept as well, but with an ear ready to hear any change in her breathing or signs of restlessness or fever. 

         
          

         She was a trying patient for the next few days, in pain and impatient with everything from the plumping of her pillows to
            the nasty (her words) medicines she was asked to swallow.
         

         
         But as postsurgical pain began to subside, her spirits improved, and she was back to the woman I’d met on my arrival. “We’d
            arranged a chaise longue by the window, and as soon as it was safe to move her to it during the day, she could lie there and
            look out at the gardens. I was very watchful, but there were no signs of infection, and the incision was healing quite nicely.
            Dr. Halliday came to call several times and nodded with satisfaction as he noted her progress.
         

         
         “You must be feeling much better as well,” he informed her. “I told you it was one of the benefits of having the surgery done.”

         
         She glared at him, but it was more playful than serious. “Yes, you always tell me that. And then gloat when I admit you were
            right.”
         

         
         “By Saturday, let her walk a little bit more each day,” he told me, “but don’t let her climb stairs or tire herself. I don’t
            intend this as permission to overdo.”
         

         
         “Yes, Doctor,” I replied.

         
         But it was easier said than done, keeping her quiet. She insisted on engaging with her staff but then she would be tired and
            rather querulous afterward. Still, it was good for her mind and her spirits to feel she still held the reins of her life here.
         

         
         It was Wednesday, a week past the surgery, when everything changed.

         
         We were just sitting down to breakfast when Mrs. Bennett came in with a silver tray with a telegram on it.

         
         Lady Beatrice frowned as she took it, then sat there staring at it rather than opening it.

         
         Lillian said quietly, “If it was Jonathan, Sylvia would have called. Or Bartlett . . .”

         
         Lady Beatrice gave her a grateful smile, saying, “Yes, of course.” Using the knife by her plate, she slit open the little
            envelope and drew out the sheet inside.
         

         
         The smile changed abruptly as she opened it and read the message. Drawing in a harsh breath, she crumpled the sheet in her
            hand.
         

         
         “Oh my God. Lillian—”

         
         Lillian was already out of her chair. Reaching out she took the sheet from Lady Beatrice’s clenched fingers, spread out the
            sheet, and began to read.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Lady Beatrice had closed her eyes in pain.

         
         Lillian said softly, “Oh my dear!” She passed the telegram to me.

         
         
            Gordon had accident. Come at once.

         

         It was signed simply, Arthur.

         
         I had no idea who Arthur was, nor Gordon either for that matter. I couldn’t remember Lady Beatrice ever mentioning them.

         
         I must have looked as puzzled as I felt, for Mrs. Bennett, just behind me, said softly, “Her godson.”

         
         I still didn’t know which man, or perhaps a child, she meant.

         
         Lady Beatrice was still sitting there as if turned to stone, her eyes closed, her breathing ragged. I rose and took her right
            hand, reaching for the pulse. It was fast, irregular—
         

         
         “Let’s move her—” I began, worried, but Lady Beatrice opened her eyes. I could see the unshed tears.

         
         “No! I’m all right.” Clearly she wasn’t, the shock had been severe. I was about to say so when she went on, her voice husky,
            but clear. “I must go to him.”
         

         
         “Where is he?” I asked. A telegram—some distance, surely—

         
         My words crossed those of Mrs. Bennett and Lillian.

         
         Mrs. Bennett said, “You can’t.”

         
         And Lillian was saying, “You mustn’t think—”

         
         “No,” Lady Beatrice interjected. “He’s hurt, I want to be there.”

         
         I tried again. “Let me telephone Dr. Halliday—”

         
         “He’s in York. He won’t be here in time,” Mrs. Bennett reminded us.

         
         Lady Beatrice attempted to rise from her chair, but we all leaned
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