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			The war might be over, but the battle for love has just begun.

			When Lady Eleanor “Nell” St. George arrives in Wales after serving as a veterinarian in the Great War, she doesn’t come alone. With her is her former captain’s beloved warhorse, which she promised to return to him—and a series of recurring nightmares that torment both her heart and her soul. She wants only to complete her task, then find refuge with her family, but when Nell meets the captain’s eldest daughter, all that changes.

			Beatrice Hughes is resigned to life as the dutiful daughter. Her mother grieves for the sons she lost to war; the care of the household and remaining siblings falls to Beatrice, and she manages it with a practical efficiency. But when a beautiful stranger shows up with her father’s horse, practicality is the last thing on her mind.

			Despite the differences in their social standing, Beatrice and Nell give in to their unlikely attraction, finding love where they least expect it. But not everything in the captain’s house is as it seems. When Beatrice’s mother disappears under mysterious circumstances, Nell must overcome her preconceptions to help Beatrice, however she’s able. Together they must find out what really happened that stormy night in the village, before everything Beatrice loves is lost—including Nell.
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			Chapter One

			June 1919. Wales.

			Nell hugged her woollen military-style jacket tighter around her shoulders and yearned for her army-issue trench coat, given to a shivering child somewhere in France months ago. The length of the trench coat would better prevent the nasty chill from the blustery wind which blew around Nell’s skirts. She stood on the wharf at Aberystwyth, weary of waiting. At the far end of the beach, in the distance, were the ruins of Aberystwyth Castle. It must have been an imposing structure once, but now it was just a pile of stones on a grassy knoll. Like the castle, she’d survived, but couldn’t manage to hold herself with the same intimidating glory as she’d had before the war began. She was so damned tired of the cold, and her bad knee ached with the sure sign of an incoming storm. Wasn’t this supposed to be the middle of summer? The tiny glint of the sun off the sea spoke of promises, even on this overcast grey day when the sun hid behind a wall of grey cloud and a miserable wind blew around her legs. Promises she couldn’t quite grasp, as if they spoke of a future that was out of her reach.

			The unloading crane swung over the side of the steamship, Tommy dangling precariously in the air. The padded sling around the horse’s girth and the other ropes to steady his progress didn’t give Nell any optimism he would make it safely to dry land. Not with this wind buffeting him so the ropes groaned as the wharfies lowered him on the pulleys. She and Tommy had made it so far together, all the way from the Somme’s makeshift hospital at Abbeville where they’d bid goodbye to Tommy’s owner, and her commanding officer at the Army Veterinary Corps, Captain Llewellyn Hughes.

			‘Bring my horse home safely.’

			The ropes creaked as the wind pushed against Tommy’s bulk, and Nell winced, her hands twisted together. She hoped the ropes would hold for this last difficult part of their journey. Slowly, Tommy was successfully lowered down onto the wharf and the workers proceeded to undo all the ropes holding the sling in place. She walked over to the horse, held his head collar, and gave him a steadying rub between the ears.

			‘We made it. Almost.’ She spoke to Tommy in a low whisper, breathing in the scent of horse and leather, letting the rest of the world melt away for a too-brief moment. ‘Oh, Tommy...’ She crooned at the horse and he flicked one ear to listen to her. ‘Soon we will have to say goodbye. We’ve come so far together, you and I, and you’ve been a great companion on this journey.’ Together, they’d trekked nearly a hundred and fifty miles from the Somme to the port at Le Havre, then by boat to Aberystwyth—months of partnership, with Tommy carrying her faithfully. Once she handed him over, she’d truly be alone, left to make the final leg of her journey home by herself.

			‘Excuse me, miss, you can’t stand here.’

			‘This is my horse.’ Not technically, but it felt that way after so much time together. Nell wasn’t going to let someone else lead him away. She wouldn’t risk anything happening to Tommy. They were almost at Captain Hughes’s house, and so close to achieving this one small goal. It had seemed an impossible promise—to deliver one plain bay gelding to Wales—but it was an impossibility filled with hope. She’d almost fulfilled her promise.

			‘You need to collect your cargo from over there, miss.’

			‘I’ll take the horse from here.’ Nell didn’t bother with using her rank. She wasn’t going to be stopped by a polite wharf-man in his neat uniform, with his cap jammed low over his dark features, hiding against the wind. She asked Tommy to step forward, carefully, over the sling and ropes now lying around his feet. The gelding had seen everything in his ten years, from farm hack of unknown parentage to one of the lucky few to survive the horrors of war and come home. Most other horses had been sold locally. Transporting a horse cost a lot of money, and the army couldn’t pay. Besides, people were starving, and the ready supply of horse-meat seemed like a simple solution to those who sat behind desks far from the front line. Nell suppressed a shiver. Those paper pushers had no idea the toll their decisions had on the surviving soldiers being asked to watch their horses being led away to an unsavoury fate. It had been straightforward—not easy, but necessary—to shoot the injured horses, to humanely end their pain, but near on impossible to let the healthy ones go. After all the slaughter on the front, the horses who survived deserved much more than that fate. Tommy was fortunate enough to be a captain’s horse, with a captain who could afford the exorbitant shipment home. Plain old Tommy had become a symbol of hope for her amongst all the realities of war.

			‘Come on, lad, let’s go find your forever home.’ She patted the gelding on the neck and started walking away from the busy wharf. The horse didn’t blink at all the bustling noise of the wharf and the boat being unloaded around them. He walked along in a quiet rhythm with his head low and relaxed, hardly surprising given the sheer volume of shelling he’d listened to over the last five years. Half his life, and damn if it didn’t feel like half of her life too. A loud thud and a shout rang out from behind her. Nell crouched down automatically, peering around wildly. A pallet had slipped off the crane and landed on the wharf behind her.

			‘Miss.’ A large hand gently touched her shoulder and she shook it off. ‘No one is hurt.’

			She glanced around. The same wharfie stared at her with care in his deep brown eyes. He held out a hand for her, which she ignored. She slowly rose to her feet, patting Tommy’s neck. The horse simply waited for her to recover from her jolt. Would she ever be free from this reaction to sudden noises?

			‘I’m fine.’ She tried to force her heart rate to steady, but it thumped erratically out of step with her willpower.

			‘Don’t mind me, miss, but was it the noise?’

			Nell glared at the wharfie, then forced herself to soften her expression. ‘The noise is nothing compared to the front.’ She cursed her acerbic tongue. It was no one’s business that she’d spent the entire war behind the front lines working.

			‘I understand.’

			Nell frowned. ‘You do?’

			‘Corporal Lamin Jobe, previously of the Royal West African Frontier Force, Gambia Regiment, currently one of the lucky retired soldiers to have employment.’ His tone was level, but the downward twist of his mouth spoke volumes, and Nell wondered how much the newssheets had left out, how much she didn’t—couldn’t—know.

			She stuck out her hand for him to shake. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m sorry for my appalling lack of manners. I was with the Army Veterinary Corps, mostly in Abbeville, France.’

			‘At the front?’ He shook her hand—soldier to soldier—and she was grateful he appeared to forgive her unforgivable rudeness.

			‘About thirty miles away.’

			‘Shell shock is no surprise then.’ His understanding of her reaction to the sudden noise slowed her pulse. The kindness in his eyes painted him as someone who’d been there and knew the impact, and she wished she could begin again. With more respect from her side.

			‘You have it too?’

			He nodded once, his eyes shuttered. ‘It gets better with time. I wish I could say it went away, but I still baulk occasionally.’

			‘Thank you. They call it the Great War.’ Nell shook her head, her voice cracking.

			He paused. ‘I suppose they do.’

			‘You saw action?’ Nell shouldn’t be this curious, not after such a prickly introduction.

			‘First in Africa, then we were transferred to help defend the Suez Canal. I ended up in the navy.’

			‘Get off the ground and back to work.’ A rude command interrupted Corporal Jobe. Having spent a whole war doing as she was told meant Nell automatically stayed quiet rather than tell the man in authority that they were obviously already standing.

			Corporal Jobe nodded once in the direction of the authoritative voice and turned to walk away. ‘Yes, sir.’

			Nell reached out and touched him briefly on the arm. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Quickly,’ the supervisor said sharply. Tommy shifted sideways away from the supervisor. Horses were such good judges of character.

			‘Just helping a fellow soldier, sir.’ Corporal Jobe was quiet, yet boldly confident under the glare of the supervisor.

			The man looked them both up and down with a sneer. ‘Desperate times in the war. They’d take anyone for cannon fodder by the end of it. Get to work before I discuss this with your boss.’ With one more dismissive glare, he walked off, leaving Nell’s fists impotently clutched around Tommy’s lead rope.

			Corporal Jobe lowered his voice. ‘I have to go. He’s the police chief and runs the town.’

			‘Yes, we shouldn’t give him any more reason to find fault.’

			Corporal Jobe blew out a breath. ‘That’s it. I need to be better, neater, and more efficient than anyone else just to be treated the same.’

			‘I understand, I think. I was the only woman in the Veterinary Corps,’ said Nell. She knew what it was like to have her every movement questioned. But it wasn’t quite the same as being a black wharfie. She had the advantage of race, and given his job, class also. In Abbeville, she hadn’t thought of it like that; she hadn’t had time to think of much of anything. But here on the wharf, the difference was stark.

			‘Whereas Chief Superintendent Smithson didn’t serve at all.’ Corporal Jobe glanced over at the man whose gaze filled Nell with unease. Nell would’ve spent more time talking to the Corporal, but she heeded the warning in his voice. Anyone who thought of people as cannon fodder was someone to steer clear of.

			‘Thank you for your service, Corporal.’

			He acknowledged her with a sharp nod, then paced away to work, leaving Nell alone with Tommy. Before the war, she would have thought chatting to an African soldier on a wharf in Wales couldn’t have happened. Just as the odds of finding a woman who desired her seemed impossible. She’d found solace with a few of the nurses stationed near Abbeville, but that was temporary. Created by circumstance. The world was changing, and with it, Nell could hope for a future where people of all genders, colours, ethnicities, and desires were treated equally. They sure all died the same way in war.

			 

			Patient Tommy waited by her side. She asked the horse to walk, deliberately away from the Chief Superintendent. Spying a patch of grass, she led him towards the end of the wharf, away from all the unloading activity. Tommy’s gait quickened as he saw the grass, and Nell let him guide her towards the snippet of food. Fresh grass, even a straggly bit at the edge of the tarmac, was a vast improvement on the dusty hay available on the ship. Nell stared out at the sea as Tommy ate his fill. Hopefully she hadn’t made Corporal Jobe’s working life more difficult by needing his assistance.

			‘Come on, lad. You’ve eaten that down to bare dirt. I’m sure Captain Hughes will have plenty more.’ Soon, she’d be able to board a train and make her way home to Newmarket. To the horse farm where she’d grown up. To her parents and brother whose letters filled half of her satchel. Home. Where everything smelled like fresh grass, and new promises, and where young racehorses who’d never know the terrors of war galloped free over large paddocks, kicking their heels up for fun. Home, where a thirty-year-old spinster could take stock of her life and try to make sense of the world now the war was over.

			 

			A long hour later, Nell finally had all her baggage. The wind cut stronger, whipping the waves into frothy white horses. She really needed to get moving if she was going to deliver Tommy before they both got soaked by the incoming rain.

			‘There’s a storm coming.’ A one-armed policeman spoke as she swung onto Tommy’s back. His empty sleeve was neatly pinned up—a common sight where almost every man of a certain age had a visible injury, and those who didn’t, like Corporal Jobe and herself, most likely carried invisible injuries.

			Nell nodded. ‘Yes, it feels that way. Excuse me, but is there a reason for the presence of two policemen at the wharf today?’ It was only a small port, hardly warranting the effort.

			The officer kept a neutral expression. ‘Chief Superintendent Smithson always attends the unloading of ships. He believes it’s the best way to keep undesirable items out of Aberystwyth, and care for the good Christian people of our town.’ Nell managed not to snort. The war had stripped away her naivety and destroyed her previous faith in God. War had taught her that the God of her parish church in Newmarket couldn’t possibly exist; no benevolent being would allow such senseless suffering, but conversely, she’d seen countless dying men from all over the world pray to any and every deity to ease their pain. The war had ended months ago, but the after-effects still lingered.

			‘Could you point me in the direction of the residence of Captain Llewellyn Hughes?’

			‘You seem like a nice lady. Why do you want to know where Captain Hughes lives?’

			‘I have to deliver his horse.’

			‘A word of warning, miss. Captain Hughes had a temper before he left for the war, and the front didn’t improve it.’ The officer’s warning barely registered with Nell.

			‘Don’t worry about me. Once I’ve delivered the horse, I’ll be on my way home.’

			‘Just be careful.’ The officer gave her a curious stare, running his gaze over her military jacket and the way she rode astride. She’d made the split skirt herself. Much more practical for fieldwork. Nell felt a fleeting homesickness for the front—back there she’d been treated just like all the other veterinarians. Being seen as something other was a little bit of a shock after so many years.

			‘I served with Captain Hughes. I don’t need your kindly advice.’

			‘If you must go—’

			‘I must. This is his horse.’

			The officer shook his head, as if to renounce any responsibility over her choice. ‘Just follow the train tracks up the valley, miss. It’s nearly five miles. He’s in the stone double storey farmhouse called Bwthyn, just this side of the Capel Bangor Station.’ His expression clearly showed he thought she shouldn’t be going to Captain Hughes’s house alone. She didn’t have time to tell him of all the times she’d been unchaperoned during the war. There was no time for polite society rules when death ruled. Nell nudged Tommy with her legs. By the look of the sky, with the clouds gone from vague grey to angry lumps of black, they were both going to get wet as they walked inland for five miles.

			‘Come on, Tommy, let’s get you home.’ Why did it feel like the adventure was only just beginning when it should finally be ending?

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Three loud knocks echoed down the hallway, almost drowned out by the rain battering the Welsh slate roof of their stone farm cottage. Beatrice rushed towards the front door, her heart pounding. One of their neighbours must be in trouble—serious trouble—if they’d risked coming here for help in this wild summer storm. People used to visit all the time, before the war, when Father was the best veterinarian in Aberystwyth and surrounding districts. But he’d gone to war, earned the title of Captain, and the locals had learned to treat their farm animals without his help. They’d stopped visiting. In the six weeks since he had been sent home from the Somme, he hadn’t practiced. He was too ill. Everything had changed since he’d arrived home, and yet, nothing had. Beatrice hesitated, with her hand on the door handle. Was she ready for whatever disaster was on the other side of the door?

			She flung open the door to see a tall, slender woman in a military jacket standing in the pouring rain. The unexpected glorious figure on their doorstep stole her breath momentarily, changing the racing tempo of her pulse from worry to desire. Beatrice swallowed. She probably shouldn’t stare at a stranger’s lips, so she glanced away and breathed out slowly to try to stem the rising heat on her cheeks. Beatrice blinked. Rain streamed off the visitor’s sodden military hat, yet she seemed unflustered by the storm swirling around her. Confident women didn’t exist in Aberystwyth; they only existed in books or in Beatrice’s dreams. The stranger’s clear blue eyes were lined with crow’s feet, and she stared back at Beatrice with knowledge in her gaze, as though she’d seen the world and it hadn’t conquered her. Even the storm couldn’t beat this stranger, who stood unbendingly with her chin high. Everything in her gaze and stance made Beatrice feel like a naïve country mouse who’d never left her home. She felt utterly seen, and she couldn’t decide if she should indulge her curiosity or run very far away.

			‘Excuse me,’ the stranger spoke, her lyrical voice warming Beatrice all the way through. The stranger’s posh English accent sounded almost exotic compared to Beatrice’s Welsh tones. Beatrice gulped. She couldn’t help but compare herself to this goddess and find herself wanting.

			‘Yes?’ Where were her manners? A long time ago, her English mother had taught her all the proper manners, in the hope that Beatrice would escape the confines of their rural Welsh household. Mother had grown up near the River Severn in England and had taught all the children how to speak English at home. Father, the Captain, had insisted on it. Learning English meant Beatrice had more books to read from the library at the Aberystwyth University, but the real benefit of being bilingual came right at this moment, as she understood the dulcet tones of this stunning stranger.

			‘Is this the household of Captain Llewellyn Hughes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Excellent. My name is Nell—’ She coughed lightly. ‘Eleanor St. George, and I’m here to deliver Captain Hughes’s horse.’

			‘His horse?’ Beatrice seemed to be stuck in a horrid world where she had no thoughts of her own, only able to parrot whatever Eleanor St. George said. Eleanor—a beautiful name for a beautiful woman. It suited her perfectly. Beatrice tapped her hands gently on her heated cheeks.

			‘Are you well?’

			Beatrice cleared the roughness in her throat. ‘Oh, yes. We don’t get many visitors here. Please, excuse my poor manners. Would you like to come in?’

			‘Thank you.’ Eleanor nodded in the direction of the horse, and Beatrice noticed him for the first time. The horse reminded her of Tommy, the farm hack Father had taken to war with him, a plain bay gelding with a white star. The sturdy crossbred gelding standing beside Eleanor was leaner than the horse who’d left five years ago. If it was the same horse, he’d lost a lot of muscle condition, and his thick black mane had been shaved short.

			‘Do you have somewhere for Tommy to get out of the rain? A stable or the like?’

			‘Of course.’ Tommy. It was him. ‘There is a shed around the back. I’ll send one of the boys out to look after him.’ A nasty heat lodged behind her eyes, and she tried to blink it away. Tommy and Father had arrived home from the war, while her brothers, Gareth, Aled, and Owen, had not. She nodded vaguely in the direction of the shed.

			‘Thank you. Please make sure they give him a good scrub down so he doesn’t stay cold, and don’t let him out in all that fresh grass. He’s not used to it.’

			‘I will get the Captain and pass on your message.’ Beatrice disappeared inside the house, her ancient gingham dress swirling around her stockinged legs. She had to move, had to do something practical before she followed Eleanor nonsensically out into the rain without a coat. The severe cut of Eleanor St. George’s jacket and her skirt that only came down to her mid-calf, showing off her military-style boots and narrow ankles, made Beatrice all too aware of her old-fashioned simple dress, more suitable for a house maid than a daughter of the house. Oh, who was she kidding? They couldn’t afford servants. Between her and her remaining siblings, they did all the farm work. Beatrice was as close to a servant as possible—just without the miniscule payments afforded to a servant. Why pay servants when you have two spinster daughters?

			‘Captain,’ Beatrice called out to Father, cringing as the use of his preferred title reinforced her position in the household. What was it about their visitor that brought back all her old doubts about her life? She’d learnt to push them away, because no amount of dreaming would change her situation. It was much better to focus on the practical day-to-day matters. Less hurtful. Leave the dreaming to her sister Grace. Grace still grieved for her fiancé killed in the war, but Beatrice would never marry for a completely different reason. Marriage wasn’t for women like her.

			‘Can’t a man enjoy his drink in peace?’ Father barked harshly, followed by several deep coughs that wracked his body. A twinge of guilt wavered across the back of her neck. Father had sacrificed the health of his lungs for the war efforts, and he’d helped win the war. She ought to give him the respect he requested—a little leeway on her part was only a small sacrifice compared to his. Beatrice entered the kitchen, blinking at the sudden heat from the wood-burning Aga. It would be more efficient to use coal, but they couldn’t afford it. As always, Father sat at the table nursing an old bottle of homebrewed spirits. Six weeks ago, he’d arrived back from a war hospital near the Somme, and he’d spent all his time sitting there slowly sipping his way towards death, issuing orders to everyone in a rough consumptive voice.

			‘We have a visitor asking for you.’

			‘Why didn’t you say so?’

			Beatrice pinched her lips together, careful not to show her frustration, or to blurt out that she was telling him now. The war had changed Father—made him even harder than before. It had changed everyone, it seemed, except Beatrice. Mother and Grace both grieved outwardly, but Beatrice was too busy holding together everything left behind. The war had prevented her from leaving. It had taken her few options and crushed them like autumn leaves under heavy tank wheels.

			Father stood up, one hand on the table to steady himself. After one wobbly step, he marched to the front door without a sign of his drunkenness, military style with squared shoulders. He moved with the same innate confidence Eleanor had. Beatrice drew in a deep breath as she realised Eleanor must know Father from the war. She’d turned up here in a military uniform, with Tommy; of course they knew each other. How well? An odd tingle traced over the skin at the base of her throat. Beatrice turned to Mother, who sat quietly in the corner darning some clothes.

			‘Mother. Is everything alright?’

			‘Yes. Of course, dear. What is for dinner?’ Mother’s ability to ignore all the tensions in the room had come from years of practice. Mother didn’t want to be seen. Eight of her twelve children had survived past the age of five, and now the war had taken three of her healthy sons. All those dead children—another reason why Beatrice didn’t want a husband—she didn’t want the creating of children, nor the grief of losing them. Beatrice flicked a glance at the Aga. Lamb stew bubbled away in a giant pot. Since Father had arrived home, they’d been able to spend some of his hard-earned war income on stock for the farm. After years of surviving on vegetables they’d grown, they finally had seven dairy cows, a small herd of sheep, a few chickens, and two pigs. A good daughter would be grateful for the use of his funds, not bitter that he doled them out in small drips so he could control everything.

			‘Mutton stew, Mother.’ The same as yesterday and the day before, and the same as tomorrow, although by then it would be watered down considerably. Her mother nodded, her glance sliding sideways to the hall, giving Beatrice the tiniest advance warning that Father was about to reappear.

			‘Beatrice. Make up a room for Lady St. George. One of the boys can deal with Tommy.’ Father’s voice rang out loud, followed by his usual hard coughs. She jerked around to see Eleanor standing behind Father in their tiny hallway. Lady? That would explain the posh accent and the essence of how she could stand in their front yard in the pouring rain and still look like a goddess. The class gap between them was impossibly broad—even before Beatrice added her own unusual preferences into the mixture. It’d be just her luck to be attracted to someone so out of reach. She’d spent enough Sundays in church to know her interest in other women wasn’t deemed natural in polite company. But thanks to Annie, the librarian at the Aberystwyth University, she knew she wasn’t the only woman who felt this kind of desire. It’d been a long time since her short-lived affair with Annie; it ended when Annie left for another job. Beatrice was always getting left behind; she really shouldn’t let herself dream too much about Lady St. George.

			‘Of course, Captain.’ The farmhouse had three bedrooms upstairs, but her four siblings took up most of the space. Beatrice had her own room downstairs. She’d taken over her older brothers’ room when they’d gone to war, but the room was piled with boxes of their things. She usually slept on a pile of lumpy cushions in the corner of the kitchen, just like a servant, because she was always the first one up, and at least that way, she’d get the best warmth from the Aga.

			Father pushed past her and collapsed heavily into his usual chair at the kitchen table. The stench of his alcoholic haze wafted past, and she hoped their visitor, the stunningly beautiful Lady Eleanor, hadn’t noticed. Beatrice sighed. How could anyone not notice?

			‘Call me Nell.’ Nell suited her even more than Eleanor, and the shorter name felt intimate. The surprises kept coming as Nell stuck out her hand. Beatrice glanced sideways at the Captain, then shook Nell’s hand. Her arm jolted and she tugged her hand free, Nell’s rough skin abrasive against her own work-hardened hands. Beatrice schooled her features to try to hide her reaction. She wished she’d met more beautiful women, so she might have had more practice at hiding her true reactions to a beauty like Nell. Why did she feel so exposed as she shook Nell’s hand? As if Nell could feel her racing pulse and see past her life of drudgery as the unmarried daughter of the house. As if Nell could see all her dreams of travel and love and sex. Impractical dreams. Without money, she couldn’t leave, and besides, her heart wouldn’t let her leave Mother here alone with Father. Or little Ira, or any of her siblings. Someone had to protect them.

			‘Nell.’ The deflated shift to reality echoed as she spoke. A puddle of water started to form around Nell’s boots, slowly dripping off her skirts onto the stone floor. Yet more tasks for her to complete.

			‘No. Call her Lady St. George,’ Father croaked from his seat. Beatrice stiffened at the command. Naturally, Father would want to preserve titles. He’d always aspired to be part of the upper classes after rubbing shoulders with members of the aristocracy while studying to be a veterinarian. When she was a child, she’d heard so many of his stories from that time, and it was no surprise at all that he’d ignore Nell’s wishes to use her given name.

			‘Lady St. George. Please follow me. I will find you some dry clothes.’ Beatrice walked towards her small bedroom. Her clothes would swim on the lovely Lady’s slim frame, and her long limbs would stick out from the ends—exposing more of her shapely calf muscle—but being dry and warm was more important than fit right now. Besides, Beatrice knew she’d spend all night sewing to take in some of her clothes and extend the length if Nell asked. She pushed open the door to her room and tried not to cringe at the piles of stuff everywhere.

			‘Please. Call me Nell.’

			‘Nell. I can’t, not when—’

			Nell nodded once. ‘He insists you call him Captain, doesn’t he?’

			‘Yes.’ An embarrassed flush raced across her cheeks. Her own father.

			‘It doesn’t surprise me. I worked with him in the war.’ Nell’s simple statement and the frown that flitted over Nell’s brow told Beatrice that Nell understood everything, and probably more, about Father’s difficult and dominating personality.

			‘You worked in the war?’ She’d already guessed, given her military-style clothes, although they were the current fashion. Not many people in Aberystwyth could afford new tailored clothes, but they could afford to buy the fashion plates and sew their own copies. ‘With the Captain?’ A dark worry clouded Beatrice’s vision as she parroted Nell. Was Nell her father’s lover? How very presumptuous to arrive on their doorstep. Beatrice placed her hands against the twist in her stomach.

			‘Yes. For the Army Veterinary Corps.’ Nell confirmed she’d been in the same unit as Father.

			‘How incredibly brave.’ The ugly knot in Beatrice’s stomach sat heavily, and she pressed her hands harder against it to try to knead it away. Was this feeling jealousy? She didn’t dare let herself feel envious of anything, otherwise it would consume her small life. Almost everyone in the world had more options than her. A Lady who’d worked in the war most likely had more adventures in a week than Beatrice would have in her whole life, past and future combined.

			‘Foolish, more like.’ Nell cleared her throat, her blue eyes gazing out the small window. ‘I thought I’d be a hero, saving horses, and helping the war effort. I didn’t expect to spend most of my time tramping through mud to shoot horses. The ones we could save were patched up with inadequate medicines and bandages, only to be sent back out to be shot at again.’

			Beatrice swallowed. How could you respond to a statement like that? The pain slicing through Nell’s voice stretched the gap between them even further. Beatrice had never seen the war. Only read about it in the news sheets. Every week during the war, she’d gone into Aberystwyth on the train to sell produce, collect the mail, and hopefully use any money she’d earned to buy supplies for the household. She’d used the time away from the family’s demands to read the papers and keep up with the war efforts. It was a brief but necessary respite from her duties, and she treasured every moment. Never once had she received a letter from Annie, and after the few she’d sent to her had been returned with an incorrect address stamp, she’d given up. Apparently, their fling meant nothing to Annie, a one-sided love affair where Beatrice had risked her heart and her reputation for a woman who’d walked away too easily. The knowledge she wasn’t alone in her desires was cold comfort in the wake of that dismissal.

			‘My three older brothers never came home.’ She clamped her hand across her mouth, but the words were already out. Her weekly trips into town meant she’d been the first to read the telegraphs about Gareth, Aled, and Owen. The first to know that Grace’s fiancé, Jimmy, had been killed too.

			‘I’m sorry. Tommy is a poor substitute for brothers.’

			‘Substitute?’

			‘Yes. I’m sure you’d rather have brothers than the Captain’s horse. My task was to deliver him.’ Nell shivered, and Beatrice’s cheek blazed with shame at the way she’d let her guest stand there, soaking wet, while they talked.

			‘Please remove your wet clothes before you catch your death of cold.’ Beatrice blushed again, her face burning bright hot at the thought of Nell undressing. ‘I’ll find something warm for you to wear, and I’ll hang your clothes by the oven to dry them for you.’

			‘It’s fine. I have another set of clothes in my case.’

			‘Shall I get it for you?’ Beatrice needed space. Being in the same room as Nell was too much, too tempting, and far too emotional. She hadn’t expected to be confronted with her war grief, nor by a pretty Lady with capital L who might just be her father’s lover. No. She had to get away before her face gave away all her thoughts. To think she’d worried the knock on the door might be a neighbour in trouble.

			‘Thank you. I left it at the front door.’

			Beatrice bolted from the room, noise roaring in her ears, with her skirts gathered in one hand. She needed more than the two strides it took to spy Nell’s small brown suitcase, and she stood in the hallway staring at it and the leather satchel leaning against the suitcase. How could Nell possibly fit anything into there? Wouldn’t a Lady travel with large carpet-bags? Beatrice scoffed, then twirled around to check that no one else heard the unladylike sound which seemed to echo in the hallway. She picked up the case and knocked quietly on her own door.

			‘Come.’ Nell stood in Beatrice’s room in her underpinnings, like a fantasy come to life. The dank smell of wet wool did nothing to stop the rush of desire that raced down her spine, pooling between her legs. Beatrice squeezed her thighs together.

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Don’t be. Come in and close the door.’ Nell held her hand out for her case, drawing Beatrice’s attention to the gooseflesh pebbling Nell’s skin. What a fool she was to ogle their visitor while she was frozen cold. Beatrice swallowed as guilt rose in her throat, with a taste of old carrots, at her lack of practicality. And all the time, Nell held out her hand as if Beatrice was a servant. If she’d kept a record in a notebook for every time she’d misunderstood a situation, she’d have a whole bookshelf of them. She lifted her chin and ignored Nell’s hand, instead placing the case on the edge of the sagging single bed, next to the piles of unfolded linen. The reminder of the jobs she hadn’t gotten to yet didn’t help with the unbalanced surges of emotion she’d suffered since Nell had arrived.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Nell asked. The instinct to say nothing was wrong was dashed away by the concern in Nell’s gaze. Where should she start? Beatrice tried not to shake her head. She couldn’t speak frankly to a near stranger.

			‘I’m surprised about the horse.’ Surprised? No. Annoyed. Frustrated. She twisted her hands in her skirt. Surely the Captain knew they could barely afford to feed the family, and all their grass and hay went to the stock who they’d fatten for market. There wasn’t much left to feed a horse. A horse was the epitome of luxury when they could walk or use the train for transport.

			‘It’s largely a status symbol. Only higher ranked army were allowed the option of bringing their main horse home, and many decided they couldn’t afford the expense.’ Did Nell just roll her eyes? No, Beatrice’s eyes must be tricking her. A real Lady wouldn’t do that. Would she?

			‘The expense?’

			‘Of the journey. The army didn’t pay.’

			Beatrice growled low under her breath. She’d been counting on Father’s wages to set them up for winter. To know he’d spent an unknown portion on bringing home a horse they couldn’t afford to feed really summed up Father’s entire selfish view of the world. It put her imagined flirtation with Nell into perspective; nothing could come of her dreams, and it was better to focus on practical matters even when they irritated her like a thistle stuck in the threads of her clothes.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Captain’s servant was the most luscious creature Nell had ever seen. Damn, she ought to ask her name. Five years ago, she’d used her title to get what she wanted, then shed it to become plain Nell the veterinarian, and she’d automatically corrected the Captain’s use of her title. Now she was back on home soil, she supposed she’d have to get reaccustomed to being Lady Eleanor again. Could she? Lady Eleanor had been bright and hopeful, ready for any challenge. Keen to play her part and help the war efforts. Nell was a bitter, scrawny old maid who’d overseen the deaths of too many horses, and whose left knee ached constantly thanks to an unlucky piece of shrapnel in ’seventeen. All her sharp edges had honed into keen blades. Her family were expecting Lady Eleanor to arrive at their Newmarket farm. How would they react to Nell?

			When the Captain had asked her to take Tommy home, she’d jumped at the chance to delay her return to her family. She hadn’t expected the Captain to beat her to Aberystwyth, but she supposed he would have been able to get himself discharged from the hospital at Abbeville and sent back to England rather quickly by using his rank and the excellent train system. Meanwhile, she’d spent months walking here, just her and Tommy.

			Nell shivered as she waited for the servant to bring her case. Taking off her sodden clothes was the most practical choice. Had she imagined the heat on the servant’s cheeks? The poor creature—having to work for the Captain. He’d been a hard taskmaster in the war, abrasive when people didn’t live up to his high standards. He was tough and autocratic, but fair, always putting the horses, donkeys, and mules first. It must have been a shock for his household when he arrived back from the war to take back his dominant position. How long had the beautiful servant worked for the Captain’s family? She mulled over her lustful response to the servant. Dark brown hair, pulled back in an untidy knot at the back of her neck, with long strands falling down over sharp cheekbones. Well, everyone was too bloody thin now, although the servant’s plain dress billowed over round hips and sumptuous breasts. The servant had fantastic bone structure. She’d still be beautiful even when she was old, wrinkly, and plump, with her full lips and wide brown eyes. Her skin was a tone darker than Nell’s own pale English skin. Nell wanted to get closer, close enough to see the flecks in her brown eyes. Would they be green or amber? A gentle knock on the door tugged Nell back to reality.

			‘Come.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ The servant entered and immediately apologised. Why? For taking an extra second to get her things? Nell sighed. The Captain despised lateness in people, so the servant probably thought she was going to get her pay docked for the minor infraction. She knew all about Captain Hughes’s temper. Although he’d run the Army Veterinarian Corps with an iron fist, the Captain had been a good boss in the war—one who hadn’t minded a woman or men from outside Europe working on his team, provided they work extra hard to prove their worth. In that respect, he was no different from any other Englishman, expecting her to be better in order to get almost equal treatment, just as Corporal Jobe had mentioned.

			And under war conditions, he’d been rational under pressure, he’d done the long hours he expected of others himself, and most importantly, he cared about the horses. In her mind, that care extended to people, although she hadn’t seen any evidence of that at the front. In ’sixteen, during the Battle of Verdun, an unimaginable number of horses were killed, and she’d foregone sleep for days to treat the injured horses who’d made it back to their hospital at Abbeville. The staff were fractious, exhausted, and when Corporal Jackson had ignored her orders to ride to the human hospital for more clean bandages, Captain Hughes backed her up. The horses needed bandages, so Jackson had ridden, and she’d gained the supplies she needed. A temper and strict discipline had been necessary in that environment. Captain Hughes didn’t scare Nell; she had plenty enough temper too. She’d used anger to create a shield for herself in a world dominated by men. Thankfully, most of them had been too injured, or too much in need of her veterinary skills to think twice about her. She’d lopped off her long hair, sewn her skirts into pants, and got on with the job as best she could.

			‘Don’t be sorry. Come in and close the door.’ Nell held her hand out for her case, but the servant threw it on the bed among the unfolded linens.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Nell dropped her hand back to her side, puzzled at the servant’s reaction.

			‘I’m surprised about the horse.’ The servant had a light voice that reminded Nell of happier times, Christmas at Newmarket with snow falling gently on the horse paddocks, or of spring sunshine peeking from behind a cloud. It was the sound of nostalgia, and the musicality of her Welsh accent only added to the sense of homeliness. Nell breathed in deep and caught a hint of violets and fresh grass underneath the sodden smell of her woollen jacket. Was that the servant’s perfume? The war might have officially ended many months ago, yet Nell couldn’t get rid of the stench of the trenches, and the veterinarian corps, from her nose. Was it too much to hope for a sweeter replacement?

			‘It’s largely a status symbol. Only higher ranked army were allowed the option of bringing their main horse home, and many decided they couldn’t afford the expense.’

			‘The expense?’

			‘Of the journey. The army didn’t pay.’ Nell’s mouth dried as the servant growled under her breath. Nell admired the way Captain Hughes had run the Army Veterinary Corps during the war, but she also knew he was a typical horseman and he cared more about Tommy than he did his staff. The whole reason she was here came down to that sole point—Captain Hughes wanted his horse—and his staff existed only so he could achieve that.

			‘What’s your name, dear?’ Nell asked after a moment of silence with the servant’s brows narrowed in a glare, her head bowed slightly as if she were fighting a rage she couldn’t let out. Nell’s fingers prickled. She wanted to comfort her, but couldn’t, not without overstepping her position. Oh, that was an excuse. Nell didn’t want to risk the servant noticing the low ebb of lust that made her fingertips slightly sweaty.

			‘Beatrice Hughes.’ Oh, crap. Hughes—as in Captain Hughes’s daughter. She glanced down at her mostly naked flesh to see the heat reflected as a pink flush across her chest that disappeared under the cloth that bound her small breasts. Having grown up with servants, she was comfortable getting dressed in front of them, but the knowledge that Beatrice was an equal made her feel suddenly exposed, like the power balance between them had shifted. A prickle of heat crossed the back of her neck. Nell flicked a glance at the skirt and top folded in her now-open case and resisted the urge to grab them and cover herself. Her usual physical confidence abandoned her, and it didn’t reflect well on her that she was comfortable being mostly naked when she’d wrongly assumed Beatrice was a servant. Perhaps she was closer to reclaiming her old identity of Lady Eleanor than she’d assumed. The very idea scratched at her throat. Hadn’t she learnt in the war that class didn’t matter? Bullets hurt people the same, no matter where they’d grown up, or who their parents were. She couldn’t be a Lady anymore.

			‘The Captain’s daughter?’ Nell heard the slight wobble in her voice and lifted her chin. She could give the pretence of confidence—after all, she had bloody years of practice doing just that. Pretend to belong, focus on the task, and no one would ask for her imaginary credentials.

			‘Yes. One of his daughters.’

			‘My apologies. I assumed you were the family maid.’ Nell’s honest blurt had her clench her teeth. Did she really just say that? Hell. Beatrice glanced down at her dress, then looked up with a rueful smile, slowly shaking her head.

			‘I may as well be.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘The spinster daughter, etcetera.’

			A lightness eased the weight on her shoulders. ‘Etcetera?’

			‘Never mind.’ Beatrice’s momentary humour disappeared as fast as it had come, and she frowned. ‘How well do you know my father?’

			‘Excuse me?’ Nell tried to figure out what Beatrice was implying. ‘Oh.’ Nell shook her head vigorously and held up her palms. ‘No, no, no. I worked for him in the war. Please don’t imply that I was his lover. I would never.’ Nell had no interest in men—not sexually—nor because of the way they’d set the world up for their own benefit. Her desires allowed her a distance to see men without the heavy domestic expectations for her role in the society they’d created. She would never be a man’s helpmate whose only role was to ensure he succeeded in the system men had created.

			Beatrice’s hand flew up to her cheeks and a muffled giggle sounded. ‘I’m so sorry. I just assumed, well, because, you are so...worldly, and why on earth would you come here to visit us?’

			‘I’m delivering the Captain’s horse. On his request.’

			‘Tommy. He’s lost a lot of weight.’

			Nell sighed. Beatrice’s comment weighed heavily with judgement and Nell eased back into the boring, harsh facts of war. ‘Yes. Unfortunately, the availability of fodder was a major issue for the past few years. At the beginning of the war, a horse like Tommy would be assigned twelve pounds of hay and oats, but near the end, we were forced to reduce it to seven pounds per horse per day. Not enough.’

			‘I didn’t mean to criticise. It’s been a shock, that’s all. Shall I help you with your dress?’ Beatrice handed her a towel, and Nell rubbed restlessly at her damp underpinnings.

			‘No, thank you. I can manage. I’m sure you have plenty of other things to do.’

			Beatrice nodded once, pink blossoming on her cheeks. ‘Yes, but the Captain... Father...wanted to ensure you were treated as befits your rank.’

			Nell snorted. ‘Don’t stand on ceremony with me. I’ve been ignoring my courtesy title since the war broke out. You are welcome to do the same.’

			‘Can you do that?’ Beatrice’s large brown eyes widened, and Nell shrugged.

			‘My father is a second son. My title is a courtesy only. I often forget I have it.’

			The incredulous expression on Beatrice’s face sent a wave of doubt down Nell’s spine.

			‘Did I say something wrong?’ She never worried about societal expectations, but this was Beatrice—her boss’s gorgeous daughter—not one of the many men she worked with at the Abbeville Veterinary Hospital.

			‘Only someone with a title could have the luxury of forgetting it. For some of us, life is not so privileged.’

			Nell clutched the towel closer to her chest, pressing hard against the way her heart tumbled. ‘Ouch. I deserved that. I’m sorry.’

			‘No. I’m the one who should be sorry. You are a war heroine.’ Beatrice bent her head and stared at the floor. ‘Everything I have lives inside these narrow walls. You were right to assume I am the household’s servant—that’s how they treat me.’ When Nell murmured a disagreement, Beatrice looked up. Her tongue darted out and licked her bottom lip. ‘I’m jealous of your title, and your elegance, and your useful work.’

			‘Don’t be.’ Nell shook her head at the sudden switch. ‘There is no glory in war. I wouldn’t wish that experience on anyone. Being here kept you safe.’ Safe from the nightmares, from the flinching at sudden sounds, from the waves of despair that threatened to stop her getting up in the mornings. Nell needed something practical to do, a reason to get up each day, and that’s why she’d agreed to deliver Tommy. Better to have a small task than go directly home to...what? Newmarket, and her parents’ horse farm. Home, where nothing changed. Nell had kept up with all the racing gossip thanks to Pa’s letters. Happy-go-lucky letters, filled with descriptions of the latest stars. Pa’s description of Gainsborough’s Derby win had been so real, she could imagine being there with him watching the star racehorse stride home. She’d read it so many times, to herself, and aloud to her horse-loving colleagues. Better than the news sheets, they’d said.

			‘But at what cost? Being safe isn’t going to bring my brothers back. It isn’t going to bring Grace’s fiancé home. What was the point?’ Beatrice’s voice rose to a sharp pitch. Nell reached out and awkwardly patted her on the shoulder. A sharp pang rushed against her palm as their skin connected, and Nell pulled her hand back with a snap.

			‘You lost three brothers?’ Nell remembered Beatrice’s earlier comment, and tried not to wince at the guilt, like a hot ember on her skin. Her younger brother, James, had been excused from fighting thanks to a bout of polio as a child that had left his left side partially paralysed. He would never have to see what she’d seen. She never thought she’d be glad for his polio, but she was glad James didn’t need to feel this terror, this jerking reaction to noise and the rest. She swallowed. His letters, filled with humour and nothing important, had kept her going during difficult times. They had fought this war so people like James and Beatrice could keep existing without change.

			‘Gareth, Aled, Owen...’ Beatrice’s voice hitched and she blinked rapidly. ‘They all died. There are so many more from our tiny village, Capel Bangor, and even more from Aberystwyth and everywhere around here.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ No other words were possible. Nell reached up and wiped away the tear on Beatrice’s cheek. Her soft skin under Nell’s calloused fingers sent a rush of warmth over Nell’s body, calmer and more gentle than pure lust, yet with the same flickers of desire that made her breath quicken. She wanted to take Beatrice’s tears and lick them from her fingers, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t her place to comfort the Captain’s daughter, so she wiped her wet fingertips on the towel with a rushed swipe. The stiff cotton of the towel was a sensible reminder of the real world, and she kept her gaze on her hands.

			‘Thank you. I guess we are all accustomed to the constant death—even this far from the front, we are all affected.’

			‘Very true.’ Caught up in her own survival, Nell had forgotten the impact on those left behind. She’d broken down her life into achievable tasks: pack up the hospital, deliver a horse, take the train home. A new item joined her mental list: discover if a kiss was possible. Beatrice had given no hint she might return her attraction. It was unlikely, so she wouldn’t be able to lose herself in those full lips and round curves. Finding temporary happiness, or at least pleasure, was a longshot, at outsider’s odds.

			‘I’ll let you get dressed. Dinner will be in an hour if you’d like to partake. I’ve made a mutton stew...’

			Nell dragged in a shaky breath and glanced up. ‘That sounds lovely. Thank you, Beatrice. I hope the Captain is pleased to have his horse home.’

			‘I’m sure he is.’ Beatrice fled the room. The door banged as she disappeared. What had Nell said wrong? She sighed, easing out all her mixed emotions on a tremulous breath.

			Even here in rural Wales, the war lingered. Like Beatrice had said, every village had lost some of their men to the war machine. Some of their women too. Nell was lucky in many ways. Her brother couldn’t sign up, and her father did strategic work in the War Office in London. He’d been a spy before he’d met Ma, and he’d used his network to help Nell get her job with the Army Veterinary Corps. ‘It’ll be tough,’ he’d said, ‘tougher than you can imagine, but I’m so proud of you for doing your part.’

			He’d been correct. The war was tougher than she could have imagined, and getting the job was only the beginning of proving her worth. Pa had always known she was capable. It wasn’t about proving herself to him; it was about showing the old men at the Royal Veterinary Society that she should be allowed the formal qualification of veterinarian. They’d thrown her out because of her gender, and she’d used the war to show them up. Was it worth it? Nell didn’t know. Could she take her experience and reapply to the Royal Society? What would she say? She’d saved as many horses as she could—not enough—but the human doctors probably felt the same about the soldiers. At least the women doctors had been accepted officially by the army. Ma had mentioned in a letter that her best friend, Lady Stanmore, and her daughter Luciana were serving as doctors, spending the war patching up soldiers only to send them back to the front, just as Nell did with the horses. Poor bastards, human and equine.

			Nell rubbed herself angrily with the towel, annoyed at the helpless rage racing through her. The last person she wanted to think about was Luciana. Along with Priya, they’d grown up as best friends, almost sisters. Until that day when they were fifteen and Luciana had kissed her. Nell wanted to love that kiss, to revel in it, but it’d been too strange. And ever since, she’d acted awkward around Luciana. The loss of their close friendship had been as bad as discovering that a shared lust for women didn’t mean they were suited as lovers.

			During the war, she’d focused on the minute details of every day, and now she had time to contemplate the whole, she didn’t want to have the time to think about it. She slapped the towel on the back of a chair, smoothing it out so it had a chance to dry out, and tugged off her soaked underpinnings. Her ribs stuck out like contour ridges on a map and her hips protruded just like Tommy’s did. He’d get good grass now—one thing Wales did well was grow plenty of nutritious grass. Nell grabbed her change of clothes and dressed herself. The fabric on her old skirt hadn’t coped that well with the constant washing, and was thin and saggy, but it still did the job. She’d given away most of her army issue clothes to poverty-stricken French locals, displaced by the war, keeping only two sets for this trip. Accustomed to hardship by now, she’d chosen to travel lightly. Nell collected her rain-soaked clothes and breathed in deep. Time for dinner with the Captain, and Beatrice, and their family. She’d rather eat outside in the rain with Tommy. Perhaps she’d have time to check up on him before dinner.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Beatrice set the table with their best crockery. Her fingers shook as she tried to lay each plate neatly in place. How dare the Captain spend his money on bringing home a horse? It was another mouth to feed on their meagre income. She laid down the last fork and stepped back to admire the table settings. Without electricity—a luxury only available in Aberystwyth, not their small farm cottage—she’d placed candles down the middle of the table, and used the good linen neatly folded beside each plate. The crockery was homely, not the greatest quality, but the settings were pretty. Two-day-old lamb stew didn’t deserve such an effort, but her guest did. Nell—strikingly beautiful Nell—who’d been on grand adventures, and who’d survived the war. If only Beatrice could find the same bravery to quiz the Captain about money. He was the leader in this household, and if he had the money to bring his horse home, then he’d have the money to help ease them out of poverty by increasing the household allowance.

			‘Beatrice, my dear, is this necessary?’ Mother glanced up from her favourite chair where she sat, apparently absorbed in her sewing.

			‘Is what necessary?’

			The Captain had ducked out the back door a few minutes ago, presumably to have a smoke before dinner, and Mother’s gaze was glued to the door. ‘The table.’

			‘He requested it. For our guest.’

			Mother nodded once, her mouth pinched. ‘Then make sure it is perfect. If this guest is important to him, they are important to us too.’

			‘I have.’ Beatrice paused for a moment. ‘Mother. Do you think it is possible to ask him about increasing the household budget now that he’s home?’ He obviously had plenty of money stored away—for his horse, his endless supply of spirits, and his cigarettes—just not for his wife and children. Mother’s eyes widened and she laid her sewing in her lap. As she shifted in her seat, her wrap slipped off her shoulder and Beatrice spied an ugly purple bruise on Mother’s collarbone.

			‘Never mind. I’ll do it.’ Beatrice couldn’t ask Mother to approach the Captain with a request on such a touchy topic as money. His temper was so volatile since he’d arrived back from the Somme, exacerbated by his continual drinking and smoking. A doctor had prescribed cigarettes to help clear his lungs, and the Captain spent many an hour standing under the porch at the back door puffing away. From the way his cough was worsening, Beatrice wasn’t sure about the doctor’s advice, but what was she to know? She was a barely-literate spinster daughter whose whole life revolved around this small household. The best she could do was try and protect Mother from the Captain’s anger.

			The back door slammed shut and the kitchen filled with the nasty smell of tobacco ash and the stench of alcohol seeping from the Captain’s pores. ‘There are too many settings at this table. Children don’t eat with guests.’

			‘Captain Hughes. Please make an exception. I would be delighted to meet your children.’ Nell’s posh tones washed over Beatrice’s ears like a river flowing over gravel. She stood in the doorway from the hall with her wet clothes in her arms. The light from the oil lamps in the kitchen cast her face into shadow, and the slow revelation of her features as she stepped forward into the room was like a brush-stroke over Beatrice’s skin. Ticklish, and sensitive, making her skin alight with suppressed lust. Beatrice reached out for the clothes, so she could hang them to dry near the warmth of the Aga. As long as she didn’t touch Nell, and relive the unnerving moment when they’d shaken hands earlier, she’d cope perfectly well with taking her clothes.

			‘Lady Eleanor. If that is your wish, then I will ensure the children are on their best behaviour.’ The Captain’s declaration had an undercurrent that warned of disaster. Beatrice knew exactly who would suffer if her siblings were rowdy. She’d better warn them. Nell nodded with a serene expression, but the moment the Captain turned away, Nell’s right eyebrow lifted, as if questioning the Captain’s sudden acquiescence. Had he not been that way when she’d worked for him? Or was it a secret joke made at his expense? Did Nell expect Beatrice to be amused by the Captain’s desire to be part of the upper classes? Only someone comfortable in the aristocracy could find the joke in the Captain’s opinion. Beatrice draped Nell’s clothes over the ropes designed for drying fabric, then turned back to the pot and stirred it, just in case the soup was sticking to the bottom. It wasn’t, of course. She knew her place, and it was here at the stove. Soon Nell would leave—like Annie—and Beatrice would have to find a way to keep on going at the monotony of her life.

			Annie had given her some lovely memories in their short affair, at least. But the two women weren’t comparable. Nell was much prettier, classier and elegant, for a start, and had demonstrated a capability through her war efforts that was fundamentally opposite to Annie’s flippancy. It wasn’t fair to either of them to compare them. Annie was a fine librarian—good at her job and a decent lover—but the memory of her faded away under Nell’s presence. Nell was here—so real and tangible—and Annie... Well, she’d left. Beatrice had spent a long time trying not to feel bitter about Annie’s choice, and there was no need to bring all that past emotion back to life now.

			‘I will check they have all washed their hands.’ Beatrice wiped her hands on her apron and rushed away to climb the stairs. Hopefully Grace had helped all the children get ready for dinner.

			It was more than twenty minutes before her siblings were ready to join the adults for dinner. Grace looked lovely in a modern skirt and blouse combination that she’d spent hours sewing, while the boys had scrubbed up well enough after a day on the farm. Little Ira had no mess on her fingers or face, and her smile was bright and bonny. She was blessed to have been born just before the war began, and she had no memory of her older brothers. All she knew of them was from their portraits, which hung in the formal lounge draped in black crepe. Beatrice followed everyone downstairs, pausing to watch them all settle at the table before she walked into the room. Nell stood at the sink, drying her hands on a hand towel.

			‘Please sit down. You are our guest.’ Beatrice almost noted that Nell should sit before everyone else, but she stopped herself since everyone was already seated. No good could come from reminding the Captain of the family’s lack of society manners.

			‘Thank you. You’ve done a fantastic job with the table. It looks wonderful.’ Well, that was overstating it a little. The table looked adequate. Beatrice’s cheeks heated at the compliment anyway.

			‘How is Tommy? Settled in?’ The Captain ignored everyone to fire the question at Nell.

			‘He has settled in well. Your sons have done a lovely job in cleaning up a stall for him, and he—’

			‘No fresh grass, I hope.’

			Nell’s face showed a neutral patience. ‘Of course not. Tommy will need at least a week to adjust to a new diet, and the grass you have on your property is very lush. Too lush for a horse in his condition, as you know.’

			‘Thank you.’ The Captain preened as if he’d been the one doing the farm work for the last six years and was personally responsible for their ability to grow grass. Beatrice pulled the bread rolls from the Aga. They had fresh butter too, and the warm yeasty smell of the bread filled the room, overpowering the Captain’s tobacco and the mustiness of Nell’s damp clothes. She placed the plate of bread on the table and turned back to the stove to fill each bowl with lamb stew, taking her time to serve each person in order of rank before sitting down herself.

			‘This smells heavenly, Beatrice. Thank you.’ Nell’s praise warmed her more than mere soup ever could. Two compliments in quick succession was two more than she’d had in years.

			‘Let’s pray.’ The Captain led them in a short prayer and Beatrice took the chance to watch Nell. Surprisingly, she held her head high, and kept her eyes open during the prayer. Was she not a believer? Unusual. Nell caught Beatrice staring and a flush crept over her cheeks. She jerked her head away and stared down at her bowl of stew. It smelled fine, although the broth was too thin, and a patina of fat clung to the side of her bowl. The Captain coughed into his napkin, a violent harsh sound, and Beatrice slid out of her seat to get him a nip of his favourite spirit.

			‘Amen.’ The word croaked out at the end of his coughing spell and everyone copied him. The children waited until he took a mouthful before beginning their meal; they were well trained by his outbursts over the past few weeks. He knocked back the measure of spirits, then dug into his meal. The room seemed to sigh in relief, or was that just her?

			‘Lady Eleanor, let me take this opportunity to say how thankful we are to have Tommy home.’ Mother spoke up and Beatrice almost dropped her spoon into her bowl. It was more words than Mother had said all day, and in such a different tone. Almost confident.

			‘It’s my pleasure.’

			‘If you would be so kind, I would like to introduce you to my children?’ Mother had grown up in England, and her polite tones were suddenly infused with a stronger English accent than she’d had in years. Beatrice blinked.

			‘I would be delighted. They have excellent manners.’ Nell knew exactly how to make the Captain beam with pleasure.

			Mother waved her frail hand. ‘These are my sons, Johnny and Dafydd. My other sons gave their lives to the war efforts.’ Mother dabbed at her eyes with her napkin.

			‘I’m so sorry to hear that. And are you going to introduce your daughters?’

			The Captain sneered and growled. ‘Daughters are of no consequence.’

			‘And yet, I’m interested in knowing their names.’ Nell didn’t back down, and Beatrice fell a little bit in love with her right then. Or simply wanted to be her. She wasn’t sure. Both? Poor Mother’s gaze darted between the Captain and Nell, as if she couldn’t decide what to do. If she didn’t introduce her daughters, then her important guest would think her rude, and if she did... Beatrice tried to remember if they had any salve left to put on Mother’s bruises. She closed her eyes for a second, but when she opened them, Nell gave her such a look of expectation that she knew it was time she stepped up and braved her father’s wrath. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too bad.

			‘Of course, Lady Eleanor has already met me, so I need not be introduced.’ She tried to look calm, while her insides twisted around and bile burnt like acid at the back of her mouth. There would be consequences for her choice, and she wouldn’t be the only one suffering them. ‘This is my sister Grace, who is one year younger than myself, and Ira is only six years old.’

			‘It’s lovely to meet you all. Johnny, Dafydd, Grace, and Ira. A pleasure, indeed.’ Nell cleverly negated her request to be introduced to the Captain’s daughter by using her brother’s names first. Beatrice waited for the Captain to reprimand everyone, but he ignored her and continued eating.

			The quiet chink of spoons against crockery was eventually interrupted by Johnny. ‘Can you please pass a bread roll?’

			‘Me too.’ Ira bounced slightly on her chair and Beatrice glared at her.

			‘Manners, please, Ira, or you can’t sit with the adults.’ Mother admonished Ira in a soft voice that reminded Beatrice of the way she was before the war. She’d always been cautious around the Captain—for good reason—but she used to be loving and kind, full of hugs and sympathy for her children. She used to soothe all of them when the Captain used his horsewhip to punish their behaviour, and she’d done her best to protect them from him. But since the telegrams started arriving, Mother had faded away into a frail imitation of her old self, and Beatrice had gradually taken over the mothering of her siblings. There was no one else to do it.

			‘Is it true, Lady Eleanor, that you fought in the war with Father?’ Johnny asked.

			‘No. I didn’t fight in the war.’ Nell emphasised ‘fight’ but didn’t look at the Captain. ‘Women are not allowed on the front.’

			‘Oh, but—’

			Nell smiled. ‘I might not have fought, but I worked at the Captain’s veterinary hospital to fix the horses. Many women worked in the war effort, as nurses and doctors and ambulance drivers and veterinarians.’

			‘Does that mean Father didn’t fight either?’ Dafydd asked and Beatrice held her breath at the assumption the Captain hadn’t taken up arms and fought like a real man. She didn’t look at him, in case his expression was thunderous.

			‘It’s different for men.’ Nell’s answer calmed the sudden tension.

			‘But?’

			‘Dafydd.’ Beatrice shook her head as a warning to her curious sibling. The last thing the Captain would want was his heroic war stories downgraded.

			‘Your father, Captain Hughes, had a very important job in the war, more important than being a foot soldier. I was fortunate to be one of those who worked for him, and I witnessed his bravery on many occasions.’ Did Nell truly believe that, or was she just trying to keep the peace?

			‘That’s enough.’ The Captain stood up in a rush, coughed once, then stormed out of the room. Beatrice hoped Nell wouldn’t notice his unsteady gait, and she glanced over at her, but Nell was watching Mother. Mother laid down her spoon, wiped her hands on the napkin, and stood up.

			‘Please excuse me.’ Mother didn’t wait for an answer, but slowly walked down the hallway following the Captain. The children ate in silence. They knew what was coming next. Beatrice could never understand why Mother followed him when he was in a mood like that. What did she expect to achieve? Beatrice focused on her stew for a while, just like everyone else. When she glanced up, she noticed Nell’s features were drawn with exhaustion. Fine lines at the corners of her mouth pulled the edges slightly down, and the shadows under her eyes had seemed even darker in the dim evening. The stilted atmosphere continued until Beatrice sent everyone to bed and started to clean up.

			‘I’ll help you.’

			‘No. You look very tired. Please sleep and let me do this.’

			‘You don’t have to do everything alone.’

			Beatrice swallowed. ‘You can’t make that promise. Please leave.’ She needed space to get on with her dull life without Nell’s lovely, kind presence creating a distraction. Tonight’s dinner had only cemented her reality, and she needed to stop dreaming about a future that would never come to pass.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Beatrice woke up after a restless night and stirred the fire as per usual for her morning routine. She threw a wrap around her shoulders and opened the back door to face the cool morning. The brisk air prickled her face and she tugged the wrap tighter before slipping on her boots and walking outside to grab some wood for the fire.

			‘Do you need help with that?’ Nell stood at the back door, dressed in the same outfit she’d worn to dinner last night. Beatrice spun around at the sound of her voice, her breath catching in her throat. Most of the telltale signs of exhaustion had dissipated overnight, leaving Nell looking brighter. No, that wasn’t quite right. Nell had a commanding sense of ownership over her own space, tinged with a cynical bitterness that kept her blue eyes permanently narrowed.

			‘No thanks. I’ve got it.’ Beatrice loaded up her arms with enough wood to keep the house warm for the morning and walked towards Nell, who stepped aside and held the door open. Beatrice shifted to walk past without touching her—she didn’t want a repeat of yesterday—and the door shut behind her, the rusty hinges squeaking. Beatrice rolled the wood out of her arms into the holder at the side of the Aga with a thud. Her wrap slipped off her shoulder, and she pulled it back up before grabbing a piece of wood to slide into the Aga. Nell’s sodden clothes from yesterday hung beside the Aga, still damp, adding a musty woollen smell to the kitchen. A constant reminder for Beatrice, with the memory of Nell stripping the fabric off going around her head on repeat, like the clock tolling the hour every hour in Aberystwyth’s town centre. The war had ravaged Nell’s body, leaving her too thin, all her ribs and hips stuck out, and her stomach was sunken in, yet she stood with confidence as if she transcended the physical.

			‘Tea?’ Beatrice turned to ask Nell, who sat, legs crossed elegantly, in Mother’s chair. ‘Oh, you can’t sit there. It’s only for Mother.’ Mother hardly moved from her seat in the corner of the kitchen, stuck there ever since the letters had started appearing. First Owen, two years younger than Beatrice, then Gareth, the oldest son, then lastly, everyone’s favourite, the charming rascal Aled, the second son. All dead in the war.

			Nell leaped up. ‘Terribly sorry. There isn’t a sign.’

			Beatrice chuckled. ‘A sign. No. Look, Mother wouldn’t make a fuss if you sat there, but it’s her favourite spot.’ After last night’s dinner, Beatrice wouldn’t need to explain anything to Nell about how Mother didn’t get many nice things in her life.

			‘It’s really no problem. Are there any other spots that are pre-allocated?’

			‘Are you teasing me?’ Beatrice tucked her hands inside her skirt.

			‘Trixie, have you put the tea on yet?’ Grace entered the room, her long curly brown hair bouncing around her face. Beatrice hated that nickname, and she tried not to glare at Grace. With just over a year between them, it always astounded Beatrice at how different they were. Perhaps it was Beatrice’s fault. She’d always tried to insulate Grace from Father’s ways, but that meant Grace didn’t always see the problems. Her sister bounced through life—well, she had, until her fiancé had gone to war and hadn’t come back. Beatrice missed Grace’s old levity. Maybe Beatrice could cope with being called silly Trixie if it helped Grace find some happiness.

			‘Grace. Beatrice is not your servant,’ Nell defended Beatrice from her hapless sister, whose face flushed with red. Beatrice’s cheeks heated too, but for different reasons. No one ever stood up for her, and it surprised her until she realised only one person had assumed Beatrice was a servant. It wasn’t Grace, who was just being a little, well, graceless. Was this Nell’s way of saying she was sorry for the assumption? Or was Beatrice being too forgiving, as usual?

			Grace straightened her spine. ‘Everyone in this house is a servant.’

			‘Hush.’ Beatrice knew the consequences if Father heard Grace speaking like that.

			‘You know I’m right, Trixie,’ Grace whispered snidely. ‘If all the men hadn’t been killed, I’d already be married and out of this hellscape.’ Yes, and Grace would have left Beatrice behind to care for her siblings under the Captain’s regime without a thought for anyone else. She swallowed away the bitterness on her tongue. It wasn’t fair to compare Grace to Annie—Grace needed to get away. Annie, arguably, hadn’t. But Beatrice was tired of being the only responsible one, the only one who thought about everyone else.

			Nell’s lips stretched into an unkind imitation of a smile. ‘I’ve been to hell. I’ve seen people get killed in dreadful circumstances. This is not a hellscape, and you can leave whenever you want.’

			‘Where would I go? Jimmy died. Father...well, he’s worse than before. I have—’ Grace’s voice started to kick up in volume and Beatrice bundled her sister into a hug.

			‘Shhh, now. Don’t wake him. You know he doesn’t like that.’

			Nell’s face relaxed, that horrible smile wiped away, and with it some of the tension in Beatrice’s shoulders. ‘There are still men around. I met several at the wharf when I arrived with Tommy.’

			‘None of them are Jimmy.’ Grace’s voice wobbled, and she sobbed against Beatrice’s shoulder. ‘All I want is my own household. I was going to be a wife, and the bloody war took it all away.’

			‘What is she saying?’ Nell asked. Beatrice realised that Grace has switched into Welsh, something she only did when emotional, because Father always wanted them to speak English in the house. He believed English was the language of enlightenment, and Welsh was only for the lowest classes. The entire idea was a joke; they owned such a tiny piece of land they barely counted as gentry. Because he was the local veterinarian, he took on airs of what he called the intelligent class. As far as she could figure, the only benefit for Beatrice was his library card for Aberystwyth University.

			‘Jimmy, her fiancé, died in the war. It’s been hard on her since then; she’s barely left the house.’

			Nell put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. ‘Many women are in the same boat, but those who take action are the ones who find a replacement husband. They get their own households and children. The ones who mope about at home and sob into their sisters’ arms will never get anyone. The reality is that there are not many men left, and if you want one, you must go hunting.’

			Grace lifted her head and stared at Nell with big open eyes, wet with tears. ‘Do you think so?’

			‘Yes. Of course. I always speak honestly. There are men around—good, kind men who fought for this country’s freedom. Yes, they might be missing a limb, or other factors that society doesn’t see as ideal—’

			Grace gasped. ‘A missing limb!’

			‘Yes. A good husband isn’t determined by a man’s physicality but by his character. A man can still perform the task of getting you with child without an arm or a leg. He can provide for you, if that’s what you need.’ Nell’s practical pronouncement didn’t wash with Grace, who shuddered against Beatrice. Beatrice wanted to hug her sister tighter and tell her to listen, but Grace pushed herself away.

			‘I can’t believe you.’ Grace stormed out of the room and Beatrice sighed at the way Nell reminded Grace of her loss. Did she realise the implication? Was it purposefully unkind? Or simply ignorant?

			‘Have a care, Nell. Maybe you are right, but she is very delicate.’

			Nell frowned. ‘Delicate. Pah! If she is old enough to lose a fiancé, she is old enough to hear the truth.’

			‘And is that your plan going forward? To hunt down any man just to get married?’ Beatrice put her hands on her hips and glared at Nell, who shook her head vigorously. When she stopped moving, a little smile played around her lips.

			‘Marriage is not for me.’ Colour splashed across Nell’s pale cheeks, and Beatrice held her breath. Could it be? She opened her mouth, then shut it again before she could blurt out something awkward.

			‘I understand your sister’s need for marriage. I’m lucky enough to have my own fortune. I don’t need a man to create my own household. Your sister’—Nell ducked her head to the side—‘and you, have fewer options.’

			A flash of annoyance rose as heat up Beatrice’s spine and she stood taller. ‘Don’t assume anything about me.’

			‘You are happy, living here as your parents’ servant?’ Nell raised her eyebrows.

			‘It’s the lesser of two evils.’ Beatrice looked away from Nell’s piercing blue eyes.

			‘Not all men are evil. My father and brother are quite lovely, rational people. Take the same advice I gave your sister.’

			Beatrice’s eyes prickled with shame as she shook her head and stared at the soot on the wall behind the Aga. It wasn’t that simple. She knew, deep in her heart, that she could never find pleasure with a man, no matter how kind. She had some independence here; not much, but more than she’d have with a husband who would use her body any way he wanted. She basically ran this household as her own, even if she had no legal ownership over it. The Captain’s will gave everything to her remaining brothers, with Mother as a caretaker until they were of age. It didn’t matter that Beatrice did all the work; she was merely a cipher in her own house, and her father had made a decision that meant she’d never have control over her own life. Marriage couldn’t give her that certainty, and better the devil she knew.

			‘I can’t.’ Beatrice hoped her truth would be enough. ‘Have some tea.’ She bolted out the back door before her frustrated tears spilled down her face. If only there was some code word she could use to explain without risking everything. She’d read Annie’s erotic book collection, and they’d explored some of the contents together. Looking back at that relationship, she couldn’t work out how Annie had known to approach her. How did she know it was safe to ask? Beatrice blinked hard as the fog lifted from the paddocks as if sucked up by the summer warmth towards the dark clouds that hovered over the Cambrian Mountains. It must be raining a lot up there.

			Father would never let her stay if he knew about her deepest desires, and she had nowhere else to go. She’d be labelled unnatural and forced out to survive on her own. He’d prevented her from having friends, and even now, after he’d been away for so many years, it felt almost impossible to make the first step towards friendship. A few townsfolk could be counted as acquaintances, but they weren’t people who she could go to for help—just shopkeepers like Mrs Jobe who bought the farm’s fruit for her jams.

			Beatrice stayed outside, away from Nell, and plodded through her usual chores, fussing over minute details. She wasted extra time making sure the boys knew to bring the sheep up from the lower paddocks and put them in with the dairy cows in the house paddock. All the rain up on the mountain could easily turn into a flood in the next few days. She wished she’d had the audacity, or bravery or something, to ask Nell how long she intended to stay. She’d delivered the horse. Job done. Or was it? Nell spent the whole morning with Tommy, doing whatever it was veterinarians did with skinny but otherwise healthy farm hacks. Her brothers had been down at the back of the property fixing a fence when she’d sought them out, while Grace and Mother had spent the morning in the kitchen with Ira sorting through linens and discussing what could be salvaged or repurposed for another season. Beatrice added some fresh vegetables and more water to the remnants of last night’s stew, turning it into a broth-like soup. She kneaded some bread and set it aside to rise.

			‘Why don’t we have bacon?’ Father thumped the table as he sat down. Once again, he’d slept off the drink until almost lunchtime.

			‘Bac—’ A glance from Mother cut off Beatrice’s question. They didn’t have the money for bacon, even if it had been available anywhere. Most meats were still under rations. They were only lucky to have meat occasionally because they had their own animals. Father ought to know that.

			‘How about some soup? It will soothe your throat,’ said Beatrice. He barked orders like he used to before the war. His voice croaked constantly, thanks to the chlorine gas or tuberculosis or whatever ailed him, and he often found himself breathless after a ‘good yell’ as he used to say—nothing like a good yell to clear the pipes.

			‘Throat is fine. Soup isn’t going to fix these damned lungs.’ Father hunched over the table, coughing into a napkin. Between each burst of coughing, Father’s lungs rattled like a farm cart rolling over loose gravel. ‘Bloody chlorine gas.’ Cough. Cough. ‘Damn it.’

			‘Please, have some soup. I can add some camphor to yours to help with your phlegm.’

			Father nodded, and Beatrice went through the motions of fixing his lunch, adding a couple of drops of camphor oil to his soup. He ate lustily, slurping down the broth, and his coughs faded with each mouthful. Once most of the soup was gone, he stood up and clapped his hands. Beatrice automatically turned to face him, hiding her trembling hands in her skirts. Nothing good ever came from his announcements. Mother and Grace stopped their whispers and stared at Father.

			‘Your mother and I are attending dinner at the Devil’s Bridge Hotel tomorrow night. We will likely stay there. There is a dinner for all the mayoralty candidates.’

			‘Yes, F—Captain.’ Beatrice had nearly called him Father aloud. She shouldn’t call him that in her head if it led to such simple mistakes. She kept her expression neutral while inside her stomach flipped over. Was Father intending to run for Mayor? Of Aberystwyth?

			‘You will need to shine all my medals before the train arrives at five, and ensure Mother wears something appropriate. She must look the part of a Captain’s wife. Brush her hair too.’

			She’s not a doll for me to dress up. Beatrice clenched her teeth together and nodded. A night away might be good for everyone, provided she could find a gown for Mother that covered the ugly bruise on her shoulder. Perhaps Grace would have to use her makeup to cover it.

			‘Yes, sir.’ Beatrice nodded once, without glancing at Mother to see how she would take it.

			‘As you wish.’ Mother’s feeble voice rang out clearly in the silence.

			‘Excellent.’ Father marched to the back door to smoke more cigarettes on doctor’s orders, leaving them to organise the details of his pronouncement.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Late at night, Nell sat in the kitchen with Beatrice drinking incredibly weak tea while candles flickered on the table. Earlier in the evening, Captain Hughes and his wife had taken Tommy to the train station, with Mrs Hughes riding and the Captain walking, on their way to mayoralty dinner. Nell had offered to go with them, to bring Tommy home again, but her offer was rejected in favour of Grace and the boys collecting Tommy on their way home from school.

			‘How far is the school?’ When Tommy had returned from the station with the boys, she stabled him in the shed with plenty of fresh water and hay for the night. Tommy wasn’t happy about not being let out, and Nell knew she could easily use him as an excuse to stay here for at least another week. The last thing she should be doing was dithering about heading home. Ma, Pa, and James were expecting her—had expected her to arrive already—but they wanted Lady Eleanor, not Nell. She’d changed so much, hardened, more than even she understood. So she lingered here, avoiding going home and not mentioning her feelings to anyone, using the excuse that she wanted to know more about Beatrice.

			‘It’s not far, only a couple of train stops towards Aberystwyth. We don’t have enough children in Capel Bangor for a schoolroom, and besides, they only attend twice a week.’ The hope that flickered in Beatrice’s eyes when Nell mentioned she had no inclination to marry probably wasn’t a big enough reason to stay. Even if Beatrice had the same desire for her fellow women as Nell, it didn’t mean Beatrice was at all interested in Nell. Nell understood that lesson, had lost Luciana over it. What arrogance to hope Beatrice might desire her in the same way she felt drawn to Beatrice.

			‘Only twice?’

			‘Yes. They are old enough to stop now. They have their letters, and that’ll have to be enough.’ Beatrice stared into her teacup, and the candlelight chased shadows over her glorious bone structure. Nell wanted to trace her cheekbones, feel the soft skin of her eyelids, and her full lips drew Nell’s attention with every word Beatrice spoke. Just so perfectly kissable.

			‘It’s not enough. Not even close.’ Nell believed in education—possibly even more than lusting over an unattainable beauty. The gentle perfume of violets added to the ethereal impossibility surrounding Beatrice.

			‘We need them here to help with the property. Grace takes them all to school on those days, and she earns a little extra cleaning the teacher’s house while they learn.’ Beatrice detailed a life with a lack of emphasis on education that was foreign to Nell’s upbringing.

			‘There is a very big age gap from you to Ira.’ Nell changed tack, indirectly asking Beatrice her age. Most days she felt much older, more tired, than her own thirty years. Firmly on the shelf, as some might say, and... She squared her shoulders—she was a rich, independent woman who had the freedom to make her own choices.

			‘I am twenty-five years old, but my oldest brother would be twenty-seven if he’d survived the war.’

			Nell blinked. She’d wanted to try and understand Beatrice—and all she’d discovered was the depth of her mother’s agony. ‘Twenty-one years from the oldest down to Ira, and how many children? Your poor mother.’ Without her parents’ fortune and education, Nell might have ended up in the same place. The luckiest part of her upbringing was Ma’s medical degree because she’d brought home knowledge. And more importantly, the idea that education was open to her. Nell had been brought up with a scientific frame of mind. Before Nell had ventured off to war, Ma had shared her knowledge of contraception and talked about how to keep her safe from venereal disease and pregnancy. Nell didn’t know how to ask if she could catch VD from another woman, although logically if that woman had it from a man, then it was plausible. To have so many children as Beatrice’s mother had was needless now that rubbers were widely available.

			‘Mother knew when she married that her life would revolve around children and the household. She was always strong when I was smaller, always busy. The bloody war took three of my brothers, and Mother has been drowning in grief ever since.’ Beatrice sipped her tea and the shadows hid her expression from Nell, who ran her tongue along the back of her teeth. Too many good men sacrificed, and for what? Had it all been worth it? And the dead horses almost outnumbered the men—sent to die in mud for reasons that felt out of reach now.

			‘And a life of childbirth and drudgery is fine?’ Nell wasn’t asking for Beatrice’s mother as much as she wanted to know what Beatrice had planned for her own life. Could she reveal her ideas, her desires, and her musings about faith to Beatrice? There was a chance it would be fine—Beatrice understood the pain of grief, and from the way the Captain treated her mother, she also probably understood how the war had changed her.

			‘I rather doubt that Mother had much choice in the matter. You’ve met Father. He’s...’

			Nell nodded. ‘Yes, it’s his way or nothing.’ She scoffed at the idea the Captain would use rubbers to ease his wife’s physical burden of childbearing. He didn’t seem like the type to think of her needs. Beatrice huffed out a strangled sigh, as if she couldn’t let herself agree in case someone was listening. Having worked with the Captain for so long, Nell would have done the same. There was no need to bring his wrath upon her. She’d only spoken out because she knew he was out of the house, away at the hotel for dinner.

			‘Father sired a child on Mother almost every year after their marriage. Gareth, Aled, myself, and Grace all came in the first five years of their union. Owen came a bit later—he would have been twenty-two this year. Then James. Well, he died when he was just three. We all had the measles that year, and James never recovered.’

			Nell swallowed. She should probably feel sad, but measles was a fact of life, as were other diseases, and there’d been so much death all around her. ‘My brother, also James, had polio when he was ten. He survived, but it was a long fight, and he has many ongoing issues.’ Nell knew there was no logical connection between her brother and Beatrice’s brother, aside from their names, but she couldn’t help the illogical nagging sense of closeness, as if Beatrice understood.

			‘One day, we might get a vaccine, like for smallpox.’

			Nell nodded. ‘One day. Perhaps if we educate everyone. Ma says what if the cure or the vaccine is inside the head of someone who never learned to read?’

			Beatrice jerked her head up and stared at Nell with those big brown eyes wide open. ‘Your mother sounds...’

			‘Amazing. She is. Ma had been one of the first women in England to gain a qualification as a doctor—she had to go to Europe to find a university to accept her application—but she did it. And she met Pa, who loves her dearly.’

			‘She was very lucky.’ Beatrice’s voice cracked and Nell swallowed down a lump. How clueless of her to blabber on about her parents’ happy marriage while the Captain continually belittled Beatrice’s mother.

			‘I’m sorry. Yes, you are right. Marriage doesn’t always work out well for women.’

			Beatrice smiled. ‘No, we are asked to give up too much for the good of our husbands.’

			‘Not all marriages are so unequal. I’ve been fortunate to see a few outlying examples.’

			Beatrice licked her lips. ‘Does that mean you want an equal partnership for yourself?’

			‘Yes. Although I’m unsuited to a typical marriage.’ Nell pinched her lips together. Damn, she shouldn’t have said that. It hinted far too strongly at her real desires. She could easily—far too easily—imagine herself and Beatrice living together on their own farm, as spinster aunts, surrounded by horses and an assortment of other animals. ‘Tell me about your brothers.’ Asking about the brothers who’d died in the war would stop her fantasy before it grew legs and ran.

			‘I haven’t finished talking through my siblings yet.’

			Nell brushed her hair back from her face. ‘How many more are there?’ The stress on Beatrice’s mother’s body with so many pregnancies would be vast. Rates of childbed deaths were decreasing, but the other impacts were frequently ignored by doctors. There simply weren’t enough women doctors, like Ma, to care for women.

			‘Only myself, Grace, Johnny, Dafydd, and Ira have survived. After James died from the measles, Mother had little Janey almost straight away.’

			Nell raised her eyebrows.

			‘Little Janey was born when I was eight, but she was weak.’

			‘From the measles? Did your mother have the disease while pregnant?’

			Beatrice shook her head. ‘I don’t recall. We were all very sick that year. Little Janey died when she was just two, and then Mother didn’t get pregnant for a long time.’ Beatrice hauled in a deep breath, then shook her head.

			‘What?’

			‘No. I can’t. I’m sorry.’ Beatrice’s voice shook, and Nell’s heart ached for both Beatrice and her mother.

			Nell reached out to touch Beatrice’s hand, but stopped. ‘It’s fine. You don’t have to carry on if it’s too hurtful. I’m sorry that I asked.’ It was too much risk to touch her, and completely inappropriate given the topic at hand. Still, she wanted to comfort Beatrice.

			Beatrice grimaced. ‘There was a still-born baby much later, maybe when I was eleven or twelve, then Johnny and Dafydd came in quick succession. Mother nearly died when the next one was born dead, and we all hoped that would be the end. But she got pregnant straight away, and that was little Ira.’

			‘Ira is six?’ Nell counted back over all the children. ‘The Captain must have gone to war soon after Ira’s birth?’

			‘Yes and yes.’

			‘I bet your mother was thankful for the break. So many children!’ Nell cursed her thoughtlessness as Beatrice’s face twisted for a second. ‘I’m so sorry. I keep blurting—’ Nell didn’t want to blame her time at war for her harsh life view, but it seemed to keep getting between her and Beatrice. It was time to come clean.

			‘Please don’t stress about it.’

			‘I can’t. Not stress, I mean. I might not have fought at the front, but the war wasn’t without some danger. There have been some...effects on me. One of which is my lack of manners. The old Lady Eleanor, before the war, was polite and restrained. Now, I find I have no patience for it.’ Nell didn’t know Beatrice well enough to mention the other issues like her nightmares, and the way she jumped at sudden sounds.

			Beatrice sighed. ‘I’ve gone the other way. Since the Captain arrived home from the war, I’ve had to be more contained than while he was away. They call it the Great War, but what was so great about it?’

			‘Except for a few years living without being under his thumb?’

			Beatrice exhaled loudly, a bigger sigh than the one before. ‘It feels so wrong to say this...’ She glanced down the hallway.

			‘He’s not here. No one is here but us.’ And the sleeping children upstairs, supervised by Grace, who was apparently reading. ‘If anyone understands, it’s me. I worked for him for years. I’m no stranger to his barking commands and his impossible standards.’ Nell often wondered if he’d been paid extra to get more horses back to work, because he was always going on about his goddamned ratio. She wouldn’t be surprised if he noted horses as missing out in the battlefields rather than putting them on his hospital statistics as having been put down, simply to improve his own performance. Beatrice nodded, her teeth sunk deep into her bottom lip, and Nell’s fingers fidgeted with the wanting of soothing the indent. She cleared her throat.

			‘Say what you want, and I promise I’ll keep your words safe.’ Nell placed her hand over her heart.

			‘Life on the farm was good without him. It was hard in some ways, because we had no money to purchase anything. We were lucky to have land, and that’s how we survived, and we had each other. Without...’ Beatrice breathed in deep. ‘Without his temper.’

			‘Your mother must have thrived.’

			‘No. She...’ Beatrice rubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms. ‘She changed more than anyone. It was fine until the telegraphs started appearing, and then it all went downhill.’

			‘And you were left to care for the children?’

			Beatrice nodded, with a small smile that confused Nell. ‘I don’t mind that part of being the spinster daughter. I love them all as if they were my own. Father might own Mother’s body...but I’ve been blessed with so many beautiful children when I’ll never have any of my own.’

			‘Why not?’ Nell blurted. Again. The swell of hope that Beatrice might feel the same way about her burned bright and clear, like a full moon on a cloudless sky. She had to know, or squash the hope forever.

			‘Don’t you know? I’m not made for marriage.’ Beatrice glanced up shyly, her fingers tracing a circular pattern on the table.

			Nell blinked slowly. ‘I remember.’ How could she not remember? When Nell had said the exact same thing and asked Beatrice why she didn’t leave the Captain and get married, she’d whispered, ‘I can’t.’ So quietly, Nell could trick herself into thinking she hadn’t said it, or had meant something completely different.

			‘But why?’ Nell had to ask. Was it simply because she didn’t want a husband like her father, or was it...

			‘It wouldn’t be fair to my husband.’

			Nell’s mouth dried. ‘Are you saying—’ She held her breath for the answer and her ribs compressed as if she wore an old-fashioned corset too tightly laced.

			Beatrice’s hand stilled and she glanced around the room as if checking for someone. ‘I’ve never said this aloud, and there are so many risks...’

			Nell reached out for Beatrice’s hand but stopped short of touching her. Nell’s fingertips tingled and she took a chance. She closed the gap between them, tracing her forefinger across Beatrice’s thumb. Energy crackled between them, like the way the phosphorus on a match-head sparked to life when dragged over flint. Outside, rain drilled onto the slate roof, complementing the beating of Nell’s heart.

			‘I feel exactly the same way. The idea of being with a man repulses me.’ Nell’s voice broke, squeaking slightly at the danger in the topic they alluded to.

			Beatrice squeezed her hand, sending desire licking up her arm. ‘You understand. I’m not so much repulsed as just disinterested in them in that way. I’d rather kiss someone like you.’

			Nell’s breath whooshed out of her lungs in an audible rush. ‘Yes.’ Nell pushed the candle to the side of the table and stood up to lean over the table. Her breath rushed quickly over her lips in anticipation of a kiss.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Bang. The front door crashed shut with a thud. Nell crouched down automatically, peering wildly around her. From down here, under the table, she could see the way Beatrice twisted both her hands together in her lap. After a few breaths, Nell slowly eased herself upwards, and plopped back onto the chair, as if she might pretend she’d never thrown herself on the floor.

			‘I’m fine.’ Not that anyone had asked the question. Her heart raced erratically, just like it had on the wharf when the pallet had fallen with a thump.

			‘Is this one of the effects of war you referred to?’ Beatrice whispered, almost unheard over the increasing rain bucketing down outside. The thick stone walls of the farmhouse muffled the sound and Beatrice’s voice disappeared into the steady drum—or perhaps that was the sound of Nell’s heart beating unsteadily in her chest.

			Nell glared at the hallway, then forced herself to soften her expression. ‘The door banged. It’s nothing, an unfortunate reaction, that is all.’ She cursed her acerbic tongue.

			‘Mother and Father must be home.’

			Nell bounced to her feet, snapping her body to attention, her breath still ragged. ‘Later. We can talk about...everything. Later.’ All the promises that had hovered in the air now dissipated like a fog on a summer morning.

			‘Get me my bottle.’ The Captain marched into the kitchen, his arms swinging at his sides. Water sluiced off his coat, his boots squelching on the stone floor. Beatrice leaped up from her seat and pulled a bottle from the cupboard.

			‘Here you are, Captain.’

			The Captain sat down heavily in Beatrice’s mother’s chair and drank deeply from the bottle of homemade spirits, some of it sloshing out of his mouth and spilling on his already drenched clothes. The cushions were going to be damp now. Nell stopped herself from shaking her head—she wouldn’t judge him. Everyone dealt with their war demons in their own way. The sharp smell of alcohol filled the kitchen, overpowering Beatrice’s gentle violet perfume, the scent of wood smoke from the Aga, and other typical smells of everyday life. The Captain slammed the bottle on the table and coughed, his body wracked by the consumptive grab for air. Beatrice handed him a rag.

			‘Father, it has camphor on it. It will help.’ She grabbed towels from the cupboards and started mopping up the water off the kitchen floor. The Captain didn’t acknowledge her or her work, just covered his mouth and nose with the rag and breathed in the helpful fumes. His lungs rattled audibly above the storm raging outside. Chlorine gas was the most evil of inventions, spread over the trenches to settle heavier than air, low and lethal. Nell tried to catch Beatrice’s eye. Should she help with the cleaning up? But Beatrice had slunk away to hover quietly in a darker section of the kitchen. The Captain finished coughing and took another swig from his bottle.

			‘Lady Eleanor St. George.’

			‘Yes?’ Nell held her breath—where was this discussion going to go? It was never a good sign when he pulled out her full title. He usually did it to deliberately make her seen by everyone—she’d rather just be ‘Miss Nell’.

			The Captain scoffed. ‘You’ve delivered the horse. Now you can leave.’ He drank again.

			‘I intend to, Captain. As soon as I’ve reintroduced him to pasture and the risk of colic has reduced.’ Her vowels became rounder, more like the Lady she’d grown up as, while she tried to keep her voice steady.

			‘Always about the horses. You did well, for a woman.’

			‘Thank you.’ Nell ignored his unsubtle dig at her gender, pretending his sentence finished at ‘you did well’. She held her tongue and tried to keep her breathing even. Now wasn’t the time to bait the Captain, not while he was drinking heavily.

			‘Father?’ Nell straightened in her seat at Beatrice’s whisper.

			‘Who said that?’

			Beatrice stepped out of the dark into the dim candlelight. Her hands were all twisted in her skirts. ‘I did, Father.’ She appeared like an apparition in the shadowy kitchen. ‘Beatrice.’ She stated her name in case he didn’t know one daughter from another. Nell rolled her eyes; he had said only yesterday that daughters were of no consequence.

			‘What do you want?’

			Beatrice swallowed, echoing loud in the small room. ‘Where is Mother?’ Nell pinched her lips together and sucked in a gasp through her nostrils, knowing from years of experience to hide her reactions around the Captain. The Captain had gone out tonight with Beatrice’s mother, his wife, and come home alone. Where was she?

			 

			Beatrice had deliberately slid into the shadows of the kitchen when he’d stormed in here and disrespected Mother’s chair by collapsing into it, obscenely wet. Now she’d have to wash and dry the chair to make sure it didn’t get musty—if this rain ever stopped. Why did the whole room feel like it was on hiatus? Had the Captain even heard her question? He certainly hadn’t acknowledged it. Should she repeat it? No, he was in no mood for her to push him, so she waited, holding her breath. Her heart thumped unsteady and she swayed on her feet.

			‘Damned fool woman fell off the bridge tonight.’ The Captain grabbed his bottle and stood up, lurching on his feet like the drunkard he was. He slipped on the stone floor as he staggered forward and grabbed the table for support with a thud that echoed in the room.

			‘Excuse me?’ Beatrice stiffened. Did he just say Mother fell off the bridge? Surely not the high overpass near the hotel, aptly named Devil’s Bridge. How could the Captain go to dinner with Mother and not bring her home safe? The very idea stole her breath and her ability to talk, as if her tongue had swollen in her mouth and wouldn’t work. He stood there, sneering at her, his fingers clenched around his damned bottle of spirits, and her heart sunk lower and lower as she realised the truth.

			‘She’s dead, you stupid bitch. Just like everyone else who matters.’ The Captain spat a lump of phlegm onto the Aga, and it sizzled. Beatrice went rigid, too shocked to move. This was dreadful, even for him. He kicked a loose chair over with a clatter, took another swig of his bottle, and staggered out of the room.

			‘Dead?’ Beatrice sank slowly to the floor where the cold flagstones seeped chilly against her skin as the reality became clear. Nell rushed to her side and sat beside her on the floor. She rubbed Beatrice’s back silently. There were no words for this awful situation, and not a tear either. With every stroke of Nell’s hand on her spine, Beatrice felt more and more hollow. Unable to process anything. How could Mother just be gone?

			‘Beatrice. I’m sorry.’ Nell’s voice cracked as she whispered.

			‘I don’t believe it.’ Beatrice hung her head low, her dry eyes closed. If she squeezed them tight, could she force tears? Or was she unable to cry because it didn’t seem real?

			After a long time, Nell’s hand paused for a moment, resting between her shoulder blades. ‘Is there a chance she survived the fall?’

			‘How can I know? He’s given us so little information.’ Not even confirmation of which bridge. The Rheidol River had many crossing points, especially lower in the valley near their home.

			Nell’s breath fluttered over the skin on the back of her neck. ‘True. Regardless, we can’t go rushing off in the dark. All we would achieve...’

			‘Nothing. It’s raining, and dark. I don’t want you to get lost. No one else is allowed to get hurt.’ Beatrice couldn’t cope with any more loss, and certainly not for her sake. Her hands shook and she gripped them together.

			‘Can I do anything?’ Nell asked.

			‘Just hold me.’ Beatrice rested her head on Nell’s bony shoulder, letting her body sink against Nell’s strength. For once in her life, she wasn’t alone. Her whole body shuddered. Mother used to cuddle her like this when she was younger. She would tuck herself on Mother’s lap with her head on her shoulder like this while Mother read to her. It’d been an age since she’d done that, and now she’d never do it again. Nell wrapped her arms around Beatrice, rubbing her arm, just like she might stroke the neck of an injured horse. A hysterical giggle threatened to burble out.

			‘I’m not a horse.’

			Nell cleared her throat. ‘Is this awkward? You mentioned you aren’t a horse, but horses are what I’m used to caring for.’ Was that a lack of confidence in Nell’s voice?

			‘It’s fine.’ She didn’t have the energy to reassure someone. ‘Just hold me.’

			‘I can do that.’

			A flutter of air passed over her forehead from Nell’s breath, steady and reliable. Just what Beatrice needed as she sat there, stifled by too much emotion. It was like her heart and lungs had given up. Her breath was shallow and soft, just copying Nell’s rhythm, because more than that was too difficult, and her heart seemed to have slowed to a snail’s pace. Barely keeping her alive. Beatrice tried to relax against Nell, soaking up her comforting body heat. She must have drifted off to sleep, because the room was dark and the Aga cool when Nell gently shook her.

			‘Beatrice, wake up. Let me put you in bed.’

			Pins and needles stabbed at her legs and feet as she let Nell help her stand up. ‘Please leave me now.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			Beatrice nodded, and waited as Nell paused, uncertain until she waved her hands to hurry Nell away. When Nell left, she slowly made her way to her corner of the kitchen, hidden from view by a curtain. The usual shame at sleeping there didn’t come as she lay down. It didn’t matter anymore. Mother was dead and nothing would be the same again. She cried great heaving sobs with her face buried in the pillow to muffle the sound until the pillow was soaked and her body fell into an exhausted sleep.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Nell woke up in the guest bedroom with a sore neck and foggy headache, thanks to spending half the night on the kitchen floor with Beatrice, and the guilt of lying awake in a proper bed, while Beatrice slept behind a curtain in the kitchen. The rain fell with enough force to dampen any household noise. Nell dragged herself out of bed, ready to face what might come next. The evening had begun with an almost kiss with Beatrice and ended in the worst possible way. One thing was true: she couldn’t think about kissing while bad news hovered in the musty air. And she couldn’t leave Beatrice alone to tell her siblings what had happened.

			It was only a few strides down the hallway to the kitchen, and the muffled sounds of people eating informed her she was already too late. Grace sat at the table with the three younger children, and Beatrice hovered over the sink washing a pot. She’d held Beatrice in her arms last night, all perfect softness, but that had been for comfort, not for desire. Now wasn’t the time for inappropriate stray thoughts. Beatrice glanced over as Nell shuffled her feet on the stone floor to give Beatrice some warning of her arrival. Nell raised her eyebrows to ask the unspoken question—have you told them yet? Beatrice shook her head.

			‘Shall I tell them? Would that be easier for you?’

			‘Please.’

			Nell nodded. Her throat dried out, as if she’d breathed in a pound of musty old hay dust, and she cleared it out with a raspy cough into her handkerchief. Four innocent faces turned towards her. Oh dear God in hell, the responsibility.

			‘Everyone needs to know something. It’s important.’ Nell waited, but no one spoke. ‘As you know, last night, your parents went to the Devil’s Bridge Hotel for dinner. Your father, the Captain, arrived home alone.’ She swallowed and dragged in a big breath. ‘I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but...’ So many big wide brown eyes stared at her, and she let out her breath to gallop through the rest of her statement.

			‘Your mother fell from the bridge last night. She is missing, presumed dead. I’m so sorry.’ Nell wrapped her hands in her pockets, to stop herself rubbing her stinging eyes. This poor family had already dealt with so much death. And now their mother’s chair sat like a shrine to the emptiness that haunted them.

			Here she stood, a stranger, bringing them more terrible news. No one spoke. The two boys shuffled on their seats, exchanging glances. The silence was harder to stomach than if they’d all cried and screamed. Nell’s whole body ached with hurt for them. Even little Ira didn’t make a sound, just blinked rapidly.

			‘Where is Father?’ one of the boys asked.

			‘Sleeping.’ Beatrice answered in a squeaky voice, and Grace rolled her eyes. ‘Not now, Grace.’

			‘You said presumed.’ Grace asked, ‘Doesn’t that mean there is a chance he is wrong?’

			Nell pressed her fingers to the corners of her eyes, reminded suddenly that Grace’s fiancé had died in the war. Hope flared on Grace’s face, and Nell didn’t have the heart to squash it. But she knew false hope made the eventual bad news hurt worse.

			‘We don’t know for sure what happened. In the war, the army used that phrase for when they didn’t have certainty, and I guess it’s habit. I’m sorry.’

			‘It’s not your fault. It’s his.’ Grace’s vehemence rang clearly through the room.

			‘We don’t know that either. I’d say at this stage it’s no one’s fault, because we don’t know what happened. It rained a lot last night. All we know is what the Captain said when he arrived home. I can ride into town to find out any news.’ People didn’t just fall off bridges, but she couldn’t voice that concern, not while Grace was so eager to blame the Captain. His actions last night didn’t hold him in a good light. But Nell had seen people do unexpected things in the shock of sudden loss, so she wanted to give him space. A second chance, because he’d given her a chance, even after he’d demonstrated he might not be worthy.

			The most likely option was an accident in the storm. At the very least, there ought to be an investigation into how it had happened. Maybe that would have to wait until they’d confirmed the death. She would also telegraph her parents to let them know she’d be delayed home.

			‘What I meant was that...and I’m so sorry, but someone needs to tell the local police about what the Captain said last night. They will need to organise a search party.’

			‘Yes.’ Beatrice tensed, as if poised for action. Nell understood. She needed to do something practical too. ‘Nell, you take Tommy into Aberystwyth. Grace can take the boys to the hotel on the train to get the search started, and Ira can stay here with me. We still have to do the daily chores—feed the pig and the chickens and that type of thing.’

			‘Grace?’ Nell asked when no response came immediately.

			‘Of course.’ Grace blinked. ‘It’s still raining, and the sooner we get moving, the better. They might already be looking for her.’

			Nell expected Beatrice’s sister to roll her eyes and moan at having to do a straightforward task, but the immaturity Nell witnessed yesterday didn’t appear. Instead, Nell got a glimpse of the woman Grace would grow into when she found her own source of strength.

			‘Come along, boys, you will need your oilskins. If we rush, we can get the next train up the mountain.’ Grace’s forced positivity filled Nell with dread. Forced or real? With all the rain they’d had overnight, there would be little reason to believe their mother had survived even the smallest fall into the quietest river. A bridge named after the devil himself? Not a chance in hell. Although with the Captain so intoxicated, perhaps he’d misspoken and their mother hadn’t fallen from the bridge at all. Anything was possible. In war, missing usually meant dead, but not always. There was always a slim chance of a different outcome, but she didn’t want to make false promises.

			The boys leaped up from the table and their feet thumped on the wooden staircase as they rushed upstairs to their room for the appropriate clothing.

			‘Quiet.’ Beatrice called out after them. ‘We don’t want to wake Father.’ She rubbed her cheek, her brown eyes swimming with unshed tears. ‘I... I still can’t believe it.’

			Nell shook her head. ‘Neither can I.’

			Beatrice stepped across the room and held Ira’s hand. ‘Ira, do you understand what we’ve been talking about?’ Nell had forgotten the smallest child was here in the room. Had she said too much? She’d hate to cause a child distress.

			‘I’m not a baby. Mother fell off a bridge, and Grace and the boys are going to find her.’

			‘Of course, you aren’t a baby.’ Beatrice slid elegantly onto the bench to sit beside Ira at the table. ‘We know that. And you are going to have to do your part to help out until we know more.’

			Ira blinked rapidly. ‘Will they find Mother?’

			Beatrice pulled Ira into a hug. ‘I hope so. All we can do now is pray. Nell is going to get a nice policeman from Aberystwyth to help, and Grace and the boys will join in the search up by the hotel.’

			‘Has the devil at the bridge eaten her?’ Ira hiccupped back a sob.

			‘No, darling. The devil is just a story from a long time ago. It rained a lot last night at the hotel. Father says Mother fell off the bridge, but I don’t know why she would have left the hotel in such weather.’ Beatrice clamped her hand over her mouth. ‘Let’s go and feed the chickens.’ She jumped up and wiped her hands down her apron. Ira followed her, and the brave little girl picked up the bucket of vegetable scraps from last night’s dinner as they headed towards the back door.

			‘I’ll help the others, then head into town.’ Nell glanced at Beatrice, trying to send a message of support with her gaze. Try not to worry too much. We will do our best.

			With a sharp nod that belied the watery tone of her voice, Beatrice held the back door open. ‘Off you go, Ira. I’ll follow you soon. You know what to do.’ Beatrice held the back door open for Ira, then turned to Nell. ‘I shouldn’t have said that in front of her. Do you think she knows that Mother is probably dead? Oh, I hate not knowing anything.’ Beatrice’s breath wobbled as she breathed in, and Nell wanted to wrap her in a hug and make impossible promises. It’ll be fine—when it was never going to be fine. Missing and presumed dead meant only one thing, and it wasn’t good. She’d seen it too many times to believe in hope. How often had they sent out a team of horses with a young lad leading them towards the battlefield, and neither horse nor human had returned? Too many to count.

			‘We’ll find out. There is a chance the Captain wasn’t lucid last night and there is some other explanation for your missing mother. Maybe he had a—’ Nell stopped herself. She didn’t want to mention the war nightmares she had, and many others had too, because it would just add false hope to this awful situation. If she relived the moment she’d been hit by shrapnel, over and over, in her dreams, it was logical to assume the Captain had similar cursed dreams. He’d seen more action than her, having gone into the field while she stayed at the hospital. On one mission, he’d been gassed, and a new captain appointed to run the veterinary hospital. Another man to prove her worth to, but at least not for long, as the war had finally ground to an end.

			‘I’m so terribly sorry—you’ve already lost so much.’

			Beatrice lifted her chin. ‘Nothing is confirmed yet. The best thing you can do is find out the truth. Then I’ll start to worry. I have to hold this all together for them. I can’t—’

			Nell patted Beatrice awkwardly on the shoulder, in lieu of the hug she yearned to give her. ‘I know. You have to be brave for little Ira, and the others.’

			‘Yes. Now go on with you.’

			Nell nodded, and turned on her heels to get ready. Grace and her brothers bounded down the stairs, passing her in the hallway, and they rushed out the back door. Grace paused and grabbed Nell’s arm.

			‘Don’t go out the front door. If you wake Father...’

			‘I know. I would never put Beatrice, or any of you, at risk like that.’ Nell tried to reassure Grace, whose eyes flicked down the hallway and back, akin to panic rising.

			‘You understand?’

			Nell grimaced. ‘I try my best. Recall that I worked for the Captain for several years during the war. I know him. That’s why we need to discover the truth for ourselves.’ Nell didn’t believe the Captain could harm his wife, but she absolutely knew he was dismissive when people did things that he deemed to be foolish. Like walking near a bridge during a thunderstorm—he’d said it himself, ‘damn fool woman’. Nell couldn’t believe another woman was a fool. She had experienced the Captain’s dismissal on many occasions and could easily see him respond in an uncaring way if he thought—even incorrectly—that his wife had done something silly or irrational.

			‘Are you saying he lied?’ Grace whispered, her gaze darting past Nell up the corridor towards the room the Captain slept in.

			Nell licked her dry lips. ‘I’m not saying that. Only that we must consider all the options. We can’t make any assumptions.’ Nell was being deliberately cagey in case the Captain was listening—something Grace should instinctively understand.

			‘I will talk to the boys on the way up.’

			‘Don’t give them false hope. The most likely option is that they’ve just lost their mother—I know you have too, but you aren’t ten or nine. They have less ability to cope emotionally than you or I, who have already experienced too much death.’

			‘She’s dead?’ Grace’s eyes shimmered.

			‘I don’t know, and I’m so sorry.’ Nell dragged in a shaky breath that dried her tongue. ‘If the Captain told the truth, then it’s the most likely outcome. I’m...’ She couldn’t bring herself to say sorry again.

			‘I survived Jimmy dying in the war. I can survive this too.’ Grace lifted her chin and the tendons in her neck stood out with tightly held emotional control.

			Nell nodded. ‘You are stronger than you give yourself credit for. Those two boys need you now. Go. Open your eyes wide, observe everything, listen carefully to what people say, and especially listen to what they aren’t saying. See what you can discover.’

			Grace blinked once, her face solemn. ‘Yes.’ She turned away and headed towards the kitchen and back door. It seemed outrageously unfair to see Grace mature so rapidly in the past half hour.

			 

			Soon after Grace had left, Nell stepped outside into the rain. She tugged her hat lower over her forehead—the one good thing about army hats was they kept their shape even after being soaked—and walked into the storm to saddle Tommy for their ride into Aberystwyth.

			Beatrice stood beside Ira under the eve of the shed. Ira seemed tiny standing next to Beatrice with the rain pouring around them. Most women seemed small to her now, simply because she was tall and had spent so long among men. Nell marched over to them, angling her body so the rain hit her back. After all that time, she barely knew anything about her fellow women, apart from her own desires. A nagging thought tugged at her conscience—was she interested in Beatrice solely because she was the first pretty woman she’d seen since the war ended? But that didn’t explain the way her skin came alight when they touched. Reasons could wait. She was here, making a deliberate choice to stay with Beatrice.

			‘Will you be safe heading out in this weather?’ Beatrice asked.

			‘Yes. Tommy is a sensible mount, and we will take it slowly. There is no rush—not while Grace and the boys are headed towards the search area.’

			‘I hope the devil doesn’t eat them.’ Ira’s soft voice interrupted her tangled thoughts.

			‘The devil is a myth.’

			Nell stepped out of the rain and pulled off her hat, shaking the water off it. ‘What devil?’ She’d spoken to men from all over the British Empire in the last five years and had heard many different beliefs and myths. Not enough to understand each religion in any depth—as Ma would say, just enough knowledge to be dangerous—but enough to realise that humanity loved spiritual explanations for the world around them.

			‘The Devil’s Bridge Hotel is named after a bridge over the ravine near the top of the mountain. The train goes from Aberystwyth up to the hotel—they have mined zinc up there for about sixty years. Gareth and Aled worked at the Cwm Rheidol mine until 1912 when production slowed, but the mine is still operating.’

			‘I take it there is a story about the devil eating people as an allegory for the mines?’ Nell flinched as Beatrice shook her head.

			‘Are you sure Mother hasn’t been eaten?’ Ira sniffled.

			‘We aren’t sure of anything yet.’ Beatrice paused, and Nell nearly said something sarcastic about how being eaten by the devil would have to be low on the list of possible outcomes for their mother.

			‘Grace is going to find out what happened. We can pray that God has kept Mother safe. Mother is clever like the old lady in the myth.’ Beatrice wrapped her arms around Ira, gently rubbing the child’s back and shaking shoulders.

			‘The story includes a clever old lady?’ Nell asked tentatively.

			‘Yes. She needed to cross the river.’

			Nell nodded. ‘Tell me about the river.’ If it was a calm trickle of a river, then Beatrice’s mother had a chance of survival, even after all this rain. Nell wanted to believe she’d fallen onto soft muddy banks and had walked back to the hotel and safety.

			‘The Rheidol River is narrow and deep at the top of the mountain. The waterfall is quite spectacular—maybe that’s why Mother was on the bridge—it would look incredible with all this rain. It cuts into the rock, and swirls around...’ Beatrice shook her head hard. Nell’s gut clenched. From that description, there would be no chance of survival for anyone who fell from the bridge, even in the best of weather. Ira cried out, a sad little wail of distress.

			Nell leaned forward and whispered in Beatrice’s ear. ‘Will telling the myth help distract Ira, or make it worse?’

			Beatrice’s bottom lip trembled with unreleased grief. The same grief spilled as tears streaming down Ira’s face.

			‘Yes. The story... Ira, you love this story. The Devil’s Bridge is unique because it is three bridges on top of each other. The first one was built a long time ago by the devil, then another one was built over the top in the Georgian era and was wide enough for carriages, and then about twenty years ago, a new bridge—even bigger and wider—was built over the top.’

			‘Does that mean you have to stand underneath to see all three bridges?’ If that was true, it was a long way to fall. The odds of Beatrice’s mother surviving were rapidly shrinking to nothing, if indeed the Captain was right and she’d fallen. Nell hated doubting his word, but she also wanted to try and reach for a hopeful outcome for Beatrice’s sake.

			‘Yes. There are some steps down the side, and you end up next to the waterfall. The name comes from the legend around the first bridge. You see, no one knows who built it. Some say the devil, others say monks in the eleventh century.’

			‘The devil built the bridge? Doesn’t seem like something a traditional devil figure might do.’ Curious. The monks sounded a lot more plausible.

			‘Why not?’ Ira asked.

			‘In most stories, devils are lazy creatures. They get people to do their work for them.’ Nell grinned at the child.

			‘Oh, like Father?’ Ira said. Nell couldn’t look at Beatrice for fear of laughing and she bit the inside of her cheek.

			‘In the story of the bridge...’ Beatrice raised her voice.

			Nell’s cheeks heated slightly at Beatrice’s remonstration. She’d asked for the story to cheer up Ira, and instead, she’d learned how Ira saw her father: as a no-good lazy devil of a creature. It didn’t align with the highly driven Captain she’d worked with during the war, and Nell was having a tough time balancing out the two different versions of him. ‘Yes, about the bridge, and your uniquely constructive devil,’ Nell said, trying to steer the conversation back to safer waters.

			‘An old lady living near the river lost her cow and discovered that it had crossed the river. Rather than walk down the valley to cross the river where it was easier, and walk back up to get her cow, the old lady wished she had a bridge. A mysterious stranger appeared and made a deal with her. He would build a bridge if she promised to give him the first living thing that crossed the bridge. She pondered whether she wanted to give herself to this devilish stranger—after all, she would be the first one across the bridge if she went to get her cow—but in the end, she agreed. The devil worked all night to build the little stone arch bridge, and when the old lady woke up the next morning, she stood at the edge of the bridge ready to cross. The devil whispered that she needed her cow if she wanted milk for her porridge. She leaned forwards as the devil continued to make his sly hints. Just as it seemed inevitable that she would cross the bridge and give her soul to the devil...’ Beatrice paused.

			‘What happened?’ Ira asked the question on the tip of Nell’s tongue.

			‘The old lady pulled a piece of bread out of her gown, tossed it onto the bridge, and her dog rushed across the bridge to eat the morsel. The devil cursed his luck, as he now had a dog’s soul for his collections, while the old lady laughed as she’d outwitted him. The devil disappeared, mortified, and the old lady wandered across her new bridge to collect her cow.’

			Nell laughed. ‘How typical that they named the bridge after the devil, and not the clever old lady. Maybe the old lady’s spirit is still with the bridge.’

			‘Maybe Mother is with her, and they are laughing together at all the devils.’ Beatrice wiped her hand across her mouth.

			‘Is that true?’ Ira’s plaintive tone hurt Nell like a proper punch to the stomach. How had they both forgotten about the child? It seemed out of character for Beatrice to make such insensitive comments—that was Nell’s specialty. Unless Ira was upset at Nell’s laughter—this was hardly a time for jovial stories.

			‘I’m sorry, Ira. It’s a nice idea—to think of Mother having tea with a wily old lady who outwitted the devil—but until Grace and the boys come home from the hotel, we don’t know anything. All we can do is pray that Mother is safe, and it’s all been a big misunderstanding.’ Beatrice’s voice cracked as she tried to reassure Ira.

			Nell wished she had Beatrice’s ability to find the positive in this story. Nell had seen enough death that she couldn’t find any hope. She would go into town and talk to the one-armed police officer she’d met on the wharf the other day—better him than his rude superior—and maybe they’d get some answers. The odds of getting Mrs Hughes home again were already too slim, and the more this rain kept belting down, the chances of even finding her body were disappearing.

			‘On that note, thank you for the story about the devil. I’d better get moving before it rains any more and the river floods.’ Nell didn’t know the river system around here, but this amount of rain would surely lead to flooding at some point. The road from Aberystwyth had many low points, and she didn’t want to have to navigate around floodwater.

			‘Good plan. Come, Ira, let’s get inside and get dry. The animals are fed, and they’ll be cosy and dry in the shed. It’s time for us to do the same.’

			‘And we can pray for Mother.’

			‘Yes.’ Beatrice gathered up her skirts and ran towards the house with Ira following along on her slender young legs. Nell eased out a shaking breath. If anyone was capable of discovering and delivering bad news, it was the person who had plenty of practice at it: her.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Father hadn’t left his room all day, and Beatrice hated the rising guilt in the back of her throat because she was thankful he stayed away from everyone. She really ought to check on him, to make sure he hadn’t drowned in the bottle he’d taken to bed last night. Without him, they would likely lose the farm, and then how would she feed her remaining siblings? Would the farm be left in limbo with the Captain’s male heirs too young to inherit? The threat of her unstable financial position never went away, and now, while everything was so unknown, the worry reared up like a stallion trying to dominate everything. No, she was stressing over nothing. The Captain was still alive—probably—and he’d find a solution that worked for his boys. He’d put a new guardian in place for them. Surely.

			The back door banged, and Beatrice rushed back to the kitchen, trying to push her own worries about the impacts of her father’s state of health to the back of her mind. She needed news. Hopefully good news.

			‘Grace. Dafydd, Johnny. Tell me everything.’ Her siblings looked like drowned rats; their brown hair hung limp around their faces, and their oilskins dripped all over the kitchen stone floor. ‘But first, take off those coats before you make any more mess.’ No one protested at her motherly tone—after all, she’d been in that role ever since the first letter arrived. Even now, while Beatrice knew the news was unlikely to be positive, she still glanced over at Mother’s chair, expecting to see her there.

			‘They found her.’ Grace’s rough whisper echoed around the kitchen.

			‘Where?’

			‘In the Rheidol, just down from the bridge. Her skirts had caught on a tree branch and—’ Grace shook her head, brushing away tears from her rain-soaked cheeks.

			‘It was nasty. Foul.’ Dafydd’s face was pale. ‘When we got to the hotel, no one was looking for her. Grace spoke to the manager, and he sent one of the hotel staff running down to the Devil’s Bridge. He came back with nothing, but they started searching, and then there were shouts from along the road. Someone spotted something blue, and everyone rushed down into the bush. Mother’s dress was all tangled in a tree, with the water rushing over her head.’

			‘Did she drown?’ Beatrice grabbed the back of the chair as her blood dropped to her feet and she felt faint.

			‘That’s what the hotel manager said.’ Grace swallowed. ‘He said he was sorry, and he would visit Father soon.’

			‘You’ve done well, Grace.’ Beatrice sucked in a deep breath to steady herself. She admired her sister’s sudden fortitude. The only positive to come from this horrific day was how much her previously flighty sister had grown up and taken action. ‘Where is Mother now?’

			‘In the hotel cellar.’ Grace’s face was pale, and she collapsed onto a wooden chair with her head in her hands.

			‘The hotel manager said they would organise a group of men to pull her out of the river. He told us not to stay and watch, that it would be too difficult for us to see, so he said we should go home on the train. Grace said we should stay at the hotel and wait until it was done.’ Dafydd glanced at Beatrice with an uncertain expression.

			‘I think you did the right thing. I’m glad you stayed around.’

			‘We waited at the hotel, and they gave us scones while we waited,’ Johnny said.

			Grace cleared her throat. ‘I wasn’t sure what to do. I thought maybe I should send the boys home to tell you the news, but I wanted to stay and make sure they got her out. I know it’s not going to bring her back. I just didn’t want to leave her there in the river all—’

			Beatrice stepped towards Grace and helped her shrug out of her oilskin. She took the sodden coat and hung it on a rack near the fire. Close enough to dry, not close enough to catch on fire. ‘It was an impossible decision.’

			‘The boys got to have scones.’ Grace heaved out a shaky breath.

			‘Scones will make anything better.’ Nell’s appearance at the back door with a sarcastic comment drew a growl from Beatrice’s throat.

			‘Not now. This is family business.’ Beatrice glared at Nell—how dare she interrupt this conversation, and with such a dismissive jest. Didn’t she know?

			‘I’m so sorry.’ Nell glanced down, her hands loose at her sides. ‘I heard what happened. The police station had a telegram from the hotel.’

			‘And you thought this might be a good time to joke?’ A roar, not unlike the rushing of floodwaters, grew in Beatrice’s ears. Nell licked her lips and glanced down at the floor, then back up at Beatrice.

			‘I’m terribly sorry. It’s a habit from the...’

			‘War? We aren’t at war any longer. You will have to overcome your dirty habits.’ Beatrice had had quite enough of people’s grubby war habits. She could count them off on her fingers, flicking each one away like balled up snot off her fingernails. Her father’s drinking. Nell’s nasty little jokes. Mother’s disappearance into her grief. And that grief itself—how it consumed Mother’s attention, leaving nothing for anyone else. Wasn’t Beatrice herself worth staying alive for? Her hands trembled and she jammed them into her skirts, twisting the material around her palms until it hurt. All this tragedy only reinforced what she already knew—no one on earth would look after her. She only had herself.

			‘My sincere apologies.’ Nell appeared contrite while it felt like the very fibre of Beatrice’s existence had been destroyed. Mother was dead. Drowned. And the damned rain kept falling. Just as Beatrice was about to argue with Nell’s apology, she found herself wrapped in a hug. Nell, whose angular limbs mirrored her sharp tones, and yet she was there for her when no one else was.

			‘I wish...’ Beatrice whispered. That she could sag against Nell and let her carry some of this load for a moment. But if she let her head rest on Nell’s shoulder, it would be too intimate. Too raw. And oddly comforting to lean against Nell’s skinny hard body. Beatrice did what she had to. She pushed away from Nell—comfort could wait until later—and held herself steady and strong.

			‘Apology accepted.’ Beatrice had more pressing concerns than to dwell on a throwaway comment. ‘What happened at the police station?’

			Nell stepped away, and glanced sideways at Grace, who stared vacantly at the ground. ‘Constable Wheeler has gone to the hotel and will be overseeing the investigation. He wanted me to pass on the message that he will need to interview everyone in the family.’

			‘Everyone? Even Ira?’ Beatrice ground her teeth. How dare they impose an interview on a young child who’d just lost her mother?

			‘I’m not certain. I’m only passing on his message. It doesn’t make sense that he would need to talk to Ira—unless she has seen something none of the rest of you have? And I can’t imagine what that might be since she was here the whole time, and asleep when the Captain arrived home from the hotel.’

			‘Neither can I.’

			‘Where is she?’ Nell looked around the room, and Beatrice couldn’t decide if it was all an act or not. The hug hadn’t been an act, she was certain of that, so why couldn’t she let herself trust Nell? Where had this doubt come from?

			‘She is upstairs doing her letters.’ Beatrice breathed in deep to push away the annoying negativity. ‘I will tell her the news.’

			‘I will come with you.’ Grace and Nell spoke in unison.

			Beatrice shook her head. ‘No. This is a moment for family. Come along, Grace.’ She swept out of the room, purposefully holding her head high, leaving Nell to deal with the boys. Nell might be a friend and a support, but she wasn’t family. Right now, Beatrice needed a clear head to deal with her family, and Nell’s hugs complicated everything.

			‘Were they excellent scones?’ Nell’s question seemed to follow her down the hallway, an unpleasant taunt.

			 

			Nell heard the knock on the front door early the next morning and bounded out of her room. After the scone debacle, she’d spent the rest of the day writing letters to her parents, and to Priya to let her know she was back in the country. Priya would likely pass on the message to Luciana, and one day, Nell would find the strength to reach out and heal that broken friendship.

			Nell had stayed out of Beatrice’s way yesterday after her comment about family to avoid further confrontation. Maybe she should pack her belongings, get on the train, and head home to Newmarket to face the truth of her existence. Nell swallowed back a sigh, hopeful she wasn’t an imposition for Beatrice, and opened the door.

			‘Constable Wheeler. Welcome.’ Nell waved the policeman inside, but he didn’t move off the stone front step. If she helped with the investigation, that might ease some of the burden on Beatrice. If she could just do something practical...

			‘Lady Eleanor. I didn’t realise you were staying with the Hughes family.’

			Nell acknowledged his use of her title with a brief nod. ‘Yes. I mentioned yesterday at the station that I worked for Captain Hughes in France, and I have stayed on to assist his family during this time of strife.’

			‘Yes, I knew all of that, but I didn’t realise you were staying with them in their house. I assumed you would stay at the Talbot.’

			‘The Talbot?’

			‘It’s the premier hotel in Aberystwyth. But it’s good to see you here. It is excellent of you to be so closely involved. I’m sure Captain Hughes will appreciate your assistance. Speaking of which, is Captain Hughes available?’ Nell kept her face neutral as he overlooked Beatrice, who was more than capable of running this whole household and assisting her father. Nell tamped down the angry way her toes twitched in her shoe. Regardless of the good constable’s views—or lack of—on Beatrice, Nell also didn’t want to let Wheeler know that no one in the household had seen Captain Hughes since he’d arrived home drunk the previous night and gone to bed some thirty-six hours ago. Constable Wheeler didn’t need to know those details; it would be Beatrice’s decision to discuss family matters with him.

			‘Please come in. I will ask Miss Hughes about her father’s availability.’ Nell waved him towards the small sitting room at the front of the house—opposite Captain Hughes’s bedroom. Once Constable Wheeler entered, Nell paced down the hallway to inform Beatrice of their visitor. Nell’s skirt swung around her legs as she moved vigorously, her arms pumping to try and release pent-up energy. The few strides down the hallway of the small stone farm cottage didn’t take nearly enough time to walk off the unsettled ball of anxiety lying in Nell’s stomach.

			‘Beatrice. You have a visitor.’ Nell didn’t bother with small talk, not while tensions in the household ran high, and everyone needed this investigation to get underway. Answers weren’t going to bring their mother back to life, but they might just help with the uncertainty around the Captain’s lack of care for the situation.

			‘A visitor?’ Beatrice spun around, holding a wooden spoon that she’d been using to stir the dinner pot. Stew, again. The kitchen smelled wholesome and nutritious, and the homely smell sent Nell right back to the Somme. Maconochie stew from a tin can had been the main meal every day for years and smelling Beatrice’s admittedly better version only added to the confusion Nell felt. The comment about the scones only reinforced how she didn’t belong anywhere. Not here, and not in Newmarket. The stew reminded her of Cook’s meals: roast lamb direct from the farm’s fields, with perfect boiled potatoes and fresh vegetables from their kitchen garden. But it also simultaneously made her homesick for Abbeville, the one place where she knew who she was: Nell the veterinarian. How awkward to belong only in an event that was gone.

			‘Yes.’ Nell tried to dismiss the perturbation and think rationally. ‘Constable Wheeler from Aberystwyth has arrived. I’ve put him in the front sitting room.’

			Beatrice put the spoon back in the stew and turned back to face Nell. ‘Do I have anything on my face?’

			‘No. Not even the slightest dusting of flour.’ Nell twisted her hands together at the tiniest hint of a suggestion that she might touch Beatrice’s beautiful face to clean her up. She wanted to brush her thumb across Beatrice’s cheekbone, just because she could pretend the touch helped her become presentable for this interview. But Nell didn’t touch Beatrice like that. She couldn’t. Not now. A quick hug to comfort was fine—different, safe—and something Beatrice seemed like she really needed. The majority of Beatrice’s life revolved around caring for others, at least from what Nell could see, and that begged the question: Who looked after Beatrice when she needed it? The worst thing was that they’d only hinted at their mutual attraction...that almost-kiss seemed like it was a long time ago. So much had happened in the last thirty-six hours. Part of her longing was for Beatrice’s big heart and her ability to care for people. Hell, if there was one thing Nell needed more than anything, it was someone to care for her when images of the war came rushing back. She couldn’t ask that of Beatrice, not now and maybe not ever. She had to figure out who she was for herself, not rely on someone else’s emotional kindness.

			‘Thank you.’ Beatrice took one step towards the hallway and Nell held up her hand.

			‘Wait.’

			Beatrice raised her eyebrows and Nell tried not to sigh at the exasperated look on Beatrice’s face. Naturally she would want to talk to their visitor. However, Nell needed to warn her first.

			‘Before you go...’

			‘Yes?’ Beatrice didn’t sound amused at Nell’s interruption.

			‘He wants to speak to the Captain.’ Nell’s pulse raced as Beatrice gasped. ‘I know. I haven’t said anything to him, but I thought you’d want a moment to prepare for whatever he’s going to ask.’

			‘Thank you. I do appreciate that, and I’m sorry if I upset you with the scone comment yesterday.’

			‘You don’t need to apologise. If anything, I’m the one who should apologise. I made a badly timed joke. It’s just that, well, I’ve spent too many years in male-dominated company, and I’ve formed some difficult habits.’ Nell hated the burning lump in her stomach as Beatrice took the blame for Nell’s own sarcastic comments.

			Beatrice stared at her with her gorgeous wide brown eyes. ‘Habits that might be useful. What do I do about the Captain?’

			‘Maybe I should talk to Constable Wheeler again to find out what he wants to ask the Captain? While I’m talking, you could use the time to see if the Captain is presentable.’ Nell waited for Beatrice to decide. The Captain wasn’t the leader she’d thought he was, but he’d still accepted her work.

			‘Yes. That’s a good plan. I’m sure it’s all been a huge misunderstanding.’ Beatrice let out a shaky breath, surrounding Nell with a hint of her fragile violet perfume. The contrast between Beatrice’s strength of character and her delicate scent was intriguing. Nell didn’t want to break Beatrice’s heart again with more ugly truths about her father before they had all the information. She shook her head. No, the Captain wasn’t capable of doing anything awful to his wife, not with the kindness he’d shown to the horses during the war. He would spend hours carefully cleaning up mange-riddled horses to give them a chance at healing, even though the job could be done quicker if you were rough and didn’t care if the horse flinched with pain. He must have the same level of care for people buried somewhere under his rage and grief. Nell couldn’t believe the worst of the Captain. If the war had taught her anything, it was that people processed death and grief in different ways—just like her scone comment yesterday.

			‘What? Have you changed your mind?’

			‘Excuse me?’

			‘You shook your head.’ Beatrice’s gaze slid away.

			Nell stiffened. ‘Oh. No, that’s nothing to do with you. Just a random thought I had. Please don’t worry on my behalf.’ She marched, head high, towards Constable Wheeler, trying to regulate her breathing into a steady rhythm so she could speak calmly to him. There was a reason she’d gravitated to healing horses. Nell almost snickered at herself—Ma had studied to be a doctor, but preferred books and horses to people as well. A rush of homesickness rose in the back of her throat, and she swallowed hard.

			Constable Wheeler stood beside the empty fireplace in the sitting room, reading a book. His neat police uniform, with its long overcoat, dripped onto the hearth. Someone would have to wipe up all that water once he’d left. Nell would do it—one small thing she could do to ease Beatrice’s burden.

			‘Good book?’ The war had stolen Nell’s ability to do small talk. Just one more skill she hadn’t needed in the past few years.

			‘No. Is there a problem?’ Constable Wheeler glanced at the door, presumably looking for the Captain.

			Nell stilled. ‘No.’ Not unless you counted the Captain not being in a state to be interviewed. She needed to give Beatrice more time to get him ready.

			‘I asked to speak to the Captain. If he is unavailable, then we do have a problem.’

			‘Bear in mind that he is grieving. Understandable in the circumstances, don’t you agree? I’ve sent Miss Hughes to ask if he is ready to speak with you.’

			Constable Wheeler put down the book and turned to face her. With the dim light shining through the windows as the rain kept thundering down, Nell could see how young Constable Wheeler was. Younger than her thirty years—he must have been only just eligible to join up at the start of the war. Old enough to know he was lucky to still be here, breathing, when so many weren’t. Nell straightened her spine; normally she didn’t wallow in such morbid thoughts, and she needed to stop asking herself what the point of it all was.

			‘Lady Eleanor. I hope you aren’t stalling.’

			Nell blinked. He knew? ‘No. What an idea. Naturally we all understand the need for your investigation to continue, particularly in light of the discovery of Mrs Hughes’s body. The family would like answers as much as you do. However, this family has been through a lot lately.’

			‘Lady Eleanor, we spoke at length yesterday in my office about this family’s background. I am fully aware of the issues. Please recall that I served alongside Owen Hughes and Jimmy Wilson, the fiancé of Miss Hughes.’

			Nell swallowed. ‘My apologies. You did mention that connection yesterday. It slipped my mind, what with everything that has happened.’ Grace’s fiancé, and Constable Wheeler’s friend, Jimmy, had died early in the war in 1916. How would this community rebuild when so many men were gone? Before the war, Nell would have said a swift change to society would be required—give the jobs to women—but she’d fought that battle, and she wasn’t sure if she’d won or stayed stuck in the quagmire. The economy was struggling in the wake of the war, and jobs weren’t easy to get, exacerbating all the discussion about women’s place in society and worries about the migrant soldiers taking the jobs of British returned soldiers. But migrant soldiers had fought on Britain’s behalf; they ought to get fair treatment now, not get pushed aside and forgotten. Constable Wheeler coughed and Nell almost jumped out of her skin. She’d let her thoughts run away with her until the slightest loud noise frightened her.

			‘I am on my way to the Devil’s Bridge Hotel to piece together what happened near on two nights ago, and I really do need to speak to Captain Hughes as part of my investigation.’

			‘Understood.’ Nell opened the door, ready to bundle Constable Wheeler out of the house. She breathed out. ‘Let me talk to Miss Hughes and if nothing comes from that, I will telegraph the hotel when he is ready to talk.’

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Beatrice recoiled at the stench as she opened the door to her parents’ dim bedroom. A nasty blend of alcohol, vomit, and piss assaulted her nostrils as she quietly shut the door behind her. She paced over to the window and hauled the curtains open so she could see. With a decent shove, she opened the window to let out some of the stink, and cold air rushed in with the rain. She pulled the window shut again to stop the rain coming inside and pinched the bridge of her nose.

			‘Hell’s gate!’ Father growled from the bed.

			‘Father. A policeman from Aberystwyth is here. He wants to talk to you about Mother’s death.’ Beatrice didn’t bother to hide the awful truth from her father. He didn’t deserve any kind treatment after the way he’d treated Mother for so many years. A knot twisted in her stomach. It might be years before she forgave him, if ever, for the callous way he’d called Mother a fool when he’d arrived home from their special dinner without her.

			‘Call me Captain.’

			Beatrice sniffed in protest, then winced as her nostrils filled with the acidic notes in the air. ‘Captain. You must clean yourself up and talk to the police officer.’

			‘No. I outrank him, and I will not.’

			‘Captain. Mother is dead. There is an investigation.’

			‘Why? My wife fell off a bridge in a storm. There is no mystery to it. There is nothing I can say to the police officer.’

			Beatrice bit her tongue. She had to leave. She rubbed her eyes, sure she’d have dark rings underneath. Later tonight she could put cucumbers on them to try and ease her skin and make herself prettier for Nell. The first summer cucumbers were almost ready for harvesting. For Nell. She sighed through pinched lips. She was exhausted from trying to hold this household together in a crisis, too tired for her father’s nonsense. And yet, she still had room for hope. She wanted to look nice for Nell—just in case.

			‘I understand.’ She didn’t really, but she wanted to keep the peace and get out of this room. Away from the stench which seemed like a pallid metaphor for how the Captain lay in his own muck and refused to deal with reality.

			‘Do you? Because my wife is dead, and the police want to investigate that. Can’t they leave me in peace?’

			Beatrice’s breath caught in her throat as her father’s agonised voice filled the room, overpowering everything. She could almost—almost—believe that Father was wrecked by his grief, not his guilt.

			‘I will pass your message on.’ She stormed out of the room and slammed the door behind her. She stood in the hallway, her whole body trembling and her knees weak, slowly breathing in and out until her heart stopped pounding like a runaway steam train. Beatrice hated the unfairness of the whole situation. Yes, her father’s wife was dead, but he didn’t have to leave every detail to her just so he could find peace. She did all the work, but got none of the credit, and certainly none of the small amount of money that came with their property. Oh hell. And... She hadn’t even given any thought to a funeral. Someone would have to organise that, and pay for it, and she knew that someone was most likely her because she was the oldest and most capable. Why did capable sound like a problem, and not a compliment? She sagged back against the wall.

			‘Beatrice, what is the matter?’ Nell’s voice broke into the fog in Beatrice’s brain and she opened her eyes.

			‘He can’t see the officer now.’

			Nell nodded. ‘I understand. I will deal with him.’ She patted Beatrice on the shoulder, her touch soothing and not enough; all Beatrice wanted to do was bury herself in Nell’s chest and nuzzle against her small breasts. Beatrice didn’t understand the surge of emotion rushing up her spine—something like rage and need and guilt and a desire to be comforted. She let out a shuddery breath. Maybe she just needed a hug, like Mother used to do when she was a child. The sob stuck in her mouth and hot tears stung her eyes. No. Not now. Beatrice pushed herself off the wall and shook out her skirt. She needed to talk to the officer herself and figure out what to do next. With a few quick strides, she entered the small front room.

			‘Excuse me.’ Beatrice heard the tremble in her voice and cleared her throat. ‘I’m the oldest, Miss Hughes, and I would like to understand what happens now.’

			‘Constable Wheeler, at your service.’ The officer bowed his head, and when he stood up, Beatrice blinked.

			‘Rhys Wheeler?’

			‘You remember?’ The officer’s face reflected the grimness Beatrice felt deep inside. There was too much grief in this world. How would any of them ever go on?

			‘Yes, I remember. You were a good friend to my brother Owen, and to my sister’s fiancé Jimmy. Has Grace seen you?’ Beatrice looked around the room and as she turned back towards him, she noticed Constable Wheeler’s empty sleeve pinned neatly to his side and tried to keep her gaze on the officer’s face.

			‘No. I haven’t had the pleasure of seeing Jimmy’s fiancé since I arrived back from the front.’

			Beatrice nodded. ‘We don’t often go into town.’ Going into Aberystwyth only reminded everyone of the brothers they’d lost. Seeing their friends, their work colleagues, all the little reminders of their absence. Grace had hidden herself on the farm, unable to deal with seeing Jimmy’s friends return home while he lay permanently in the French mud.

			‘I really do need to interview Captain Hughes.’

			‘I understand.’ Beatrice twisted her hands in her skirts. ‘Unfortunately, the news of Mother’s death has hit him rather hard, and he is in no state to talk to anyone at the moment.’ The man was lying in bed with a pool of his own vomit on the floor beside him. He’d drunk himself to sleep on the night of the...well, Beatrice didn’t know what to call it. She wasn’t convinced it was an accident. The night Mother had died. The fabric of her skirt dug into her wrists as she twisted it around and around, and she welcomed the pain. It would take a decent scrub before her father could talk to someone without them recoiling from the stench.

			‘Please inform him I will return.’ The officer bowed to both her and Nell and made to leave.

			‘Excuse me. Can I ask a question?’ Beatrice licked her dry lips. Why was this so hard?

			‘Naturally.’

			‘What happens now with Mother’s body? Can we have a funeral?’ She swayed on her feet and was grateful when Nell slid her arm around her waist.

			‘My senior officer is at the hotel now. I am to report to him soon. I can find out and report back to you.’

			‘Thank you.’ Beatrice leaned her hip against Nell’s taller frame. ‘I’m sorry the Captain isn’t available just yet, but I will ensure that you are informed as soon as he is able to meet with you.’

			‘Excellent. I appreciate that, and I’m sorry for your loss. I will let myself out.’ Constable Wheeler left the room, and Beatrice tried not to sigh in relief. After a few minutes, she opened her eyes to see Nell standing in front of her. Had she talked to the Captain like she’d promised?

			‘Do you want to go to the hotel?’ Nell whispered. The urgent zephyr of her breath against Beatrice’s ear shouldn’t please her like this, not while she dealt with Mother’s death. Mother’s death. If she repeated it to herself often enough, she wouldn’t get distracted by an elegant woman who shared her preferences. But if the war had taught Beatrice anything, it was that life was short, and she shouldn’t put her own desires aside simply for propriety. She could grieve and she could lust at the same time in a messy pile of emotions, like bushels of wheat blown about in a storm, with the fibres lying in all directions.

			‘I think I do, but I’m not sure I’ll cope.’ Beatrice wanted to remember Mother before she started hiding in the corner of the kitchen, back when she was strong and capable, and ran the household and provided all her children with liberal doses of love. She wasn’t sure she’d cope with the memory of seeing her body battered by the fall and the floodwaters.

			‘I’ve seen bodies bloated by water. It’s not pretty...’

			‘Why would you say that?’ Beatrice might have realised that if she’d had time to think about it, but for Nell to say it aloud made it so much more real. Immediate.

			‘I wouldn’t want you to make a decision without all the information. It’s not an easy one.’ Nell guided Beatrice over to a chair and helped her sit down. She landed slightly heavily on the seat, her exhausted body welcoming the chair’s support. Rhys Wheeler—one of the lucky few who’d come home from Owen and Jimmy’s troop—although not without some harm. He’d obviously had his arm blown off. Everywhere Beatrice looked, there was sorrow and hurt. No wonder she wanted to find a little corner of joy, or at least pleasure, hidden among the misery.

			‘Maybe Grace should go with him. Can you ask him to wait?’

			Nell nodded once and raced out of the room, managing to look purposeful instead of rushed. Beatrice sighed. She didn’t want to be envious of Nell and her upper-class upbringing. Hopefully she wasn’t too late to catch Constable Wheeler. A few moments later, Nell returned, and her tight expression highlighted her sharp angular cheekbones and clear blue eyes. Beatrice bit her bottom lip—it wasn’t jealously that sent shards of heat flickering over her skin. It was attraction. Nell moved with confidence, and Beatrice was drawn to her.

			‘Yes. He will take Grace with him as the family representative.’ Nell sighed. ‘She’s going to have to be very strong to cope.’

			‘Rhys Wheeler was always a good lad. He’ll look after her for us.’ Beatrice rested her head on the back of the lounge chair, closed her eyes and listened as Nell swept away again, presumably to tell Grace the news.

			 

			Beatrice woke up with a parched throat. How long had she slept for? The rain kept hammering down, and the light was still as dull as it had been when everyone had rushed off.

			‘Oh good. You are awake.’ Nell sat opposite her, a book resting on her knee.

			‘Yes. Did I sleep long?’

			Nell fiddled with the pages on the book. ‘About three chapters’ worth. I imagine Grace will be home soon with more news from the hotel.’

			‘So soon?’

			‘How quickly do you think I read? Yes...’ Nell grinned, her sharp blue gaze twinkling. ‘Yes, I do think she will be here soon. And no, I have no reason except my instincts alone.’

			‘I would like to think that they are partaking in a thorough investigation. They do have time on their side.’ Beatrice knew deep down that a woman’s death during a storm wouldn’t warrant much attention, and it was only her father’s status in the community as a war veteran of ranking that meant they’d put any effort into working out what happened. Beatrice couldn’t understand why her parents would go for a walk in this weather—unless Father thought the wonders of the Devil’s Bridge waterfall would cheer Mother up. But in this weather, it seemed like a madcap idea. Maybe he blamed himself for her death.

			‘You are correct. They do have time for their investigation. Civilian life runs at a different speed to what I became accustomed to during the war.’ Nell’s blue eyes shuttered.

			‘Why did you do it?’ Beatrice sat up straight. She understood why the men had charged off to war—it was an adventure, and the papers had been full of patriotic hyperbole about how they would win quickly. ‘Aren’t you a proper Lady?’

			Nell chuckled. ‘Proper? No. A Lady with a capital L, yes. Only because my grandfather was a Duke, and my father, who is a second son, has a courtesy title.’

			‘Your grandfather was a Duke? Which one?’ Beatrice swallowed. A Duke’s granddaughter sat in her humble sitting room? Hell. There were only about thirty Dukes across Great Britain. Nell didn’t act like she’d expected a Duke’s granddaughter to act, although she had been pretentious and rude when she’d first arrived at the house and mistaken Beatrice for a servant. Beatrice stifled a giggle. She wouldn’t have expected a Duke’s granddaughter to work, or sit on a cold stone floor and comfort someone.

			‘The Duke of Tulloch. It’s in Scotland.’

			Beatrice tried to quell the quiver in her chest. ‘Scotland. That would explain the very blue eyes, then.’

			‘Yes, I suppose it does.’

			‘So tell me, why does a Duke’s granddaughter go to war? Service to King and country?’ Beatrice leaned forward, curiosity winning over the nervous flutter in her middle.

			‘Yes, naturally there is that element, given my family connections.’

			‘I take it there is a more personal reason too?’

			Nell nodded, her fingers tracing the cover of the book. The restless movement seemed at odds with Nell’s usual graceful elegance and Beatrice wondered if Nell was nervous, or maybe just hurting. The war hurt everyone who’d gone—it made sense that Nell was hurt too.

			‘I grew up in Newmarket on a horse farm. When the army wanted experienced horsemen to look after the warhorses, it seemed right for me to volunteer. I’d already worked alongside Dr Shenfield for years. He is the preeminent veterinarian in Newmarket. Ma recommended working for him when I’d said I wanted to be a veterinarian. Ma does much of the work on our own farm, so I didn’t really know Dr Shenfield outside of the usual Newmarket social circle. Ma qualified as a human doctor but enjoys the challenge of the racehorses. Of course, neither of us can call ourselves veterinarians, as the Royal Society doesn’t allow women.’ Nell paused to take a breath, and Beatrice held up one hand, slightly awed by the galloping pace of Nell’s speech. There was so much in everything she’d said, not least of which was the nervous way Nell spoke, as if she wasn’t accustomed to discussing herself.

			‘Hold on. Your mother is a doctor. A real one?’

			‘Yes, a real one. She went to the Municipal University in Amsterdam to do her medical degree, because back then England was too backward to allow a woman to attend.’

			‘Your life sounds like fiction.’ Beatrice couldn’t imagine a world where a university would accept a woman’s application without censure. She’d assumed the few women she’d seen in the Aberystwyth University library were just like her, only there to read books their families would disapprove of. Maybe they were like Nell, and the world had already changed around her, while she’d been stuck here on the farm. The unpaid spinster sister doomed to spend her life working for the family, as if nothing had changed in the last, well, forever. No wonder Annie had left. Her life was dull, and by extension, she was dull. Not worth staying for.

			‘It’s not fiction. Ma and her friends, Dr Howick and Lady Stanmore, are real doctors with actual medical degrees.’

			‘With all the feminine power to support you, I can see why you thought you could do a man’s job in the war.’ If all of that was true, why had Nell stayed here? Surely not for her. It must be some obligation to the Captain that kept her here.

			Nell smiled, her eyes flashing with a fierce humour. ‘I don’t believe in the notion of men’s jobs and women’s jobs—I know, it’s scandalous.’ Nell’s face lit up with glee. ‘There are just jobs. Anyone can do any of them if they are given the opportunities. The real scandal is the way the world prevents people from learning the skills needed for different jobs, because they were born as a girl, or too poor, and such forth.’

			‘You are a suffragette?’ Beatrice’s heart hammered in her chest as her admiration for Nell grew. Imagine a family who not only supported your choices for education but encouraged and paid for them, a family who believed you could do more than simply run the household.

			‘Aren’t you?’ Nell spoke as if it were simple, as if all women should be suffragettes.

			Beatrice chewed on her bottom lip. ‘I suppose I am.’ Or not, it wasn’t like she had many choices in the matter. She didn’t want to be a downer, so she pulled in a deep breath. ‘Please, ignore my issues for a moment and tell how you ended up in the war.’

			‘I arrived at the recruitment place to sign up. The officer in charge of recruitment laughed in my face. A woman at war. Unheard of.’ Nell rolled her eyes.

			‘But obviously that wasn’t the end of it. You said you worked for the Captain?’

			Nell grinned. ‘The Captain. He’s so stuck on rank—and of course, that’s what I did. I pulled out my title, and I showed the army the letter from Dr Shenfield, who recommended my skills. Dr Shenfield was too old to join up, and his letter stated that I should go in his stead as someone he had personally trained. It also helped that the army didn’t want to upset my uncle, the current Duke, who has some sway in Parliament, and basically I ended up working for your father as a veterinary assistant.’

			‘That’s—’

			‘I know.’ Nell spoke over the top of her and Beatrice let her, so used to being ignored by everyone else that Nell’s rudeness barely registered. Except that it did, because she had noticed, and a vague bitterness coated her tongue.

			Beatrice tilted her head. ‘Let me finish.’

			‘Sorry.’ Nell licked her lips, a contrite look in her eye. ‘Please continue.’

			‘The officer was right. It is unheard of to have a woman doing that, and amazingly unique that you achieved it.’

			‘Not as rare as you’d assume—plenty of women worked as doctors. But it’s true, I didn’t earn my position as a horse doctor. The Army Veterinary Corps only let me sign up because of my political connections.’ Nell held up her hands defensively and Beatrice nodded. What more could she do than agree? Imagine what she might have achieved with a bit more schooling, or someone powerful backing her. She sure wouldn’t be stuck here, going nowhere. Thinking about it had an air of cruelty though; dreaming about a world where things were different wasn’t going to change her life. She had too many people—Johnny, Dafydd, Ira, even Grace—relying on her here. She couldn’t leave. Imagining a different future for herself only served to remind her how few options she did have.

			‘I know it probably means nothing to you, but thank you for your service.’ Beatrice could manage politeness if nothing else. She was the one who started this discussion. Being jealous of Nell’s adventures wasn’t going to change her own life, and Nell had stayed and cared for her. After all the comforting touches and hugs between them, Beatrice wanted to allow the flicker of hope to grow.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Nell breathed in deep. ‘That means a lot, actually. More than you can know. I may have started in a position of privilege, but there was no special treatment once I was there. I had to learn to cook—at first the rest of the Army Veterinary Corps wanted me to eat with the nurses because I was a woman like them, but I refused. It was a mile walk in either direction from our stables to the human hospital in Abbeville. I wasn’t going to waste my time every meal when there was adequate food in our section, so I took it in turns to cook with the stable staff.’

			‘What did you eat?’

			‘Mostly stew from a tin can. Never fresh vegetables, very occasionally bread, always there was hard tack.’ Nell ran her tongue over her teeth at the memory of grinding away at hard tack, the impossibly tough biscuits that reminded her of stale bread cooked until it had no moisture in it at all. Nell wanted to reach out and show Beatrice she understood the agony of war. She’d seen it up close, and Beatrice had seen it from the other side—the impact of war on a family.

			‘I often wonder if it was worth it.’

			Nell closed her eyes. ‘I’d prefer not to think the whole war was pointless.’ Working for the Captain had been about doing her part for the war effort, and he’d seemed like a good, tough leader at the time. She’d bought into the nationalist pride of war—Pa had been a spy for the government when he was young—she’d never questioned whether it was right to go to war. It just was. And suddenly, people were condemning the war and the decisions made by Pa’s peers, and she’d seen the scale of ugliness and how some people’s work was already being erased as if they were never there. But if Pa was wrong, and the country’s decision to join the war was wrong, then what was the point?

			‘Asking if the cost was worth it doesn’t make the war without reason. Not having an answer to a hard question doesn’t negate the point of a moment.’ Beatrice sat up straighter in her chair. Her dress pulled tight across her chest and Nell did her best not to look at the way the fabric highlighted Beatrice’s lush breasts. What she wouldn’t give to bury her face between them and take temporary respite from the noise in her head. Her brain stood in the way of her physical pull towards Beatrice’s kind heart and beautiful face. She breathed in deep, an attempt to calm the flutter in her chest. The texture of the book cover under her clammy fingertips did nothing to help; the trail of sweat on the book was just another reminder of her messed up emotions.

			Loud footfalls in the hallway interrupted Nell’s meandering thoughts and she shot a glance at Beatrice to stay as she leaped to her feet. Nell dropped the book onto a side table with a bang that echoed in her head unsteadily. She strode towards the hallway, using motion to push away the jerky reaction.

			‘Lady Eleanor. Get someone to clean up my room. I’m going to have a bath.’ The Captain marched past her with his usual military air; he had been a veterinarian by trade before the war, never a soldier, but had embraced all the aspects of military life.

			Nell nodded once to acknowledge the Captain’s statement; better that than remind him that she no longer worked for him. It wouldn’t be worth the backlash to Beatrice, who disappeared into the Captain’s room almost immediately after he vacated it, her practical response a stark reminder of their situation.

			It was hard to take him seriously after he’d spent so long hiding in his room drunk. Years of earned respect were dashed away by the sight of the Captain marching in his nightclothes down the hallway, with hairy bare legs sticking out underneath the long nightshirt. A cloud of stench followed him, adding to his dissolute air, and Nell blew out a breath to try and stop herself inhaling it. Had she fallen into the trap of expecting the Captain to be a good man, like Pa, when the reality was much different? Until now, she’d never questioned whether they should have fought, had always dismissed the commentary in the papers asking that question, because she’d been brought up that way.

			And here she was, standing in the hallway, contemplating her place in the world. It was impractical. She couldn’t change the past or her role in it.

			A sharp rap sounded at the front door. She jumped and tried to disguise it by turning towards the door. Her bad knee tugged a little and she winced. It felt presumptuous to open someone else’s front door, but it reflected how quickly she’d become a part of this little Welsh farmhouse and family. It was something practical she could offer Beatrice. She opened the door.

			‘Grace.’ Nell didn’t expect Grace at the front door. Over her shoulder, she could see a motorcar parked on the road.

			Grace shifted from one foot to another, her gaze darting around. ‘Rhys is here with his superior officer. They need to talk to the Captain. There are variations in the different accounts at the hotel, and he says he needs the Captain’s eyewitness account.’ Grace had quickly gone from Constable Wheeler to Rhys, but then maybe there was nothing in it. They’d been in the same circle of friends before the war.

			‘He is having a bath.’ Nell tried to reassure Grace that her father wouldn’t overhear her.

			Beatrice joined them in the hallway. ‘Grace. Please tell me everything.’

			Nell whirled around at the pleading sorrow in Beatrice’s tone. The drawn expression on Beatrice’s face added weight to the air and Nell wished they were alone so she could wrap her arms around Beatrice and comfort her.

			‘Beatrice. Rhys—Constable Wheeler has brought Chief Superintendent Smithson. They need to talk to the Captain.’ Grace’s face tightened. ‘His insistence at being called Captain is silly.’ Nell had a disloyal thought—one that surprised her with a rush of embarrassed heat on the tips of her ears. Now that she’d started questioning whether the Captain had been a good leader, she couldn’t seem to stop.

			‘I understand your conflict. I worked for him for many years—he is a difficult person, yet his commitment to the task during the war was outstanding. I wouldn’t be surprised to see him awarded for his war work.’

			‘Oh believe me, he certainly thinks he’s been overlooked.’ Grace sneered.

			Nell frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Lady Eleanor...’

			‘Please. Call me Nell.’

			‘Nell, the war ended seven months ago. If he was going to get a medal, he would have it already.’

			‘Maybe it’s lost in transit. I mean, he was in the hospital for a long time with chlorine gas.’ Nell knew she was grasping at straws, but really, the man had done some amazing work fixing horses most veterinarians would have shot. That didn’t make him a good person, but the army didn’t care about someone’s character, only their achievements.

			‘I doubt there is a medal on the horizon. How about we stop pandering to his ego, and focus on what really matters right now? I’ve just seen my dead mother’s body. I want answers, and he has them.’

			‘Is everything well here?’ Constable Wheeler appeared on the front step, water dripping off his long overcoat. The rain continued, steadily incessant, damned rain that made everything wet and musty. Nell only had two dresses, and one was drying in front of the Aga. If this one got wet, she’d have to lounge about naked under a blanket, or wear a borrowed dress from Beatrice. Either of those options came with a thrum of desire as she imagined Beatrice’s quiet violet scent all over her skin.

			‘Yes. Please come in and have some tea while you wait. The Captain will see you shortly.’ Nell’s voice crackled as she struggled to overlay polite words on her fractured thoughts.

			 

			A good amount of time passed, and much tea was partaken before the Captain stood in the lounge, clean and apparently sober. The way he stood with his head held high and his hands clasped behind his back reminded Nell of the way he commanded at Abbeville, and the contrast reinforced his dissolution over the past few days. Beatrice had anticipated the Captain’s needs and delivered a clean outfit to the small bathing room beside the kitchen. The room was a later addition to the old farmhouse, tacked on with running water and accessible without needing to go outside into the rain. An outhouse with a water closet was in a lean-to beside the bathing room. The amount of effort it had taken on Beatrice’s part to make the Captain presentable went unacknowledged. Nell stood beside Beatrice in the corner of the room.

			‘You’ve done well,’ she whispered. ‘He won’t appreciate the work to get him here, but I do.’

			‘Shush.’ Beatrice’s cheeks glowed pink.

			‘Captain Hughes. Please meet my superior officer, Chief Superintendent Smithson.’ Constable Wheeler stepped back as the two older men shook hands.

			‘Chief Superintendent Smithson, let me introduce Lady Eleanor St. George.’ Naturally, the Captain would capitalise on her presence. ‘She is a family friend.’ Oh, and to erase her job was a horrid little touch. Nell bowed her head to Smithson.

			‘Chief. A pleasure.’ It wasn’t—she doubted he’d be any different from the rudeness he demonstrated at the wharf when Tommy was being unloaded.

			‘My lady. The pleasure is all mine.’

			A sudden rush of cold filled her chest. She could never be Lady Eleanor again, could never do this polite dance. ‘Mine also. I will take my leave now.’ She bolted from the room before she said something snide. Her shoulders were tense and she wanted to roll her head side to side to stretch out her muscles. But all she did was close the door, and when she glanced up from the damp floorboards, Beatrice and Constable Wheeler were staring at her.

			‘What now?’

			‘We listen.’

			‘Through the door?’ Nell didn’t care to hear the men ignore reality and slap each other on the back.

			‘Fortunately, this old house has settled over the centuries, and there is a big gap under the door for us to listen through.’ Beatrice’s lips twitched at the corners, as if a cheeky grin hovered.

			‘I refuse to lie on the floor.’ Constable Wheeler sniffed like an old man, and Nell stifled a giggle.

			‘I doubt we will need to do that. Where is Grace?’

			‘She’s showing the boys the motorcar.’

			‘In the rain? I hope she shows Ira as well.’

			Beatrice’s grin grew. ‘Naturally. Ira wouldn’t want to miss out on something as exciting as a motorcar!’

			‘Can you two focus? I would have thought you’d care about the truth about your mother.’ Constable Wheeler’s lip curled up at the corner.

			Beatrice’s smile disappeared and she radiated disdain. ‘The truth—pray what exactly do you think that is? My father will tell his version of his truth. But will he answer the question that really matters?’

			‘Which is?’

			‘Why were they on the bridge during a storm? They went to the hotel for a dinner to celebrate...well, I’m not sure exactly. Father mentioned it only vaguely, something about the mayoralty candidates. Why would they venture into the rain?’ Beatrice glared at Constable Wheeler, whose mouth stretched into a thin flat line.

			‘I will check the hotel’s weather records.’

			‘What the blazes’—Nell realised she’d raised her voice and deliberately lowered her volume again—‘does that mean?’

			‘It has been raining for a few days, but I want to know exactly when it started raining, and how heavy the rain was when Mrs Hughes was on the Devil’s Bridge.’

			Nell squinted. ‘Are you saying she was on the bridge alone?’

			‘There are conflicting reports.’

			‘Shush.’ Beatrice hissed at them both, and they all leaned towards the sitting room door. Nell couldn’t pick out the words, they sounded like indeterminate mumbles through the bloody wooden door, so she stepped away rather than take up space Beatrice could use. She paced down to the kitchen and back, trying to figure out how she felt. She wanted Beatrice to get answers, while at its core, she knew the likelihood of anyone ever knowing what really happened that night was slender.

			She paced back up the hallway as Beatrice and Rhys leapt away from the sitting room door. It opened, and the two older men emerged.

			‘Please accept my condolences for your loss, Captain Hughes. We will attend the funeral.’ Chief Superintendent Smithson stepped outside, and Constable Wheeler followed. The Captain waited until the front door was shut, then glared at Beatrice.

			‘What a load of nonsense that was. We went for a walk to look at the waterfall. She fell. The end.’ He marched past them, his shoulder brushing against Beatrice with enough force to make her stagger back a step. ‘I’m going into Aberystwyth to meet the Reverend and get the funeral organised.’

			Nell straightened. ‘We will do what we must to support you, Captain.’

			‘Thank you, my lady.’ His curt nod reminded her of the man she’d worked with, the one who’d earned her loyalty. After all, she’d ridden hundreds of miles to deliver his horse. In her short time here, her eyes had been opened to his true character and her loyalty to him questioned. And subsequently, she’d started to question everything she thought she knew. The weight of her disillusionment sat heavily on her shoulders.

			‘Beatrice. Get my coat. And make sure that room is clean when I get back.’ The rubbish way he treated his daughters chipped away at her previous goodwill. He coughed, bent in half, after issuing his order, and Nell wanted to growl at him, as if he deserved the pain after being so unthinking towards Beatrice. No one deserved pain—that was only her muddled thoughts. She had a sudden pang in her stomach, something like homesickness, for her own Ma. Ma would listen and be able to help her untangle all of this. Nell stood impotently as Beatrice rushed away to obey her father’s command.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Nell’s hips swayed as she mopped the floor, drawing all of Beatrice’s attention to Nell’s body. Beatrice wanted to touch her at the base of her spine, where her dress tucked neatly around her slim waist. Her own pulse raced at the idea of stroking her fingers over Nell’s bottom, the round globes, and the sharp hipbones that stuck out. She’d seen her almost naked once, on the day they’d met, and the image was burned in her mind. Both sides of her heart battled in an unwinnable war—grief or desire. Even as Nell did a simple domestic task, she still managed to have that innate elegance which came from her upper-class home. She moved as though she was in complete control of her environment, the sweep of the mop steady and regular, as if Nell mopped every day. Beatrice rolled the grimy sheets off the bed with more force than necessary for the task. She’d rather think about Nell’s long limbs and flat stomach than what she’d overheard through the door.

			Chief Superintendent Smithson had called her father a war hero. ‘I believe you. You are virtually a war hero, why would you lie? I’m terribly sorry your wife died, and we will do what we can to support you in your grief.’ Her father had mumbled something in response. Would the conflicting reports be forgotten now that her father had spoken to the Chief Superintendent? Would she always have to grieve for Mother never knowing the truth? She couldn’t believe that Mother would do something as silly as fall off the bridge—even if it were possible. The bridge had a waist-high fence along the edges. Mother must have leaned a long way over in order to fall. Had no one asked the question? But even thinking it brought another wave of bitter guilt, so clear she could taste it like lemon on her tongue. Mother had chatted like her old self on the first night Nell had stayed for dinner. Just as it seemed Mother had returned to her old self, she was dead. Would Beatrice ever know why?

			‘Nell. Did you see the way Constable Wheeler watched Grace?’ Beatrice changed the subject to stop the spinning in her brain.

			‘Yes. I think she’s taken my advice.’

			‘Your advice?’

			‘I said if she wanted a husband she needed to go and look for one, and she has. Constable Wheeler is an excellent choice for her.’

			‘You make it sound so deliberate. What about love?’ Beatrice knew married love wasn’t for her, and honestly she didn’t know what it might look like in any case. Her parents were not exactly the great example of love. They must have liked each other at some point—they did marry—but her father, the Captain, had worn her mother out with his constant belittling comments, and the way he used his fists on her when he was angry. Only the constant stream of babies had brought Mother any joy in her marriage, at least for a while. No wonder she’d suffered when they didn’t return from war. Would anyone care if Beatrice mentioned the Captain’s sly punches now?

			‘What of love?’ Nell’s cheeks bloomed with a slash of pink, and her eyes looked even bluer than before. The vibrant blue of the sky in midsummer. How clichéd to compare blue eyes to the sky, and yet Beatrice couldn’t think of anything that shone a brighter blue.

			Beatrice sighed. ‘Grace loved Jimmy so much. I worry that she won’t find love again.’

			‘Or maybe love will grow in time with Constable Wheeler. Wasn’t Wheeler friends with Grace’s Jimmy?’

			‘Yes. What has that to do with anything?’

			‘Perhaps they can heal together with shared grief.’ Nell’s blush intensified and she made a little crackling noise in her throat.

			‘Perhaps. Or maybe a house of her own matters more to Grace than love. Sometimes the best we can hope for is a place to exist where we are safe.’ Beatrice had broached the subject of love as a distraction from the real issue. If Grace was in love, then she’d leave—like Annie, like Mother—everyone left Beatrice. Even Nell would leave soon. Nell had a whole life as Lady Eleanor to go and live.

			‘Safe?’ Nell frowned. ‘Whatever happened to you that you put safety inside your own household first?’

			Beatrice shook her head rapidly and swallowed away the rising bile in the back of her throat. She couldn’t mention this now. Talking about it would only reinforce how trapped she was.

			‘What happened?’ Nell insisted. Beatrice stared at the moist floorboards. They’d only done half the job; she still needed to make the bed with clean sheets and dry the floor off. Washing the old sheets would have to wait until this rain stopped. No, they’d need to be washed immediately to prevent stains and to get rid of the stench, but they wouldn’t get properly dry until the sun came out, if it ever did. It must—rain like this in summer wasn’t typical.

			‘Beatrice?’ Nell touched Beatrice on the forearm, a gentle brush that promised more, and Beatrice stared at the spot on her arm.

			‘Yes?’ Beatrice missed Nell’s touch, the way her fingers were rough on her skin, a casual reminder of her practical job. From one simple touch, Beatrice’s breasts swelled and her nipples hardened. She wanted Nell’s touch. Everywhere. She wanted to take a risk and say “Yes!” instead of “Yes?”

			‘Can I hold you?’ Nell asked and Beatrice looked up to see Nell standing with her hands held out. Nell’s blue eyes glistened with care—more than pure lust—and Beatrice knew she was lost for her. No one had ever cared about her like this. Nell had spent a night on the floor holding her when Mother had died, and she was still here caring when no one else would. Not since the war, and Mother’s fall into grief, had anyone ever cared for her. She’d been too busy caring for others, working to keep everyone else fed and clean and whatnot. Could she let Nell care?

			‘I’ll back off if you want.’

			‘I don’t want...’ Beatrice licked the sudden dryness on her lips. ‘I mean, I don’t want you to back off. But the Captain... Father is—’

			‘He has gone into Aberystwyth to organise the funeral.’

			‘Oh, well Grace and Ira are in the sitting room, and everyone will need dinner soon, and can we discuss this later?’ Beatrice heard the rising panic in her tone. The risk was too high.

			‘Absolutely. I want you, Beatrice, and I care about your safety.’ Nell understood. If that declaration didn’t make Beatrice want to kiss Nell, nothing would. She slowly turned to face Nell and reached for Nell’s hand to place it on her hip. Nell’s arm slipped around her spine. Beatrice held her breath. Could she be brave enough? Yes. She stepped in closer, so close that she could feel Nell’s warm breath on her face and smell the remnant fresh bread and butter from lunch, all mingled up with Nell’s own perfume. Earthy moss and sweet summer fruits.

			‘What is that smell?’ Beatrice didn’t mean to blurt but the nervous flutter in her stomach intensified as she stood toe to toe—almost lip to lip—with Nell.

			‘Agrimony. One of the sheep cut their leg on a fence post this morning, and I used it to staunch the blood and clean the wound.’ Nell’s breath was warm on her face, at odds with the practical comment.

			‘Oh?’ Beatrice was glad of the slightly gruesome topic. It allowed her to breathe again, although her pulse still raced, faster than the clack of the rails as the steam train headed down the mountain. She swallowed down a giggle. Nell could talk about any topic if she stayed this close—with her hand on her spine and her mouth so deliciously close.

			‘The sheep is fine now. The boys were very helpful.’ Nell’s lips taunted Beatrice and she wanted to kiss Nell and to press her body against Nell, to close the miniscule gap between them.

			‘That’s good to know. I would hate for one of our sheep to go without veterinary care.’ Beatrice babbled as the flutter in her stomach turned into a torrent of nerves.

			‘Shall I kiss you? Or would you rather discuss the sheep?’ Nell’s lips kicked up in a grin as her gaze flicked towards the window overlooking the farm and back to stare deep into Beatrice’s eyes. Up close, the blue wasn’t a single colour. There were flecks of darker blue radiating outwards from her black pupil. Beatrice wanted to press her hands against her stomach, but that would mean sliding them between her and Nell. Into the gap between them as they stood almost touching. If Beatrice leaned forward just a fraction, their breasts would press together. Beatrice swallowed. Could she risk being seen? Because she wanted this kiss more than anything else.

			‘Yes.’ She answered both questions. Yes, she wanted a kiss, and yes, she’d rather talk about sheep because sheep were safe and boring, and this moment was the exact opposite. Nell’s arm tightened against her back, sending desire shooting up her spine, and Beatrice did the only thing possible in this circumstance. She kissed Nell. The kiss, their kiss, was everything she’d ever hoped for. Soft, pliable lips. Nell’s warm body pressed against hers, surrounding her with the sweet fruity scent of her sheep curing medicine. Nell’s lips, Nell’s breath. She’d always known kissing Nell would be exactly what she wanted, but she didn’t expect it to be like this. So beautiful. So exquisite. And from the way her breasts swelled and her nipples ached, Beatrice knew she needed more. One simple kiss—no, not at all simple—one first new kiss would never be enough. Beatrice ran her hands up Nell’s arms, up over her slender shoulders, until she cradled Nell’s face. Nell licked along her bottom lip with her tongue, and Beatrice nearly squeaked in surprise. Pleasure rushed from her lips, down her throat, and over her skin, as if Nell had set a match to her dress and she’d been surrounded by flame. Nell took advantage, sliding her tongue into Beatrice’s mouth. Beatrice felt it all the way into her core. This was kissing. Oh. Before—their first touch of lips—was just the preliminary. There was no shame in this kiss, only the most wonderful sensations filling her body. She was wet between her legs, and Nell’s passionate commitment to this kiss made her feel as if she was important.

			It was the realest moment of her life. Like a whole new world became reality. This kiss was more than any kiss in her past. Every kiss she’d shared with Annie had been preparation just for this moment.

			Beatrice took all her experience—revelled in it—to explore Nell’s mouth. She stroked her tongue across Nell’s with a deliberate swipe, and was rewarded when Nell moaned into her mouth, sending pleasure vibrating through her skull. She closed her eyes to shut out the rest of the world, so she could focus on feeling everything. This kiss was worth the risk of discovery. But Nell grabbed Beatrice’s hands and tugged them away.

			‘We have to stop.’ Nell panted, her breasts rising and falling rapidly, rubbing against Beatrice’s hardened nipples in the most delightful way. ‘We can’t. Not while...’ Nell’s gaze flicked towards the sitting room. Beatrice gasped. She’d just kissed someone in her father’s bedroom. She’d forgotten the rest of the world. Grace sat in the room next door reading to Ira and they might have walked in. Beatrice collapsed onto the bed, her knees weak—from the kiss—and from the shocking realisation.

			‘Sorry.’

			Nell licked her lips. ‘Please don’t be sorry. I want more. Just not now.’

			‘Beatrice. Are you in there?’ Grace poked her head around the door and Beatrice’s heart stopped dead in her chest. A few seconds earlier, and she would have been caught.

			‘Yes?’ Beatrice squeaked. So much for taking risks.

			‘Constable Wheeler has invited me to dinner, but I want your opinion.’

			Beatrice glanced at Nell. What exactly was the social expectation in this situation?

			‘Perhaps it would be best to wait until after the funeral. I believe the Captain has gone into Aberystwyth to organise everything.’ How Nell managed to sound so normal, Beatrice didn’t know. Beatrice didn’t trust her voice. How could she speak when her mouth tasted like Nell? She wanted to sit quietly and absorb everything, to relive each second of their kiss. She’d never have another first kiss with her, and she wanted to remember every detail, even her own revolving thoughts, because they made the kiss hers. The last thing she wanted to jerk her back into the real world was a discussion on Mother’s funeral. The heady rush of Nell, the memory of her body pressed against her, all thudded in her chest as reality tried to rip away the fleeting joy. But wasn’t that life’s destiny for her? She never got to keep anything for herself, only stolen moments.

			‘Thank you.’ Grace frowned.

			‘Constable Wheeler seems like a reasonable man. And I understand why you might want to rush headlong into discovering if he is the one for you. The war took so much from so many of us, including time.’ Nell glanced over at Beatrice. ‘To find someone you connect with is very special. There is always—’

			‘Time. You are right. I should have been married years ago. The war stole the best of my childbearing days—and my fiancé—and now I have to start again before I’m deemed an old maid, off the shelf. Apologies, Beatrice.’ Grace backed down from her tirade with those last two words. Beatrice opened her mouth to protest.

			‘Careful.’ Nell spoke into the space with a clear warning in her tone. ‘Age brings wisdom and life experiences that often mean we make better choices.’ Beatrice’s heart leaped, thrilled at Nell’s defence of her, and how it unwittingly took her time with Annie and made it worthwhile. Somehow Nell had unknowingly given context to Annie’s place in her life.

			Nell continued, ‘We can make choices with more understanding of our own needs, ones that will bring longer term happiness. Grace, I know you want your own household, and I understand your impatience, but please, it is not worth the heartache if you pick a man who won’t allow you to be yourself. My advice... Watch Constable Wheeler over the next week. See how he responds at the funeral, and especially notice how he connects to ordinary people—both when his boss is present and when no one important is watching. Because that is how he will treat you once you are married.’

			‘Grace, my darling sister. Nell is right. You deserve someone who cares for you. You’ll always have a home here, and you still have time to make the correct decision.’

			‘I don’t want a home here. That’s rather the point.’

			‘Yes. But you also don’t want a man who will beat you.’ Beatrice cursed as she let out their family’s big secret. A giant lump filled her throat and she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t look at Nell—Nell, whose clever brain would have figured it out instantaneously.

			Grace nodded, her nostrils flaring, her face pale and her eyes wide. ‘Oh. Do you think he might?’

			‘I don’t know. And I’m not sure that’s something you can ever know. Nell?’

			‘Are you asking me if there is a foolproof way to determine if a man is too quick with his fists?’ Nell’s voice pitched higher than usual. ‘Watch how he treats his horse when he’s angry.’

			‘And how exactly did the Captain treat his horse when he was angry?’ Grace put her hands on her hips and glared.

			‘Honestly, I never saw him angry in all our years at work. We were too busy to be angry.’

			‘Then your advice means nothing. I can’t trust it, and I’ll make my own decisions about Constable Wheeler.’ Grace paced out of the room.

			‘What just happened?’ Nell followed Grace and closed the door.

			Beatrice was glad Nell didn’t finish the sentence. How do you broach the subject in such abrupt terms? Yes, my father did beat my mother on many occasions.

			‘Unfortunately.’ Beatrice swallowed. ‘Yes. He did hit Mother.’ Beatrice sagged deeper into the uncovered mattress. Nell swayed on her feet as if she might faint at the awful revelation, and Beatrice wanted to reach out to hold her hands for support. Except she couldn’t—not until she knew Nell’s opinion on the matter. Would she say what everyone else did? That the Captain was the man of the house and it was his business to treat his family however he deemed fit. It was his right to discipline his wife if he wanted. It was his right to treat his daughters like servants. Was it too much to hope that Nell might believe in her instead? Where did Nell’s loyalties lie? With her and their impossibly wonderful kiss, or with the Captain who had given Nell a career and a purpose?

			‘Then I have seriously misjudged him. After the war, yes?’

			‘Always.’ Beatrice wasn’t going to hide the ugly truth now it had been spoken aloud. An overwhelming sense of relief flowed in Beatrice’s veins, as if her blood were suddenly full of bubbles. Lighter. Nell believed her. She stayed seated, waiting for the usual dread to arrive.

			‘And the children? Did he beat you all too?’ Nell’s voice shook and her face was ghostly white.

			‘No. Nothing beyond the usual cane for bad behaviour.’

			Nell pinched her lips together, a deep frown on her face. ‘I consider the cane to be a beating. Children and animals don’t need to be hit to get them to behave.’

			‘And Mother? What about her? Or is it fine for a husband to beat his wife?’

			‘Of course not. Hitting is never fine. And especially not in a marriage where the man has all the power.’ Nell sighed. ‘I do hope Grace is careful. I would hate to see her repeat the cycle just because she is desperate to leave this household.’

			‘Do you think Rhys might hurt her?’ Beatrice wanted to know what Nell thought. She was so worldly, and she’d spent so much time around men, she might know the answer.

			‘I’m not the person to judge.’ Nell sounded deflated. ‘I thought the Captain wouldn’t, simply because I’d never seen him beat a horse. My ability to decide on this subject is compromised.’

			Beatrice hung her head. How many other people would never believe the sad truth because they’d also only seen the Captain on his best behaviour? And how could Beatrice guarantee Grace’s safety too? There was so much to consider—the high of kissing Nell, the low of Nell’s unwitting revelation that the Captain’s true nature was a surprise—Beatrice didn’t know what to do. She grabbed the mop and began scrubbing again. There was one thing she did know. If she didn’t clean this room, then the Captain would be angry. And she knew how that ended up.

			‘Let me help.’ Nell reached out for the mop. ‘Please.’

			‘Why? Because we—’

			Nell leaned in close and whispered. ‘Kissed?’ A shiver traced over Beatrice’s skin and she wanted to shut her eyes and beg for more.

			‘Will you stay for the funeral?’ Beatrice blurted and stepped backwards. She couldn’t invest any more feelings in Nell if she was just going to leave, like everyone else did. But if she stayed, then maybe there was hope.

			‘I promise.’

			Beatrice smiled, cautious. A glimmer of hope flickered among the grimness of her life, and she wanted to grasp it before it disappeared again.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			At the funeral, Nell sat away from the family. Every moment reminded her of all the soldiers who didn’t get funerals, all those buried outside the human hospital a mile up the road from her horse clinic. Too many bodies for anyone to deal with, meant none got proper care, just shoved in graves quickly, using almost the same process as they dealt with the hundreds of horse carcasses.

			This funeral was a travesty for a different reason. She glared at Captain Hughes as he stood in front of the small group of mourners and declared his love and grief for his wife. Nell’s fingernails dug into her palms, and she spread her fingers wide before twisting her hands together in her lap again. Each individual word of the Captain’s deceitful speech blurred against the roar in her ears, until she wanted to stand up and yell at him. But this wasn’t about her.

			Over the past two days, Nell had given Beatrice time to think, as she’d requested, and had herself spent hours and hours trying to reconcile the knowledge of the Captain’s domestic abuse against the leader she’d known during the war. How could she have misjudged him so badly? Was she simply so grateful for being allowed to work doing the job she dreamed of, alongside the men as an equal, that she pretended she didn’t see? None of her conclusions reflected well on her. If she hadn’t promised to stay for the funeral, she might have finally gone home to her own family. Instead, she sent them a telegram, and looked after Tommy. Beatrice had been busy organising the funeral—avoiding her—with her days spent in Aberystwyth at the church. It should have been simple. Attend the funeral, then say goodbye, and move on with her future. Whatever that might hold. The kiss, their kiss, complicated everything.

			Finally, the ceremony was done. Nell stepped outside the church after almost everyone else filtered out into the rain. Nell had no investment in this funeral, except for how it affected Beatrice. Nell was here because she’d promised Beatrice she would be. She tried not the shiver at the cold blast of wind from the sea as she stood on the steps of the church, taking refuge under the awning as the rain fell steadily. The little church had a nice outlook across a field towards the port with the ruined Aberystwyth castle far in the distance, probably visible in clearer weather. The shore was shrouded today by the low clouds, different from the day she’d arrived with Tommy and the storm hadn’t yet unleashed. Now it’d been raining for...what felt like an endless amount of time.

			‘How are you feeling?’ Nell moved to stand beside Beatrice and watched her mother’s coffin get carried onto the street out the front of the church. She blew out a long breath and wiped the rain off the end of her nose. Mrs Hughes died during this same rainstorm, and its endless grey didn’t appear to have a limit.

			‘I don’t know.’ Beatrice’s whisper cracked, and Nell wanted to hug her. Sitting through the ritual of the funeral had left her bereft of feeling, blankly unable to find an emotional response, but the ragged sound of Beatrice’s whisper sent a surge of shock through her bones.

			‘I’m so sorry.’ She’d only met Beatrice’s mother once, at dinner. That day seemed so long ago, although it couldn’t be more than a week or two. Beatrice stood with her arms crossed over her chest, as if she were holding herself together. She reached up to touch Beatrice’s cheek, but stopped and dropped her hand before she could show her affection in public.

			‘Thank you.’ Beatrice moved away, her tone dull, and she walked down the stairs to join the small parade of people, all with heads bowed. They followed the coffin along the street, and through the gate leading into the cemetery beside the church. Grace and Beatrice and her siblings stood in the rain with no cover from the constant wet, waiting their turn to go through the gateway. Their homemade oilskins sat unevenly over their Sunday best. Nell should follow them for propriety’s sake, but Nell didn’t want to intrude on the family as they buried their mother. Not like the Captain and the priest and the group of men who seemed to know the Captain. They all went first, leaving Beatrice and her siblings to follow behind. A funeral wasn’t the place to remind everyone that Beatrice cared more than anyone else. She should be first. The inability to protect Beatrice from more hurt turned into a pit of despair that sat heavily in her stomach, like too much hard tack when hungry, a solid lump of indigestible food.

			She had long ago lost the anger of her grief, left only with a broken soul. The emotional toll of the funeral left her hollow inside. Nell looked skywards—not looking for God or heaven—but with irritation at the incessant rain. Would it ever stop? What could she do? Nothing. No one controlled the weather.

			If she didn’t start to walk, she may end up standing here all night. Take one step. One step at a time was all it took. She stepped forward, leading with her bad knee, and had to grasp the handrail as her knee wobbled, unstable. With a shake of her head, she jerked her focus onto ensuring she didn’t collapse, and moved cautiously down the mossy stone steps, careful to hold the handrail so she didn’t slip. With each step on her left leg, a shot of pain skewered up from the scar tissue in her knee joint. It didn’t usually hurt this much, but then, there was a nasty bitter wind blowing today. If the gods had any compassion, the wind would blow away the rain and let summer in. It must be the church ritual, because she had a sudden urge to pray for sunshine. It’d be pointless, though.

			If only she had an excuse to get away, but she’d promised, so she stepped through the gateway and scanned the cemetery. The same small crowd of mourners stood around an open grave to the left of the cemetery. Little Ira stood between Grace and Beatrice, and the two boys stood beside their father. The Captain left his children and paced towards her with a scowl on his face.

			‘Lady Eleanor. You don’t belong here.’ His comment hit her as if he’d slapped her, because it reinforced her own suspicion. She didn’t belong here, or anywhere. She blinked once, as her pulse stopped. A rush of sudden tears stung her eyes. She turned on her heel and strode back towards the gate. Every stride jarred up her shins, through her knees into her hips, but she kept her head high as she marched away. Her heart thumped. She needed to disappear, to get away. She could go home. But she didn’t belong there either, not as Nell.

			The metal of the wrought iron gateway was cold under her palm and she paused. Why should she obey Captain Hughes? He wasn’t her boss anymore. She’d promised Beatrice she would stay. With a deep breath, the moist sweet country air filled her lungs. Refreshing. The smell of fresh grass and home and comfort and everything that wasn’t the war. She didn’t want to leave Beatrice yet, because their kiss was calling to her. She wanted more kisses. And to be honest, she wanted to save Beatrice from the goddamned awful household run by the Captain—who wasn’t her boss anymore—and certainly wasn’t the person she’d thought he was. Could she save someone else when she couldn’t save herself?

			 

			Beatrice tried to focus on the ritual of placing Mother’s coffin into the ground, but her attention was drawn to Nell who stood at the gateway to the cemetery. A slight limp added a sense of desperation to the way Nell had fled from her. Beatrice hadn’t noticed her favour that leg before. She shouldn’t feel this welling up of sympathy for Nell. She’d promised Beatrice she would stay and support her. Apparently Nell’s promise to her mattered less than whatever the Captain had said. Nell knew he had a temper. She’d worked with him. He couldn’t possibly say anything that would make her break a promise. Could he? The priest read the final committal as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Beatrice couldn’t stand still, her leg jiggling under her best dress, and Ira clutched her hand.

			‘We lovingly and reverently return your body to the elements, from which it came, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, we leave you now in peace, and are grateful you were in our lives.’ The parish priest didn’t add anything more. He’d already said enough in the service in the church, speaking at length about Mother’s role as wife, and the role of wives in general as helpmates to their husbands.

			Beatrice tried to wipe the sneer off her face. Ira whimpered, and Beatrice forced her hand to relax. She’d gripped her sister too tight.

			‘Here.’ Grace handed her a stem of ragged-robin flowers. She must have picked the pink flowers from the marshland across the road from the church. Mother had always loved them for the way they looked like frayed tissue paper on tall dark pink woody stems. Each stem contained several ragged flowers, bursting out in a soft fall of pink. Beatrice glanced over at the gate, but Nell wasn’t there. Oh, she’d moved and now stood slightly apart from the group of the Captain’s friends. Present, but not really there. Nell was a rare example of a woman pushing the boundaries, doing men’s work successfully, and declaring herself without the restrictions that bound Beatrice. Nell had money and a title, and both gave her the ability to push against a system that didn’t want to be pushed. Beatrice had nothing—just a pile of siblings who were still children and required mothering. Grace would soon be married with her own children. And Beatrice’s life wouldn’t change simply because she had never been able to articulate an alternative. She had no money, nor did she have a specific skill to use as a reason to go, so she stayed because at least she had food and a roof over her head.

			Mother’s coffin was lowered into the ground, and Beatrice’s heart ached like the coffin had landed on her, suffocating her with its weight. Grace nudged her in the side and Beatrice threw in the flower. The long stem thudded down with a wet splat that turned the delicate ragged-robin flowers into a sodden jumble of pink against the dark-stained pine coffin. Constable Wheeler passed her a small basket filled with dirt and she took a handful to throw into Mother’s grave. The dirt left a muddy streak on her palm as it mingled with the falling rain. Her chest tightened, her nose dripped, and the constant rain made everything miserable. How could Constable Wheeler be here and helping while Nell hovered at the fringes, uninvolved?

			With a sober silence, Beatrice went through the motions of the burial, slowly waiting until everyone was done and her mother cold in the ground. She’d given up brushing away tears, letting them mix with the rain. Her clothes were bedraggled, sodden, and heavy. Ira leaned against Grace, and her brothers against each other, huddled against the rain and the bitter aching sadness that infused everything. When the Captain told them to leave and go home, Beatrice did as she was told, tramping along as if lead bricks were tied to her shoes.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			What is possible to get any colder in summer? Beatrice stood on the train platform, trying not to shiver. Nell pulled off her long coat and wrapped it around Beatrice’s shoulders. Beatrice tensed as Nell’s fingers brushed over her nape. She didn’t want to feel the heated jolt at her touch. Her body yearned for more kisses, more of Nell’s touches, and she shouldn’t want that. Not immediately after Nell had broken a promise. If she couldn’t keep a simple one like staying for the funeral, what would she do with Beatrice’s heart? Beatrice’s throat filled with bitterness and a thick feeling that reminded her of having breathed in dry hay dust.

			‘I’d rather have an apology for your broken promise than your coat. No, scratch that. I wouldn’t. Please leave me alone. If you can’t be there when I need you...’ Beatrice stopped herself before she begged Nell to want to be with her. One kiss didn’t mean Beatrice had any claim over Nell. That much was obvious since she couldn’t fulfil her promise to stay beside Beatrice during the whole funeral. Nell had been physically present, but with such an emotional distance, Beatrice couldn’t help but wonder if there’d been any point to it.

			‘Get in the train, Beatrice,’ said Nell.

			Beatrice gasped at the command and opened her mouth to argue her point. The train whistled, and she bustled away to ensure her siblings weren’t left behind at the station, and with every step, she berated herself for abandoning her duty. She might not have chosen to be everyone’s caregiver, but life had gifted her that role and she would do it to the best of her ability. She’d go to her own grave knowing she’d tried her best—she’d kept her promise to her siblings—as unsatisfying as that was when stretched out into long days of domestic duty and servitude.

			Soon everyone was settled in the train, and she sat with Ira tucked against her hip. The train rolled out of the station with another blast of the horn. Shortly, they would be back in the house, back into their routine, without Mother’s presence in the corner of the kitchen quietly mending clothes. Beatrice would have to do the mending now—another task added to her never-ending list of tasks. The tracks clicked underneath her. No one spoke. A moist cloud that smelled of musty wet clothes and linseed oil hung in the carriage. Eventually the train pulled to a stop at Capel Bangor station, and Beatrice hustled everyone out onto the platform. Nell put down the newspaper, her face grey, and leaped out of the door, landing with a wince. Beatrice couldn’t resist. Why couldn’t she stay mad at Nell?

			‘What did you read?’

			‘There were riots in Cardiff yesterday. Several out of work men seemed to be blaming black soldiers for the loss of their jobs...’ Nell paused and rubbed her forehead.

			‘Jobs are impossible to find at the moment, and the strikes everywhere aren’t helping.’

			‘Yes. I’ve read the background in the papers recently, and the government is worried we’ll end in a revolution like in Russia.’ Nell’s intellectual commentary and assumption that Beatrice had also read the news sheets emphasised the gap between them. Again. The ease of Nell’s broken promise also reinforced it.

			‘Are the government deliberately causing the divisions to distract us?’ Beatrice frowned, tucking Nell’s coat tighter around her.

			Nell sighed. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me. We’ve already had so much pain, and now three men have died in Cardiff, and people are rioting all across the country.’

			‘Three?’ Why were people so dreadful to each other, so soon after so much terror?

			‘The headline stated that two white men were killed, but the story mentioned a black man was killed too. It’s awful how they don’t acknowledge everyone in the headlines. As you said, it only makes the issue more divisive.’ Having Nell respect her opinion caused a little flutter of forgiveness in her chest, but she pushed it away. She wasn’t ready yet.

			‘I hope Mrs Jobe doesn’t know him.’ Beatrice had a lot of time for Mrs Jobe, who bought the fruit off the farm and made the most beautiful jams. Beatrice’s precious moments in town away from the farm weren’t long, but she’d always taken the time to visit Mrs Jobe. Her shop always had a steady flow of customers who spoke a multitude of languages, and Beatrice loved it there. Over time, they’d bonded over having loved ones away at the front. Beatrice had always assumed the end of the war and her husband’s return would bring an end to Mrs Jobe’s troubles, but she realized now how foolish that assumption had been.

			‘Jobe, as in Corporal Jobe? That works at the wharf?’ Nell knew Mrs Jobe’s husband? Her connections were everywhere. She leaped with ease from mentioning her uncle the Duke, to knowing some random soldier who lived here in Aberystwyth. Beatrice squared her shoulders—connections didn’t matter when a person broke a promise. Trust was earned, not given as right of birth, unlike a Dukedom or the title of Lady.

			‘Yes. He would be the husband of Mrs Jobe. She’s a shopkeeper in town.’ Beatrice wished she knew what to do. About anything. It all seemed so heavy and hopeless. She squared her shoulders. She could talk to Mrs Jobe, ask her if she needed anything; that was within her small reach. Beatrice could do with a friend, and she’d always had a friendly relationship with Mrs Jobe, one that might grow if Beatrice took the first few steps. Her time with Annie had reinforced her lack of worth as a friend or lover. But perhaps Beatrice didn’t have to be bound by other people’s ideas of her. The Captain had always discouraged her from making friends, and if she needed impetus to do something, that was it. His opinion wouldn’t rule her life anymore, nor should Nell’s broken promises.

			‘Corporal Jobe is a nice man. He helped me out...with Tommy when we arrived.’

			Beatrice wouldn’t get drawn back to Nell because she cared about the same people as her. ‘They are a good family. It’s so unfair.’ Life was unfair. Beatrice felt defeated by it, by the news, by her life, by the emotional outpouring at Mother’s funeral. It would be too easy to forgive Nell’s broken promise and blame it all on her own inability to befriend people. But she discovered that she valued herself too highly—even when no one else did—to let Nell’s disregard slide. She just wanted to tuck herself up in bed and cry herself to sleep. Not yet. She needed to get everyone else home and fed first. They walked slowly in a group away from the station, beside the hedgerows with their little summer blooms of different colours. Far too jaunty. The boys led the group, walking swiftly, while Grace walked beside Ira just in front of her and Nell. They walked in silence, and Beatrice was grateful for the quiet country air. A couple of birds chirped in the hedgerow. So normal. How dare life carry on normally while her own world kept shrinking?

			‘Where is the Captain?’ Nell asked suddenly with pursed lips. Beatrice wanted to lick hers in response. Damn this physical response to her.

			‘He stayed in Aberystwyth.’

			‘I suppose he’ll arrive home drunk later.’ Nell breathed in deep. ‘Well, Tommy will take care of him. He’s a good horse, he knows how to walk home.’

			‘Father is not my concern at this moment.’ Nor was the damned horse, whose arrival had escalated her problems. Neither would she blame Nell, who hadn’t caused any of this mess. All she’d done was illuminate the way Beatrice was trapped by her life.

			‘Of course. I wasn’t thinking.’ Nell bowed her head as she walked stiffly. Beatrice didn’t want to notice the way Nell favoured one leg slightly, and how she held herself in tension. The lines on her face were deeper too.

			‘You haven’t been thinking since you bolted from the cemetery.’ Beatrice held her breath, her jaw tight. ‘You promised.’

			‘I didn’t bolt. I stayed—’ Nell’s gaze slipped sideways.

			‘Technically true, but not really true to the promise. What did my father say to you? What aren’t you saying?’

			‘It’s a long story.’

			‘We have the whole walk home.’ Beatrice wasn’t going to let Nell slide away from an explanation. She had years to figure out how to live without Mother, but she didn’t have much time left with Nell. Nell had no reason to stay with her, so if she was going to understand anything, it was now or never. Hot tears gathered behind her eyes and she squeezed them shut for a moment, surprised that she had any tears left after today. People always left her.

			‘The Captain said I didn’t...that I wasn’t welcome. I didn’t want to cause a fuss.’

			‘I would have understood if you’d just talked to me first.’ It was typical of her father to override Beatrice’s wishes. Her desires could be trampled by anyone else, simply because Beatrice was the spinster sibling with no rights of her own. She’d often wondered if being married would give her slightly more power, or if she’d end up as a shell of herself like Mother had.

			Nell rubbed her face. ‘Yes. I can see how that might have been better.’

			‘It definitely would have been better. You were my friend, and I believed your promise.’ Beatrice hated the whine in her tone, as if she were begging for Nell to step up and be the friend she’d imagined she might be. It was all a dream though, one bashed into pieces by the reality of Nell’s detachment.

			‘I don’t think what we have is friendship.’ Nell’s clipped tones cut through the air and Beatrice gasped.

			‘What does that mean?’ She must be a glutton for punishment, but she had to know the answer, even if it meant she would bleed more.

			‘We’ve...’ Nell leaned in close and whispered in Beatrice’s ear, ‘Kissed.’ The gentle breath of the word blew across the sensitive skin on Beatrice’s earlobe and she shivered. She wanted to lean into Nell, to soak up the rush of desire her breath inspired, but she couldn’t. Not with a broken promise between them. She wouldn’t risk her heart for a kiss from someone who didn’t stand beside her.

			‘Then if anything, you should support me more. You should stand by your promise because of that.’

			Nell crossed her arms. Defensive. ‘I might desire you, but I understand my fellow soldier.’ Hurt rocked across Beatrice’s skin like hail hitting the shed roof in winter, drumming and insistent. ‘The Captain said I wasn’t welcome—I can’t undo years of training. I reacted to his comment like any good foot soldier would.’ Nell’s voice was shrill, matching the way she held herself tight. They’d dropped back, slowing their strides, to put distance between them and Grace.

			‘You were never a solider. Just a horse nurse.’ Beatrice wanted to hurt Nell, just as she’d been hurt. She didn’t buy Nell’s excuses.

			‘I don’t want to argue with you.’

			‘No. You’d rather run away and pretend you didn’t make me any promises.’

			‘The Captain told me I...wasn’t welcome.’ Nell’s voice trembled, tugging at Beatrice’s heartstrings against her better judgement.

			‘Maybe you aren’t welcome anymore,’ Beatrice spat. Heat prickled in her cheeks. Her nostrils twitched as she tried to calm her shallow breaths and she whispered low under her breath, ‘I needed you.’

			‘Excuse me? What did you say?’ Nell spun around and stood in front of her, so they both stared at each other. Beatrice stepped around her, annoyed at the way she kept giving herself to Nell. She couldn’t keep opening her heart up like this, for Nell to trample with impunity.

			‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter.’

			‘It obviously matters. Tell me.’

			‘No. I have to keep the children in my sight.’ Beatrice picked up her pace and walked quickly to catch up with Grace and Ira.

			‘Wait.’

			Beatrice turned back towards Nell. ‘Why? It’s clear you don’t want to talk about this. It’s been a long day. I can’t do this now.’

			Nell blinked twice, her mouth drawn downwards. ‘As you wish.’

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Nell watched Beatrice walk away from her until she disappeared around a bend in the road. She was a worthless oaf to pick a fight on the day of Beatrice’s mother’s funeral. What type of person did that? Beatrice was correct. Nell needed to spend time working out her own head, to figure out where she stood, and why the hell she couldn’t deal with emotion anymore. She should go home to do that, but... What she really wanted was pleasure—a restless need inside her to be defiled in the very best way by someone like Beatrice, to shove her tongue inside a woman and be lost in the overwhelming sensation of it. Not any woman—Beatrice. To taste Beatrice’s musk on her tongue until the scent overwhelmed everything else and to hear Beatrice’s cries of pleasure as she suckled on her. She needed Beatrice to pluck her own nipples until she screamed with desire. She wanted to erase everything she’d seen with a flash of lust. Temporary. Necessary. An all too brief joy in a colourless world where it bloody rained all the time, even though it was the height of summer.

			Or... No. She needed to forget everything and go home to Newmarket where her parents would shower her with love and attention. What would they say if she brought Beatrice with her and told them the truth of their relationship? It was unlikely they’d throw her out of the family, but she couldn’t be completely certain; they weren’t religious which was in her favour. The added uncertainty was like a thistle in her sock, irritating and constant. If things were going better with Beatrice, she’d love to introduce her to her family. Take the chance on their love being unconditional. It had been so far. Did it even matter now she’d messed up with Beatrice?

			A high-pitched yelp rang out and Nell picked up her skirt pants and sprinted, her blood pumping through her veins, around the curve in the road. Beatrice and her siblings stood in the middle of the road beside a giant flood. There was no path through or around the fast-flowing waters.

			‘Don’t walk in floodwaters,’ Nell yelled out, as one of the boys stepped towards the water. ‘It might look calm, but you don’t know how deep it is, or what is floating in there.’ Her hands trembled, and she shook them out, but it did nothing for the rising bile in her mouth. She tried to take steady breaths; she shouldn’t be feeling this helplessness at the same time as a sweaty need to do something practical. All thoughts of hiding her anxiety in pleasure were gone, destroyed by the sight of Dafydd, ready to throw himself unnecessarily at the rising floodwaters. Clammy sweat dripped down the base of her spine as Beatrice and her whole goddamned family turned around to stare at her. She couldn’t tell them about the time the trenches had filled with floodwater, and she’d helped pull a struggling team of horses out of the water, only to have to put them down when she saw the extent of their injuries. Their big injured bodies falling in the mud to be left there. Her stomach clenched, and she gagged on the taste of vomit at the back of her throat. It was just a memory.

			‘But how will we get home if we don’t cross this creek?’ Dafydd asked, his shoes in his hand.

			‘We don’t.’ Her voice sounded distant and off-key.

			‘And what about the chickens?’ Johnny asked. Nell waited for Beatrice to answer. It wasn’t her place to make this decision, but no one spoke and everyone, even Beatrice, stared at her in expectation.

			Nell swallowed away the acidic taste and held her chin high. ‘The chickens will be fine in the shed for a few days until the waters subside. Walking into floodwaters is not worth the risk.’

			‘Risk?’ Grace asked, her voice shaking, and Nell was shocked out of her own memories with the realisation that their mother had died in floodwaters.

			‘You should all know better. We’ve just buried your mother.’ Nell paused, not wanting to say the awful truth, and they all stared at her with wide eyes. Her throat tightened and she let out a ragged breath. ‘I won’t take the chance and lose another one of you. We’ll go back to Aberystwyth and stay in a hotel.’

			‘We can’t afford that.’ Beatrice bent over and started talking off her shoes. ‘We will have to cross the flood.’

			‘No,’ Nell yelled. For Christ’s sake—what part of don’t die like your mother did Beatrice not understand? Nell let out a short breath and tried to modulate her tone. ‘No. I can afford a hotel for all of us, and I want you to be safe.’

			‘Could’ve fooled me.’ Beatrice’s sharp whisper hit her like a slap to the cheekbone and Nell stepped backwards. She deserved to be censured after her behaviour at the funeral today.

			‘Let’s go back to town and stay somewhere dry until the flood recedes.’

			‘With all this rain, it might be a while,’ Grace mused. ‘I vote for staying in town—if you really think you can afford it.’

			‘You just want to be closer to Constable Wheeler. And you—’ Beatrice pointed at Nell.

			‘Beatrice. Put your feelings about me aside for a moment. Please let me do this. Look at little Ira, she’s shaking with cold.’ The murky brown water was cleaner than the flood filled trench, but it still reminded Nell of the Somme in spring, when the snow melted, and everything turned into a quagmire.

			‘Don’t you dare use Ira to railroad me into a decision that suits you. I have to think of what’s best for everyone and being in your debt isn’t it.’

			Nell closed her eyes. A flush of heat rushed up her neck. She wanted to argue with Beatrice and bludgeon her with the truth: that she wanted to care for Beatrice, if only Beatrice would let her. But she stopped herself. Forced herself to listen to Beatrice’s needs, because she hadn’t done that earlier today, and they had yet to resolve that matter. Adding another wasn’t going to help.

			‘Understood. Please discuss it with your family and let me know what you decide. My offer stands, and you won’t be in my debt. Friendship doesn’t work like that.’ A stab of pain shot up her leg from her scarred knee. Beatrice shot her a look that she couldn’t comprehend, and Nell limped a few strides away from her. She needed to wrap her leg in a warm blanket, with a hot brick or a rubber hot water bottle resting against the injured joint. Warmth seemed to help the general blood flow around the injury—all the tendons had never really healed properly after the surgeons had dug out the shrapnel, and scar tissue added complications. Her knee didn’t cope with the cold, and her brain didn’t cope with the sudden onslaught of ugly memories. The whispered discussion between Beatrice and Grace buzzed like a swarm of bees, loud and annoying, but she couldn’t pick out any individual words. She waited for their decision. It would be sensible to head to town, but she couldn’t in all good conscience leave them here to get hurt. Whatever Beatrice decided—sensible or not—Nell would be there.

			‘We accept your offer. Just for tonight. No more.’ Beatrice appeared beside her, her voice low and with an undercurrent of irritation. What had Nell missed?

			‘Come.’ Nell turned around and walked as fast as she could towards the train station. Every stride pummelled pain from her knee up into her chest. Soon, the quiet hiss in her ears would grow into a roar until she wasn’t able to function. The timing couldn’t be worse. Collapsing out here on a country road wouldn’t help anyone, and she would need her wits about her in Aberystwyth to be able to organise everything for them. She’d been here, in this much pain, once before—in France when she was about to board the steamship home—and she knew she’d only be capable of lying in the dark for the next day. No wonder the Captain relied on his bottle. She needed something to numb this agitation inside her.

			‘Nell. What’s wrong?’ Grace called out, and Nell slowed to wait for her, even though she really didn’t want to.

			‘Nothing. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt.’

			‘No. I mean with your leg. You are limping.’

			Nell growled under her breath. So much for masking her pain. ‘It’s nothing.’ She didn’t want to talk about it.

			‘Doesn’t look like nothing.’

			‘You and your damned sister are the same. Leave off me.’ Nell wrapped her arms around herself, holding tight so she wouldn’t fall apart.

			‘We accepted your offer.’ Grace’s voice changed tone, softened so it didn’t sound like the accusation Nell deserved. Nell paused. Was Grace using her animal-soothing voice on her? Everyone had one, the voice they used to get a recalcitrant sheep through a gateway, or to calm a frightened horse; the tone came naturally to anyone who’d grown up on a farm, regardless of whether it was the huge horse farm her parents had in Newmarket or the small farmlet Beatrice and Grace lived on. Damn, she missed Ma right now—she’d know exactly what was wrong with her leg and how to fix it. Her stomach ached with longing.

			‘I’m glad you could make a sensible decision.’ Nell spoke through clenched teeth.

			‘We will pay you back...or at least, the Captain will.’

			Nell scoffed. ‘No he won’t. But it doesn’t matter. I have funds. I can offer you safety and warmth.’ It was the least she could do when she couldn’t keep her promises to Beatrice. Hopefully the hotel would have aspirin to ease her physical pain, even if it wouldn’t help her messy lack of appropriate emotions.

			‘Thank you. I appreciate the offer. The last train will be through soon.’ Grace glanced over her shoulder and Nell followed her gaze to see Beatrice carrying Ira in her arms and the two young boys trotting alongside. Sometime during this conversation, the rain had eased into a drizzle and Nell used the respite to wipe her face dry on her sleeve. It wasn’t the most elegant of gestures, but necessary. The sight of Beatrice carrying her little sister tugged at the remaining strand of empathy in Nell’s busted emotions, pushing away the rapidly closing darkness in her mind as if someone had opened the curtains in the morning, letting in enough light that she could function for a while longer.

			‘Beatrice. I’m sorry I broke my promise. Please let me carry Ira.’

			‘No. Beatrice only,’ Ira spoke up, her voice shaking as if she was cold.

			‘Thank you for this. We can talk about the rest later.’ Beatrice spoke with an exhausted monotone.

			‘Yes, later.’

			‘Come along. The train goes up to the top, then comes right back. If we don’t rush, we will miss it, and then we’ll have to walk the whole way.’ Grace’s insistent voice broke through the fog hanging around Nell and she nodded.

			‘Of course.’ Nell had ridden the road to Aberystwyth twice, when she first delivered Tommy, and when she rode the horse back to town to inform the police. There had been plenty of dips and low points in the road as it followed the base of the valley—there’d be no guarantee the road wouldn’t be flooded further along too. Or the train tracks for that matter.

			‘We can run and ask the train to wait.’ Johnny bounced on the spot.

			‘Yes. Do that. We will be as fast as we can.’ Beatrice paced past Nell, and she had to push herself to follow the siblings rushing away from her towards the Capel Bangor train station. Common sense was the only reason she could walk—the tiny vein of self-preservation left ensured she wasn’t going to stop. The same blankness that covered her at the funeral surrounded her like a massive blanket, and she hobbled towards the station without seeing her surroundings. She had so much to organise before she could hide in bed. With every step, she focused on the details of each task to keep her mind occupied. Step onto the train. Step off the train. Walk to the telegram station and send a message to Pa for funds. Would they be too late? No, the funeral had been mid-morning. Her stomach grumbled—they’d planned to eat once they arrived back at the farm. Everyone must be hungry. She would need to find a hotel who could feed them all, and who would accept credit from her father’s account. Three rooms—one for Grace and Ira, one for the boys, and one for her and Beatrice—nothing too flashy.

			Finally, she would be able to properly apologise to Beatrice. Hope made her heart leap, but the stab of excitement died just as quickly. She’d broken her promise to stay beside Beatrice and support her. It wouldn’t surprise her if Beatrice couldn’t extend her usual generosity to her; not when she wasn’t worthy of such devotion. Nell’s circumstances didn’t mean she was entitled to Beatrice’s acceptance of any apology. She’d just have to do her best to show she cared.

			The toot of the train’s whistle jerked her out of her thoughts, and she realised the others were waiting at the station for her. She picked up her pace and limped quickly towards the platform; every stride sent a sharp stab of pain up her leg into her hip. The war had given her this frustrating injury, but it had also given her the fortitude to cope with it. A little physical pain was a solid reminder of the emotional pain Beatrice and her family were dealing with today.

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Beatrice tucked her brothers into bed, switched off the electric light with a smile, and closed the door. She’d never stayed anywhere with electric lights. Her brothers had played with the switch—on, off, on, off—on an endless repeat, fascinated. The technology had been around for quite a while, but hadn’t made its way out to their little farmhouse yet. It’d been a long day, and yet, seeing her brothers get a simple joy from a light switch warmed her broken heart. She’d buried her mother today, been unable to go home, and seen the flashes of joy on her siblings’ faces as Nell stepped in to provide for them.

			They’d eaten in the boys’ room, too exhausted to face the public dining room. It was too fancy, and when Nell had mentioned the option of eating privately, Beatrice had jumped at the chance to avoid being social. The last thing she needed was to put on a brave face with locals commiserating with her over Mother. It was too soon. Too hard. And Nell had the perfect solution. Beatrice had long ago learned to find small pieces of good among the bad. Nell had gone to their room as soon as they’d eaten, leaving Beatrice to tidy up and put the boys to bed. She paced down the hall and knocked on Grace’s door. Grace opened the door and peered out.

			‘How is Ira?’

			‘Asleep. She’s exhausted.’

			‘We all are. How are you?’

			Grace smiled slowly. ‘Tired. I can’t believe Nell did all of this for us. I’ve always wanted to stay at the Talbot.’ Grace had dark shadows under the eyes, a sign of the emotional weight of today. Grace had always been blessed with a happy personality, and for so many years, Beatrice had protected Grace from the worst of their father’s actions simply to keep her light shining. Hopefully Grace would never realise the cost to Beatrice, otherwise all her efforts would have been in vain.

			‘Yes. It’s very unexpected.’ Beatrice’s cheeks flushed with warmth. She wished she could believe Nell was trying to give her the same gift—protecting her from the worst of the day. Was it all because of that kiss? One beautiful soul-touching kiss in the middle of this nightmare. She hadn’t been very kind to Nell today, and for good reason, but maybe she should swallow her pride and forgive Nell for her broken promise. Nell had only been following the Captain’s orders—something Beatrice did automatically too—and Nell had done so much for them this afternoon. Gratitude for Nell’s actions should drive her feelings, not this emptiness of the broken promise between them. Shouldn’t it? But for so long, she’d put other people before her own needs, and she was tired of never having room for herself. Today, she’d asked for one thing for herself. She’d needed Nell to be there for her at Mother’s funeral, and Nell had disappeared.

			‘Good night.’ Beatrice didn’t wait for Grace to shut the door but paced down the hallway to her own room. The last thing she wanted to do was dwell on her feelings; they were too big and varied and confusing. She just wanted to go to sleep. Tomorrow would be a new day, an opportunity to figure out what needed to be done next. She pulled the key out of her purse and turned it in the lock. The room was brightly lit, and Nell lay fully clothed on one of the beds with her eyes tightly shut. The crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes were deep, as was the frown between her eyebrows.

			‘Nell.’ Beatrice started to walk towards Nell, wanting to soothe her. Nell hummed under her breath but didn’t move.

			‘Can I apologise for today?’

			Nell cracked open one eye. ‘Are you asking permission to apologise?’ The sarcasm hit her like a slap with a horse whip and she flinched.

			‘Yes?’ Why did she feel so uncertain about this? What was she doing here?

			‘Stop.’ Nell dragged herself into a half-seated position with her body stiff against the headboard of the bed. ‘Shouldn’t I be the one apologising? I’m the one who made a promise I couldn’t keep.’ That was true, and yet this was new ground for Beatrice. Her throat felt abraded and she swallowed.

			‘This afternoon more than makes up for it.’ They’d argued about debt earlier because Beatrice didn’t want to feel like this, and now her worries had come true and Beatrice was drowning in it. If she swallowed her pride and her self-respect, she could accept Nell’s apology and just get on with her miserable life without this stress.

			‘You shouldn’t forgive me just because I can splash my funds around.’

			Beatrice agreed, or rather, she wanted to agree. Why was this so hard? ‘I—’ Why was it impossible to let someone put her needs first?

			‘No. Don’t let me get away with this. I’m sorry. I messed up.’

			It would be so easy to nod and let this be the end of the matter. Beatrice had spent her whole life letting others make her decisions for her, being the one to put herself last and soothe their problems. It was a habit she didn’t know how to break.

			‘Thank you. Without you, we’d be sleeping at the train station, or worse.’

			‘Worse?’ Nell raised the eyebrow over her open eye—an eerie expression. Disconcerting. Beatrice shook out her hands, shook off the fogginess in her head.

			‘You know what I mean. You stopped Dafydd walking into flood-waters. What if he’d drowned?’ Just like Mother.

			Nell shut her eye again, a deep furrow between her eyebrows. ‘I don’t want to discuss theoreticals.’

			‘At least allow me to thank you for your generosity today.’

			Nell’s jaw twitched. ‘Fine.’

			‘I really appreciate the way you thought about everything. Not just a clean room to stay in but also buying a new outfit for everyone so they could get out of their wet clothes after the funeral and the flooding...’

			‘And I appreciate that you let me help you. I know I messed up at the funeral today, and I have some things I need to work through, but please, let me be sorry for my mistakes. Don’t let me get away with breaking a promise to you because I can provide material, practical help. I want...’ Nell’s voice pitched higher and shriller.

			‘What do you want?’ Beatrice whispered, almost too scared to ask. How could anyone know what they wanted after a day like today? She turned away, before she did something weak like throw herself at Nell in gratitude. No one wanted that. Beatrice needed to be desired for herself. At home, she would have rubbed a tiny drop of violet perfume oil on her wrists and hoped Nell would see her. Truly see her. Was she being too helpless in not speaking her own wishes aloud? In the few quiet moments of her life, she picked the wild violets from the edges of their paddocks and packed them into the little jar of oil hidden in the corner of the kitchen to make her own perfume. The delicate smell was her sole aspirational moment. The one thing she did purely for herself.

			‘I want to say sorry for today, and I want to be there for you.’

			Oh. Beatrice pressed her hand against her heart and turned back around to face Nell. The beginnings of a smile were wiped away. Nell had rolled onto her side and she pressed the heel of her hand against her knee with such force, Beatrice could see the muscles in Nell’s arm tense. Beatrice really wanted Nell to open her eyes and engage with her. How could she trust the apology when Nell couldn’t even look at her?

			‘Are you unwell?’

			‘It’s nothing. Can you please turn the light out?’ Nell curled up tighter on the bed. A low rumble of a growl emanated from her; it obviously wasn’t nothing. Doubt surged inside Beatrice’s chest, her heart kicking around in there, like a rug being beaten to get rid of dust. What good were words, and pretty apologies, and money to pay for a hotel, when all she got in return was this? But Nell’s face was pinched in pain. Maybe this wasn’t about Beatrice at all. She rushed over to Nell’s side and laid her hand on Nell’s head. Her forehead was cool enough, no fever.

			‘At least let me help you get undressed and under the covers. You’ll sleep better that way.’

			Nell pushed Beatrice’s hand away and glared at her with an angry flash of blue. ‘You want to undress me?’ It shouldn’t sound so inviting, not in that tone...

			‘You’ll be more comfortable.’

			‘I doubt that.’ Nell shut her eyes again. ‘Just turn the light off.’

			‘If that’s what you want.’ Beatrice didn’t understand what was happening. Why was Nell so unwilling to be helped? Was she embarrassed about something? That often stopped Beatrice from asking for help. Beatrice was the one who cared—it was the one thing she was good at—and she hated having to be helped. That was partly why she’d initially railed against coming here, even though it was the most practical option.

			She stood beside Nell’s bed impotently, her shoulders sagging under the weight of the day. She’d buried her mother today, and here she was expending more energy to help Nell. Nell, who’d helped her so much this afternoon... Beatrice’s thoughts were a muddled merry-go-round, sliding up and down and round and round without end like a horse on a carousel. She rolled her shoulders, the fabric of her new dress sliding on her skin. She’d never owned a brand new dress made in a shop, and she should be enjoying it, but she was so tired. Maybe tomorrow. Her fingers fumbled on the buttons as she undid the dress and slid it down and off. She hung it over a chair neatly so she could wear it again tomorrow without creases, and took off her underthings, glancing at Nell to see if she had noticed. Nell’s face was still screwed up tight, and the lines around the corners of her mouth were deeper than usual.

			Beatrice moved her weary limbs over to the light switch, turned it off, and made her way in the dark back to her bed. She clambered underneath the covers and her body sunk into the soft mattress. She’d never slept on such a delightful surface—she’d be asleep in minutes cuddled by the luxurious pillowy feel of the bed. Nell’s shallow breaths filled the room and Beatrice puzzled for a moment over the unusual rhythm of them, as sleep surrounded her with a welcoming weight.

			 

			‘Get it off me.’ A sharp shout broke into Beatrice’s sleep, and she sat upright. Nell thrashed about on her bed, yelling. Beatrice threw back her blanket and stood up.

			‘Shhh, it’s just a nightmare.’ She reached out to touch Nell and soothe her, but Nell’s arm connected with hers in the dark with a painful slap. A string of curses flew out of Nell’s mouth, and Beatrice blinked hard. She’d never heard most of those words said aloud, and she stumbled backwards at the brutality of the torrent, landing on her bottom on her bed with a soft thump.

			‘Nell. Nell...’ Beatrice tried to use a quiet voice, but nothing changed the violent way Nell wrestled with her nightmare. ‘Lady Eleanor.’ Beatrice tried her sternest voice, and Nell ceased moving. ‘That’s it, quiet now, it was just a nightmare.’ She pushed herself back up and reached out to stroke Nell’s cheek. Nell grabbed her wrist and pulled Beatrice’s hand towards her mouth. The harsh brush of Nell’s lips over her palm sent a rush of heat flying down Beatrice’s spine, and her legs wobbled.

			‘Nell. Shh, wake up now.’

			Nell groaned and half sat. ‘What happened?’

			‘I think you had a nightmare.’

			Nell’s breath was hot on Beatrice’s palm. ‘Did I disturb you? I’m sorry.’ The ease of the apology set this moment apart from earlier in the night, and Beatrice sucked in a deep breath. She’d come to terms with Nell’s behaviour at the funeral and she understood why Nell hadn’t been able to stand beside her and be the strong support she’d thought she’d wanted from her.

			‘You don’t need to apologise for a nightmare. Was it the war?’ Beatrice cursed herself. What a silly question.

			‘No, I just have nightmares thanks to my perfect upbringing with my wealthy titled parents.’ A subtle edge of humour rinsed away Beatrice’s worries.

			‘I’m sorry. And thank you.’ For your war service, for being there at this personal cost. Beatrice wanted to trace her finger along Nell’s bottom lip, but she daren’t take a liberty while Nell was recovering from a nightmare. A shiver raced up her spine, and it was both wrong and right at the same time.

			‘If anyone should be sorry, it’s me. I have these...ahh...episodes, ever since, well, never mind why. And it helps to wait them out in the dark, but I don’t usually have a loud nightmare.’ There was a vulnerability in Nell’s voice that Beatrice hadn’t heard before, and it made her heart ache.

			‘Why do you think it was different this time?’

			Nell growled, rather like an angry kitten, and pushed Beatrice’s hand away. ‘I don’t particularly like to be the subject of analysis.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Are you going to spend your whole life sorry for the goddamned war? It was hardly your fault the German Empire decided to implode, or an argument between cousins caused the deaths of millions. I’m one of the lucky ones, don’t you know?’ Nell’s cutting tone belied her own sacrifices.

			‘You are one of the lucky ones.’ Beatrice needed to soothe Nell, just as she would a scared animal caught in barbed wire. ‘As is Constable Wheeler. Even Father, with all his problems, is lucky to be here. I’m lucky that I never saw the horrors at all. Does that mean I think you shouldn’t have nightmares, or that I can’t try and understand why you couldn’t stay at Mother’s funeral? I’ve never seen all that death. Would another funeral be too much for me? I don’t know, but Nell, I don’t blame you for being vulnerable.’

			Nell’s only response was another mumbled curse, and Beatrice reached out to soothe her. Nell grabbed Beatrice’s hovering wrist and pressed an angry kiss to her palm. Heat shot through Beatrice’s chest.

			‘Vulnerable? More like empty. I wish—’

			Nell let go of her arm, leaving Beatrice’s wrist with a warm imprint where Nell’s hand had been. The sound of fabric rustling in the dark had Beatrice wanting to lean closer to Nell to see what she was doing. If she opened the curtain, the light of the moon might seep in and give her a hint.

			‘What do you wish for?’

			‘I wish I could give you some reassurance about today. The truth is that I don’t know what happened. I don’t remember the funeral—it’s a blank spot in my memory. When Captain Hughes said I didn’t belong there, I knew he was right. I didn’t think about my promise, I only thought of my own needs, and I needed to be away from there before I lashed out.’

			‘He’s wrong. You do belong.’ Here with me. She wished she was brave enough to say it out loud.

			‘Thank you. I’m discovering that he’s wrong about many things. I just wish—’ Nell paused, her silence stretching for what seemed like minutes, until Beatrice couldn’t bear the suspense anymore.

			‘What do you wish for?’

			‘I wish I could feel more than this nothingness inside me.’ A low gurgle emitted from Nell at the end of the sentence, as if she was in pain. ‘Never mind. I messed up today, and I’m sorry. My only excuse is trained obedience, a blank inability to feel emotions, and a nasty headache. I needed to sleep it off.’

			‘Do you need a drink of water?’ Beatrice’s brain was spinning at all that information. Firstly, she could help Nell with a practical solution.

			‘No. The headache was solved by aspirin and a sleep.’

			‘Good.’ She walked to the window and opened the curtain, needing to see Nell’s expression. Did Nell really feel nothing? Or did she feel too much at the funeral and her body shut down? Beatrice often wondered if that was how she coped with her life, by putting all her feelings into boxes and only opening them when no one was looking. These last few days had spilled all of the contents across the floor—desire for Nell, despair of Mother’s death, the continuity of normal life, Father’s obscene behaviour—and she was barely holding it together.

			‘I think I understand. You’ve seen so much in the past few years, stacking it away to be dealt with later when you weren’t in the moment, that you did the same at Mother’s funeral.’ Beatrice was guessing, and she moved back to sit on her bed.

			‘That’s close to the truth. I’ve been avoiding going home because they all expect me to be the same person I was when I left, but so much happened...’ Nell sat up straight and curled her legs under her skirt. ‘I’m not sure I can be who I used to be. For them, I mean. I don’t belong there anymore. And when the Captain said that at the funeral yesterday...’

			‘That you weren’t welcome?’

			‘That I didn’t belong. It’s true. I don’t belong anywhere. I don’t know who I am anymore.’

			‘And that’s why you left?’

			Nell snorted. ‘I didn’t leave. I wanted to leave, which is probably worse. I wanted to go somewhere, anywhere, to a place where I could just be... Without having to face the truth that I’ve changed, and I don’t know if I like who I am now. I’m sorry. It’s not your fault that I couldn’t cope.’

			Beatrice nodded, her throat dry. She’d wanted an apology and she’d been given a lifeline. There was one thing Beatrice excelled at, and that was caring for people when they couldn’t care for themselves. ‘Is there something you do need?’

			‘What I really need is a good...well, I won’t say. It’s not a word for polite company.’

			Beatrice chuckled. She’d heard most of them during Nell’s nightmare before she’d woken up and apologised so prettily. Did Nell mean sex? Hopefully. Warmth spread over her skin in anticipation. Beatrice only had Annie in her short sexual history and maybe Nell had more experience, but she wouldn’t let the realisation bite like another piece of unfairness in her life. She might be a country mouse while Nell was a war heroine with oodles of life experience, but she wasn’t completely virginal.

			‘I’ve read Tales from the Dressing Table.’ Blurting out the name of a book of erotic etchings fuelled the blush of heat on her cheeks. Her nipples ached in the cool night air and she twisted her hands together to stop herself tracing the soft skin under her breasts. Annie’s copy was well thumbed, even though the book was relatively new, coming out just before the war started. To see a new book filled with drawings of semi-naked women doing incredible things to each other had opened her mind. She hadn’t dared draw her own versions; she wouldn’t want Father to see her fantasies and nothing was a secret in their small farmhouse, but she’d giggled over the pictures with Annie. They’d tried a few of them, but Annie had been cautious. Would Nell’s vaster experience mean she’d want to see Beatrice’s curiosity thrive?

			‘Would you like to try some of the...kisses from the book?’ Nell’s slight hesitation felt like it evened the balance between them. Beatrice’s skin tightened with heat, as if she’d stepped into a fire and was surrounded by flames licking at her. She swallowed, her imagination replacing the women in the etchings with her and Nell.

			‘Yes. With you.’ She fanned her face. The words were out now.

			‘Come here.’ Nell’s command added a fresh wave of heat, layer upon layer of warmth flowing on her skin, and before they’d even touched. ‘I can’t believe you’ve read that book. I got a copy before it was banned, direct from the artist in Paris.’

			‘Choisy Le Conin.’

			‘That has to be a pseudonym.’ Nell’s voice softened from her previous command, and the sound whispered over Beatrice’s bare skin like a ghostly apparition tracing her outline.

			‘I imagine so.’ Beatrice breathed in deep and took a step forward to kneel on Nell’s bed. Her knees brushed against the fabric of Nell’s dress in the dark, and her lungs stopped working as she realised she was almost completely naked while Nell was still fully dressed.

			‘Beatrice.’ Nell’s whisper whipped around her like a lash of desire.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Would you like to undress me?’

			Beatrice reached out for Nell, her movements unsure in the dim moonlight. Nell was hidden in the shadows of the night, but she found the felt-like texture of Nell’s woollen dress under her fingertips and followed the seam until she found the waistband. Beatrice wanted to press her hands firmer against Nell’s hips, to reach around her body and squeeze her bottom, but she did as she was told, fumbling with the buttons as she tried to undo Nell’s skirt.

			‘Here. Start with my top.’ Nell placed her hands over Beatrice’s and directed her to the buttons of her shirt. Nell wore a shirt similar to a man’s shirt with buttons down the front and a tall collar that peeked out from under her tailored jacket. Beatrice’s memory could easily supply how Nell looked—so elegant and willowy in her brand new suit—but to feel the jacket pushed open brought a totally different image to mind: Nell dishevelled on the bed, her skin exposed between the two halves of the jacket and shirt pushed back to pin her arms with the tailored fabric. A tremble skirted across the back of Beatrice’s neck, and a clamminess broke out under her arms. All this fumbling about in the dark made her feel clumsy. Being with Nell was a vivid dream come true. Nell, who’d confronted her darkest fears and still had the kindness to apologise for her actions. Nell, who was strong when Beatrice felt weak and at the mercy of her life. Nell, who kissed her like she was the only lover she’d ever had. A complete kiss that took away all her worries. Beatrice wanted that kiss again and again. Most of all, being with Nell now was the ultimate gesture. Nell had choices—money and talent—and yet she chose to be here with Beatrice. Her breath rasped in her throat.

			‘Can I turn the light on?’ She wanted to see Nell. Desperately.

			‘Yes.’

			Beatrice leaped off the bed and rushed to the light switch. She stubbed her toe on the leg of a chair and yelped.

			‘Beatrice. Are you hurt?’

			She shook her foot. ‘Not much. I just kicked the chair.’ She patted the wall to find the light switch and flicked it on. Behind her, Nell gasped, and she spun around. Her breasts swayed with the sudden motion.

			‘You are glorious. Come here.’ Nell half sat on the bed with her elbows behind her. Her open jacket emphasised her too-thin body with her neat breasts outlined by the taut cotton of her shirt as it pulled against her body. Beatrice glanced down at her mostly naked body, clad only in knickers.

			‘Don’t be embarrassed. You look incredible.’

			‘It’s more that I’m’—Beatrice waved her hand down her front—‘and you are dressed.’

			‘Kiss me like this. I promise you will like the barrier between us at first.’ Nell shifted her shoulders and flicked her hair back from her face, a potent image far better than anything in a book.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Nell couldn’t believe how glorious Beatrice was as she stood virtually naked before her in their hotel room. The aspirin she’d taken had removed her headache, and now her body was warmer—from the bed, not the same warmth inspired by Beatrice’s naked breasts—her knee had also settled down. As Beatrice stood before her bathed in electric light, the shame over her nightmare sped away, replaced by a rush of pleasure that culminated in her core. Beatrice looked like one of those old oil paintings, nude apart from the ugliest knickers, with her brunette hair loose around her face. Nell waited, her fingers twitching—she had to touch Beatrice—but she waited for Beatrice to move first.

			‘Are you certain?’ Beatrice’s voice wavered, and yet she didn’t cover herself. Nell probably would have in the same situation. She’d only ever had sex clothed in the back alleyways of the human hospital near Abbeville. To bare herself before Beatrice was a new and scary step. Beatrice’s confident stance, brave even while her voice betrayed her uncertainty, helped push away Nell’s worries.

			‘I’m certain if you are. Come here to me.’ Nell sat up and held her hands out to beckon Beatrice. A light pink flush spread over Beatrice’s skin and she stepped towards the bed. She settled herself cautiously on the corner of the bed, twisting to face Nell.

			‘All the way here... Please.’

			Beatrice crossed her arms over her breasts, the flush of colour spreading across her skin. ‘I can’t believe I told you about Le Conin’s book.’

			Nell licked her dry lips. ‘I’m charmed you feel safe enough with me to admit an obscene hobby.’ Nell winked. She couldn’t help it, the coy way Beatrice grinned was worth the teasing.

			‘Nell!’

			‘Yes?’ Nell tilted her head deliberately and smiled.

			‘Obscene? I don’t even know where to start with that.’

			Nell closed her eyes for a fraction longer than a blink, then stared at Beatrice. ‘Look, I’m teasing. The Victorians called that literature obscenities, didn’t they?’

			‘Sometimes. Pornography is another term—from the Greek, or French, depending on what books you refer to.’

			Nell loved it when Beatrice spoke like this. ‘A well-read woman is a delight.’

			‘Are you saying I’m a delight? I’m just a spinster from a small village in Wales. Well-read applies to other women.’ Beatrice’s grin disappeared, and Nell shifted on the bed so she sat behind Beatrice, wrapping her arms around Beatrice’s waist. Beatrice had obviously never worn a corset because her waist was broad, almost square from her rib cage down to her hips. Naturally strong from all the work she did around the house and on the farm.

			‘My darling creature—perfectly well-read in a topic that is close to my heart.’ Nell covered Beatrice’s hands with her own. If she squeezed gently, Beatrice would squeeze her own breasts, and Nell’s hands trembled as she fought for control.

			‘Naughty books are close to your heart?’ Beatrice turned so her face was in profile to Nell’s view.

			‘I’m teasing. I think it’s amazing that you sought out your desires.’ Nell’s stomach still churned with the remnant fury of her nightmare, and this light-hearted conversation felt like it belonged to someone else. Like she was faking it.

			Beatrice sighed. ‘It doesn’t feel that special. I was curious, that’s all.’

			‘You see, Beatrice,’ Nell whispered into Beatrice’s ear, ‘most women like us suppress these feelings. They spend their lives unsatisfied, either with a terrible husband, or alone, unable to let themselves seek out what they truly desire.’ Nell let her frustrations at the world, at her own scarred body, infuse every word. Beatrice shivered in Nell’s arms, and Nell felt it all the way through her torso until her clothes were too tight.

			‘I admire you, Beatrice, for knowing what you desire.’

			Beatrice’s breath shortened, becoming shallow and rapid, and her nostrils flared. ‘I want...’

			‘What do you want? Beatrice, my dear...’ Nell pressed a kiss to the thin skin on the top of Beatrice’s ear and soaked up Beatrice’s gentle hum. She was so damned responsive, Nell would have her screaming with pleasure in hardly any time at all. She wanted that more than she’d ever wanted anything. She wanted to give pleasure and take it for herself too, until they both screamed in perfect agony.

			‘I want you to be quiet and—’

			‘Then you will have to kiss me and stop the flow of my words...’ Nell held her breath. For a long moment, Beatrice didn’t move, then when Nell was almost ready to expire from the anticipation, Beatrice pushed Nell’s arms away. Nell held her breath—waiting for Beatrice to say no and run away from their mutual pleasure, but Beatrice spun in Nell’s arms and planted a strong kiss on her lips. Yes. Beatrice clamped her hands onto Nell’s scalp, her fingers threaded into Nell’s short haircut. For someone who dismissed her own place in the world, Beatrice sure tasted like power. Her gentle violet perfume went to Nell’s head until Nell was faint with it. Beatrice kissed with wild abandon, as if this kiss would be her last, and Nell wanted to revel in the strength and certainty of Beatrice’s choice. Nell parted her lips, sliding her tongue along Beatrice’s bottom lip. Her taste, all freshness like mint and strawberries, was a shot of pleasure better than biting into a plump ripe fruit on a hot summer day.

			Beatrice moaned, and Nell took advantage of the way her lips opened. She pressed her tongue inside Beatrice’s mouth, tasting and stroking and suckling until Beatrice’s eyes fell closed and her head started to sag backwards. Nell stroked one hand up Beatrice’s shoulders and neck, until her fingers tangled in Beatrice’s soft locks to support her head. The fabric of her clothes rustled between them as their kiss hovered between gentle and strong. Nell wanted to inhale the contrast between the Beatrice who she knew what she wanted and chased it, and Beatrice when she doubted her own place in the world. Their kiss reflected this duality, sometimes a ferocious clash of teeth and tongue that sent licks of desire down Nell’s spine like the continual cracks of a Maxim gun; then, just when it became overwhelming, Beatrice would back off and become gentle. Teasing. If this was Beatrice at her most naïve, Nell wanted to kiss Beatrice when she was confident with experience—she’d be the most amazing set of lips Nell had ever touched. Nell shifted on the bed, needing to find space to touch Beatrice all over.

			‘Shall I move?’ Beatrice’s voice deepened.

			‘Yes.’ Nell held Beatrice around the waist and rolled them together, so they lay on their sides facing each other on the bed. She cradled Beatrice’s face, the soft skin of her cheeks under Nell’s worker’s hands. Years of hard work at the front had given her calluses. Not just the elegant calluses of the lady horse rider, barely there thanks to the use of gloves, but proper calluses created by working without gloves in all types of weather. Nell couldn’t quite believe her luck. She was lying on a bed with a gorgeous woman, a moment she’d only dreamed about. The opportunity to take this risk didn’t come up in her life. Not with years spent among men. There had been rumours from the nurse’s hospital, and she’d finger fucked a few nurses during late nights out when she had precious time off. Everyone in the war was looking for release, but for all her practice, Nell had never been naked with another woman with the time to leisurely explore her. For all her outward bluster, Nell was as naïve as Beatrice—more so, because Beatrice had done all the research and knew what she wanted. Nell’s experience came from experimentation and a little bit of self-hatred. She knew what sex with another woman felt like when they were both trying to pretend they weren’t in the midst of a war, or when they were angry or hurt, but this, the anticipation of nice sex with someone she liked, was completely new. Nell’s heart raced, rising toward panic rather than desire, as she lay on a hotel bed staring into Beatrice’s beautiful brown eyes.

			‘Relax.’ Beatrice slid her hands into Nell’s hair, and pulled her closer. ‘Relax. It’s going to be fine.’ With that announcement, Beatrice kissed Nell gently on the lips. The lightest of touches, almost like a whisper, a ghostly promise. Nell wanted to believe the promise, that it would be wonderful, and there was only one way to find out.

			‘Thank you. Now we...’ Nell ran her hand down Beatrice’s arm as it rested on her side. She slid her hand off Beatrice’s arm and cautiously squeezed her gorgeous plump bottom. Nell deepened the kiss, grasping for the thrill she’d felt earlier, begging Beatrice for more as she opened for her. Nell traced her hand up Beatrice’s spine until she once again threaded her fingers through Beatrice’s hair, the long strands running over the backs of her hands like coarse silk until her fingers caught in the little knots at the base of Beatrice’s neck. She untangled the knots, tugging at the hair until Beatrice squeaked in protest.

			‘Hey.’

			‘Do you like that?’

			‘Not particularly.’

			Nell extracted her fingers. ‘Sorry.’ Instead, she began to explore. One hand was trapped under Beatrice’s head, so she left that one to cradle Beatrice’s neck, and with the other hand, she traced Beatrice’s collarbone and shoulder, then slowly down to the mounds of Beatrice’s bare breasts. Beatrice’s gaze settled on Nell’s hand, their breath mingling together as they lay only inches apart on the hotel bed.

			‘Can I?’ Nell asked. Her voice crackled, rough with the confusing emotions competing in her torso. Rough or gentle? Familiar or new and fresh?

			‘Yes. Touch me more.’ Beatrice arched her spine to push her breasts up towards Nell. Nell wanted to bury her face amongst Beatrice’s beautiful flesh with deep rose nipples all pebbled up, but she breathed in deep to settle the rushing want and forced herself to take her time. She cupped one perfect handful of weighty breast, then kissed Beatrice hard on the lips. Just as Beatrice responded, reaching for her, Nell shifted down towards heaven. She deliberately slid her lips down Beatrice’s throat, pressing gentle kisses to the hollow where Beatrice’s pulse hammered. Then a hard kiss against the tendons in Beatrice’s neck, teeth scraping on her skin. Nell wanted to mark Beatrice as her own. Heat built in her chest, her heart pulsating with need. Lower and lower, she moved, guided by the curves of Beatrice’s body. Nell listened carefully to the way Beatrice’s breathing changed, quicker, then a pause, then faster again as Nell nuzzled against Beatrice’s breasts. She flicked her tongue out and licked up the side of one breast, before sucking Beatrice’s nipple into her mouth. Beatrice cried out, bucking underneath Nell, and Nell smiled. Yes. This was what she’d wanted. Again and again she sucked, with her hands busy on Beatrice’s other breast and nipple, tweaking it with her fingers, until Beatrice’s moans came rapidly. No other sound could compare to the willing joy of Beatrice’s pleasure.

			‘I want to taste you.’ Nell slid her hands down to Beatrice’s waist, and with a swift tug, pulled down her oversized cotton knickers.

			‘There?’ Beatrice’s voice trembled.

			‘Yes. There. You’ve read the books and seen the pictures.’ Once someone had done it for Nell, and it had been so much better than the desperate finger fucking she usually did. She had to know how Beatrice would taste. Curiosity mingled with the desperate need to touch Beatrice and make her scream with pleasure.

			‘Doing it with you is different though.’

			Nell didn’t answer, just kissed Beatrice’s stomach, and slowly traced circles on her hips, as she waited for Beatrice to decide. She shifted on the bed, letting her shortish hair brush over Beatrice’s abdomen. Nell drank in the little moans of pleasure and the way Beatrice’s pale skin raised up in goose bumps. The electric light made everything look slightly yellow, with the shadows deep and Beatrice’s body outlined under the harsh light. Nell teased and taunted Beatrice, slowly caressing closer and closer to her curls, but never too close as she waited for a loud Yes please. Keeping her touch soft and gentle, she toyed and played with Beatrice’s body, everywhere but there. She used her teeth and fingernails to add sensation and Beatrice moaned.

			‘Nell.’

			Nell kissed Beatrice just under her belly button, this time slightly harder than before, then raised her head to gaze at Beatrice’s face.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Please. I would like you to...’

			‘Yes?’

			‘...kiss me there.’ Beatrice’s eyes closed and a flush of pink raced over all her skin. Finally. Nell shifted before Beatrice could second guess herself and ran her fingers down the sides of Beatrice’s pussy. Her black hair was rough on Nell’s fingers as she explored the boundary where the hair stopped growing and smooth wet skin beckoned. Nell traced gently along the inside of Beatrice, dipping her fingers into the musky wetness. Heaven. Beatrice was so wet for her, so ready for her touch. She used her shoulders to nudge Beatrice’s legs wider, to let the light shine down onto Beatrice’s core. Perfection. All on display for her exploration. Beatrice’s fingers hovered over Nell’s scalp, touching her hair but not quite grabbing hold of her skull. Her own body was alight with anticipation, as wet between her legs as Beatrice. Everywhere trembled, especially her hands.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Beatrice wanted to grab Nell’s hair and push her head down. She could barely breathe; her lungs screamed for air with every touch of Nell’s fingers. The books didn’t discuss the way her body would react like this, like every fibre of her being was concentrated on Nell’s fingers and lips. All her previous times with Annie felt like a distant memory, far away and unfocused, as if they were a faded imitation of the real thing. Nell’s clever fingers touched her everywhere except the one place that throbbed with need.

			‘Please.’ She cried out, and the same desperation echoed in her breasts, under her skin, everywhere. Bright like the electric light above them, hot and needy. She grabbed Nell’s hair and pushed her head down. Down to where she needed Nell’s lips, down where all sensation pooled, right where she knew she needed something. Anything. She didn’t know what it was, but she needed it right now. Nell’s hot breath on her quim added more sensation to the growing thrill inside her.

			‘Nell. Please.’

			All it took was one little kiss. Nell’s lips on her quim, so wet and hot and soft and everything, and pleasure roared through her body, surging and churning until she screamed out. Her whole body shook, trembled, like nothing she’d ever experienced before, waves and waves of pleasure turned her body into an unrecognisable being. And as the intensity slowed, Nell matched the rhythm with the tongue, as if she was drinking from the same fountain of desire, until Beatrice’s fingers clenched on Nell’s scalp, hair tangled around short digits. Beatrice shifted on the bed and wrapped her legs around Nell. The tight weave of her woollen suit was rough against her calves.

			‘More?’ Nell hummed the question against Beatrice’s quim and she shivered.

			‘Yes. Please. Everything.’ She tried to half sit up so she could reach Nell’s jacket. She wanted to peel all her clothes off and treat Nell to the same joy, but Nell reached up and plucked at her nipple with her fingers. Beatrice’s head lolled backwards and she moaned as tremors of delight grew. As another brilliant burst of pleasure beckoned, Beatrice tugged on Nell’s hair.

			‘Come here.’ She wriggled and bucked her hips until Nell lifted her head. ‘Kiss me.’ Nell ducked her head down again.

			‘Not there. Here.’ Beatrice tapped her lips and Nell grinned. She stretched up, dragging her suited body over Beatrice’s oversensitive, heated skin until their mouths met. The textured fabric of Nell’s clothes rubbed on her skin, and the blood in her veins crackled as if fed by the same electricity that illuminated the room. Beatrice matched Nell’s kiss, the musky flavour of herself stroked over her own tongue, feeding the frenzy in her limbs. She rolled Nell and her fingers felt fat, lumpy, as she fumbled with Nell’s buttons.

			‘Just rip it.’

			‘What a waste.’ Beatrice growled under her breath as Nell’s command jerked her back to the real world. She shook her head, and used the second of annoyance to make her fingers operate the buttons on Nell’s shirt properly. She pushed the jacket back off Nell’s slender shoulders, and quickly followed suit with her shirt. Yet more cotton stopped her progress; the way Nell had bound her breasts created a boundary that Beatrice needed to get past. She slid her hands behind Nell’s back to feel for the knot holding the cotton bindings in place.

			‘No. Here.’ Nell guided her hand to the knot between her breasts, lower down under the buttons Beatrice hadn’t bothered with. A memory of an image flooded Beatrice’s brain, and she grinned.

			‘Let me.’ She waited for Nell’s sharp nod, then shifted to grab the cotton knot in her teeth. With a tug, she undid the binding and used her fingers to loosen it off enough to give her access. She listened to the unsteady thump of Nell’s heart, and she knew she was close to giving Nell her reward. Beatrice clamped one hand on Nell’s hip, and with the other she pushed the bindings up so they exposed Nell’s small breasts. The dark-brown-rose nipples were a completely different colour to hers, so much darker. Beatrice had expected a pink to match her lips. Why? She didn’t know, but the surprise felt special, like she’d discovered something unique that only she and Nell knew. She covered one rigid nipple with her mouth, copying what Nell had done for her. She flicked the hard nub back and forth, rolling it on her tongue. Nell’s breathing became shallower until she panted, each breath loud in her ears, and Nell’s hot breath breezed against her neck. Beatrice let one hand drift upwards to hold Nell’s other breast, then shifted her body sideways so she could slide her other hand along the waistband of Nell’s tailored skirt. She wanted to do all the things that Nell had just done to her, and with the same total abandonment. Beatrice pushed away the niggling doubt—could she actually do this? Yes. Yes she could. Nothing was like the full blown feelings of having Nell’s tongue on her most private parts, on her quim and inside her. Her legs shifted on the bed, and she pressed her thighs together as heat built again. Focus on Nell.

			‘Is this?’

			‘Yes. More please.’ Nell traced her finger along Beatrice’s bottom lip, in the gap between Nell’s breast and Beatrice’s chin, and a fresh delicious shiver skated down her spine. Beatrice gave up on the waistband of Nell’s skirt. She shuffled down the bed and threw Nell’s skirt up to expose slender pale thighs, knobby knees, one with a red puckered scar. But all of Beatrice’s focus shifted immediately to Nell’s dark curls, the black hairs hiding the one place Beatrice wanted to be.

			‘You aren’t wearing anything.’

			‘No.’

			Beatrice tamped down the buzz of questions and let herself be drawn toward heaven. She stroked her hands up Nell’s thighs, so much longer and slimmer than her own, hunting for the sensitive patch of skin on the inside of Nell’s thighs. She knew she’d found it when Nell’s breaths turned to little gasps, and she traced her fingers closer and closer to Nell’s curls. In the same way Nell had teased her, almost touching her quim, fading away, then gliding closer, until Nell’s gasps turned ragged. Beatrice slipped her finger between Nell’s legs, into her cunny, into the wet heat. It was nothing like she’d imagined, so much better. Nell’s perfume, agrimony, and something sweeter, stronger, more beautiful surrounded Beatrice. She buried her head, quickly before she could second guess herself, lapping at the moisture between Nell’s legs with her tongue.

			Beatrice had no clue what she was doing. She moved her tongue on instinct, listening to Nell’s responses. Little moans, occasionally punctuated with a sharp gasp, were good; settled breathing seemed to mean Beatrice wasn’t quite in the right spot. Right at the tip of Nell’s slit, Beatrice found a hard nub of nerves. Beatrice flicked her tongue over the nub and Nell’s fingers tightened on her shoulders and her skin trembled against Beatrice’s cheeks.

			‘Yes. More.’

			Beatrice tried again, this time firmer, and reward came as Nell’s hips bucked up. The sounds of her pleasure rang out loud and clear in the room, and Beatrice slid her hands up Nell’s thighs to join her tongue. She slipped both forefingers inside Nell and stroked with both her hands in the same rhythm as her tongue. Her own body responded, and she wanted to slide her quim up and down Nell’s leg, to rub against Nell for more of her own release. Beatrice brought her knees underneath her, lifting her bottom high into the air, and Nell reached her long arms down Beatrice’s back. The heat of Nell’s hands travelling over her skin amplified every sensation, and when Nell curled her fingers around her nipples, she cried out. Right onto Nell’s core.

			‘Beatrice. My god,’ Nell cried out, and her inner muscles clenched onto Beatrice’s pulsing fingers. Beatrice sucked and lapped at Nell. Nell’s fingers slid in and out of her frantically until Beatrice too fell over that perfect edge, like she was flying or falling to her death, and it didn’t matter either way. With a final shudder, she collapsed onto Nell, resting her head on Nell’s flat stomach, her body in disarray.

			‘Fy nghariad.’ Beatrice murmured her love in Welsh and closed her eyes. She let the final waves of pleasure roll over her until she was wrung out.

			 

			Beatrice wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but when she eventually stirred, she lay under a blanket, curled at the end of Nell’s bed. She hadn’t been moved. Nell must have slid away and thrown a blanket over her. And turned off the electric light. Beatrice pulled the blanket tighter around her.

			‘Come here to me.’ Nell’s voice came from the dark, further up the bed. Beatrice reached out, not wanting to hurt Nell, and let her hands wander up Nell’s body, slowly feeling her shape so she could impress it into her memory, as she shifted towards the head of the narrow bed.

			‘You let me sleep at the end of the bed.’

			‘Yes. Like my own servant. A sex servant.’ Nell giggled and Beatrice let out the tight breath she’d sucked in. She wasn’t anyone’s servant.

			‘You jest?’

			‘Of course, my darling. I’m in thrall with you. If anything, the symbol of having you curled at the end of my bed is an anathema to me. I’m sorry.’

			‘Apology accepted.’ Beatrice replied out of habit, and shuffled to find the pillow and rested her head beside Nell. Nell leaned in, cradling her face, and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

			‘My darling Beatrice. You know I’d do anything for you.’ Nell’s whisper shouldn’t hurt like a punch to the guts, but it did. The one comment in her life that truly hurt was being seen as a servant. For so long, she’d been treated that way by her own family—hell, Nell had thought it when they’d met—and now Nell’s rapid apology sounded like a convenient lie—like the promise Nell had broken—and Beatrice’s skin tingled with an ugly heat. Was this all designed for Nell’s benefit? Had she been tricked into thinking this was real? She wanted so deeply for it to be real. Being with Nell was a profound experience that gave her hope for a new future. Apparently, it wasn’t true and Nell treated her like everyone else did. A servant, only there for their benefit, never thinking that Beatrice might have her own hopes and dreams.

			Beatrice let out a noise that she hoped sounded like she agreed and rolled away, unable to face Nell even in the dark. With her thumb she swiped aggressively at the hot tear leaking down her cheek. Damn it. She eased out a sigh, slowly, so Nell wouldn’t hear, and tried to sleep again. Nell covered her with a blanket and cuddled in against her spine. The warmth of Nell’s body should have been enough to lull her back into sleep. It should have been everything Beatrice wanted. But she couldn’t accept Nell’s joke about her place in the world. When she spent every day feeling like a servant to the household, it hurt more than having her teeth pulled. Didn’t Nell know better? But Nell was rich and knew nothing about the life Beatrice was forced to live. Nell had options; what did she know about Beatrice’s lack of choice over her own life?

			Beatrice didn’t want to have this lingering ugliness, like poison nettles itching her skin. She hated the way she doubted everything Nell said, and it was like a crack opening up that let in all the other doubts and reminders of how Nell had broken her promise at the funeral. She’d had solid reasons, and she’d apologised, but Beatrice’s exhausted brain latched on to the negativity and spun in useless circles. Unravelling like an old knitted jersey, turning from a useful object into a long string of yarn ready to be remade into something new. Beatrice slipped off the bed and fumbled in the dark for her own bed. She threw herself under the covers and buried her head in the pillow to cover up her sniff.

			‘Beatrice?’

			Beatrice held her breath. She wasn’t ready to have this discussion yet. Not while the remnants of pleasure still ebbed in her veins, coursing around in a confusing mixture of good and bad. She tucked the pillow tighter over her ears.

			‘Was it something I said?’

			‘I just need some space, that’s all.’ Beatrice hoped Nell would think she meant physical space for sleeping, not emotional space. There was much to contemplate. It would be so easy to let herself fall in love with Nell; the physical responses between them were enough to make Beatrice want to forget all her other concerns. But Nell didn’t seem to understand the gulf between them. Nell was Lady Eleanor, while Beatrice was never going to be more than poor Miss Hughes from the country. A servant to her family, working without pay because it was expected that she’d never get a better offer.

			She didn’t want to feel owned by Nell either, obligated to stay. She could make her own way in the world.

			Beatrice sighed—of course she couldn’t make her own way in the world. She had no skills worthy of being paid for, unless one counted domestic work, which barely paid enough to purchase basic food and clothing. And she had Grace, Johnny, Dafydd, and Ira to care for. God knew where her father was tonight. Another worry, another burden taking up more space in her already busy brain. Ira couldn’t afford to lose another parent so soon, even a parent like the Captain. Without him, they’d lose the farm, and then where would they all be? Nell couldn’t possibly understand these worries. She’d simply step in with her wads of money and try to buy a solution.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Nell drifted in and out of sleep for the rest of the night. The gentle rhythm of Beatrice’s breathing from the bed beside her was like the waves at the edge of a lake, blown there by the wind. The sound should have lulled her back to sleep, especially after the most amazing sex of her life. It should have been life-changing, and they should have cuddled for the rest of the night. But Beatrice had escaped right afterwards. Was she ashamed of what they’d done? There should be no shame in love. Maybe Beatrice was more religious than Nell. The Anglican religion was written by men for men, and it had taken a war, again run by men, for Nell to realise that it was a human construct. She refused to be contained by someone else’s view of who she ought to be.

			None of these tangled thoughts helped. Nell wanted to throw herself at Beatrice, and beg for an answer, but she also had a sense that she should be able to figure it out herself. She was missing a piece in this puzzle. Nell threw back the blanket as the dawn seeped through a crack in the curtains. She’d shed her clothes during the night—after Beatrice crawled to her own bed—and the cool summer air rinsed over her skin, leaving goose bumps in its path.

			‘Nell?’

			Nell sat up, every fibre focused on Beatrice and her hesitant question. ‘Yes?’ Would she get an answer to her questions?

			‘How did your family make its money?’

			Nell froze. ‘Excuse me?’ What did that matter in the scheme of things? Was this related to why Beatrice had fled her bed last night?

			‘I would like to understand the source of your money.’

			‘Why?’ Nell blurted, even though Beatrice asked a good question. Many of the families in the aristocracy had made their fortunes through the slave trade, or via pillaging of other countries.

			Beatrice marched to the window and threw open the curtains. ‘It must be sugar...slavery...since you don’t want to talk about it.’

			‘No.’ Nell rubbed her eyes; better that than get distracted by Beatrice’s luscious body silhouetted by the window. There was a weight to her question that meant it mattered more than temporary lust. ‘The Dukedom’s funds largely come from land ownership. The current Duke also runs a whiskey business, and my father breeds racehorses. I have my own funds set up for me by Ma, who wanted to give me financial freedom. They derive from the profits of the horse farm. Ma has her own funds from her father, and from her medical practice, but most of those go into local charities.’

			‘Charities?’

			‘Primarily education. Ma believes it’s the best way to get people out of poverty and improve their lives. That, and blankets in the winter. It’s impossible to think when cold.’

			‘And you? Do you believe what your family believes?’

			That was the crux of Nell’s concerns since she’d met Beatrice. ‘Yes and no. I went to war because I did believe them, that it was necessary. Now, I’m back, I’m not sure and I’m questioning everything.’

			‘Including the source of your family’s power?’ Beatrice asked.

			‘As far as I’m aware, my family never invested in the horrors of slavery, but we are not without a history of awful treatment of other humans. The previous Dukes were involved in the Highland clearances of the Regency and early Victorian era. The current Duke has been trying to make amends for the impact on the local people. Many families moved to the colonies. That’s the problem with money—people who have it will try and keep it.’

			‘And without thinking about the impact on the real people who have nothing.’ Beatrice stood with her hands on her hips. Nell swallowed.

			‘I take it this is about us, and how my money affects us.’

			‘Nell. You called me a servant as a joke. I asked the question about money because you have all the financial power here, and you used that to make a joke about the entirety of my life. There is no us.’ Beatrice held her chin high and Nell had to bite her tongue to stop blathering her admiration for Beatrice’s strength.

			‘I’m sorry. I misspoke.’

			‘I refuse to be seen as a servant for the remainder of my days. By you, or by anyone.’

			‘Beatrice. I don’t see you as a servant.’ Nell stood up. It was impossible to argue with someone while lounging in bed.

			‘You do. Or you wouldn’t have said it.’ Beatrice’s voice hitched and Nell knew that a simple apology for her awful words wouldn’t be enough. She walked over to her and held her hands.

			‘Beatrice, my love.’ Nell stared deep into Beatrice’s narrowed brown eyes and poured out her heart. ‘The depth of passion between us scared me. I’m so, so sorry for my joke. It was obviously in terribly poor taste, and I wasn’t thinking.’

			Beatrice didn’t move. She didn’t rip her hands away from Nell’s touch, but her frown deepened.

			‘Exactly. You weren’t thinking. Only someone with wealth and all the privilege that goes with it would consider being a servant a joke. I am an unpaid spinster daughter who runs my father’s household, a servant by another name.’ Beatrice hauled in a deep breath and pulled her hands away from Nell. ‘I don’t want to have this discussion with you.’

			‘What discussion do you want to have?’

			‘I want you to examine yourself. You don’t get to be excused just because your family haven’t been the worst power brokers in history. You still have the money and the title, and it upsets me that you can say such a thing so easily. It just slipped off your tongue without thought of the impact. I want you to do better.’ Beatrice turned away and stared out the window. Nausea rose in Nell’s throat.

			‘I’m sorry, Beatrice.’ Beatrice’s fragile life flashed before Nell’s eyes. She’d always had money, a loving family, plenty of support to fall back on whenever she made a mistake, but Beatrice had none of that. She lived in her father’s house at his whim. He controlled her very ability to live, to eat, to sleep with a roof over her head. Everything. And the Captain was hardly a benevolent dictator. His descent into... Nell wasn’t sure what to call it...disarray? No, that word wasn’t strong enough. It had surprised her, given the strong leader he’d been during the war, and she still couldn’t line her view of him up with someone who beat his wife before he went to war. And Nell had forgotten Beatrice’s place in the Captain’s world because Beatrice kissed like someone who knew what she wanted and had the power to take it.

			A plan started to form—could she? Nell winced. No, not without asking permission first.

			‘Beatrice. What if you owned the farm, not your father?’

			Beatrice laughed, a harsh, mean laugh that said Don’t be ridiculous. ‘Women like me don’t own property, Nell. And no, I can see what you are thinking. I couldn’t accept a gift like that from you.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘The Captain wouldn’t sell the farm anyway.’ Beatrice shook her head. ‘No. I refuse to entertain this as a possibility. Just because you enjoyed a bit of kissing, now you want to buy me a house. I’m not your damned mistress, Nell.’

			Nell didn’t think her heart could get much more bruised, but it could. Beatrice ripped the beating mess out of her chest and stomped on it for good measure.

			‘Was it really so awful between us?’ Nell had to know.

			Beatrice raised her eyebrows. ‘This is not about last night. It’s about the future and what expectations you have of me. My existence is already dictated by one person. I’m not simply going to swap my allegiances to you because of a few kisses.’ A flush broke out across Beatrice’s skin. Nell wasn’t going to let her gaze drop from Beatrice’s face. She wasn’t going to stare at Beatrice’s mostly naked body. It would be the worst insult and destroy all her chance at fixing her mistake.

			‘A bit more than a few kisses.’

			‘Sex is not worth giving away what little freedom I have to someone who readily talks about my life without really knowing what it is like. My life is not a joke.’

			‘But?’ Nell shook her head and shut her lips. This wasn’t the place to argue with Beatrice. Not until she’d done her homework and better understood all the nuances. ‘No, I’m sorry. I won’t ask any more of you.’

			Beatrice’s face changed briefly, a quick flash of doubt, before she straightened again.

			‘What time is breakfast? They do serve breakfast here?’

			‘Yes. You should bathe and we will go down together.’

			Beatrice rolled her eyes. ‘No. I will check the children, then we will go to breakfast. They’ve never stayed anywhere like this, they have no idea of the protocol, they’ll be worried.’

			‘Oh.’ Nell had forgotten about Beatrice’s siblings, vaguely assuming that Grace would be with them. She was so unaccustomed to thinking about other people, having lived alone for so many years, that it would be a long adjustment to factor them in to all her decisions. She’d really made a mess of everything. Beatrice was right—Nell had a bucket load of wealth and class to fall back on and she didn’t understand how it affected others. She thought she’d understood, but obviously she’d barely made a dent into beginning to understand.

			‘How about you do that? I’ll see if...’ Nell needed to escape and figure out what to do next. Hopefully, she’d had a letter or telegram from her family, but that was a distraction from her current problem. She might have the money, but Beatrice had all the emotional power and knowledge. It was incredibly humbling to see Beatrice in action as she understood the dynamics of the world and still had the strength to live her life as she wanted. Beatrice had never given in to the expectation to marry for her own benefit, and it had to have been tempting to use a marriage to improve her situation in life and get away from the Captain.

			‘Yes, you go and do whatever it is wealthy people do, and I’ll organise everyone.’

			Nell held up her hands. ‘That isn’t what I meant. I’m so out of my depth here.’

			‘So am I. You take this place and their services for granted, but have you considered how foreign it feels for someone like me?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Take dinner last night for example. Thankfully we ate in private, because as it was, it arrived on that shiny trolley with all that cutlery—if you hadn’t said to Ira that you use the ones on the outside first and work your way in with each serving, I wouldn’t have known what to do. I’ve never used more than one knife and one fork in my life. And it’s not just that...it’s everything. The dress shop and the way you interacted with them. It’s all new and overwhelming, and right after...’

			‘I see. I can see how it seems like too many new things on a very emotional day.’

			‘Yes!’ Beatrice grabbed her brush and started attacking her hair with vigour. Nell couldn’t look away, all that fury as she dragged the brush through her long locks, and the way her full breasts swayed with every motion. ‘Yes. I’ve just buried my mother, and we can’t get home, and suddenly I have to pretend that I belong in this world that I obviously don’t belong in.’

			‘It’s all too much?’ Nell guessed. A sudden doubt flooded her brain—was last night just an emotional release for Beatrice, and Nell had overstated their connection? Nell had tried to forget her pain that way a few times during the war, and she knew she had no emotional connection to the women she’d lost herself in. Was Nell dreaming of love where none existed? It was so easy to chat to Beatrice, and Beatrice challenged her on so many levels. Nell knew she could easily fall for Beatrice and imagine a life together, travelling, working, kissing.

			A knock hammered on the door, loud and rapid, and Beatrice squawked.

			‘Here, throw this blanket around your shoulders. I’ll get it.’ Nell tossed a blanket in Beatrice’s direction then grabbed another blanket and wrapped herself in it, so she was modest enough for whoever was bashing their door in. She opened the door to see all of Beatrice’s siblings standing outside.

			‘We are hungry.’ Johnny rubbed his tummy and everyone giggled.

			‘Come in.’

			‘Have you got the keys to your rooms?’ Beatrice called out and a chorus of yesses came from the collection of siblings. Nell stepped aside to let them all in.

			‘There is breakfast in the dining room downstairs. Once Beatrice and myself are dressed, we will all go together.’

			‘Will they have bacon?’ Dafydd asked with a cheeky grin.

			‘I imagine they would have had bacon before the war. Most hotels of this size have an extended menu for breakfast. Breakfasts in hotels like this are often modelled on the big house hunting breakfasts with bacon, eggs, fried bread, mushrooms, tomatoes, black pudding, and baked beans.’

			Dafydd laughed. ‘Let’s go!’

			‘They won’t have bacon.’ Beatrice sighed. ‘Most of Wales is still on rations.’

			‘Of course. I’m sorry I got everyone’s hopes up. I haven’t been to an Edwardian style breakfast like this since before the war.’ Nell didn’t want to say that rations didn’t mean the product didn’t exist, it only meant it was scarce and thus expensive. A hotel like this probably had access to bacon, but whether they would use the precious resource for breakfast was a different question.

			‘Have you stayed in a hotel before? It’s my first time,’ Johnny asked. Nell grinned at his cautious curiosity. Just as yesterday, Dafydd was first to pull off his shoes, ready to splash into floodwaters, while Johnny listened to her and declared they should take the train into town instead. He had a good practical head on him for a young child.

			‘Lads. You don’t need to quiz Nell about it,’ Grace said.

			‘It’s fine. I stayed in plenty of hotels when I was a child because we travelled a lot for my father’s work. Often we would stay in friends’ houses, but we also stayed in lovely hotels like this one. You can ask me any questions you want.’

			‘What does your father do for work?’

			Nell beckoned her finger and bent down to their head height. ‘Lean in close. It’s a secret.’

			‘Tell me too, Miss Nell.’ Ira bounced up and down, and Nell waited until they were all tucked in close before she whispered in her most obvious stage whisper.

			‘He’s a spy for the government.’ Nell didn’t dare glance at Beatrice to see her response. She really wanted to see—she was a sucker for punishment—but she kept her attention on the children.

			‘Really?’

			‘Yes and no. He used to be a spy when he was younger. Now he breeds racehorses and we would travel all over Europe to watch them run when they were in big races.’

			‘Like Goodwood and the Grand National?’

			‘Yes, and the Grand Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe, and the Italian Derby, and...’ Nell watched their eyes widen.

			‘Who is the best horse you’ve seen?’ normally quiet Johnny asked in excited tones.

			Nell grinned. ‘That’s an easy one to answer. Sceptre. I was there when she won the Oaks in ’02. I was thirteen and she is easily the best horse of the last thirty years.’

			‘Sceptre.’ Johnny breathed with awe. Nell tucked away that little titbit and wondered if she shouldn’t see if Pa might employ him as an apprentice stablehand. First, she’d want to see him working with Tommy to assess his potential. ‘What about Gainsborough?’

			‘Last year’s winner and triple crown winner? I missed seeing him in action, but his achievements are impressive. I was elsewhere.’

			‘It’s a shame they retired him.’

			‘Oh, they have? I guess he’s done enough, triple crown winner, and won against the older horses, but racing fans will miss seeing him out for another year.’

			‘Where were you?’ Ira asked.

			‘When Gainsborough won the Derby? I was in France near the front, helping with the warhorses. It does seem strange to me that I could be in the midst of an ugly war while at home the Derby is still run and won.’ Nell pulled her blanket tighter around her body.

			‘Lads, we can talk about this more at breakfast. Please let Nell and me get dressed.’ Beatrice’s tight voice betrayed her impatience with this conversation, and the pinched sound reminded Nell that she needed to apologise in a way that really mattered. Words were not enough. Only a few minutes after being scolded on her wealth and her inability to understand Beatrice’s life, here she was rattling on about hunting lodge breakfasts and travelling around Europe to watch horse races. The difference between her upbringing and the way Beatrice put her siblings first was stark. And every time Nell opened her mouth, out poured more words that grew the gulf between them.

			‘Come on.’ Grace opened the door and ushered her siblings out.

			‘I’m sorry. They get a bit carried away.’

			‘No. It’s fine. I’m happy to talk horses any day.’ Nell threw the blanket on her bed and grabbed her clothes. She used a cloth to wash away yesterday’s pain-induced sweats. A proper bath would have to wait. She needed to learn how to put Beatrice’s family before her own needs. Either that, or she needed to get on a train and go home to Newmarket and never think about Beatrice ever again. And she really didn’t want to run home with her tail between her legs. She could find a way to make this all better. She was a healer by trade, horses, not people. Oh, who was she kidding? She was way out of her depth.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Beatrice stood on the street outside the hotel, holding Ira’s hand firmly so she didn’t bolt into traffic. The Aberystwyth council ban on motorcars had been lifted during the war; the councillors finally realised that motor vehicles weren’t going away, and shops needed them to deliver goods easily. Horse drawn carriages and carts mingled with the motorcars. All of them moved slowly along the main street of Aberystwyth, and it seemed like a lot of traffic compared to the empty narrow road that threaded its way past their farm in Capel Bangor.

			The rain had finally stopped and blue skies were nudging away the grey clouds. Here in the centre of town, the impact of the past week’s rain wasn’t apparent, although they’d overheard comments during breakfast that the Rheidol has burst its banks and the fields down by the harbour were under water. A lone bay horse stood outside a building down the street, his head hanging down. Poor beast. She turned, as Nell walked down the front steps onto the street.

			‘Nell. I think that horse might need your help.’

			Nell immediately shifted from the elegant Lady Beatrice had come to know into something entirely different. She moved with determination and speed. If anything, this version of Nell was more intimidating than ever. Knowledgeable and competent, like she knew precisely what she needed to do. Beatrice’s stomach churned and she realised she was jealous. She’d never had that certainty that she was needed and only she could solve a problem.

			‘Come on,’ she called out to her siblings, who were wandering around staring at the displays in the windows beside the hotel. She’d been holding Ira’s hand since they’d walked out of the door, and she pulled her closer. ‘We’d better follow Nell and see if we can help.’

			Johnny gasped. ‘The horse!’ He started running, and Beatrice opened her mouth to call out to him to slow down. Johnny ducked past an elderly lady walking in the middle of the footpath, then around a young woman walking with two small children. Not many people were out and about yet, but the streets weren’t totally clear either. Motor trucks belching smoke from their noisy engines mingled on the road with horses pulling carts, though the horses didn’t seem to notice either the noise or the smell.

			Beatrice felt like everywhere she looked the world was changing, and she was drowning in inaction. Even the horses were dealing with change better than she was. Drowning, that’s how she felt. Just like Mother, beaten down by a world that didn’t value her and with grief piled higher and higher until she’d been unable to go on. Was that the future Beatrice faced too? She wanted to shout at Johnny to be careful and go around everyone else, because at least that was some practical advice. She wanted to take the way she felt when she kissed Nell and apply it to the rest of her life. She didn’t want this clear certainty that her life was already decided for her without her input; she could do without that kind of clarity.

			‘Leave him.’ Grace placed her hand on Beatrice’s arm. Further down the street, Nell had unsaddled the horse. She must have said something to Johnny as he ran into the shop beside the drooping horse.

			‘Is that Tommy?’ Dafydd asked. Beatrice gasped. She glanced around wildly for the Captain.

			‘Maybe...’ She didn’t want to confirm.

			‘Where is he?’ Grace asked. With a sneer, Grace continued, ‘Where is the Captain?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Tension built in Beatrice’s shoulders and neck. She’d forgotten how much of her life she spent on tenterhooks whenever the Captain was present. One night of pleasure with Nell, and all that stress had been swept away. Temporarily. Until Nell had reminded her of her precise place in the world—someone’s servant who only existed to please other people and make their lives more comfortable. To gift them with pleasure, leaving her to try to grab a little piece for herself in the moment.

			Standing on the street, her spine stiffened, and her shoulder muscles gained that familiar tightness, like she was waiting for the next disaster. The Captain’s fickle moods could go from approving to outright abusive in seconds, and she spent every moment in his house waiting for the inevitable hurt as he lashed out. Together with her remaining siblings, they marched quickly down the street towards Tommy and Nell. She hoped her siblings didn’t have the same sense of impending doom. Once they found the Captain, there would be a price to pay, that much was certain.

			‘Nell.’

			‘Can you please follow Johnny in there?’ Nell waved her hand to the establishment beside them. ‘Please get water for Tommy. He is badly dehydrated.’

			‘I’ll go.’ Grace rushed off, dragging Dafydd by his hand. For once, Dafydd allowed himself to be towed along. Beatrice kept hold of Ira’s hand, unable to speak her main concern aloud. She concentrated on keeping Ira away from the distressed horse, although to her eye, Tommy did rather look like he’d collapse.

			‘Will he live?’ It was the easiest question among those arguing for space in her head.

			‘Probably. He’s a tough old warhorse, but we will have to be careful that he doesn’t gulp too much water and get colic. This next part is going to look cruel, and maybe you want to take Ira and go and look at the shops or something.’

			‘She’s a farm girl like me. She’s seen sick animals before, haven’t you, Ira?’

			‘Yes. I remember when Daisy the cow died. She was very old though. Is Tommy going to die too?’

			Nell’s mouth kicked up at one side. ‘Not if I can help it.’

			‘Has he been standing here since the...’ Beatrice couldn’t say it. It’d been a day since they’d buried Mother and Father had disappeared into town with Tommy.

			‘I don’t know. It’s possible. He is tied up outside a pub, and didn’t someone mention the Captain was going to have a commiseration drink with friends?’ Nell gently stroked Tommy’s ears. Beatrice shouldn’t feel the motion on her skin as a tingly reminder of last night. She shouldn’t let herself be lulled into relaxing around Nell, not when they stood beside the Captain’s horse and he might arrive at any moment. Not when Nell’s apology had sounded forced, like she wanted to be forgiven instantly. Beatrice shook her head; she had bigger problems right this second. If the Captain noticed his horse was ill, they’d all get the blame, even if he’d left Tommy here himself. Fairness wasn’t in his vocabulary, at least not when it came to family. Nell seemed to have a completely different view of the Captain; yet another way they saw the world from utterly different perspectives.

			‘Beatrice!’ She started at Johnny’s shout. He handed a bucket of water to Nell.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Grace needs you in there.’ Johnny pointed to the door he’d just walked out of.

			‘Look after Ira and stay here with Nell.’ Beatrice crouched down and stroked Ira’s cheek. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can. Please stay here with Johnny and Nell. They’ll keep you safe.’

			‘Yes, Beatrice. I can help with Tommy too.’

			‘Of course you can.’ Beatrice nodded, then hauled herself to her full height. Her brain leapt to awful possibilities. But the truth was rarely as awful as she could catastrophise, and it couldn’t possibly be as awful as everything they’d already dealt with. Unless the Captain had killed someone... Again? Her chest thumped hard, noisily reflecting her forced breath.

			‘I’ll come once I’m happy with Tommy’s progress,’ Nell said. Beatrice nodded, and forced herself to move. Time to discover what had happened.

			She stepped through the door and gagged. The pungent stench of old tobacco smoke with the undertones of beer soaked grubby carpet and piss hit the back of her nostrils.

			‘Beatrice. Come quickly.’

			She blinked in the dim light to see Grace and Dafydd standing beside the bar. ‘Yes?’

			‘The proprietor here has news.’

			‘You are the oldest daughter of Captain Hughes?’ The old man behind the bar looked her up and down with a lecherous glint in his eye.

			‘Yes.’ Beatrice suppressed the creeping rise of bile in the back of her throat. Worry about what news the barkeep would announce about her father outweighed the gross entitled gaze of the barkeep.

			‘He owes me money.’ The barkeep’s pronouncement rinsed over Beatrice with a touch of relief.

			‘Oh. Is that it?’ Thank the Lord for that news. It wasn’t great, because she had nothing to pay the Captain’s debts, but at least it wasn’t as bad as her overactive imagination had suggested.

			‘When you pay me, I’ll tell you his whereabouts.’

			‘That sounds rather like blackmail, sir.’ Nell’s voice rang out loud and clear in the grimy space.

			‘Who are you?’

			Beatrice tensed, waiting for Nell to declare her upper-class heritage to beat the barkeep into compliance. Couldn’t she be allowed to solve her own problems for once?

			‘Who I am is irrelevant.’ Nell’s retort helped just a little bit. ‘You left a client’s horse tied up outside all night without once checking his welfare.’

			‘Typical woman. Worried about the damn horse. I just want my money.’

			‘Why should Captain Hughes pay when you failed to attend to his horse? Need I remind you that Captain Hughes has strong connections to the Chief Superintendent, and I believe you have met Constable Wheeler’s fiancée?’ Nell nodded towards Grace who blushed. Beatrice stiffened. Since when was Grace engaged? Why hadn’t she been told?

			‘Are you threatening me? What a joke.’

			‘Oh, it’s not a joke.’ How Nell could use the word joke like a weapon, Beatrice didn’t know, especially in context of their conversation this morning, but she wished she had the confidence, or the social currency to utilise the technique herself. ‘Miss Hughes, could you please find your esteemed fiancé and inform him the proprietor of the...what you do call your establishment, mister?’

			‘The Crown and Thorn.’

			‘Please inform Constable Wheeler that this man is holding your father hostage.’ The way Nell turned the barkeep’s own blackmail back on himself was a sight to behold. Beatrice wanted to smile. If only she could allow herself to enjoy these moments. To see Nell at her very best as she outwitted the barkeep was something special to witness. Moments like this were like a dream in action.

			‘I am not holding him hostage! He is in hospital. I only want the money he owes me.’

			Beatrice almost enjoyed the barkeep’s capitulation, but the Captain was in hospital. Without him, they’d lose the farm, her only security in the world. It wasn’t hers, not legally, but she’d always have a home there. Always be needed there.

			‘And you will be paid. Please forward the bill to...’ Beatrice said, as she tried to focus on practical matters. Nell interrupted to give the name of the Talbot hotel.

			‘I will also be billing you for the care of the horse. Any establishment of quality would care for a client’s horse as though it were their own.’ Nell didn’t raise her voice, she just stated her claim as if everything were utterly normal.

			‘How dare you!’ The man’s jowls shook, and he paced to the end of the bar.

			‘Come now.’ Nell waved Beatrice and her siblings to leave, but Beatrice held her ground. She wanted to know what would happen next. Grace grabbed Dafydd’s arm and bolted out another door with a flourish of her hand that Beatrice took to mean that she was going to get Constable Wheeler.

			‘There is no need to escalate this further. We are leaving, and we can continue this discussion via correspondence.’ Nell walked backwards to the exit, never letting her gaze leave the barkeep. Beatrice slipped one hand onto Nell’s arm and guided her to the door. She blinked as she stepped back onto the bright sunny street, and the door to the Crown and Thorn swung shut with a rusty creak.

			‘What made you...’ Beatrice imagined herself as an equal partner to Nell, living together, but that bubble burst as soon as she thought it. It took all her willpower to keep her spine stiff. Nell didn’t see her as an equal, and until she did, any dream of equality was as likely as Beatrice being able to contemplate a life without being a servant to her siblings.

			‘To teamwork.’ Nell spoke over her question. Again. Suddenly, Beatrice wasn’t worried that Nell would leave her like Annie had; she was concerned Nell wanted more than Beatrice could give. ‘Sorry, what were you about to say?’ Nell asked. Hope fluttered in her traitorous heart—she shouldn’t want to forgive Nell. Did one question show she’d been listening and was trying to improve?

			‘What made you come inside?’ Beatrice had so many other questions, but she started at the very beginning. Why had Nell ducked inside the pub? Had she sensed something?

			‘I told you I would. Besides, Johnny said the man inside seemed mean and he asked me to check.’

			Beatrice spun around. Phew. Ira stood beside Johnny, who held Tommy’s reins. The horse drank noisily from the bucket and Dafydd stood on the other side of the horse, stroking Tommy’s shoulder.

			‘But now we have more problems.’

			‘Yes. The Captain is in hospital.’ Nell’s tone reminded Beatrice of Nell’s loyalty to the Captain and sent a cold shiver of guilt across the back of Beatrice’s neck. She wished she knew where Nell stood on this issue. Hadn’t she said that she’d obeyed Father because she was trained to do so? But she’d also said that she’d been wrong about him.

			Beatrice wiped her hands on the napkin tucked in her cardigan pocket. She had bigger problems. ‘And the money?’

			Nell shrugged. ‘Don’t worry about the money. That’s not a big problem. The barkeep can send an invoice to the hotel, and I will send a counter invoice for the care of Tommy. Let me take care of it.’

			‘You’ve already done enough.’ And wasn’t that the crux of the issue? Beatrice wanted to stand alone without Nell’s help, and yet, she would never have been able to do this without Nell. Without Nell, they’d be sleeping at the train station, Tommy might have died still tied up on the street, and the Captain’s bill would need to be paid. Beatrice would never have imagined she could send an invoice for Tommy’s care. Nell might think the money wasn’t a problem, but Beatrice heartily disagreed. It wasn’t just the actual amounts, but the gamesmanship of it that set Nell apart. Even if Nell’s solution helped, there was still the possibility the Captain had spent more than the cost of stabling Tommy for the night. Someone would need to pay the difference, and without the Captain, she had no access to funds. She ran the farmhouse on the small funds she’d squirrelled away whenever she sold produce off the farm. The Captain had his own income from the war, and before that, from his veterinary practice. Beatrice had no access to those monies, and she feared the amount the Captain owed to the Crown and Thorn was more than Beatrice could drum up from her own small change. If he’d been drinking there since Mother’s funeral... Beatrice swallowed down a sob. Nell opened her mouth, then closed it again as if she changed her mind.

			‘Where is the hospital?’

			Beatrice wanted to know what Nell hadn’t said, but the weight of these continual disasters was too much. ‘Several blocks in that direction, up the hill.’ It probably made her a bad person, but she didn’t want to visit her father. She didn’t care if he’d drunk himself into a stupor after the funeral. Someone—her—would have to deal with the fallout. Someone had to keep the household together, someone had to do the work, and bring up all these children. Beatrice might not have chosen this life, but Mother’s death granted her automatic responsibility. And she didn’t want to think of it as a burden. She would do her best.

			‘When Grace returns with Constable Wheeler, we will be able to decide on a course of action. Now, Johnny, I think Tommy has had more than enough. We need to walk him, and preferably find a small pasture for him until the floods recede and we can take him home.’

			Johnny nodded, apparently happy to follow her instructions. Beatrice took Ira’s small hand and asked her to move away from the horse. They all stood together on the footpath as Johnny led Tommy down the street, around the parked vehicles to join the flow of traffic moving down the road. The horse moved stiffly at first, and Johnny clicked his tongue loudly, but as they walked, Tommy’s action loosened up.

			‘Is Tommy going to live?’ Ira’s little voice was nearly lost in the sounds of the township moving around them. Everyone else was going about their business, while Beatrice stood on the street as her whole life fell apart. If only she could abandon her responsibilities, throw off the shackles of her spinster sister role, and leave it all behind to travel the world with Nell. Her heart clenched at little Ira’s comment. She’d already lost so much. Ira needed Beatrice to stay beside her and be strong for her.

			‘I am going to do everything I can to help Tommy. I’ve healed horses who’ve been much worse off than Tommy,’ said Nell. And by extension, did that mean Nell would also help her? She closed her eyes and let herself dream for a moment.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Nell stepped inside and sniffed. The hospital smelled wrong—vaguely like decay, under a strong stench of bleach. Different than the Somme, where everything stank of mud and blood and mange. All that rain might have left large portions of the valley underwater, but it also made the plants flourish, and the outdoors smelled fresh and wonderful. New grass was the flavour of her childhood with horses lounging around under oak trees. Her chest filled with an ache. Homesickness. She needed to get this hospital visit done, so she could go home to Ma and Pa and Newmarket. Would Beatrice come with her? Could Grace look after the children? She’d grown up in the past week through necessity, but that didn’t mean she’d be capable of such a monumental task. Watching Beatrice constantly put her four siblings first in every tiny decision had shown Nell just how difficult parenting was, and her respect for her own parents grew.

			Nell’s eyes watered at the disinfectant hovering in the stale air. It had taken hours to locate the Captain, and Beatrice looked exhausted, with dark bags under her eyes. The corners of her mouth were drawn downward, and she moved as though she were wading through molasses. Nell had wanted to tuck her into bed and deal with the Captain alone, but naturally Beatrice was stubborn. Nell respected that. If it’d been her family member who’d done this, she’d want to be the one to deal with the consequences.

			‘He’d better not be dead.’

			‘Excuse me?’ Nell wasn’t sure she’d heard that properly.

			‘I said he’d better not be dead.’ Beatrice’s voice cracked with unspoken emotion.

			Nell paused before she responded. ‘I understand. You’ve lost a lot recently.’

			‘I hardly require the reminder.’ Beatrice’s tight response cut into Nell’s blank emotion like a saw hacking at a branch. ‘Without him, we are all homeless.’

			‘Oh.’ Nell scrambled to avoid blurting an invitation to Newmarket. ‘I rather meant from an emotional point of view. He is your father, after all.’

			‘I’ve managed well enough without him for the past five years. If we didn’t require his funds for our survival...’ A frown dragged Beatrice’s already depressed expression further down. Nell held up her hand. She didn’t want to debate Beatrice on her difficult relationship with her father—she was already much too aware of their different viewpoints on him. The more time Nell spent with Beatrice, the more she understood her opinion on Captain Hughes. Wife beater. Drunkard. Leader of men? What a mess.

			‘Hold on. There was always a risk he would die in the war. He must have made a will.’

			‘Mother mentioned it once, but I wouldn’t guarantee it says anything useful. No one expected to die in the Great War, not at the start when he went. And anyway, even if he did, he would’ve left the farm to his sons. Not to me.’

			‘I see.’ Nell should have understood Beatrice’s predicament earlier than this. She knew the Captain had been reluctant to let Nell work for him at the beginning, and it wasn’t until she’d proven her abilities repeatedly that their working relationship had improved. She made him look good. That was the only reason he let her stay. He wouldn’t gift property to his daughters. He’d said as much at dinner when she’d asked to be introduced to his daughters and he’d dismissed them.

			Nell couldn’t offer anything practical to Beatrice, so she marched up to the reception of this wing of the hospital and stated their request to visit Captain Hughes. The nurse gave directions and they began the long trek down the hallway.

			‘Why didn’t Grace tell me she was engaged to Constable Wheeler?’ Beatrice asked as they paused outside a door.

			‘She is not—at least not yet. I lied to the barkeep to advance the conversation.’

			‘You lied?’

			‘Yes.’

			Beatrice took a step back. ‘How often do you lie?’

			‘Not often. Why do you ask?’

			‘It sounded so natural. I believed you.’ Beatrice didn’t finish her thought. She didn’t need to because Nell understood. How could Beatrice believe anything she said? Hell, she didn’t trust her own brain to spit out the right information, especially when she was having one of her episodes.

			‘You can trust me. I lied to protect you. I wouldn’t lie to you.’ Nell hoped she sounded convincing, because she wasn’t convinced of her own truth here. What she told Beatrice was the ideal, but maybe not reality. Even since she’d joined the war effort, she’d been in survival mode, always analysing situations and saying what was required for her own safety. During the war, surrounded by men, she’d changed so she could get on with her work without their harassment. She’d cut her hair, worn pants, learned to speak like them. The Captain had protected her once he knew she was good at her job. His focus was on outcomes, and she met the outcomes, so she’d earned his protection, or so he’d said.

			Nell inhaled sharply. Why hadn’t she seen it before? She was loyal to him because he allowed her the very basic respect that he gave all the men, whether they’d earned it or not, and yet, if a man asked for her job, he would have replaced her instantly. She’d given him her loyalty and he didn’t deserve it. She’d been so damned grateful to be allowed to work as an equal that she hadn’t seen she wasn’t equal; everyone just pretended she was because she was good at her job and made them look good. The realisation felt like a horse had double barrelled her in the chest and she knew she was exactly as Beatrice pegged her. A rich girl playing at life, like a circus trapeze artist practicing with a safety net underneath. Risky, but not really. She’d excelled, had crossed the wire and earned her position, but Captain Hughes had faked the respect and hadn’t earned her misguided loyalty. He’d stood up and demanded Jackson get her bandages, not because she needed them, but because having them would make him look better.

			‘That’s a slippery line.’ Beatrice summarised Nell’s comment about who she lied to with unerring accuracy. Beatrice didn’t glance at Nell, simply rolled her shoulders and knocked twice on the door before pushing it open. Nell followed her into the room.

			The Captain lay on his side, facing towards the far window, a grey blanket covering him. His chest rose and fell, and his breath rattled loud in the small room. For all his faults, Nell hated seeing him like this. For too many years, the Captain had been her boss, a driven, hard-working boss who believed in her, or said he did. She couldn’t simply dismiss that he’d let her stay, no matter what she’d realised about him. This frail shadow of him felt like some other person, Beatrice’s father who grieved for his lost wife. It was a romantic notion, perhaps. Grief seemed to shrink some people and strengthen others. The Captain and his wife were diminished by the loss of their sons, while Beatrice stood proud and determined as she tried to hold everyone else together.

			‘Is he sleeping?’ Nell whispered. ‘Maybe we should come back?’

			‘Lady Eleanor?’ The Captain’s harsh whisper croaked, followed by a wracking cough.

			‘Yes. I’m here, and I have your daughter Beatrice with me.’

			‘Send her out. Need to talk.’

			Nell turned to Beatrice and shrugged, holding up her hands. She tried to communicate that she didn’t know why he wanted to throw out Beatrice. Beatrice leaned in close and whispered.

			‘It’s fine. You talk to him.’ A muscle at the corner of Beatrice’s jaw clenched. ‘Father, I’ll be outside. Send Lady Eleanor for me when you are ready to see me.’

			Nell mouthed ‘I’m sorry.’ Beatrice shook her head, then turned and left the room. She shut the door with an unnecessarily hearty bang, and Nell wanted to chase after her to gather her in a big hug.

			‘Come here.’ Captain Hughes cleared his throat and tapped his pillow with one hand. Nell squared her shoulders and walked around the bed. She sat as gracefully as she could manage in the chair beside the Captain’s bed and waited. He dragged himself up into a seated position, every breath a struggle, then grabbed a glass of water from the bedside table and gulped it down.

			‘Damn lungs.’ The Captain paused again to regain his breath, and Nell settled in for a long conversation. ‘You surprised me. For a member of the weaker sex, you did well over there.’

			Nell was glad that it took him several minutes, between noisy desperate breaths, to finish his sentence because it gave her time to calm the rage in her veins. Everything she’d realised today was true. He had no loyalty to her. And he treated his own daughter like she wasn’t a real person with feelings. She couldn’t let him get away with that anymore.

			‘You worked harder than I thought possible for a Lady. And your skills were fine.’ Not exemplary, not exceptional, just fine. She’d pushed herself to be the best, and all he saw was that she was adequate. Had it been worth it? The war had quickly taught her she was no heroine, but she’d been damned good at her job, not just fine. She nodded a quick thank you, unwilling to trust herself not to rage at him.

			‘I wish I had someone else to ask...’

			‘You mean you wish you had a man to ask.’ That was it. Nell wasn’t going to stand for his rubbish ideals about men anymore. All the muscles in her torso tightened as she waited for his censure.

			‘Yes. A man would be much preferred. However, you have shown yourself to be superior to most of your sex, and thus almost as good as an average man, so you will have to do.’ The drawn-out dismissal, punctuated by the Captain’s coughing fits, sent wave after wave of nasty heat through Nell’s veins, like a blacksmith’s fire stoked by bellows. Did he honestly think a superior woman was only as good as an average man? She shouldn’t be surprised by this; all the evidence pointed to it being his truth.

			‘What do you want?’ Nell didn’t bother with manners. He didn’t deserve politeness after insulting her and her entire gender like that.

			‘Be the guardian for my will until Johnny and Dafydd are grown enough to take on the farm.’

			Nell grimaced. ‘Better than that. I will buy the farm from you.’

			‘No. That leaves my sons with nothing. Unfortunately, my daughters are too stupid to have the responsibility. They take after their mother. But you have proven yourself to be adequate.’

			Nell sneered. ‘Adequate?’ She wanted to argue with his assessment of Beatrice, and of Grace. Her initial impression of Grace hadn’t been great, but she’d really stepped up and proven herself to be practical and sensible when required.

			‘Yes. You will make a solid guardian for my estate, in lieu of anyone better.’

			‘Fine. I will get the papers drawn up.’ Nell bit back a weighty sigh, gulping down the sarcasm.

			‘And when that’s done, I want you to...’ Captain Hughes paused to cough again, and Nell could hear the fluid in his lungs with each hacking breath. ‘To...put me down.’

			Had she heard him properly? He’d raced through those last words, and combined with the way his voice cracked, she wasn’t quite certain.

			‘Captain. Did you say you want me to put you down? Like a horse with a broken leg?’

			‘Yes. You are no fool.’ More coughs followed his pronouncement. ‘Put me down. Tried to do it last night...’ He gasped for breath, eyes bulging.

			‘At the Crown and Thorn? Are you saying you deliberately tried to drink yourself to death yesterday? That you aren’t in hospital for your lungs, but because you poisoned yourself?’ Nell had seen men broken by the constant shelling who’d stolen brandy from the stores to try and hide from their pain. Captain Hughes had drunk heavily when she’d first arrived at his house. She should have known he’d offload the responsibility for ending his life to her—someone he thought of as only adequate—without consideration for the ethical or legal implications for her. She refused to have his death on her conscience for the rest of her life simply because he commanded it.

			‘I’m almost dead from the gas. Speed it up for me.’

			‘What do the doctors say?’ Nell tried to focus on the most practical aspect. She would never murder someone, no matter how much they begged. She wasn’t a doctor. She couldn’t guess his chances of healing. People’s physiology was very different to horses—if a horse had a cough like this caused by being gassed, she would put it down. No horse deserved to live a life in this much pain. Did Captain Hughes deserve to live in pain too? No one did, but he could communicate to doctors who were trained to deal with this.

			‘Never mind them. You’d do this for a horse. Do it for me.’ He dragged the sentence out with a breath for each word. Nell waited as patiently as she could manage, trying not to tap her foot in her shoe. It would be rude not to wait, and her own feelings didn’t matter right now. She could apply the same thinking here. Because she tried her best to keep a horse alive, she would assume the doctors were doing all they could to ease his awful symptoms. That continual coughing had to be wearing him down, but that wasn’t enough to commit murder. Her own lack of tears, lack of anger, lack of response only added a heavy weight to the discussion. He was asking her to murder him, and she felt nothing. No horror, no stress, just an ethical dilemma. The war had really messed with her. She could use logic to come up with an answer, but couldn’t feel which option was the right moral pathway.

			‘Captain.’

			‘My wife was in pain, and I put her down. I need you to do the same for me.’

			Nell leaned back in the uncomfortable hospital chair and closed her eyes. Her heart vibrated in her chest, leaping erratically at his confession. She pinched the bridge of her nose to hold back the incoming headache. Captain Hughes had pushed his wife off the bridge. Surely not. She must have misunderstood.

			‘Surely, you didn’t just say you killed your wife?’

			Captain Hughes made a rough growling noise, then spat into a handkerchief. ‘Not killed. Put down.’

			‘Same thing.’ Nell dropped her hands into her lap and twisted them together.

			‘No. She was suffering. Killed is for a healthy creature. My wife...wasn’t healthy.’

			‘Oh?’ Nell stared at Captain Hughes, unable to move; even her heart felt like it had stopped beating. He’d killed his wife and he wanted to argue ethics with her? He wanted to justify his decision by comparing his wife to a horse. A deep-seated exhaustion covered her; to think that she’d defended him. She’d let her loyalty to him override all the warning signs that he was a bad man. She needed to figure out what to do next with the Captain’s revelation and how it would affect Beatrice and her siblings. Information should give her power, but what was she going to do with that power? How best could that power be used to benefit Beatrice?

			‘I wouldn’t draw an ethical line in quite that same place. Humans can consent to live in pain. Horses can’t. Your wife was a person with real needs. How dare you make the decision over her very existence like this?’

			‘I’ve always made her decisions.’ He truly believed he owned his wife—probably his daughters too—and that was the final nail in the coffin of Nell’s loyalty. One day she’d examine why she’d stuck by the Captain for so long; was he a substitute for her father in her life? She’d missed Pa’s sensible guidance when she’d gone to war, just as she missed her brother James’s sharp sense of humour. She had two amazing men in her life, and she’d let that colour her expectations for the Captain. He’d proved over and over that he didn’t live up to Pa and James. But most of all, she’d missed Ma. Her practical outlook had seemed to be mirrored in the way Captain Hughes ran the veterinary hospital. And now, he’d shattered all her illusions. He’d killed his wife just because she was sad. Couldn’t he see that her heart was broken by the loss of her children in the war? Had he no feelings at all?

			His hacking coughs interrupted her flow of questions.

			‘And now you want me to do your bidding? Why not simply throw yourself off the bridge too?’

			‘I tried.’

			‘And now you want me take responsibility for your choices?’ Nell sneered at him. She leaped to her feet. ‘I refuse. Do it yourself.’

			She ran from the room, her heartbeat thudding in her ears. Loud and uncomfortable—just as she deserved. If there were sides to choose, she’d picked the wrong one. She’d let herself be manipulated by a man simply because it benefited her to do so. He’d enabled her to be able to do the job she thought she wanted, the job she’d trained for, and she’d let that affect all her decisions. Papa had always taught her to protect King and Country. But the price was too high.

			Nell marched down the hallway, desperate for fresh air. She threw open the hospital doors, charged outside, and leaned against a fence, her chest burning, as if it were her own lungs filled with pneumonic fluid. As if she’d been the one unlucky enough to get gassed on the front. She’d forgiven the Captain because he was ill, but she hadn’t seen that he was a dictator of the very worst type. Beatrice had tried to tell her. Guilt swept over her and clammy sweat broke out all over her body. She shuddered. How many other things had she gotten wrong?

			‘Nell. Nell.’ Beatrice’s voice slowly infiltrated the chaos in her head.

			‘What?’ She spun around, light-headed and dizzy.

			‘I’ve been calling your name for ages. What happened?’

			Nell shook her head. ‘I can’t. I’m sorry.’ She couldn’t burden Beatrice with the knowledge that her father had killed her mother, and now wanted Nell to perform the same for him. How could anyone say such a thing?

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			A terrible sense of foreboding washed over Beatrice. Nell—strong, capable, beautiful Nell—wouldn’t react like this unless her father had said something truly dreadful. Beatrice hovered beside her, unsure if she should hug her. No one ever noticed two women hugging; they simply wrote it off as feminine emotions and didn’t think deeper about the reasons behind the connection. She wanted to lean on Nell’s strength and soak it up until she absorbed it all into her own limbs.

			She’d never had anyone she could rely on, and right now she could almost forget that she was still annoyed at Nell for joking about being her servant. Beatrice sighed, and wished she could believe Nell’s apology. But she knew she only had herself. People left her, dismissed her as unimportant; all of that left her with that smidgeon of doubt. Now Father had said something awful. Again. Father still had all the power over her life and her siblings’, and what she needed right now was information so she could decide what to do next.

			‘What did he want from you?’ Her voice came out with a cruel edge to it and she wasn’t surprised when Nell flinched.

			‘I can’t tell you that. It—’

			‘Tell me.’ Beatrice grabbed Nell’s hands and squeezed tight. The sticky sweat on Nell’s palms was a grotesque layer between them, but Beatrice held on strong. All her previous thoughts fled, the clamminess on Nell’s hands pushing away the circular worries. Something had upset Nell, and Beatrice wouldn’t settle until she knew what it was. For Nell to be so visibly upset meant it must be something utterly awful. Nell had survived the war; a little conversation with the Captain shouldn’t shake her strength like this.

			‘I can’t...’

			‘You can. I can cope with whatever it was.’ Beatrice heard the pleading in her own voice.

			‘Beatrice. Believe me, you shouldn’t push me. I won’t lie to you, but the truth is a huge burden. I want to tell you and I don’t want to tell you. I’m not sure you’ll even want to know. Once I say it, I can’t take it back.’

			Beatrice sighed. ‘Now you have to tell me. I’m strong enough to deal with the truth, and if you don’t tell me, I’ll only spend the rest of my life stressed about what it might be.’

			‘I shouldn’t have spoken. I’m sorry. I’m quite rattled.’ Nell tugged her hands away and threaded them through her short hair. The brunette strands fell around her face, framing her sharp cheekbones and thin nose, and her icy blue eyes glistened with moisture.

			‘Nell. Please.’

			Nell shook her head, and a huge tear slid down her cheek. ‘Maybe I should speak to the Chief Superintendent first. He will know what to do.’

			‘Mother killed herself, didn’t she?’ Beatrice blinked hard as tears welled up and her vision went blurry. If she hadn’t been holding onto Nell so tight, she might have fainted.

			‘No. He did.’ Nell whispered, so low, Beatrice wasn’t sure she’d heard properly.

			‘Excuse me?’ Beatrice ripped her hands away from Nell and pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes. The revelation ripped the world out from under her feet. How dare he? After everything he’d done. This... A ragged breath deflated her further. This was the logical progression of his awful behaviour.

			Nell swore, a whispered stream of curses, and she paced in a tight circle. ‘I’m so sorry, Beatrice. I didn’t want to say anything.’ Nell rubbed her forehead hard and gazed out at the distance.

			‘Tell me everything. I want to know all the details. Did he beat her before he threw her off the bridge? Is that why he did it? To hide the bruises?’

			Nell shrugged, a brittle, taut motion. ‘I don’t know anything about that. He can hardly talk—his lungs, you know. All he said was a simple confession. He threw your mother off the bridge to put her out of her misery. I mean, those weren’t quite the words he used, but the sentiment was there.’ Nell looked twenty years older, her face lined with deep worry and stress, as she quietly spoke the truth of her discussion with the Captain. Beatrice wanted to hit something. Hard. She wouldn’t. Hitting was the crux of the problem. She couldn’t breathe. And even after this confession, she still adhered to her father’s wishes and called him Captain, but he didn’t deserve to be called Father either. What a horrible, horrible man; she wished he would just die from the gas, or whatever it was that ailed him, and be done with it. Except that would leave her homeless. All her siblings would be homeless, with no income and no prospect of income. Her entire body vibrated with palpable rage. The bloody power he held over all of them and the abject helplessness of her entire life being at the mercy of one awful man.

			‘I have to hear it from him.’ Beatrice picked up her skirts and ran back towards the hospital.

			‘No. Stop,’ Nell cried out, her voice high pitched and sharp. Her hand reached out and grabbed Beatrice on the shoulder. ‘Please stop.’

			‘Why? He...’ Beatrice glanced around wildly, then stopped as a group of people walked past them.

			‘I know what he did. But I didn’t finish my story. He wants to die.’

			‘And so he should.’ Beatrice glared at Nell. ‘He did that to Mother. He should hang.’

			Nell licked her dry lips. ‘Yes. We should go to the Chief Superintendent and let the police deal with this revelation. He needs to face the law for what he did. Please don’t do anything until we’ve talked to them.’

			Beatrice breathed out long and slow. It was a struggle to see the logic of Nell’s words when all she wanted to do was rip into that dreadful man. ‘Yes.’ She dragged in another breath and another until her blood stopped boiling. ‘As much as I want to hear him say that he did it, you are right. My petty revenge isn’t going to do anything.’ She was nothing in this society and if she hurt him, no matter the rationale, society would side with him. The headlines already wrote themselves.

			WAR HERO TRAGICALLY KILLED BY SPINSTER DAUGHTER.

			Or worse. Spinster Daughter would be the kindest thing people would say. Unhinged by the accidental death of her mother, daughter goes on killing spree and fatally stabs war hero. With a knitting needle. She could imagine herself plunging the long slender piece of wood into his chest between his ribs. Rage fuelled her overactive imagination until her limbs shook. She couldn’t, wouldn’t stoop as low as him.

			Slowly, logic won over the rushing emotion gathering in her gut, preventing it from spewing out as years of unchecked frustration. Nell was right. Nell who’d blurted the worst insult, but had apologised so prettily, was correct. Aside from that one incident, Nell had always been on her side, and from the way she gazed at her with such empathy and remorse, Beatrice knew what she had to do. Together they would go to the authorities and convince them to listen to two spinster women. If only the prospect filled her with confidence that the system would do the right thing.

			‘Nell. Can I please have a hug?’ She wanted to curl up in Nell’s arms and forget every awful thing about her life. Nell had her back.

			‘Absolutely.’ Nell reached out and wrapped her arms around Beatrice’s shoulders. Beatrice rested her head against Nell’s bony collarbone, and nestled herself in. A sob built up in her throat like a big ball of hurt caught in there, stopping her from breathing until she let it out on a hiccup. Nell stroked her hair, gently, like she might soothe a panicking horse—like that night on the kitchen floor—and Beatrice breathed in and out. Each intake trembled, blended with the sobs she’d been suppressing for over a week, until she finally let the waves of emotions take over. The whole world reduced to Nell’s shoulder and the gentle regular strokes on her skull. Tears fell, snot soaked into Nell’s precise military-style jacket, and Beatrice’s body heaved with the emotional release as she sobbed and sobbed.

			So much had happened since Nell had arrived with Tommy, and Beatrice’s suppressed pain went much deeper than that. She sobbed for her brothers, Gareth, Owen, and Aled. She sobbed for Mother, firstly for the loss of her vibrant Mother who’d brought joy to everyone, and then for the physical loss of Mother, tossed over the side of a bridge like the crust of a stale loaf of bread as if her entire life was inconsequential. For the sheer disregard for Mother and for all the remaining siblings, but especially little Ira, Dafydd, and Johnny, who had to grow up without knowing her. Beatrice sobbed until her stomach hurt and the skin on her nose was raw from wiping away snot.

			‘Your jacket. I’m so sorry. I’ve ruined it.’

			‘It doesn’t matter. Really.’ Nell didn’t move.

			‘I guess you can just buy another one.’

			Nell shifted slightly. ‘Yes. I am fortunate to have the funds to buy a whole new jacket when my lover needs to cry on my shoulder. But I wouldn’t dare be so wasteful. I imagine a good wash will set the fabric back to its original state.’

			Beatrice chuckled, and the sound jarred her sore throat. ‘Nell.’ She wished it didn’t sound like censure, she was glad for Nell’s practical humour. It grounded her.

			‘I wish I could say that everything will be fine, one day. But I promised I’d never lie to you. The only thing I can say is that I’ll be here for you.’

			Beatrice breathed in deep and lifted her head to gaze deep into Nell’s beautiful blue eyes. ‘Thank you.’ Could she take a leap of faith and believe Nell? Almost everything was perfect, from the casual way she threw the word lover into their conversation, to the way she told the truth about the Captain. Nell held Beatrice tight and absorbed her tears when it truly mattered. Could she let herself hope that it would all be fine? That Nell would stay for her? Her lungs emptied with one big shudder of a breath and she knew she was strong enough to face the world with Nell at her side.

			‘Let’s go and talk to the authorities.’

			‘Yes. But first, we need to return to the hotel and get tidied up.’

			Beatrice frowned. ‘What are you saying?’ Was Nell upset about the sodden mess of tears and snot on her jacket?

			‘Beatrice, my dear, this is about them, not you or I. You know how they’ll dismiss us if we aren’t perfectly presented. Let’s not give the Chief Superintendent any excuses.’

			‘Of course.’ It wasn’t about the way her ugly stream of tears had ruined Nell’s clothes, but about the right impression. Beatrice understood exactly what Nell meant. Beatrice would brush her hair and wear her best clothes and speak in a clear moderated tone with no emotion, simply so the men in positions of authority might listen to her. She’d have to pretend to be grateful for their time, even if they dismissed her concerns and didn’t lift a finger to deal with her murderous father.

			 

			Hours later, Beatrice stood beside Nell outside the Aberystwyth police station trying to calm her anxious racing heart. They’d cleaned themselves up and put on their best clothes, and now they were here, ready to get justice for Mother. Stress flickered like a chilly breeze on the back of her neck, like false bravado.

			‘Come on. Let’s get this over with.’ Nell pushed open the door and Beatrice followed.

			‘Good afternoon. I am Lady Eleanor St. George, and I was hoping to have the pleasure of meeting with Chief Superintendent Smithson. I have some information in the Mrs Hughes case.’ Nell smiled at the young man behind the reception desk in the police station. The room was much smaller than the building promised from outside—a small section for people to stand, a wooden bench seat that looked like an ugly pew lined one wall, with the long reception desk taking up most of the space. It worked as a divider in the room—police on one side, the community on the other. Most of the building must be dedicated to police spaces. With a tip of his hat, the young man disappeared through a solid oak door, emerging again several moments later. Beatrice wiped her clammy palms on the folds of her skirt where no one would notice the streak of sweat and tried to paint a calm, bland expression on her face.

			‘My lady, please come through.’ The young man lifted a portion of the reception bench and stepped out into the small room. He waved towards a door at the far end of the room, directing them in that direction. Once through the door, with Nell leading the way, her head held high, Beatrice found herself in a narrow hallway with doors coming off at regular times. She wasn’t sure what a police station should look like—perhaps with bars and leering criminals—not this very dull hallway and doors that presumably led to a range of offices.

			‘The Chief’s office is at the end. He likes the view.’

			‘I’m very grateful for the little tour.’ Nell’s gracious comment seemed out of place, and Beatrice wondered what she was trying to achieve with it.

			‘My lady, it’s not often we get the upper classes here in Aberystwyth. It’s entirely my pleasure.’

			Nell nodded her head and indicated with a wave of her hand that Beatrice should go first. A new emotion flowed in her veins, like a bubbling stream running over rocks. Was this hope? Did she dare hope Nell’s apology was true? And together they’d get justice for Mother? Might the Captain serve time for his sins? The young man knocked on the door at the end.

			‘Come in.’ A strong voice in a deep bass rumbled through the thick door. The young man opened the door and peered inside.

			‘Smithson, as advised, a Lady St. George is here to discuss the Mrs Hughes case.’

			‘Let her in.’

			The young man waved his arm, but Nell stepped aside.

			‘It’s Lady Eleanor. My father is an Earl. I only have a courtesy title. Besides, Lady St. George is my mother.’ Nell’s correction was such a tiny technicality, Beatrice wondered why she bothered.

			‘My apologies, my lady.’

			‘You first, Miss Hughes.’ A light flush of warmth brushed over Beatrice’s cheeks as Nell conceded the point. Maybe she was beginning to think about how it felt to be in Beatrice’s shoes, constantly overlooked.

			‘Thank you.’

			‘Miss Hughes, as in related to Mrs Hughes?’ the young policeman queried with a frown. Shouldn’t they just go into the Chief Superintendent’s office? Not stand around doing more introductions.

			‘Yes. I am the eldest daughter of Captain Hughes and his late wife.’ Beatrice was surprised her voice didn’t wobble or crack. The roughness in the back of her throat was beginning to be like a permanent fixture, familiar and irritating.

			‘Should you be involved?’

			‘Young man. What did you say your name was?’ Nell spoke with rounded vowels, an exaggeration to her usual posh accent.

			‘Mr Oldfield, my lady.’

			‘Mr Oldfield. Miss Hughes and I have a piece of important information in this case, and it is not your place to judge whether it is appropriate for Miss Hughes to be involved. Shall we let the Chief Superintendent make those high-level decisions? Thank you.’ And with that polite dismissal, Nell swept into the Chief’s office. They’d probably dithered for long enough discussing correct titles with Mr Oldfield. Beatrice flashed an apologetic grin at the young man and followed Nell. She pulled the door shut and turned to see the Chief standing behind a huge wooden desk.

			‘Chief Superintendent Smithson.’

			‘My sincere apologies, but have we met before?’

			‘I am Lady Eleanor St. George. I believe we met at Captain Hughes’s residence. I’ve been staying with the family,’ Nell said. Beatrice had met Smithson at their farmhouse when Smithson had interviewed Father, but she didn’t expect he remembered given they’d only met in passing in the hallway and Father hadn’t introduced her.

			Smithson’s eyes narrowed. ‘I recall.’

			Nell sat down and Smithson followed. Beatrice figured she’d better sit too, since everyone else was, and she slid into the last vacant chair. She glanced at Nell again to see how to sit in this situation; she’d never been in a man’s work office before, and this was all new territory, but she assumed Nell would know exactly what to do in all social situations, so she copied her.

			‘Thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedule to see us. I believe you have met Miss Hughes, the eldest daughter of Captain Hughes, when you interviewed Captain Hughes at his residence.’

			‘My pleasure.’ Smithson bowed his head in her direction, then stared at her with narrowed eyes. Beatrice sat as straight as possible under his scrutiny. The fabric of her new skirt and blouse was stiff—straight off the shelf—and the new jacket with long lapels and high waist gave her an unexpected confidence. Smithson would see someone fashionable, and perhaps that was why he looked like he’d never seen her before in his life. When he’d visited their house, she’d wore her gingham dress and probably looked like a servant. Today, she was dressed like the daughter of someone important.

			‘And how is the Mrs Hughes case going?’ Nell asked, all traces of her earlier polite smile gone.

			‘Frustrating.’ Smithson paused. ‘Forgive me. Do you mind if I am honest?’

			‘We expect nothing less. Neither of us are simpering females, Smithson. Please recall that I worked alongside Captain Hughes during the war, and Miss Hughes has had the responsibility for Captain Hughes’s household for the duration of the war. Mrs Hughes, as you are probably aware, was ill for many years.’

			Smithson’s face pinched and Beatrice clenched her teeth. The disdain on his face at Nell’s rather direct speech only served to reiterate that he probably thought they were pushy hags or some other cruel word used to ignore and belittle women.

			‘Chief, I only wish to know an honest update on my mother’s case, and Ne—Lady Eleanor has some further information that may be useful.’

			‘The details are not for pleasant company.’ Smithson shifted slightly in his chair. Beatrice didn’t dare glance at Nell for fear of laughing at the chief superintendent’s discomfort.

			‘As I previously stated, I worked as a veterinarian near the front for several years. I have the medals and scars to prove it. Nothing you could say would shock me.’ Nell’s crisp tones wrapped around Beatrice like an embrace. Her pulse jumped with admiration for the way Nell held her ground and expressed herself with such clarity.

			‘Fine. But be warned this isn’t the nicest of subjects.’

			‘Please continue with the case. If I can cope with seeing men and horses blown to pieces by shrapnel, I can easily cope with Mrs Hughes’s case. Unless, of course, as a civilian, you find death a difficult subject to deal with.’ Nell went straight for Smithson’s jugular and Beatrice was enjoying her snide comments far too much given the subject matter. She’d only just buried Mother, and she should be utterly focused on ensuring Smithson prosecuted the murderer, not trying her best not to laugh as Nell threw vocal weapons at the Chief Superintendent.

			‘I would have loved to have served. Unfortunately, I failed the physical requirements.’

			‘Too short? You could have enlisted in 1917 when they reduced the height restrictions to five foot four.’ Was Nell being too combative? Smithson’s face glowed with fury, even his ears bright red.

			‘I refuse to be baited by you. I stand at five foot seven, but I have a hip injury from childhood that prevented me from serving. Believe me, I wish it were different.’

			Nell nodded once. ‘My apologies.’ Somehow Nell’s expression looked like she was truly sorry for taunting him. ‘I understand your frustration. My brother has a similar issue. However, I’m sure you can see the other side of this coin. It is frustrating to come home from, as they say, the horrors of war only to be treated like a fragile rose petal who can’t deal with a little murder case.’

			Smithson drew in a deep breath, his broad nostrils vibrating. ‘My lady. Mrs Hughes was not murdered. There are some inconsistencies in the various stories. None of them suggest foul treatment.’

			Beatrice glanced at Nell, who held up one finger in her lap.

			‘Inconsistencies? Of what nature?’

			Smithson puffed out his chest. ‘Because Captain Hughes has such a high standing in the community, firstly as the premier veterinarian in Aberystwyth and surrounds, and now as a bonafide war hero, I personally interviewed everyone who was at the Devil’s Bridge Hotel that night. The witness reports contradict each other, with some saying Mrs Hughes went for a walk alone, and Captain Hughes was with them all night, while others say they went out in the rain together, and others state they were sure Mrs Hughes left first in a distressed state and Captain Hughes rushed off to try and help her.’

			Nell’s sharp intake of breath echoed like a hiss in Smithson’s office. ‘To that end, I have some information that may be relevant.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Captain Hughes is currently in the local hospital. He was gassed at the end of the war and spent some time in a makeshift hospital near the Somme.’ Nell looked over at Beatrice with eyebrows raised. Beatrice wasn’t sure what she wanted.

			‘Miss Hughes. Do you know the precise details?’

			Beatrice cleared her throat. ‘Are you asking how long Father was in the hospital?’

			‘Yes. You do have that detail, don’t you?’

			Beatrice glanced down at her lap, unable to look at either Nell or Smithson. Nell’s sharp blue eyes saw too much, and Smithson held sway over the outcome of this case. ‘Not precisely. We received a letter dated late September 1918 that he’d been admitted to hospital, but without a reason, and he arrived back in Capel Bangor in May 1919. He has a horrendous cough, and I fear he’ll never recover. As Lady Eleanor said, he is, at this very moment, in the Aberystwyth Hospital.’ Beatrice didn’t have to pretend to look upset, it came naturally, and only she knew her upset came from the insecurity over her future if the Captain died. She probably ought to feel something for him—he was her father—but his treatment of her and Mother over the years took away any feelings of paternal love or loyalty she might have had.

			‘I’m terribly sorry to hear that. Captain Hughes is an excellent horseman and citizen.’ No, he’s not. Beatrice wanted to scream, but she forced the sound to stay inside where it tore at her throat.

			‘Unfortunately, it does seem like the effects of the gas are long reaching. By all accounts, Captain Hughes doesn’t have long to live. His particular form is susceptible to pneumonia, and he’s currently in hospital with those complications.’ Pneumonia? Where did Nell come up with such things? He was in hospital because he drank too much after the funeral. He should have used some camphor, not alcohol, to ease his lung pain. Camphor worked—better than his smelly cigarettes, or too many spirits—and it wouldn’t have resulted in a huge bill owed to the Crown and Thorn.

			‘That’s dreadful news. Is that the update you wished to bring for this case? I’m afraid that while it is terrible to hear that such a man as Captain Hughes has been struck down by this disease, it doesn’t change anything to do with the case of Mrs Hughes’s unfortunate death.’

			‘I believe I have some information that may shed further light on that for you.’ Nell lifted her chin; it was a tiny action that had become so familiar to Beatrice, the little tell that said, ‘You’d better listen to me now.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Earlier today, Miss Hughes and I paid Captain Hughes a visit in the hospital and he made a comment that is relevant to this case.’

			‘Go on.’ Smithson’s eyebrows knitted together so tight, Beatrice couldn’t help but wonder if such a hard frown might physically hurt. She wanted to rub the bridge of her own nose.

			‘Captain Hughes admitted to me that he pushed his wife, the late Mrs Hughes, off the bridge. In his own words “I put her down.”’ Nell paused for a short moment and breathed in deep. ‘You do understand the reference to euthanising a horse, don’t you?’

			‘Yes. With due respect, are you certain?’ Smithson leaned forwards on his desk and rested his chin on his hands with his elbows on the edge of the big wooden desk.

			‘I am certain. Completely and utterly. I was stunned by his revelation, particularly...’ Nell rolled her shoulders and twisted her hands together. ‘Particularly because the Captain Hughes I worked with during the war would never put down a horse unnecessarily. For him to make such a statement about his wife seems out of character.’

			‘Perhaps you misunderstood.’

			‘I doubt it. He reiterated it several times.’

			‘I find this claim incredibly difficult to believe.’ Smithson held up his palm. ‘No, I’m not calling you dishonest, my lady, only that it sounds rather far-fetched. As you yourself said, out of character for him.’

			Beatrice wanted to thump them both. Acting like he had control over people’s lives and emotions was completely in character for the Captain. They were both fortunate not to see that side of him, but it existed behind closed doors, so only her family had seen it. Her fingernails dug into her palms and she forced herself to unfurl her fists. This rage in her veins unsettled her; she was her father’s daughter, apparently. Quick to anger and use her fists. Hot tears burned the back of her eyes and she blinked to stop them falling. The last thing she needed was to be seen as a silly woman who cried.

			‘I know exactly what I heard, Smithson. From one veterinarian to another, he used language we both understand. It’s simple, Smithson. Captain Hughes stated that he killed his wife, because he believed she was miserable, and he wanted to put her out of her misery.’

			‘Did he use those exact words?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘So he told you he killed her?’

			Nell flicked a glance at Beatrice. ‘No. He said he put her down. Those were his words.’

			‘Then it’s your interpretation of his words that points to his culpability. I can’t accept this as evidence. It’s too easy to misinterpret an ill man’s words about a horse and apply them to his wife. How can you be sure that he wasn’t having a delusional memory about the war?’

			Nell raised her eyebrows and waited for a long moment. Was she weighing up how to respond next? Eventually she spoke with a low tone.

			‘But you will accept contradictory evidence of witnesses at the Devil’s Bridge Hotel? Men who didn’t spend years working alongside Captain Hughes.’

			‘What exactly was your job during the war?’

			‘Veterinarian.’

			Smithson’s eyes narrowed until Beatrice could barely see them. ‘Do you have a copy of your war records?’ The corner of his mouth curled up in a sneer. Was he asking to get revenge on Nell because she dared take him to task? How unfair. Beatrice’s heart raced.

			‘I take it you don’t believe a woman could be capable of such a job?’ Nell sneered and Beatrice wanted to cheer.

			‘That’s correct. I believe you are overstating yourself, my lady...’ Did Smithson know what he implied? He was on dangerous ground.

			‘Are you questioning my credentials, or my loyalty to country?’ Nell dug into the argument. Beatrice bit the insides of her cheeks, otherwise she was going to grin like a circus clown.

			‘I would never question the loyalty of a Lady...’

			‘Which just leaves my credentials.’

			Smithson waved his hand dismissively as if he was speaking to a child.

			‘My lady, you must realise how absurd this sounds. Not just a woman veterinarian, but a Lady.’

			‘My uncle, the Duke of Tulloch, didn’t think so.’

			Smithson’s expression shifted slightly, and Beatrice wished the use of a Duke’s title didn’t matter to people so much.

			‘If it’s good enough for a Duke, I can see why Captain Hughes was willing to take you on at the job.’

			Nell nodded once. ‘Being a Lady does give me some sway, however, I still needed to do the work and you will find I have passed all the relevant courses with honours.’

			‘But?’ How Smithson heard what Nell hadn’t said, Beatrice didn’t know. There was some subtlety in that way they argued with each other. She knew how slippery Nell could be with words when it suited her. Was she not a veterinarian? But all the evidence pointed to her competence, from the way the Captain deferred to her, to the way she dealt with Tommy this morning.

			‘There is a minor technicality, one which the army was willing to overlook on grounds that I am properly qualified,’ Nell said slowly. Why would Nell mention such a thing? It gave Smithson an easy victory, and it was so unlike Nell. Beatrice glanced at Nell, whose cheeks were pinker than usual.

			Unless Nell had taken her vow to tell the truth around Beatrice to heart. Was Nell allowing Smithson a win in their to-and-fro, because she wanted to be completely honest with her? Beatrice wanted to press her palm against her rapidly beating heart. It was such a minor thing, but for Nell to go through this whole conversation when it would be so much easier for her to lie and win... It was quite a big deal. All for Beatrice’s sake. She couldn’t quite fathom it, but no other explanation made sense.

			‘And?’

			‘It is correct that the Royal Veterinary Society refuses to allow my examination results to be accepted simply because I am a woman, and they don’t allow me to call myself Doctor.’

			‘I told you so. You are not a real veterinarian.’

			‘Smithson.’ Nell’s voice was cold and precise. ‘I passed all the examinations with honours. The title of Doctor is a technicality. I have all the necessary skills. And...’ She held up a finger to Smithson. ‘If you’d allow me to finish, you are welcome to inspect my war records. You will find that I began as a veterinary assistant, and was promoted to veterinarian by Captain Hughes, and I was paid equal rates to my male colleagues. The army understood my ability, even if the old-fashioned men at the Royal Veterinary Society did not. If you want to do further investigation, you will also discover that horses under my care were returned to the front at a higher rate than any other veterinarian at the Abbeville Army Veterinary Corps Hospital. Captain Hughes and I had an excellent working relationship, and that’s why I believe he felt comfortable telling me the truth about his late wife.’

			‘I will be checking those records before I accept your statement.’

			‘You will need my consent for that. Please have your Mr Oldfield draw up a document and I will sign it.’ Nell paused. ‘This would be a lot easier if you accepted my word, as a decorated war veteran, and took a few moments to interview Captain Hughes yourself. The man is dying—thanks to an awful war injury—and I believe he wants to confess his sins before he passes.’

			Beatrice wanted to cheer. Before Smithson could speak again, Nell rose elegantly to her feet, and bowed her head in a quick nod.

			‘See to it, Smithson. Come on, Miss Hughes. We have done our duty to your family, and now it is in the hands of the authorities to do the right thing by Mrs Hughes.’ Nell marched out of the room with her head held high, and Beatrice leaped to her feet to follow. Smithson didn’t speak, and Beatrice could feel his glare boring into her back. She trotted down the hallway to catch up to Nell and tapped her on the shoulder.

			‘What now?’ she whispered.

			‘Not here.’ Nell pushed open the door at the end of the hallway and stepped back into the reception area of the police station. She ducked her head towards Mr Oldfield who stood behind the long wooden desk. ‘Thank you, Mr Oldfield. Most appreciated.’ Nell held the front door open and waved for Beatrice to go through. Beatrice walked through, her legs wobbling as the tension seeped out.

			‘Now we hope Smithson takes us seriously and does his job.’

			‘And if he doesn’t?’

			Nell’s lips stretched, not into a smile. ‘Then we... I don’t know. Let’s get back to the hotel, check up on everyone, and then we can try and create a secondary plan in case of further disaster.’

			We. Nell had said, ‘we can plan’, together. And with such confidence in a positive outcome despite all the evidence. Without it, Beatrice might collapse under the weight of all the dreadful news. Father had killed Mother, and he was dying too.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Nell paced back to the hotel, fury energising her. She flung open the door to her room and waved Beatrice inside. The door rattled on its hinges as Nell slammed it shut and continued pacing the room. Beatrice sat on the end of one of the beds; she looked exhausted with her shoulders slumped. Nell probably shouldn’t have baited Chief Superintendent Smithson. What was it about mediocre men in positions of authority? Their undeserving success riled her up until she couldn’t control her mouth. She worked hard to be considered their equal, when in fact she was their superior. And whatever she felt as a woman in this sphere was magnified for all those soldiers who didn’t have a title, or simply didn’t have the advantage of her birth. And Smithson had gained a slight upper hand because she didn’t want to lie to Beatrice.

			‘Beatrice, however do you manage it?’

			‘Excuse me?’

			‘How do you care so much? How do you get anything done? How can you be so free with your love when your life isn’t free at all?’ The amount of care and love Beatrice had for her siblings was far greater than the amount she got back. Not that love needed to be doled out fairly, but it was impressive given Beatrice’s lack of parental guidance on that front. She nearly said it aloud—that she’d grown up knowing she was loved, while Beatrice didn’t have that certainty—but she didn’t want to whine. Beatrice already shouldered enough of other people’s problems.

			Beatrice shrugged. ‘I’m a person with needs, like any other. Just because the world doesn’t see me, doesn’t mean I don’t exist. Why shouldn’t I care?’

			‘I’m so sorry. It’s easy for me to see my disadvantage as a woman and ignore my advantage of class.’ This was the crux of her argument with Smithson.

			‘Don’t be sorry.’

			‘But I am. I’m sorry that it took me so long to see this. I’m sorry that being angry at Smithson has led me to rant at you. I’ve been selfish and I’m sorry.’

			Beatrice waved her hands. ‘Can you stop pacing for a moment?’

			Had she been pacing? Nell jerked to a halt.

			Beatrice’s lips curved ruefully. ‘Yes, your family makes it easier for you to do what you do, but you could have decided to do nothing. You have the means to forge a path for the rest of us. What you have done matters.’

			‘But I had such a head start—like the handicapper decided to randomly allow me to begin the race a furlong before everyone else. I had some clue about this, obviously, because I used my advantages to get what I needed, but it took being with you to really understand those advantages. And I’ve messed up so much and hurt you as I figured this out. I’m sorry.’

			Beatrice smiled. ‘I accept your apology. I’m not asking you to be perfect.’

			‘Thank the heavens for that.’ The twisted knot in Nell’s stomach started to unravel.

			‘Advantage is only bad if you use it to create more advantages. Look what you’ve done with that advantage.’

			‘What exactly have I done with my advantage? Not enough, that’s what. If being with you has taught me one thing, it’s that I’ve only thought of myself in all my decisions. I’ve forgotten to use my advantage to help others.’

			Beatrice reached out and squeezed her upper arm. ‘You’ve hardly taken the easy road. You served, and I’ve seen your nightmares. I’ve seen the harm the war caused to you. You talk about easy. Easy would have been staying safe in your upper-class house and not challenging anything.’

			‘I’m not so sure about that. But one thing I am sure about. The easy road is paved with the bodies of the people who’ve made it possible for people like me to walk along it. From now on, I want to take the hard road—the one where I build it myself without relying on the labour of people who are unseen.’

			‘Are you saying you want people like me to be seen?’ Beatrice’s voice held a note of caution. Nell deserved nothing less than Beatrice’s uncertainty over her newfound understanding. It had taken her far too long to figure this out. She’d been so driven to show the world what she could do, that she’d forgotten it wasn’t just about her.

			‘Yes. Why should I get to walk into a hotel and get superior service when others can’t?’

			‘Money.’ Beatrice sent Nell a look, one that screamed Don’t be so obtuse. ‘Nell—are you planning to give away all your funds? And how would that change anything?’

			Nell sighed. ‘I don’t know. I just know that the current system isn’t fair.’

			‘For a lot of us. Women over thirty gained the vote only six months ago, which is something of a start, I suppose.’

			‘Yes! A good beginning, but not enough.’ Nell paced in a circle. All the frustrations of the conversation with Smithson released as she moved. Her knee didn’t ache as badly as yesterday, only a small throbbing pain with each stride. The only time it went away completely was on horseback—walking in stiff leather shoes didn’t help, nor did the cold—but today felt like summer had finally arrived. Warm and humid after all the rain. Was there a metaphor in the way her physical ache subsided with the warmth, right as she figured out a few uncomfortable truths about herself?

			‘But the system upholds itself and it’s wrong. I shouldn’t just be fighting for me, not when so much unfairness exists. Good men, like Corporal Jobe, who fought for us only to face so much bigotry here. It’s bloody overwhelming.’

			Beatrice stood up and held her arms open. ‘Come here to me. You can’t fight the world on behalf of everyone.’

			Nell stepped into Beatrice’s hug. ‘Why not? Why not use my funds to try and make the world fairer? Why not use it to give people a voice?’ She rested her cheek against Beatrice’s forehead.

			‘You should do that.’

			‘We can do it together.’

			Beatrice chuckled and held her a bit tighter. ‘I’m no saint. Just an ordinary farm girl.’

			‘Beatrice, my dear. There is nothing ordinary about you.’ Nell ran her hand down Beatrice’s back and rested it on the base of her spine, just above the curve of her backside. Beatrice lifted one hand to trace a finger along Nell’s jaw and a tremble of longing pulsed over her skin.

			‘I wish I could believe you.’

			‘Why can’t you?’ Nell knew she needed to do more than just say she was sorry, and she hated that Beatrice still doubted. But it was Beatrice’s right to doubt, because Nell hadn’t proved herself yet.

			‘When I first saw you, you were so worldly, and I was the spinster daughter in a country village. The gulf between us was too vast. It still is.’

			‘Believe me. You are worth more than any worldly experience.’ Nell bent her head and captured Beatrice’s lips. She poured all her joy at being with Beatrice, as well as all her frustrations at herself, into the kiss. She wanted to show Beatrice precisely how amazing she was, how incredible it was for her to dedicate her life to her siblings, to balancing the farm’s books and feeding everyone in the most difficult conditions.

			‘The history books might forget to mention you, but you are important. To me. To your siblings. Even to your father, who doesn’t deserve your loyalty.’ Nell pressed a kiss to Beatrice’s forehead. She pulled her pelvis closer with one hand on the small of Beatrice’s back, wanting to grind against her, cunny against cunny, and let sensation overwhelm her.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Yes. I should know. I gave him my loyalty and he didn’t deserve it.’

			‘He doesn’t deserve either of us.’

			Nell left her hand on Beatrice’s back, on the curve at the top of her backside, and used the other to sweep over her spine and thread into her hair.

			Her heart raced as the soft threads rubbed over her fingertips. Not just from the rushing sensations of being in Beatrice’s arms, but also from the way Beatrice looked at her. Her gorgeous brown eyes were wide and cautious, as if she still didn’t believe Nell’s heartfelt speech. Nell dipped her head again and kissed her, wanting to show her the wonder she felt when she was close to her, to show her just how amazing she was. This time Beatrice kissed back, her tongue tracing along Nell’s lips, and when Nell opened her mouth, Beatrice took control. She plunged her tongue into Nell’s mouth and Nell’s heartbeat galloped like a flighty racehorse. Her body lit up with a pleasant tension and all the energy flowing in her veins turned from sour to sweet.

			‘Nell.’ Beatrice broke the kiss to breathe her name against her lips, and the soft whisper of air was the greatest thing Nell had ever felt. It was like Beatrice breathed life right into her.

			‘Beatrice. I want to be a better person. I want to show you how much you matter to me.’ Nell didn’t finish the sentence. She wanted to be better for Beatrice. The delicate smell of violets on Beatrice’s skin surrounded her as Beatrice shifted slightly. She angled her head and kissed Nell again, deeper this time, as if Nell’s plea had emboldened her. Nell wanted more. She wanted to strip off her jacket and rub her hard nipples against Beatrice’s full breasts. Her tongue tingled as Beatrice stroked it. Nell pushed against Beatrice, backing her towards the bed. She drank in Beatrice’s gasp as her legs buckled against the edge of the bed. Together they fell, slowly, toppled onto the bed with limbs and skirts tangled.

			Nell stretched to keep their kiss connected. Beatrice tasted like home. Like forever. This was the future Nell had been trying to find when she’d ridden towards the Captain’s farmhouse to deliver Tommy home. A future where she was loved and cared for and where she could care and love with equal measure. Nell shifted sideways to lie beside Beatrice. With fumbling fingers, she desperately undid the buttons down the front of her white cotton blouse. Beatrice wriggled on the bed as she shrugged out of her jacket. A hot flush of desire raced over Nell’s body, and she sat up straight to throw off her own jacket.

			‘You look so coy when you do that.’

			‘Do what?’

			‘Wriggle out of your jacket with your arms trapped beside you. It makes your breasts look amazing.’

			‘Nell!’ Beatrice’s face flushed bright pink—a delightful colour.

			‘It’s true, and I want to kiss you all over until you scream my name.’

			Beatrice’s eyes fluttered. ‘I want that too.’ Her breathy voice sent a heated vibration all the way into Nell’s core. If she kept talking in that raspy needy voice, Nell would be close to an orgasm without touching Beatrice. She wanted to fan her face, but instead, she helped Beatrice with her jacket. Together their hands caressed each other as they slid the woollen fabric off Beatrice’s shoulders.

			‘You are so beautiful.’ Nell kissed Beatrice’s neck, little nibbles all down the neckline of her blouse. She banished her doubts, deliberately shoving them aside as she tried to let herself be in the moment. Being here with Beatrice would be a treasured moment that she refused to ruin with self-destructive thoughts. Doubt was new to her—she’d always grown up with the innate confidence that she could achieve her goals because she had her family’s support structure—and she really didn’t like the way doubt chipped away at everything. The knot inside her gut twisted and coiled until an awkward heat gathered behind her eyes. Stop it. She told herself off. She was merely being a petulant child, upset at being told off, and she needed to take responsibility for those feelings. Or maybe it wasn’t doubt at all? She gasped, her lips fluttering against Beatrice’s violet-scented skin.

			‘Nell. Are you well?’

			Nell blinked rapidly—she was in love. Utterly and completely, without doubt, in love with Beatrice. She buried her face in Beatrice’s breasts, took comfort in her soft skin and the way Beatrice’s nipples pebbled against her brand new undergarments.

			‘Yes. I have a lot of thoughts and I can’t seem to turn them off.’

			Beatrice giggled. ‘I have a cure for that.’ Nell’s scalp prickled as Beatrice ran her fingers through her loose bob cut and tugged against the wind knots at the ends of her fine strands. Beatrice traced her hands across Nell’s cheeks, down her throat, and Nell held her breath, wondering, hoping. For what? She didn’t know. The anticipation built and built until her heart ached with agony. She wanted Beatrice to kiss her—everywhere. She wanted to... She yelped as Beatrice sat up quickly and pushed down her underwear. Beatrice grabbed her own breasts and squeezed them together. Nell’s breath stuck in her throat. That was the hottest thing she’d ever seen. Beatrice in disarray with her nipples erect, darkened by a rush of blood, pointing right at her.

			‘For me?’ Like a display window at the confectioner.

			‘Yes. Please. Kiss me everywhere. Just like last night.’

			Nell didn’t need any further encouragement. She breathed in a deep shaky breath and leaned forward to nuzzle Beatrice’s gorgeous display. Beatrice moaned as Nell licked Beatrice’s breasts. She kissed the ends of Beatrice’s fingers as they pressed into her full flesh, and was rewarded with Beatrice’s desperate breath. Nell covered one nipple with her hand, the other with her mouth, and sucked.

			‘Nell. Yes.’ That Beatrice could manage words spurred Nell on to give her more pleasure. She licked and sucked until the only noises coming from Beatrice were groans and moans. As Beatrice’s eyes closed, Nell slid down the bed to settle between Beatrice’s legs. She nudged her knees wider and threw up her skirt to reveal brand new undergarments. They wouldn’t survive the ferocity of her need. She slid her hands up Beatrice’s thighs, pausing for a moment to ask if she could continue.

			‘Yes. Damn it.’ Beatrice’s uncharacteristic curse added to the already scorching pulse of heat in her veins. The hotel could burn down around them, and Nell wouldn’t notice because she was already so hot. She slipped her fingers under Beatrice’s underwear.

			‘Soon, my darling.’

			‘Now.’

			Nell grinned, bending so her teeth scraped along the inside of Beatrice’s thigh. A slight patina of dried sweat from all their walking today added salt to the sweetness on her tongue. Nell pushed Beatrice’s underwear aside and let her gaze drink in the beautiful sight of Beatrice’s most private parts. All the euphemisms she’d heard in the war from the men who missed their wives rushed through her head and she whispered them against Beatrice. She traced along the edges of her plump quim and circled the taut nub of nerves with her thumb. Beatrice bucked and cried out, and Nell placed one hand on the base of her stomach to keep her still. Beatrice’s musk filled her nostrils. Utterly perfect. Nell followed her fingers with her tongue, and her eyes rolled back in her head. The taste of Beatrice shut out the rest of the world, like a low-pitched hum in her ears and a throb between her own legs. She wanted to grind herself on Beatrice’s leg.

			‘Shift this way.’ Beatrice tugged at her legs and she shuffled on the bed until she lay with her backside beside Beatrice’s breasts. In this position, her chin brushed against Beatrice’s curls, everything on display ready for Nell’s tongue. She focused all her energy on Beatrice’s pleasure, so that when Beatrice slid her fingers under Nell’s skirt to touch her cunny, she yelped.

			‘You don’t like that?’

			‘I like it too much.’ Nell was soaking wet with desire.

			‘Good. I’ll do it more.’ Beatrice slid a couple of fingers inside Nell and she responded to the full sensation with an arch in her back. She panted as Beatrice massaged her, teasing and taunting, and Nell moved her tongue in the same rhythm up and down Beatrice’s spread petals. Her flesh tasted like ambrosia, the best taste in the world, musky, salty, with that hint of violets that smelled like the fields on a summer’s day. Pressure built in Nell’s belly with every stroke of Beatrice’s fingers, and when Beatrice pressed her thumb against Nell’s pearl, she came with pleasure rocking through her body until she saw stars. She screamed and accidentally scraped her upper teeth against Beatrice’s most sensitive place. The shock of her mistake jerked her lungs and her eyes opened in panic, but Beatrice responded with a low growl that vibrated through Nell. She pressed a kiss to Beatrice to apologise, and her hips bucked up into Nell’s face.

			‘Oh Nell. Nell.’ Beatrice screamed her name with the most delightful sound and Nell giggled. She hadn’t hurt Beatrice, she’d thrilled her. She pumped her fingers into Beatrice, moving rhythmically as Beatrice came again. Nell drank in Beatrice’s desire, her face covered in Beatrice’s delicious wetness, and as she felt Beatrice start to relax, she nipped at her again. And again. Beatrice came over and over until they were both wrung out.

			Nell drifted off to sleep with Beatrice’s taste on her tongue, and love in her heart. She needed to figure out a way to be with Beatrice forever. Not as friends or lovers, but as her true love. This was the greatest risk she’d ever taken: to show Beatrice her love in a way that would last forever. Nell wanted to take care of her in a way that gave Beatrice power over her own life. Her chest swelled. Nell wanted to see Beatrice thrive, and it didn’t matter if she wasn’t loved in return, because true love meant seeing Beatrice get the life she desired.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Nell’s stomach churned as she sat stiffly, perched on the edge of a chair in Mr Taylor’s office. The lawyer slowly read the letter Nell had handed over. It’d taken a couple of days to get everything organised for this moment—days spent praying that Captain Hughes would stay alive long enough to get this sorted. And nights spent in Beatrice’s arms, learning how to give her pleasure. Nights listening to Beatrice talk about her dreams, while Nell planned. Nell desperately wanted to tell Beatrice what she was doing, but if it went wrong, Beatrice had to be insulated from the blame. It was high-handed to protect Beatrice from harm by not talking to her, and it made Nell feel sick. Was she doing the right thing? Would it be worth it? She didn’t care about going to jail for fraud—she cared about how Beatrice would react when she found out. Would her reasons matter? She’d promised never to lie to Beatrice, and here she was, not technically lying, but not telling the whole truth either. A lie by omission was just as bad, no matter the reason for it.

			Nell swallowed down the acidic nausea at the back of her throat and put on her polite mask. It felt like someone had painted lime mortar on her features, while her insides tossed like a small boat on stormy seas. If the lawyer accepted this letter, everything would fall into place. If he questioned it, the worst case was that she’d be arrested for fraud. And the worst of all, Nell would have failed. She risked everything to do this. But she couldn’t see any better way to show Beatrice she loved and cared for her than to give her the choice over her future.

			‘This all looks in order. Might I ask who wrote this letter, as the handwriting doesn’t match what we have on record for Captain Hughes?’ Mr. Taylor tapped his fountain pen on the edge of the letter. Nell kept still when she wanted to bolt out of there. The air in this room tasted stale. Was it the room or her?

			‘The handwriting is mine. As I’ve already mentioned and demonstrated via the letter from his doctor at the Abersytwyth hospital, Captain Hughes is desperately ill. If I may be so bold, the Captain is near death, and there is some urgency to his request. He dictated this letter to me, a painful and lengthy process given the nature of his illness, then he signed it. The matron witnessed the document for me.’

			‘I see. It all appears fine, but I must ask about your involvement in this. You aren’t from around here, are you?’

			Nell raised her eyebrows very slightly. ‘No. Please refer to these letters of recommendation from my father, Lord St. George, and my uncle the Duke of Tulloch, as well as my war records.’ She dumped the parcel on Mr Taylor’s desk. Pa had sent the papers by urgent express in response to her telegram, and now she waited while Mr Taylor rifled through the papers. Throughout the war, she’d used the family farm in Newmarket as her postal address, so they had all her documents, and she trusted her parents to fulfil her request without argument. She ought to send them a thank you gesture, a thought that sent a rush of guilt across her already queasy stomach. What they truly wanted was her presence. And what she wanted most of all was a future where Beatrice was free to choose her own path.

			‘I see. And your war service is what recommended you to Captain Hughes?’

			Nell nodded once. ‘Yes. We worked together at the Somme. Now that we’ve cleared that up...’ She wanted this over and done with. Mr Taylor had read the paperwork.

			‘I will complete the updated paperwork as per Captain Hughes’s wishes and take it to the hospital for him to sign.’ Mr Taylor’s pronouncement sent a wave of panic spearing into her heart.

			‘Unfortunately, as I’ve already stated, Captain Hughes is terribly ill, and the hospital have advised that his visitor numbers should be restricted to the absolute minimum.’ Nell could tell that Mr Taylor was about to declare that he should be counted in that number. ‘And there is some risk to you if you visit. His illness relates to his war injury, an infection of a type the hospital haven’t been able to confirm, and with Spanish flu running rampant, I don’t believe it’s worth the risk to your health to visit him. The hospital’s theory is that I have been able to visit him on several occasions without harm because I worked for him during the war years. They believe I have previously been exposed to this disease and am thus immune, in a similar fashion to the current understanding of the smallpox vaccine.’ If Nell believed in heaven and hell, this conversation would doom her to hell. She had to hope Mr Taylor didn’t know enough about infectious disease to dispute her. The absolute last thing she wanted was the lawyer to read aloud the contents of the final document to the Captain. If she could get him to draw up the papers, and get Captain Hughes to sign them without him knowing about her alteration, then she might just pull this trick off.

			‘Does he have Spanish flu, or has he been gassed?’

			‘He was gassed, and now has complications that may or may not be Spanish flu. They have quarantined him just in case. I wish I had better news.’ Nell wiped her fingers under her completely dry left eye, as if to brush away a tear, and she felt the corner of her mouth twitch as Mr Taylor’s eyes widened in response to her display. It felt wrong to use her feminine wiles to toy with Mr Taylor, especially because she was only reinforcing his opinion of women in general, and that was unfair to all women.

			‘I’m terribly sorry to hear that. It’s an unlucky state of affairs to get gassed and acquire the flu.’

			Nell tried not to react to the disbelief on Mr Taylor’s face. ‘If you examine Captain Hughes’s war record, you’ll find he was gassed in September ’eighteen. The Army Veterinary Corp certainly felt his absence after that time, and the unit at Abbeville did not run to the same high standard for the next few months. As for the Spanish flu, you will know from the news sheets that it is deadly and targets people who are already vulnerable. The Captain’s lungs haven’t had enough time to recover and any infection, flu or otherwise, is a serious matter. As to my part, Captain Hughes requested that I bring his horse home, and if you know anything about veterinarians, you’ll realise that is a great responsibility to bear. I can only assume that he wants me as his executor because he understands that I am capable of performing his wishes.’ At least that part wasn’t a lie. That’s what Pa always said about spying: lies are easier to swallow when they are almost the truth.

			When this was all over and if she succeeded, Nell would collapse with exhaustion. Holding herself rigid and still during this conversation, so she didn’t give hint of her falsehood, took a great effort. Mr Taylor was no fool; he knew something was wrong, but so far, he’d taken the road she hoped he would. He assumed that she had no business being Captain Hughes’s executor, that she was attempting to take control of his assets, and if he was going to investigate, she wanted him to keep that assumption.

			‘I will need to send someone to double check this letter. It seems odd to me that he wants a stranger to be his executor.’

			Nell relaxed a little, even though he reiterated his point again in a tiresome fashion. ‘But I’m not a stranger to him. All the papers I’ve brought with me are the evidence you need to show that Captain Hughes and I worked together for several years at Abbeville on the Somme front line in rather trying conditions. He knows my character, and he trusted me with his horse.’ She waved her hand in a languid motion towards the parcel of papers on Mr Taylor’s desk.

			‘His horse?’

			Nell tilted her head slightly, on purpose, as she met Mr Taylor’s glance. ‘Tommy. A ten-year-old bay gelding with a white star, bred by Captain Hughes on his property at Capel Bangor. He served as the Captain’s hack for the entirety of the war.’

			‘Trusting you with his horse doesn’t tell me anything. It’s just a horse.’

			Nell tried not to show her annoyance at the way Mr Taylor didn’t understand how her trump card worked. ‘You haven’t met many veterinarians, have you? Our horses are our family. When Captain Hughes asked me to bring his horse home for him, of course, I did it. Because I understand that the connection between horse and human is sacred.’

			‘I see.’ Mr Taylor pressed a buzzer on his desk and a couple of minutes later a young man opened the door. ‘I have an errand for you.’

			‘Yes, sir?’

			‘Run to the hospital and ask Matron Millworthy to confirm that Captain Hughes wants Lady Eleanor St. George as his executor for his estate.’

			Nell tried not to breathe out in relief. This would cover off the core issue for Mr Taylor without the Captain reading her changes to his dictation. ‘And please be careful. Listen to the nurses and take precautions that you don’t catch Captain Hughes’s infection. The Captain is very ill. Please bear in mind that it took a lot of effort for him to sign this letter of approval.’

			‘Go.’

			The young man nodded solemnly and raced off.

			‘While we wait, would you like some tea?’

			‘Thank you. That would be delightful.’ Hopefully her hands wouldn’t shake on the cup. She wouldn’t relax until she had the final papers.

			‘May I ask a question?’

			‘Of course, my lady.’

			‘While it is uncomfortable to have my credentials questioned, even with all this evidence, I do appreciate that you have your client’s best interests at heart. But isn’t this extra check a bit overboard? Captain Hughes will need to sign the final documents once you have written them up.’

			‘Yes. However, you inferred that I shouldn’t visit him. I’m sure you will see that indicates that I must see him.’

			Nell nodded. ‘I hope you will see that I was only protecting your health. To see Captain Hughes gasping for breath during this illness of his is unpleasant, and not something people should be subjected to viewing, for either their sake or for Captain Hughes’s. He doesn’t want to be an exhibit for people to stare at.’

			‘My lady. As you say, I am only doing my job for my client. We have been peers for a long time, and...’

			‘Oh, I see. I have trampled on your toes. I’m terribly sorry. Perhaps a little thing like a shared experience at the front recommended me to Captain Hughes.’ Nell shouldn’t bait him, not while she really needed him to write up the final paperwork for the Captain to sign, but she could see him assuming she and the Captain had been having an affair. She almost argued with the point but stopped. It wouldn’t get her what she needed. It didn’t matter what Mr Taylor thought of her, because she would soon leave this town. Wouldn’t she? Well, that depended on whether Beatrice forgave her high-handed arrogance in doing this.

			‘What exactly did you do for Captain Hughes during the war? How closely did you work together?’ Was he implying what she thought he was? She hoped not. Where was that tea? She needed something to soothe her dry mouth.

			‘It’s all in my war record.’ She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, instead just waving at the pile of paper Pa had sent to her. Mr Taylor made a show of shuffling through the papers. Occasionally he glanced up at her then went back to his deliberations of her records.

			‘This is unbelievable.’

			‘Uncommon perhaps, but my title would give you a clue as to my lack of commonness.’ Nell let a little snark and an extra dash of the upper class into her voice. ‘You’d be surprised how much one can achieve when one’s grandfather is a Duke, and one’s uncle is the current Duke of Tulloch.’

			‘A Duke?’

			‘Yes. I did mention that fact earlier in our conversation about my credentials. I’m sure you have read the Duke of Tulloch’s stance on the war efforts in the papers. His position on creating jobs for returned soldiers has been making headlines lately, especially in response to the recent spate of riots in port cities.’ Nell waited as Mr Taylor blinked slowly.

			‘I have read that. His Grace has some sensible things to say on the matter, although I don’t agree with everything he says.’

			Nell allowed herself a half shrug. ‘Of course. He is only a Duke, not an omniscient God. His opinion may carry more weight than yours or mine, but he is still just a person.’

			‘I see.’ Poor Mr Taylor kept glancing at the door.

			‘Did you order the tea? Or are you waiting for something else?’

			‘No, nothing.’

			‘In response to your initial comment about my war record being unbelievable, I think that my war record merely demonstrates the changing role of women in society.’ Nell should stop talking, but she needed to fill in time until the young clerk arrived back with verbal confirmation of her dictated letter. She launched into a story from the front, giving Mr Taylor a detailed account of how to remove shrapnel from a horse’s shoulder and the problems with keeping the injury site clean. Bandaging a shoulder was an awkward task. Mr Taylor slowly went green as she described using her scalpel to extract the pieces of metal, and the different treatments for draining infected wounds.

			 

			It felt like hours later when Nell used her key to open her hotel room door. All she wanted to do was drink some fresh tea and lie down in the dark. Finally, the clerk had confirmed that Captain Hughes had wanted Lady Eleanor St. George as his executor, and Mr Taylor had agreed to have the papers ready for signing by noon in two days’ time. Now Nell only had to get one final signature from Captain Hughes, and she could let out her closely guarded secret. And with it, all the guilt over her necessary lies kept building inside like scalpels scraping at her stomach lining.

			‘Where have you been?’ Beatrice sat in a chair beside Ira, a book on her knee.

			‘Doing a little job for Captain Hughes.’ Nell wanted to spill everything at the sight of Beatrice’s gorgeous face with her open, trusting expression.

			‘For him?’

			Nell gulped. For you. She couldn’t say anything yet, not until this was done and there was no risk to Beatrice or her family.

			‘It’s confidential. I wish I could tell you, but I can’t. Not until later. I need to let you know I’m not lying to you. I’m only withholding information from you because of lawyers...’

			‘Lawyers?’

			‘One lawyer. Captain Hughes has requested some paperwork, which contains confidential information, and I’m dealing with his lawyer. I wish—’

			Beatrice raised her eyebrows. ‘You wish you could tell me, but your hands are tied.’

			‘Yes. I’m sorry. What you have you been doing today?’ Nell felt slimy as she changed the subject.

			‘Constable Wheeler borrowed Smithson’s vehicle and drove us out to the farm. The floods have subsided enough that we could get through. We let the animals out of the barn and fed the chickens.’

			‘The chickens were happy to see me.’ Ira bounced off the chair and grinned up at Nell. She had the urge to ruffle the little girl’s hair but didn’t because she’d always hated it when adults did that to her when she was a child.

			‘That’s great. Did they cluck a lot?’

			‘You are funny.’ Ira giggled and jumped back on the chair.

			‘Ira. No jumping on the furniture.’ Beatrice stood up and placed the book on a side table.

			‘Everything survived? It’s been nearly a week.’

			‘Yes. The rain had left a puddle in the corner of the barn, so they had enough water. There wasn’t any major damage to the house or barn, thankfully, since we are up on the hill, but some of the fences in the lower paddocks will need repair.’

			‘Excellent. Are you intending to move back to the farm soon?’ Nell wasn’t ready for everyone to leave the hotel and return to their ordinary lives. And she desperately needed the paperwork to pass all the stages so she could reveal everything to Beatrice. Her chest tightened, like a racetrack punter holding a ticket as the race began. Would the risk pay off, or would she lose Beatrice’s love forever?

			‘Yes. Although we will have to borrow the vehicle again, as the train is out of action.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Some of the tracks were washed away in the flood. Apparently it happened just after we rode into town. I think we were on the last trip.’ Beatrice shrugged.

			Nell paused, not knowing what to say next. This was the moment when she wanted blurt the whole plan out. Together they could decide what to do next. She wanted Beatrice to meet her family, to introduce all the people she loved to each other.

			‘Can I go and tell Grace that we are going home again soon?’ Ira leaped up again.

			‘Yes. You go straight to her room and knock on the door. If she doesn’t answer, come right back again.’

			‘Thank you.’ Ira jogged out of the room, obviously happy to be leaving the hotel and heading back to the farm.

			‘What else is news?’ Nell had spent so much time writing letters and getting all the paperwork organised that she hadn’t spent much time with Beatrice lately.

			‘Constable Wheeler proposed to Grace. They will read the banns on Sunday.’

			Nell smiled, warmth filling her chest. ‘That’s fantastic news. I’m so pleased for them both.’

			‘Yes.’ Beatrice didn’t smile and all Nell’s warmth at the news disappeared.

			‘Hey.’ Nell pulled Beatrice into a hug. ‘What’s the matter? Aren’t you happy for them?’

			Beatrice sniffed and pushed Nell away. ‘I want to be. But what about me? Do I get to be happy too?’

			‘Yes. Yes you do. I know society won’t let us marry, but I love you, Beatrice. Will you do me the honour of living with me as if you were my wife?’ Nell hadn’t intended to propose until all the paperwork was sorted out. She wanted to give Beatrice power over her own life first. But the moment just felt right, and she blurted it out.

			‘Nell.’ Beatrice’s voice cracked and all the blood in Nell’s face rushed to her toes. Beatrice wasn’t ready. She didn’t love Nell and all Nell’s feelings were one-sided. She’d wrecked everything. She swayed, unsteady on her feet as her pulse skipped a beat or two. ‘It’s alright. You don’t have to say anything. Forget it.’

			Beatrice reached out and held her hands. ‘I can’t forget it. But you know it’s complicated. I must think about my siblings and what they need too. They have no one else to look after them, and now that Grace is getting married, she won’t want the responsibility.’

			Nell almost said ‘Trust me,’ but she held it back. She couldn’t ask Beatrice to do that without evidence that she was trustworthy. Evidence that she’d soon have, if everything went to plan.

			‘I understand.’ It would be so easy to use her money to look after Beatrice and her siblings, but that wasn’t the right answer; or at least, not the answer Beatrice needed right now. ‘Just know this. I love you, Beatrice Hughes, and I’m not going anywhere. You don’t have to carry your burdens alone anymore.’

			Beatrice dropped her hands. ‘My siblings are not a burden.’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’ How could her declaration of love go so wrong? If only she’d waited until all the papers were signed. ‘I understand that you love them and want the best for them. All I’m saying is that you aren’t alone anymore. I’m here to support you.’

			‘Forever?’

			‘If that’s what you want.’ Nell held her breath.

			Beatrice turned away and paced the room. ‘Maybe. I’m not sure.’

			‘How about we take it one day at a time? We don’t have to rush. Just know this. I love you. And I’m here for you.’ Nell’s voice broke with every word. This was her truth exposed before Beatrice, who obviously didn’t feel the same way. No wonder people called this heartbreak; it seemed like her heart couldn’t beat enough to pump her blood around her body. Her limbs were heavy, her head faint, and she couldn’t breathe properly.

			The door banged shut and Nell was alone in her hotel room with a grief that overwhelmed her. Nothing in the war had prepared her for being rejected by Beatrice. She’d known there was a risk Beatrice would send her away when she discovered how she’d manipulated Mr Taylor and the Captain, and that’s why she’d told Beatrice as much as she could. But she hadn’t expected this. To be pushed away like this. There was no measure for this awful feeling of loss, and she stared blankly at the closed door with a heavy heart.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Several days later, Beatrice stood outside the hospital, ready to do her duty as the eldest daughter. The conflict between duty and frustration sloshed inside her, a blend of nausea and dehydration. She’d avoided Father for too many days, but Nell had requested she visit today and the squirmy guilt in her gut reminded her she ought to see him. Nell who declared her love but wouldn’t tell her the truth. What kind of love was that?

			Nell’s words bubbled inside her, a witch’s cauldron of spices and horrors, steaming away. Precious, prickly Nell with her limp and her nightmares and her money and class and war heroism and... Beatrice unrolled her bun, threaded her fingers through her hair and wound it back up into a neat bun at the back of her head. She stabbed the pins back in, too hard, but satisfying. Nell’s declaration of love was too much, too soon. Every time she stopped doing busywork, she’d think about it again, about the way Nell had looked so hurt when she hadn’t been able to say she’d loved her back. She may as well stab her hairpins into her skin; it would hurt less than that look. She thought she probably did love Nell, but how could she be sure? She wished she could ask Mother about it.

			Would this grief for her murdered Mother ever fade enough that it didn’t feel like a punch to the chest? This messy collection of emotions, and the way her body responded to Nell, and everything couldn’t be love. It wasn’t happy or light. It was deep, as if the core of her being was connected to Nell. It was passion and strength and worry and uncertainty all wrapped together. What did love look like for her? She couldn’t stop thinking about Nell, and the thrilling, scary possibility of love.

			The façade of the Infirmary building on North Road was the same dark grey local stone as every other building on the street, with the round bay windows that had been fashionable back when the Infirmary had been built. It was set back from the street, unlike the neighbouring houses, and had a little garden out the front. The trims were painted in yellow, but the happy colour had faded with time and looked a bit sad. Like Beatrice herself; she’d faded with time, except for the moments when she was with Nell. Was that love? The way Nell energised her, cared for her, loved her body, and gave her pleasure?

			‘You don’t have to come in and see him.’ Nell held some papers the Captain had requested. Beatrice should ask what was on them, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer. The last time Nell had revealed a conversation with Father, Beatrice’s world had turned upside down. She still couldn’t believe that the Captain had pushed Mother off the Devil’s Bridge, and to add insult to injury, Chief Superintendent Smithson had closed Mother’s case yesterday. Mother’s death was officially an accident. No one was to blame. Father would take his culpability to the grave, forever a war hero, not a murderer.

			There were so many decisions to be made, not least of which was what to do about the farm when Father got healthy again. He had debts to pay. Beatrice hadn’t seen the invoice from the Crown and Thorn yet, but it was coming. She sighed. This was the problem with all this thinking: she went around and around in circles until she convinced herself everything was doomed. Better not accept Nell’s declaration of love because she didn’t deserve anything nice. Better not hope Nell had miraculously paid Father’s drunken bills, because he’d only create new ones once he left the hospital.

			‘Beatrice?’ Nell asked in a whisper. It was decision time. What choice did she really have? Did she ever have any choices? Oh—that’s why she couldn’t accept Nell’s love—because it was a choice, and she had no practice at making a choice for herself. Her heart thumped unsteadily.

			‘I know I don’t have to visit him, but I should.’

			‘Another few minutes won’t matter. Let’s just sit here in the lovely sunshine and wait a while.’ Nell sat elegantly on a bench at the edge of the small garden in front of the Infirmary Hospital. Beatrice joined her, perching on the edge of the seat.

			‘Do you think Constable Wheeler will be a good husband for Grace?’ Of all the questions racing in her head, this one seemed the least dramatic. Maybe talking about Grace and her love would solve her own dilemma?

			Nell shrugged one shoulder. ‘It’s a bit late to query that now he’s proposed and she has accepted. But he has been very diligent in attending her at dinner every night since we’ve been staying here in Aberystwyth.’

			‘I agree. Grace wants her own home, and I hope she has chosen well.’

			‘I will trust your judgement on whether Constable Wheeler is a good man. Lately, my judgement on men has proven to be questionable.’

			Beatrice patted Nell on the thigh and a little ripple of pleasure wound its way up her arm. Oh, how she wished she could fall in love with Nell. Nell’s ability to get things done appealed to her most basic needs; imagine having someone care for her instead of needing to care for everyone all the time. But that wasn’t love, was it? It was desperation. Great kisses didn’t mean they were destined to be together. Did it? Didn’t it only mean that their bodies were—compatible sounded too clinical, and meant for each other sounded too much like destiny. Why wasn’t there anyone she could ask about this? She shook her head and stared at Nell’s gorgeous face. The worry lines between her eyebrows and at the corners of her mouth were deep.

			‘Please forgive yourself for your loyalty to Father. It is my belief that his personality would have been suited to war conditions and you will have only seen him from that perspective.’

			‘You are right. Everything is harder, and everyone is harsher at the front. We spent so much time working that there was no chance to know what anyone was like when at leisure.’

			Beatrice scoffed. ‘Leisure? What leisure is there when an army is attacking?’ She was glad of the distracting conversation and laughed a bit too hard at her own comment.

			Nell tilted her head. ‘No, not much. A few snatched moments here or there, and mostly I used those for much-needed sleep.’

			‘Come on. Let’s get this over with.’ Beatrice stood up and brushed down her cardigan. The new fashionable knitted garment was easier to wear than a jacket, and tied low around her waist with a matching belt. If she had more money, she’d make herself several outfits in this new fashion. It was much easier to wear than her ancient day dresses, although her old dresses were suddenly fashionably short. During the war years, she’d cut off the bottom hems and sewn them up to just above the ankles. It made it easier to keep them out of the mud around the farm, and now the latest in fashions were shorter than ever before. They showed off Nell’s boots and slender ankles.

			Beatrice tried to not shiver with delight; last night she’d kissed the insides of Nell’s ankles, and then they’d brought each other pleasure again. They might be cagey around each other in the day, after Nell’s heartfelt declaration, but they still enjoyed each other’s company in bed every night. Warmth travelled down Beatrice’s torso, pooling in her core with a tingly reminder of Nell’s lips on her most sensitive places. This time the shiver couldn’t be stopped, and she hugged her cardigan tighter. Was she a hypocrite to enjoy Nell’s body without being certain if she loved her?

			‘Let’s do this.’

			Nell marched inside the hospital and informed reception of their intentions. She didn’t give them a chance to answer before she strode to the room the Captain had resided in last time they were here. The papers Nell carried rustled as she walked confidently to her destination. Beatrice followed, stressed about what was in those damned papers. She tried to grimace, but she smiled at Nell’s rigid spine and long flowing walk. One day Nell would put all that focus into changing the world, and Beatrice had no doubt Nell would make headway. Alone, she may not succeed, but Beatrice wanted to stand beside her as she tried. Beatrice paused to reflect on the odd thud in her chest. Was this panic or joy?

			Nell pushed open the door and strode through, leaving her no time to ponder her sudden response. In she went, into Father’s room—after all these years, Beatrice still paused whenever she thought of him, even in her head. Should she call him Father or follow his wishes and call him Captain?

			Warm understanding, and a little petty thrill, spread through her torso. She would call him Father from now on, because he didn’t deserve to have his wishes complied with. He was technically her father, even if he never fulfilled the role in the way she’d dreamed he might.

			‘Father. I hope you are listening to the doctor’s orders and making progress with your recovery.’ Beatrice swept around the end of his bed and looked down at her frail father curled up in a grey blanket. In less than a week, he had weakened. He coughed into a bloodstained cloth, his shoulders hunched as if he didn’t have the strength to even cough up the fluid filling his lungs.

			‘Captain Hughes, I have the paperwork for you to sign.’ Nell crouched down beside the bed. He reached out to take the pen from her hand, and Beatrice blinked back a surprised tear at the tremble in his hand. In less than a week, he’d gone from a huge presence that dominated every space, to this shell of his former self. His sudden frailty was an unexpected upset. Knowing what he’d done, and hating him for it, didn’t take away the shock of seeing him like this.

			Nell ran through the papers, indicating different sections to Father. Beatrice tried to pay attention to Nell’s mysterious paperwork, but she couldn’t concentrate on the individual words. Father’s breath rattled with every shallow pant of air. She needed to talk to a nurse and find out what had happened to him.

			‘Sorry to interrupt, but I’m just going to head out.’

			‘Of course.’ Nell glanced up at her with sympathy in those bright blue eyes of hers. Beatrice fled before she could cry in front of Father.

			‘Too weak. That’s why I need you,’ he croaked and Beatrice paused, unsure if she’d heard him correctly. What exactly did he need Nell for? Why hadn’t she made herself ask what he was signing away in those damned papers? She forced herself to leave the room and didn’t dare press the heels of her hands against her eyes until she was far away from him. Had he really said, ‘She’s too weak’? Or had he meant that he was too weak to carry on? Beatrice cracked her neck. It was time to find a nurse, because at least then she would know more about his condition and what other decisions she could make. She might not have much control over her life, but she still needed to think of her siblings and figure out how to best care for their needs. She brushed underneath her eyes with the back of her hand, and marched back to the reception desk.

			‘Excuse me. I’m Miss Hughes, the daughter of Captain Hughes. Can I please speak to someone about his condition?’

			‘Of course. Let me get the matron.’ The young nurse at reception leaped up and banged on a door. Beatrice cringed at the sudden loud noise. An older woman in a neat uniform stepped out of the room with a glare.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Matron, this is Miss Hughes.’

			‘Did you assess her? What is her condition?’

			Beatrice unclenched her face. Had she unwittingly given the impression she was ill? ‘Oh my goodness, no, I’m not ill. I’m only here to talk about my father, Captain Hughes.’

			‘I hate to speak ill of the ill, but are you aware of the state he was in when he was deposited here?’ The matron’s nostrils flared and her lips were pinched tight.

			‘Yes. I am aware.’ Beatrice didn’t need to say that Father had gotten himself so drunk after Mother’s funeral that they now owed the Crown and Thorn more money than she had to hand.

			‘You seem like a sensible person...’ The matron’s backhanded compliment was pointless. Beatrice only wanted information about her father. She interrupted the matron before she could dish out any more platitudes.

			‘Thank you. If you could simply inform me of Captain Hughes’s condition, so I can do some planning for the family? That would be most instructive.’ Beatrice channelled Nell’s ability to look down her nose at people so they just did as she wanted. She hoped the way her stomach flipped over with nerves wasn’t written on her face.

			‘Captain Hughes has pneumonia. It has progressed much faster than we expected, and I don’t think he will see out the next few days.’

			‘Oh.’ Beatrice wobbled on her feet as her blood drained from her face. He was going to die? And so soon? She should have expected that, given the awful cough had become worse, but to hear it from the matron made it real.

			‘I’m so sorry.’ The young nurse chirped in.

			Beatrice squared her shoulders. ‘It’s not unexpected. Captain Hughes was gassed at the front. He has had a terrible cough for at least nine months now. I guess I’m just adjusting to the news that he now has pneumonia on top of his already fragile condition.’

			‘Gassed. I see.’ The matron’s tone altered from her previous disdain to one of awe. Funny how the simple statement of Father’s war record changed people’s perspectives. Had no one mentioned it to the matron previously? He’d been here for over a week and was being treated like a drunk, not a war veteran. Beatrice caught herself before she sneered; maybe that was all he deserved—but no, she wouldn’t be so lacking in empathy, even for a murderer.

			‘I wish I could give better news for one of our war heroes, but I’m afraid the best we can do is keep him comfortable. Please visit as often as you can over the next few days.’

			‘Thank you.’ Beatrice stumbled back to Father’s room. War hero. She blew out a pish sound. She’d bet that he’d signed something dreadful into those papers. And Nell was complicit by not telling her what was written on them. She leaned against the wall for support. He better not have sold the farm away from Johnny and Dafydd. She knew he’d never give it to her. But he should have kept it in the family. Nell had mentioned buying the farm, once, ages ago. Was that the secret she was keeping confidential until the papers were signed? Beatrice didn’t want to have Nell fix her problems like that. One of the wonderful things about Nell was the way she had strong ethical principles. She cared for people—even if sometimes she forgot how they reacted to her own position in the world. Beatrice’s anxious brain couldn’t find a straight line in the muddle of everything that had happened lately, as if her whole world was a ball of wool tangled into many threads and knots that would take months to sort out. Beatrice breathed out slowly, the air brushing over her bottom lip in a tremor.

			‘Beatrice.’

			Beatrice opened her eyes. Nell stood in front of her in the hallway, waving the paperwork.

			‘He signed it.’ Nell’s smile held a gloat. That couldn’t be good. No one ever gloated in Beatrice’s favour. Foreboding washed over Beatrice’s body and she leaned her shoulder against the cold brick wall.

			‘What did you do?’

			‘He asked me to become the formal guardian of his estate. These papers—signed by his hand—grant me power of attorney over all his assets, to be governed on behalf of his heirs.’

			‘Johnny and Dafydd?’ Beatrice rested her head back against the wall. So that was it. The property would stay in the family, but Nell would oversee it until Johnny was of age. That wasn’t too bad, was it? Beatrice could live under those conditions—preserving the farm for Johnny’s future. Nell would be her new dictator, but at least Nell was kind. She sagged against the wall. It wasn’t the worst, but it wasn’t great news either.

			‘Yes. His male heirs... Well, you know what he’s like. But do you want to know something really fun?’

			Beatrice stood up straight. ‘What did you do?’ She glanced back at Father’s room. Would he hear them?

			Nell’s gaze followed hers. ‘Come on. Let’s go outside.’

			 

			Nell skipped down the few steps to the front garden and waved the papers again in Beatrice’s direction. The delight on her features sent a cold chill over the back of Beatrice’s neck.

			‘I’m not the sole executor of his will.’ An odd tone in Nell’s voice made the hairs on her arms stick up.

			Beatrice rubbed the backs of her hands, one after the other. ‘Excuse me?’

			Nell grinned, her eyes dancing with delight. ‘You are too.’

			Beatrice’s mouth dried and she stared blankly. ‘I am?’ She couldn’t move, every muscle frozen.

			‘Yes. I added your name to the guardianship of his estate.’ A giddy smile played on Nell’s lips.

			‘You did what?’

			‘It took a few days to organise the paperwork...’

			‘Oh? I thought you were’—Beatrice didn’t want to admit her ridiculous imaginings—‘with Tommy.’ A tremor ran down Beatrice’s spine. She was missing something. Not just something, but a whole lot of everything.

			Nell tilted her head. ‘Yes. I was with Tommy. I told you I had to do some paperwork for Captain Hughes, and it was confidential. I rode Tommy to the hospital to get a letter of intent from the Captain to take to his lawyers, and I needed to get some confirmation papers about myself sent on the train from Newmarket. Pa has been very helpful in organising that.’

			‘I suppose he sent a servant?’ Beatrice wasn’t sure why she wanted to be snarky. Except Nell had gone behind her back. Lied. Again. To give her this. Power. Nell had given her the power over her own future. Her father’s estate, when he died, was in her power. She was an executor of his will. She could make her own decisions about her life, and about her siblings.

			‘No. Just the standard train service with a parcel.’

			‘Why couldn’t you tell me?’ Beatrice rubbed her eyes. Her whole body started to lighten, like she was floating.

			Nell pinched her lips together and closed her eyes. ‘This has been the hardest decision. And I’m still not sure I made the right choice.’

			‘About me?’

			Nell shook her head. ‘No. I know I love you. To be here with you is the easiest choice. It was near on impossible to avoid telling you what I was planning.’ Nell shifted awkwardly and rolled her shoulders.

			‘You planned this?’ Beatrice didn’t know what to believe. A roar in her ears because Nell had lied—by omission—again opposed the rush of glee hammering in her chest. Nell had given her power over her own future.

			‘Yes. And I wanted to tell you what I was doing. Damn, did I ever want to tell you!’ Nell slapped her thigh and Beatrice winced at the noise.

			‘Why didn’t you?’

			Nell bit her bottom lip, and her eyes crumpled at the edges. She leaned in close and whispered. ‘Because I had to lie to the lawyer to get your name on the papers. I pretended that Captain Hughes had agreed to you as joint executor. Then I had to lie to your father to get him to sign the papers. He would never have agreed if he’d known you were there too. He wanted me, a Lady, to have control of his assets and be the guardian of his heirs. His ridiculous bias against you meant I had to trick everyone to get your name on the official paperwork and I’ve worried so much about this. I didn’t tell you because I knew you were coming with me, and I worried that together we’d give the Captain a clue and he wouldn’t sign.’

			‘Oh. That’s quite convoluted.’ More convoluted than anything she’d imagined, and yet, it all made perfect sense. The ball of wool started to unravel. Knowing Father wouldn’t want her to be the executor of his estate was an unpleasant truth, and one she’d suspected for years. Beatrice wanted to growl at the necessary method Nell had employed to get Father to do the right thing by her. For her.

			Nell ran her hand through her hair. ‘I know. And I’m still not sure I made the right decision.’

			‘You already said that.’ Beatrice breathed in the fresh summer sunshine. The floodwaters had ebbed now, and summer was finally here. She stared out over Aberystwyth, her lungs unsteady. In and out. Eventually her heart stopped its erratic nonsense, and she realised exactly what Nell had given her. Her name on those papers meant she was franchised to make decisions about her future. Nell had tricked everyone—Father, his lawyer, and even Beatrice herself—to give her control over her own future.

			‘Nell?’

			‘Yes.’ Nell stood half a step behind her, waiting patiently.

			‘Does that mean I have access to everything? All of Father’s funds? His war income too?’ Beatrice pressed her hands against her stomach. She could manage the farm for her brothers over the next decade, for the good of her whole family. And not just manage the farm, but all of Father’s funds too. Grace could have a proper wedding, and maybe even a small dowry if there was enough. An epic thrill flooded her, like a jolt from an electric cable, and she stumbled as she lurched forward with a misstep. She reached out and grabbed Nell for support—Nell who’d given her the ability to support herself—and straightened up.

			‘Yes. Everything.’ Nell’s smile was everything and more. It stretched across her face and took away all the worried lines of the past few days. Beatrice wanted to bathe in the warmth radiating from Nell.

			‘Yes. You and I are his executors. It doesn’t give you free rein to do whatever you want with his money—we can’t just take his funds and travel, for instance—but it gives you the power to use all his assets to fulfil the terms of his will.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘And this’—Nell waved the signed papers—‘also includes the guardianship of the children. It speaks rather poorly of Captain Hughes’s character that he signed the protection of his children to me, a relative stranger. However, my inclusion of your name mitigates that in my opinion. The lawyer was reticent to include my name on these papers, and I had to get a letter from Captain Hughes to indicate that these were his wishes.’

			‘When?’

			‘Two days ago.’

			Beatrice half turned to face Nell. ‘But he’s not strong enough to write a letter. He could barely hold the pen to sign just now.’

			‘He dictated it to me. It was slow going between his consumptive coughs, but we got there.’

			‘Where was I?’ Beatrice wanted to protest—why hadn’t she noticed Nell had disappeared for so long that day?

			‘At the library with Dafydd and Ira. And another thing, I’d like to sponsor Dafydd’s education. He has shown an affinity for learning.’

			Beatrice shook out her hands. ‘Wait. One thing at a time. If Father dictated a letter saying he wanted you—and only you—to be his executor, how did you convince the lawyer to write my name on the papers?’

			Nell smiled, a smug little grin. ‘The lawyer didn’t blink at your name. He was more worried about mine. As for the Captain, I added you to the letter he dictated and simply skipped your name when I read it back to the Captain. It was surprisingly easy to fold the letter so he couldn’t see it when he signed at the bottom. I simply used a small Bible to rest the end of the letter on, so he had something hard to press on when signing, and that meant your name folded over the edge of the book where he couldn’t see it.’

			Beatrice gasped. ‘You tricked him.’ She looked around her. ‘What if someone overhears us? What happens if someone tells him?’ Her heart raced again, and she lifted her hand off her stomach to press her knuckles against her breastbone.

			‘That’s why I couldn’t tell you. You’ll be able to claim that you honestly had no idea about any of my scheming until after it was all signed. You are protected.’

			‘But you will go to jail?’

			Nell winced. ‘Maybe. Or maybe not. After all, my uncle is a Duke. Maybe it’s time I wielded my birthright for good, and if that comes at a personal cost to me, it will have been worth it to grant you power over your future.’

			Beatrice couldn’t speak. Nell had lied to her to keep her out of prison? The previously convoluted logic suddenly made sense in a weird kind of way. Nell made this decision, knowing she might be arrested if it was discovered, to give Beatrice agency over her life. This was the best damned gift anyone had ever given her. Better than new dresses and a place to stay when they couldn’t get home. Better than the handmade cards Mother had created when she was a child. Better than her wildest dreams. She was free to make her own choices. No more dictators running her life. This was freedom.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Nell held her breath. The flickering changing emotions racing over Beatrice’s features gave Nell pause. For several long moments, Nell stared into Beatrice’s brown eyes and waited with her heart thumping.

			‘Why? Nell. Why did you do it?’ Beatrice ran her hands down her dress and her voice lowered in pitch.

			‘Because you are my heart, Beatrice. You own my body and my heart. I want you to be free to choose me.’ For Nell, the answer was simple. She loved Beatrice and she wanted to remove every hurdle from her life so she would be free to choose.

			Hopefully, Beatrice would choose her. ‘Everything comes easily to you, doesn’t it?’

			Nell wanted to reply with ‘Not everything,’ because the one thing she desired most was her love for Beatrice to be returned; her whole world felt like it was about to come crashing down. Beatrice didn’t want her. Pressure built behind her eyes and she swallowed.

			‘Beatrice...’

			Beatrice hauled in a deep breath, pink slashes on her cheeks. ‘This isn’t love. Just because I’m the first woman you’ve seen in how many years, the first one to kiss you, doesn’t mean you are in love. You just want to save me, to appease your own guilt about—’

			‘My own guilt?’ Nell glared back at her. ‘Is that really what you think about me?’

			‘Yes. No. I don’t even know what I think.’ Beatrice bowed her head and her shoulders shook as she breathed out.

			‘I can wait for you.’

			‘I suppose you could. You can afford to wait.’

			Nell gasped. ‘Is this about my money? I’ll give it all away if that’s what it takes.’

			‘No. Be sensible.’ Beatrice’s practical nature shone even while Nell wanted to throw her hands up in the air dramatically and pace around the Infirmary Hospital’s front garden.

			‘I don’t know how. All I know is that you’ve stolen my heart, Beatrice, and you are stomping on it. Please tell me what I can do—’ She didn’t finish. Saying ‘to make you love me’ sounded desperate and awful.

			‘All my life, no one has put me first. Forgive me if I find your declaration hard to believe.’

			If her heart wasn’t already broken, it was shattered now.

			‘You’ll always be first for me. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for you.’ Nell squared her shoulders because there was one thing she really needed to say and it was hard. She’d much rather ignore it, but she couldn’t. Not if she wanted real love. ‘Except being at your mother’s funeral. I wish I could go back to that day and be there for you then too. No amount of apology can mend my mistake.’

			‘You had good reasons.’

			‘Please don’t excuse me. I know I’m not the easiest person to be around—’ Nell didn’t bother with detailing her nightmares and shell shock. Beatrice already accepted all Nell’s faults, that was one of the reasons she loved her. When she’d stepped onto the wharf at Aberystwyth with Tommy, she’d wondered how her family would see her, now she was Nell, not Lady Eleanor. She’d changed so much. The war had left its scars on her, and their letters told of an unchanged world in Newmarket. Would they even recognise her? Thanks to Beatrice, it didn’t matter. They’d learn.

			‘You know me—scars and all—and you balance out all my sharp edges.’

			Beatrice’s mouth quirked up on one side. ‘Balance? No, what I want to be is your whetstone. I want to sharpen your edges even more and watch you help people like me be seen.’

			Hope swelled in her chest, a fluttering fleeting tingle. ‘Together.’

			‘Yes.’ That single word sent a glow through Nell’s body and she took a half step towards Beatrice, but stopped when Beatrice held up her hand. ‘Together we can change the world. One person at a time, starting with me. Thank you for giving me my birthright. Father should have always given me power of attorney in his will. I’m the oldest. I’ve done all the work.’

			Nell nodded vigorously, rejoicing in Beatrice’s realisation.

			‘I don’t understand why I want to fight you about this....’ Beatrice dragged in a deep breath, her luscious lips slightly parted. ‘I love that you thought of me, that you risked yourself to give me freedom and agency over my life. But I can’t let myself trust that this is real. I’m sorry.’ Beatrice bowed her head. Nell quietly unfolded the signed paperwork.

			‘Beatrice.’ She stepped closer and whispered her name, waiting until Beatrice lifted her head. The depth of emotion swirling in her brown eyes mattered more than Nell’s own broken heart lying in pieces in the hospital garden. Nell wanted to wrap Beatrice in a hug and comfort her until all the emotion settled into quiet calm.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Look at this.’ Nell pointed to Captain Hughes’s signature. ‘Your father signed this. It’s legal. It’s real.’

			Beatrice rolled her eyes and sighed. ‘I’m being silly, aren’t I?’

			‘No, not at all. Doubt is normal. I doubted myself many times while getting this organised. Your worries are never silly.’

			‘What happens now?’

			‘We need to give these signed papers to Mr. Taylor, Captain Hughes’s lawyer, and he will keep them safe.’

			Beatrice straightened and waved down the road back towards the town centre. ‘What are we waiting for? We need to get them to him before something goes wrong. What if you drop them in a puddle? What if, heaven forbid, Father dies before we lodge them? What if—’

			‘Stop.’ Nell cut her off. ‘He’s already signed them, and Mr Taylor has the Captain’s letter of intent, so even if I trip and the papers fall into a fire, they can be remade.’

			‘What about his signature?’

			‘Obviously it makes it easier that he’s signed it, but we could argue the case for us based on his letter of intent.’

			‘So I should stop worrying? I just can’t stop thinking about what might go wrong.’

			‘Beatrice. One of the things I love about you is that you think about other people and their needs. You care, and you always put others first. If the downside of that is that you imagine potential catastrophes, I love that about you too. I don’t believe love is just picking the happy, nice parts of someone. It’s loving every part of them, positive and negative.’

			‘You do?’

			‘Yes. I do.’

			Beatrice smiled. At first, a tiny tremulous smile, then it grew and grew until she beamed. ‘I was so worried that this wasn’t love because I wasn’t grinning like Grace does, all the time, but love for me doesn’t mean overt happiness. It means moments like this, when you accept all my faults.’

			‘I do accept all your faults. More than that, I love your faults too because they belong to you. Besides, trust me, your faults are much less than mine.’

			Beatrice giggled. ‘It’s hardly a competition, but I do believe you are right. I’m much more polite than you.’

			‘I can be polite.’

			‘Your version of polite is society polite where you cut people with those sharp edges of yours and they thank you for letting them bleed. I like it, but it’s not what I meant.’

			Nell gasped. Was that really how Beatrice saw her? ‘I didn’t used to be like that, before the war...’ A motorcar drove past with a loud roar, interrupting the peaceful countryside. Nell clenched her jaw to hide her flinch.

			‘But I didn’t know you then. And I like your sharp edges. I want to take care of you when your knee hurts, or you have a nightmare.’ Beatrice reached out and traced her finger along Nell’s cheek, and pressed lightly on the tense muscle of her jaw. ‘Love isn’t enjoying the easy parts; it’s taking the whole person and loving all of them. It’s complicated. It’s why I can be upset because Father is dying, even though he’s a bad person. He’s still my father.’

			‘I’m not sure that’s an analogy that works for me.’ Nell didn’t want to be loved out of duty, pitied by Beatrice because she had to and because she was a giver of love. If she was sensible, she’d turn away from Beatrice’s kind touch, not let the agonising heartache continue.

			‘That’s not what I meant. I meant that people are complex and if you can love me when I’m worried about things that don’t matter in the big scheme of the world, and you can love me when I grieve for Father, even though he doesn’t deserve my tears. Why am I crying over him? I’ve cried so much and lost so much, and he’s caused most of that.’

			‘Because your heart is so big, Beatrice. You have space in there for everyone, you see the good in people, like you say, even when they don’t deserve it. You allow for the subtleties of life. How could anyone not love you? I’m just blessed to be the one who fell for you first.’

			‘I’m not that good. I still want to throttle him. The arrogance of him. How bloody dare he?’ Beatrice’s fingers spread over Nell’s face with increased pressure, then she whipped her hand away.

			‘Yes. He’s hurt you, and it’s natural to be angry about that.’ Nell understood how it felt to have a complex relationship with Captain Hughes. He’d helped her, he’d ignored her, and he’d been a terrible father to the most wonderful person in the world, Beatrice.

			Beatrice kicked the edge of the garden. ‘More than hurt. He stole Mother from me. How do I heal from that?’

			‘The same way I heal from shell shock. Slowly. Together, with you. By loving each other and letting each other heal over time.’

			Beatrice smiled slowly. ‘That’s... That’s very wise of you. Shell shock?’

			‘I didn’t know it had a name until recently. I didn’t spend a lot of time during the war listening to soldiers talk.’ Nell stopped herself. Now wasn’t the time to talk about how she talked to men when they delivered horses to the hospital, but how she didn’t really belong, and didn’t talk to soldiers about their different ailments. Human ailments hadn’t been her specialty. ‘Do you remember Mrs Jobe with the lovely scones at her shop? Her husband, Corporal Jobe, the wharfie, used the term when we met, and I looked it up at the library.’

			‘Is that the bad headache you had at the hotel on the first day we were there?’

			Nell sniffed, almost a wince. ‘Some doctors think it’s not real. Just a lack of moral fibre, a lack of courage.’

			‘That can’t be true.’

			‘No. I think it’s a natural reaction to all the shelling. Not just the noise, but actually being blown up. My bad knee was caused by a random piece of shrapnel getting imbedded in the joint. It aches when it’s cold. But you have to know, if we are going to decide to live together, it won’t be easy. I have these irrational responses to things. Loud noises make me jump, I get terrible headaches where I can’t function, sometimes I blank out. I don’t want to frighten you.’ Admitting it all to Beatrice didn’t make her stomach clench like she’d worried it might. Beatrice had seen most of her troubles already and she was still here.

			‘Nell. I love you. I trust that you wouldn’t hurt me. You don’t frighten me. If you have to live with shell shock, then I can too.’

			Nell jerked her gaze up off the ground and stared at Beatrice. ‘Really? You love me.’

			‘Yes. I trust you and I believe you.’ The pulse in Nell’s neck throbbed. Had Beatrice just forgiven her?

			‘It just took a while to figure it out and stop doubting whether I was worthy. Come on. Let’s deliver those papers and take control of our lives.’ Beatrice tucked her arm into Nell’s elbow and started walking.

			‘You are most definitely worthy of love. I adore you.’ Nell walked arm in arm with Beatrice down North Road towards Mr Taylor’s office, and their future.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			‘Thank you, Lady Eleanor and Miss Hughes.’

			Beatrice pinched her lips together to prevent a gleeful smile as Mr Taylor spoke their names together.

			‘It has been my pleasure to work with you. I sincerely hope Captain Hughes recovers from his current illness and it is a long time before I have to work with you again.’

			‘We understand. This is not the easiest subject,’ Nell said politely.

			‘With my brothers being only ten and nine, and with Father’s fragile health, I’m glad we have had a chance to meet before we are required to make more difficult decisions.’ Beatrice echoed Nell’s politeness, even as her skin buzzed. She was almost free.

			‘Please keep me informed, and if there is anything I can do in the meantime to assist you in giving the young Masters Hughes everything they require, please do let me know.’

			‘Thank you.’ Beatrice bowed her head.

			‘Thank you. We will leave all the rest of the paperwork in your capable hands. If you need to contact either of us, please send a message to either Bwthyn in Capel Bangor, or care of Lord St. George, Newmarket.’ Nell turned on her heels and opened Mr Taylor’s office door, indicating to Beatrice that she should leave first. She walked through with a gentle satisfied warmth spreading from her chest out to her limbs. Nell’s scheming had worked, and she was now an executor of Father’s will. When he died, she would have control over her future, and her siblings’ futures. She’d be able to give them their dreams, and little Ira would grow up safe in the knowledge that she could choose whatever life she wanted. She’d be able to pay for Dafydd’s education, and keep the farm for Johnny, and maybe even give Grace a dowry so she had some funds of her own. Beatrice knew precisely what it was like to have your entire existence funded by a man, and she wanted to give Grace a little bit of freedom from that. Enough that she could walk away if Constable Wheeler turned out to be like Father, or a fund for her children’s future if Wheeler was a loving husband.

			‘Come on. Let’s get out of here.’ Nell tucked her arm under Beatrice’s elbow and tugged.

			‘What’s the rush? We’ve achieved the most important thing today.’

			Nell smiled, a huge joyful burst across her face; she looked younger and lighter than she had in days. ‘I want to celebrate.’

			Heat rushed up Beatrice’s spine. ‘I want that too.’ Her voice was smoky with desire. Nell pulled her closer, so their bodies connected all the way from their knees to their shoulders, and Beatrice was tempted to rest her head on Nell’s shoulder. Or better yet, lean in close and kiss the little hollow just under her shirt, where her neck met her shoulder. To taste Nell’s skin and kiss all the way down her body.

			Beatrice’s cheeks blazed as they walked out of the lawyer’s office building onto the main street of Aberystwyth. If the people walking past minding their own business had any clue to her innermost thoughts, they’d probably lock her up. But her secrets were safe with Nell. Her Nell, the love of her life. Nell who’d schemed to give her the freedom to choose her own pathway. Together they’d figure out a life together, with love at the heart of everything they did. She wanted to skip down the street and shout her love to everyone. Imagine the shock on their faces. Instead, she brushed her fingers against Nell’s hip, the motion hidden by her cardigan and the way Nell’s arm connected them.

			‘It looks like we might have to wait.’ Nell let out a tight sigh. Johnny stood on the steps of the Talbot Hotel, waving at them.

			‘Perhaps Tommy is ill again? You’d better go.’

			‘Come on.’ Nell picked up her pace and Beatrice lengthened her stride to keep up with her. Nell’s longer legs meant she started to get ahead of Beatrice, and in a few strides, Nell let go of her arm and marched towards Johnny. Beatrice rushed up the steps to hear the end of their conversation.

			‘...in the motorcar.’

			‘I will talk to the hotel staff and finalise our bill. Why don’t you help Grace pack everyone up? Oh, Beatrice, some good news. Constable Wheeler has offered to drive everyone out to the farm. He’s borrowed Smithson’s motorcar for the day.’

			‘Excellent news.’

			‘But what about Tommy? He can’t stay here.’ Johnny’s concern for the horse reminded Beatrice of Nell’s job offer for him. They’d tell him once they were home.

			‘Don’t worry about Tommy. I’ll settle everything with the hotel, then ride him home.’ Nell waved in the direction of the hotel. ‘Where is Grace?’

			‘She’s out the back with Constable Wheeler.’

			‘Alone?’ Beatrice queried. They weren’t married yet. Grace should protect herself from gossip by having a chaperone.

			‘No. Ira is with them.’

			‘And where is Dafydd?’

			‘He went to the library.’

			‘By himself?’ Beatrice had left her siblings in Grace’s care. All she wanted to do was kiss Nell and declare her love in the most pure of terms, and now she had to corral her siblings. How frustrating to have real life impact on her own desires just as she was finally free to enjoy them. She wanted to kick her toe in the mud and rail against her responsibilities, but of course, she didn’t. The source of her joy was having her responsibilities formalised, and better than just that. Together with Nell, they were the guardians of the farm and Beatrice’s siblings. Their names were together on a piece of paper, a contract binding them, similar to marriage. Beatrice eased out a long breath, her body warm all the way through. Now she got to do all the work, but with the benefit of doing it with freedom of choice. She didn’t have to listen to Father’s opinions or beg him for money. She could run the farm and household for the good of everyone with nothing more than her own opinions. That was what Nell had given her, and even though Father still lay in hospital, she may as well start working in the way she intended to carry on.

			‘I can go and find him, if you like,’ Nell offered.

			‘No.’ Beatrice took control, and the blood in her veins buzzed with the wondrous capacity of making choices for everyone. ‘Johnny, please get your brother. Nell, you settle up with the hotel, and meet me out the back with Tommy once you are done. I will talk to Grace and get everyone ready to head home.’

			Nell smiled and leaned closer to whisper in her ear. ‘I like it when you take charge. You should do it more often.’ Beatrice’s face felt like it would burn off as heat flooded her cheeks.

			‘Later,’ she whispered back. ‘Off you go, Johnny, and when we get back to the farm, I want to have a chat about your education.’

			‘I hate school.’ Johnny’s small shoulders slumped.

			‘Not school. Education. There are lots of options. You could take up an apprenticeship, for example.’

			‘With horses?’ Johnny’s eyes opened wide and Nell’s lips parted as if she were going to speak. Beatrice shook her head.

			‘Yes. We’ll talk about it when we get settled back at home. There will be lots of jobs that need doing first—the bottom paddocks were all flooded, and all the usual tasks that haven’t been done over the past week. But first, go and get Dafydd.’

			Johnny grinned, then trotted down the steps away from the hotel.

			‘You didn’t tell him?’

			‘Not yet. Did you hear back from your family?’

			‘I’ll have to check if a telegram has come.’

			Beatrice nodded. ‘I didn’t want to get his hopes up. He’s had a lot of change lately, and I want everyone to spend some time together before we throw any more at them.’

			‘Oh, of course, that makes absolute sense. I’ll meet you out by Tommy soon.’ Nell started to walk away.

			‘Nell.’

			She looked over her shoulder. ‘Yes?’

			‘I wish we had time for a short celebration, but I need to get everyone else organised. And then we can talk about how we want to live.’

			‘You want me to stay?’

			Beatrice swallowed. ‘Of course I do. We are in this together.’ Nell’s brilliant smile was worth every cagey word, and Beatrice couldn’t wait to see Nell’s expression when they finally were able to be together alone.

			 

			‘Nell,’ Beatrice whispered against the back of Nell’s neck as they rode Tommy home. Nell had sent Tommy’s saddle with the motorcar, and they rode bareback with Nell in front guiding the horse and Beatrice pressed hard against Nell’s spine. With every stride, her breasts rubbed against Nell’s back. Nell hummed.

			‘You are my gwir galon, my true heart, my fy nghariad, my love.’ Beatrice slid her hand up from Nell’s waist and traced along the back of Nell’s collar. Goosebumps rose up on the back of Nell’s neck, and Beatrice brushed her lips over them.

			‘And mine.’ Nell’s throaty whisper sent a familiar heat up Beatrice’s spine.

			‘Yes. I know it took me a while to realise it, but I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my days with you.’

			‘I want that too.’ Nell twisted around and Tommy slowed to a halt. He nibbled at the hedgerow as Beatrice pressed her lips against Nell’s cheek.

			‘Can we get home faster?’ She nibbled at Nell’s earlobe, drinking in the sound of Nell’s breathy moan.

			‘I’d rather kiss you here. Once we get back to the farm, everyone will be there.’

			‘Good point.’ Beatrice grinned, letting her lips glide over Nell’s skin. She gripped Nell’s sides, then slid her hands over her breasts and slim waist under her military-style jacket. The tailored jacket hugged Nell’s angular shape, and Beatrice traced down to the base of the jacket. She slipped her hands around Nell’s waist, and started undoing the buttons.

			‘Not here.’

			‘Why not? What is the chance someone will come past?’

			Nell snorted. ‘Not much, but I’ve just found you. I don’t want to risk losing you again.’

			‘Fair enough.’ Beatrice nibbled kisses down Nell’s slender neck and slid her hands down to cup Nell, whose breath whooshed out of her. Tommy threw his head up and they both nearly slid off the horse as he reacted to Nell’s rapid breath.

			‘Kiss me once more, and then we’ll have to wait until everyone is asleep tonight.’

			‘Is that a promise?’ Beatrice used her newfound empowerment to tease Nell. Freedom and power tasted like lemon pie, sweet and tart, and fresh, like she’d finally found herself. She had power over her own life. It would take some getting used to, being able to make her own decisions.

			‘Absolutely.’

			‘And all your nights belong to me.’ Power surged and it was heady.

			‘And you to me. Damn, I love you.’ With that declaration, Nell leaned forward to pat Tommy, who started eating the hedge again. She twisted all the way around and held Beatrice’s shoulder for balance before she closed the distance between them and kissed her. Beatrice felt the kiss like a full-body sigh, one that tasted like forever, and home. Together they could deal with whatever trouble was on the horizon. Beatrice had Nell to share her burdens and her glories. This was love. True, everlasting love.

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			June 1920

			Nell stood on Devil’s Bridge with Beatrice and her whole family on the anniversary of Mrs Hughes’s death. The sun shone brightly on this gorgeous summer’s day and the light spray from the rushing waterfall below hung in the air like little fairies sparkling. Last year, the rain had created floods; this year, the weather was peaceful.

			‘Ira should go first.’ Beatrice had wanted to begin a new Hughes family tradition, a way to honour her mother, and together they’d spent many evenings trying to figure out something suitable. It had been Ira’s obsession with the Devil’s Bridge story over the past year that had led to this idea, in part to help Ira find a way to cope with the loss of her mother in such awful circumstances. They hadn’t told her the whole story yet—she was too young to hear the truth about her father, and since Captain Hughes had died a few months after he’d killed his wife, Beatrice had wanted to give everyone time to heal first.

			Ira stepped up to the edge of the bridge, her eyes level with the barrier. She pulled herself up onto tiptoes and tried to peer over the edge of the bridge.

			‘Mother.’ Ira’s little voice was almost swallowed by the rushing water under the bridge and the overhanging vegetation. ‘I miss you. I hope you are happy. Here is some tea, so you can drink it with the old lady who bested the devil.’ Ira reached over the barrier and opened her hand to sprinkle tea-leaves into the Rheidol River below. Nell brushed away a tear from Beatrice’s cheek, and Beatrice pushed her hand away.

			‘Just let them fall.’ Beatrice blinked those fathomless, beautiful brown eyes, and Nell tucked her hand away. She stepped back to let the family grieve together.

			‘Grace? Do you want to go next?’

			Grace nodded and stepped forward with one hand cradling her very pregnant stomach. Rhys walked to the edge of the bridge beside his wife with his arm around her waist. He whispered in her ear, and Grace swallowed.

			‘Mother. I wish you were here to guide me over the next few months. I wish you could meet Rhys and see how happy I am. Please enjoy a cup of tea in heaven, and I really want you to know that if this child is a boy, we will be naming him after Jimmy, and definitely not after Father.’

			Nell glanced at Beatrice as Grace made her fierce declaration, and Beatrice winked. All their discussions about the suffragettes and equality had left their mark on Grace’s relationship with Rhys. He’d moved out of his bachelor accommodation after their marriage, and into Bwthyn, where Grace ran the household with aplomb. Rhys had grown into his role as caretaker for Dafydd and Ira alongside Grace, and Nell felt a deep satisfaction at the way Grace had matured over the past year. Much of that was due to Beatrice, who took on her duties as the guardian of the estate with a quiet strength, providing an excellent example to Grace and Ira. After years of having all the responsibility for everyone and no power to make decisions, Beatrice thrived with the opportunity to help everyone grow. Grace scattered her handful of tea-leaves over the edge of Devil’s Bridge, with gentle tears running down her face.

			‘Johnny? Dafydd?’ Grace stepped back and Beatrice tipped a handful of tea-leaves into Johnny’s open palm. Both Johnny and Dafydd said nothing, just stared down at the swirling river below as they threw a handful of tea-leaves down. With Grace in charge of the household, Nell and Beatrice were free to travel. They’d gone immediately to Newmarket with Johnny and introduced him to Pa, who’d taken him on as a farm-hand apprentice. It was going well, although Johnny still had moments of fragility that reminded Nell of his youth. And from Grace’s reports, Dafydd had thrown himself into his education, excelling at mathematics thanks to his new tutor. Nell was glad her funds could give him an opportunity that Captain Hughes’s estate couldn’t afford. This was true partnership, not just helping Beatrice and watching her gain confidence in herself, but also helping Beatrice’s family to succeed.

			‘That just leaves you, Beatrice.’ Grace rubbed her sister on the shoulder, and Beatrice stepped forward with a glance to Nell.

			‘Come here.’

			Nell stood beside her. Grace had accepted their relationship after a long and confusing conversation one evening shortly after the Captain had passed away, but they hadn’t discussed it with anyone else. From the way Rhys accepted Nell’s place beside Beatrice, she knew Grace had probably said something to him as well. Maybe not the whole truth, given his position in the town as a police constable, but enough that he wasn’t bothered by them living their life together as spinster aunts. Nell’s family hadn’t blinked when she’d introduced Beatrice as her very dear friend and life partner. Why had Nell ever doubted their acceptance and love?

			‘Mother. I love you, and I miss you. I miss your caring heart, and I know you’d be happy to see me happy.’ Beatrice glanced at Nell with a quick smile. ‘Your life was ended too soon, and I hope you have found laughter and much deserved happiness in heaven with the old lady who outwitted the devil. I’m so sorry you couldn’t win over your own personal devil, but your pain is gone now. It lingers with us because we miss you. You will always be in our hearts, as will Gareth, Aled, and Owen. Enjoy your tea.’ Beatrice tipped her handful of tea-leaves over the edge of the bridge and leaned over. Nell leaned too and watched the tiny fragments of dried tea fall. They danced on the breeze until they landed in the swirling, rushing waterfall under the bridge. Beatrice’s tears dripped off her face and Nell wished she could make some of her own fall as well. She hadn’t been able to cry since the war, only during her nightmares, which hadn’t abated over the last year. Ma wanted her to see a specialist in London, but Nell refused. The army had just banned the use of the word shell shock, and most doctors had fallen into line with them.

			Beatrice reached out and brushed her thumb across Nell’s cheek. ‘A tear.’

			The amazement in her voice filled Nell with hope. Maybe she could cry, after such a long time without tears. She let out a trembling breath and tried to smile. Recovery might be a lifelong journey. Nell swallowed away the lump in her throat; to have someone beside her as she learned to cope made the road easier. The love of her life.

			Nell hoped the next decade would bring more happiness to England, a time of healing and love after so much death and anger. But she knew one thing for certain: whatever the future held, she would have Beatrice at her side to deal with it together.
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			Author Note

			To write a book set in 1919 and find a happily ever after has been a difficult task given the highly fraught social conditions at the time. The end of the Great War brought many changes to society; some women were granted the vote in November 1918, the Russian Revolution had the British upper classes worried about their own privileged positions, a depressed labour market meant men who’d fought came home to joblessness and a lack of health care (particularly mental health care), and many soldiers from across Britain’s colonies migrated to England only to find it wasn’t as friendly as they’d hoped. Throw in the knowledge that the Great Depression and WWII is on the horizon for my characters—­they don’t know it, but readers do—was an added challenge. People are incredibly resilient and find love under the toughest conditions.

			In popular culture, WWI is often shown to be a white man’s war, and yet, growing up in New Zealand, we learned all about the Māori Battalion and their incredible victory at Chunuk Bair in August 1915 as part of the failed Gallipoli campaign. The win was temporary and has unfortunately largely been erased from WWI narratives. The service of the Māori Battalion, as well as the Indian Battalions, North African troops, Chinese labourers, Aboriginal soldiers, and so many others, have also been erased from popular culture and I wanted to make sure I didn’t do the same. These soldiers all faced more trials when they arrived back from the war. In Australia, the White Australia Policy ruled, and Aboriginal people didn’t get the vote until the 1960s, and Aboriginal soldiers were not welcomed in The Returned Sailors and Soldiers Imperial League of Australia, which was the original name of the Returned and Services League (RSL). In New Zealand, the government had an equal access policy to its rehabilitation programme for returned soldiers, however, the Waitangi Tribunal later found evidence this didn’t happen in practice, with Māori soldiers being overlooked and ignored.

			Dr Aleen Cust was the first woman to be recognised as a veterinarian in the British Empire in 1922. Is it unrealistic to have Nell working as a veterinarian? No. Dr Aleen Cust provides the pathway. Additionally, more than twenty women are known to have worked as human doctors in military hospitals in the war zone, even though the British Empire denied them the chance to enlist. They simply enlisted as volunteers for organisations like the Red Cross instead.

			If you want to know more about the historical research I did for this book, you can read about it at my website:

			http://www.reneedahlia.com/books/great-war/her-ladys-honor/
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			Jude rides a motorcycle, kisses hard and gives  Iris the perfect distraction from her mess of a life. But come September, Iris is still determined to  get out of this zero-stoplight town—unless Jude  can give her a reason to stay.

			Keep reading for an excerpt from 
The Girl Next Door 
by New York Times bestselling author 
Chelsea M. Cameron.

			Chapter One

			Iris

			I smelled the ocean before I saw it. I took the long way back; the scenic route. Anything to prolong the inevitable. Turning my car onto a back road, I sighed as I rounded a corner and drank in the view of blue waves crashing over the rocky shore, coating the rocks and turning them dark. This was my home, whether I wanted to admit it or not. I’d started my life here in Salty Cove, and now I was back.

			All too soon, I reached the turn for my parents’ road. My road now. It took everything in me not to start crying when I pulled into the driveway and shut off the car. Time to face my new reality.

			“We’re here,” I said to the snoring gray lump in a crate in the backseat. “Can you please wake up and comfort me right now?”

			With that, my Weimaraner, Dolly Parton, raised her head and blinked her sweet blue eyes at me.

			“Thank you.”

			I got out of the car and went into the back to let her out of the crate. She jumped out and shook herself before sniffing the air.

			“I know, you can actually smell the ocean here. It’s not covered up by city smell. At least one of us will be happy with this situation.”

			Dolly started snuffling the ground and then found a spot to pee while I looked up at the house. Why did it look smaller? I hadn’t been here for months and in that time, it had shrunk. The white paint peeled in places, and the flower boxes on the wraparound porch needed watering. I hoped the garden out back wasn’t in as bad a shape.

			The side door opened and out came my mother carrying a chainsaw. She didn’t look at me immediately, but then she did and her face broke out into the most brilliant smile that made her look years younger.

			“Hey, Mom,” I said.

			She put the chainsaw down on the porch before opening her arms. “Welcome home, baby girl.”

			I forced myself not to cringe at the nickname. I was twenty-two, hardly a baby at this point.

			Still, I let myself be folded into her arms, and I drank in the familiar scent of fresh-baked bread and fresh-cut wood. She rubbed my back up and down and then leaned down to pet Dolly, who lost her shit and lapped up the attention.

			“A tree came down last week, so I’ve been cutting it up. Come on in and see your father. You can bring your stuff in later. He’s been antsy to see you all day.”

			I looked back at my car, which was packed to the roof with all the shit that I had left after I’d sold most of everything in a last-ditch attempt to cover my rent.

			Mom put her arm around me and started filling me in on town gossip, but a loud rumbling distracted me. I turned my head in time to watch a sleek black motorcycle pull into the driveway next door.

			“Is that—” I started to say, but then the rider got off the bike and pulled off their helmet, shaking out their short dark hair.

			“Oh, yes, that’s Jude. Her parents moved down to Florida and left her the house.”

			Jude Wicks. I hadn’t seen her since she graduated four years ahead of me in school.

			Jude didn’t glance in my direction as she covered the bike, jogged up the steps, and slammed the front door of the house. I jumped at the sound.

			Dolly whined and I looked down at her.

			“Her parents left her the house?” I asked as Mom and I walked up the steps and into the house. We didn’t have air-conditioning, so fans were doing all the work, just blowing around the semi-moist sea air.

			Mom was distracted from answering by Dad yelling at her from his recliner. He’d hurt his back working for the power company for thirty-five years and was retired. They relied on Mom’s income as a real estate agent and substitute teacher.

			“Iris is here,” Mom called to him.

			“Baby girl!” he yelled when I came around the corner.

			“Hi, Dad.”

			I went over to give him a huge hug. Dolly immediately put her chin in his lap and whined for attention.

			“Hello, Dolly,” Dad said with a chuckle, setting his coffee down next to a stack of library books beside his chair.

			“What are you reading now?” I asked.

			He held up the book he’d rested on the arm of the chair to keep his place. “Started reading these young adult books. This one’s about these kids who are planning a heist to steal this magic stuff. You can have it when I’m done.”

			Mom poked her head in and asked me if I wanted some coffee. “Sure, thanks.”

			I sat down on the couch as Dolly curled up at his feet and closed her eyes.

			Mom brought me a cup of black coffee and some creamer. I added enough so that the coffee turned from black to khaki. Perfect.

			“How was your drive?” Mom asked.

			We caught up on my trip, the fact that she’d cleared out my room for me, and what else was happening in town. Mostly it was about who my parents knew that had died, what they had died from, and talking shit about a few while simultaneously hoping they rested in peace.

			Less than an hour at home and I already wanted to escape, but I was stuck here, at least for now.

			I had to unpack my car, find a place for Dolly’s food and water bowls, and settle into my room. Luckily for me, my brother who was ten years older, had vacated it a long time ago to go to college.

			My bed was small, but Mom had bought me a new mattress recently, so there was that. Still, it was a twin bed, when I’d been sleeping in a queen in my apartment. That had been left on the street. No one wanted someone else’s mattress. The bed frame had been taken by Natalie, one of my former coworkers. I missed her already, and needed to text her that I’d made it home safe. She was so worried about me moving back to Maine that she’d literally bought me bear spray. I told her that the likelihood that I would die from a bear attack was slim to none, but she wouldn’t listen.

			The walls started to close on me as I looked at the tiny bed. Sure, I’d had to share my old apartment with someone I didn’t like, but my bedroom had been twice this size, and I’d had two big, beautiful windows that looked out on a courtyard filled with flowers and butterflies and twittering birds. Maine had all those things, but it wasn’t the same.

			To add insult to injury, none of my sheets or blankets were going to fit the bed. I added that to the list of things I needed to get with money I didn’t have.

			Dolly followed me into the room and climbed up on the bed. She took up most of it.

			“I’m going to end up on the floor,” I said to her. She closed her eyes and huffed out a sigh.

			I sat on the edge of the bed and looked around. At least the posters I’d had on the walls in high school were gone, and the room was freshly painted white. My window looked out toward the ocean, which sparkled at me beyond a row of trees. At least I could see the ocean every day here.

			My phone buzzed with yet another text. Natalie. I sent her a quick message that I’d arrived safe and had not been mauled by a bear. I ignored the message from Anna, my old roommate, about some dishes I’d apparently left behind and if it was okay for her to have them. Whatever. She could knock herself out. She’d stolen a bunch of my other shit, so I wasn’t sure why she was contacting me about this. I considered blocking her number so I’d never have to speak to her again.

			I reached out and stroked Dolly’s velvet head. She leaned into my touch. “What are we gonna do?” I asked. She didn’t answer.

			Later that night, after I unpacked my car and had dinner that consisted of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and a fiddlehead salad, I sat on the couch as Mom watched a reality talent show and Dad read.

			This was my life now.

			“What are your plans for tomorrow?” Mom asked during a commercial break.

			“I’m not sure.”

			I hadn’t thought any further than today. Everything else was a blank. I was always the girl with the plan, but now, I was adrift. An unmoored boat, lost at sea with no hope of rescue.

			“I was talking to Cindy Malone the other day and they’re hiring for summer help at The Lobster Pot,” Mom said. “You did that in high school. I know she’d hire you. At least it would give you something during the summer until you can find something more permanent if you need to.”

			I tried not to make a face and instead grabbed one of the books on Dad’s “to be returned to the library” pile. Another young adult book; this time a Cinderella retelling. I read the blurb on the back and if I wasn’t mistaken, it was a romance between two girls. I was surprised that my dad would want to read that. I wasn’t going to comment, though. I cracked open the book and started to read. Mom still stood waiting for an answer.

			“Oh, uh, sure. I’ll call her tomorrow,” I said.

			I mean, what else was I going to do? Go down to the local bar and take up day drinking? Hang out at the gas station with the local teens? Sit on the beach with the tourists and get a horrible sunburn? I tried not to think about what I could be doing right now, if I was in Boston. Maybe dinner and drinks or pizza with my friends, a hot yoga class at my favorite studio, or even just taking a book to a coffee shop to read for a while and watch people pass on the street. If I wanted to have a professionally made cup here? I’d have to drive at least ten minutes and they definitely didn’t have nondairy milk or know what a macchiato was.

			Not that I could even afford a macchiato since I was fucking broke, and I needed money sooner rather than later. Working at The Lobster Pot was my best option.

			“Sounds good, baby girl,” Mom said with a smile. Her shoulders relaxed and she sat back in her chair. I realized she’d been worried. She seemed to be relieved I’d agreed to her plan so easily.

			My parents and I hadn’t really talked about what happened and why I was back, mostly because it wasn’t for just one reason. There were many reasons, all culminating with me packing my shit in my car, loading up my dog, abandoning my friends, and driving back here.

			I asked Mom if there was any ice cream in the freezer and she said that there was. While I was getting a spoon, I glanced out the window, which happened to look right into our neighbor’s living room.

			Jude.

			The lights were on and she stood in the living room wearing nothing but a sports bra and some athletic shorts. The spoon I’d just grabbed clattered on the floor. As I stood up from retrieving the spoon, I found her staring directly at me. Instead of looking away like a normal person, I stared back.

			Her hair had been long in high school and her arms hadn’t been so...sculpted back then. At least not that I remembered. My mouth went dry and I held on to the spoon for dear life.

			“What are you looking at?” a voice said behind me and I shrieked and dropped the spoon again. I turned around and found my mom leaning over my shoulder to see what I’d been staring at.

			“Oh, nothing, just staring off into space.” I rushed with my spoon and the ice cream back into the living room. My parents kept the room dark and the only light was from my dad’s lamp and the TV, so I could hide in a corner with my lobster red face.

			What had come over me? I’d just stood there leering like a fucking creeper. Part of me expected a knock at the door and for her to storm in and ask what I’d been staring at.

			That didn’t happen, but it didn’t stop me from looking up from my book every few minutes to check and make sure.

			Before bed, I took Dolly out to do her business and my eyes kept flicking over to the house. The lights were still on, but I wasn’t going to stare this time. I hadn’t asked for more information from my mom about Jude, but I did wonder what she was doing back here. She’d hated this town, from what I remembered, so it couldn’t just be because of her parents’ house.

			High school in a small town in Maine was brutal for anyone who didn’t conform, and Jude had been adamant about not conforming. I’d done my best to get through, and the drama club had been my safe haven. I’d never thought seriously about acting after high school, since that was way out of my league, but I still thought about it every now and then. There was a community theater group a few towns away. Could I put myself out there and get into it again?

			Dolly was taking her sweet time, sniffing the bushes at the edge of the porch to find the right one to pee near. I jumped as I heard a door slam, the door to the neighbor’s house.

			I froze with my back to the house, pretending I wasn’t completely aware of what was happening. Was she leaving again on that motorcycle? Where would she go tonight? The only bar in town closed in less than an hour, and there was nothing else open. Unless she might be going to a friend’s house for a party?

			Or perhaps she was going to the beach for a midnight swim. I shivered at the thought of Jude slipping beneath the waves like a mermaid.

			My ears perked for the rumble of the motorcycle starting up, but I didn’t hear it. Dolly finally found her perfect spot and did her thing. She seemed content to sniff around the yard, so I let her, wrapping my arms around myself and breathing the sharp sea air. I’d missed this smell, even if I hadn’t missed much else. Maybe I’d go for a midnight swim. The only danger of doing that in the height of the summer was encountering drunken teenagers, out having a bonfire on the beach and smoking a lot of weed.

			I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths before turning around. I told myself not to look at the porch next door, but my eyes had other ideas.

			She was there, sitting on the porch on an Adirondack chair and staring out toward the ocean, just like I’d been doing. An open beer rested on the porch railing.

			I swiveled my head away so she wouldn’t catch me looking again, and at that moment Dolly decided that she’d make a mad dash for Jude’s yard.

			“Dolly!” I yelled as she bounded up the porch and went right for Jude. Well, shit. “Dolly, come back!”

			She completely ignored me. I was going to have to go get her.

			Groaning inside, I dragged myself over to the house, preparing for anything. What I found was Jude petting Dolly’s head and Dolly closing her eyes in bliss and then trying to climb in Jude’s lap.

			“Dolly,” I said, but she acted as if I wasn’t even there. “I’m sorry. I should have kept her on the leash.” I couldn’t look up at Jude, so I watched her hands stroke Dolly’s head. The air around the porch seemed thicker somehow, or maybe it was just harder to breathe near Jude.

			“It’s okay,” she said, and I felt like I’d never heard her voice before. I wasn’t sure if I had. “I don’t mind.”

			Dolly finally stopped trying to climb into the chair and settled for putting her paws and her head in Jude’s lap.

			“Sorry,” I said again. I needed to take Dolly and get the hell out of here, but I couldn’t move. My feet were glued to her porch.

			“Haven’t seen you in a while, Iris,” she said. Her voice had a rough quality that made me think of bar smoke and darkness. There was a hard quality about her that made my stomach flip over a few times.

			“Yeah, I moved back today.” My gaze finally crept its way up to her face only to find her watching me with fathomless brown eyes. Her face was all sharp angles, along with her haircut. A fluttering in my stomach erupted, and I forgot what we were talking about until she blinked again.

			“When did you get back?” My voice trembled, and I hoped she didn’t hear it.

			Her fingers danced back and forth on Dolly’s head. “Last year,” she said, but didn’t elaborate. Chatty.

			“I should probably go,” I said, stating the obvious.

			“Stay if you like,” she said, picking up her beer and gesturing to the empty chair next to her.

			“Okay?” I collapsed into the chair and tried to calm my galloping heart.

			“Do you want a beer?” she asked after a few seconds of silence.

			“No, thank you.” What was I doing here? I should have grabbed Dolly and ran back into the house. Was Jude doing this so she could confront me about staring at her earlier?

			I had no idea how to have a conversation with her so I stopped trying to think of things to say and just sat there, my insides twisting around like pissed off snakes. At least Dolly was enjoying herself.

			Jude didn’t seem eager to say anything either, so there we were. I kept expecting my mom to open the door and yell for me to come back. At least that would give me an escape route.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Jude. She petted Dolly with one hand and the other lifted the beer to her lips periodically. She wore a T-shirt and the same shorts as earlier.

			I needed to stop thinking about that earlier non-outfit. I blushed hard and hoped she couldn’t see in the dark.

			If I strained my ears, I could just barely hear the crash of the waves. Somewhere nearby, a soft boom followed by another let me know someone was setting of fireworks.

			“That’s a cool motorcycle,” I blurted out, and wished I could walk into the ocean and disappear.

			“Thank you. It’s not very useful in the winter, but it’s good for getting around in the summer.” She pressed her lips together as if she’d said too much.

			“I’ve never been on a bike. I’m scared I’d fly off or something.” This kept getting worse and worse.

			“I’m sure you’d be fine, once you tried it. Do you always let fear dictate your life?”

			I sat up, shocked. “No,” I said, but it didn’t sound convincing. “You don’t even know me.” I didn’t know her either, but I was the one being called out.

			“True. Just something to think about.” She moved Dolly’s head and stood up. “See you later,” she said, and went into the house, leaving me and Dolly wondering what the hell had just happened.

			Dolly came over to me and whined.

			“Let’s go home,” I said and she seemed to understand me. I got up with shaking legs and made my way back to the house. The lights were still on next door when I glanced back one more time.
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