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Chapter One

Joseph lay on his face in the ice-filmed mud. Earlier in the night a score of men had gone over the top in a raid on the German trenches. They had taken a couple of prisoners, but been hit by a hail of gunfire on the way back. They had scrambled over the parapet wounded, bleeding, and without Doughy Ward and Tucky Nunn.

‘Oi think Doughy’s bought it,’ Barshey Gee had said miserably, his face hollow-eyed in the brief glare of a star shell. ‘But Tucky was still aloive.’

There was no choice. Under a barrage from their own guns, three of them went to look for him. The noise of the heavy mortars was deafening, but when they eased, Joseph could hear the quick, sharper rattle of machine guns. As the flare died, he lifted his head to look again across the craters, the torn wire and the few shattered tree stumps still left.

Something moved in the mud. He crawled forward again as quickly as he could. The thin ice cracked under his weight but he could hear nothing over the guns. He must get to Tucky  without sliding into any of the huge, water-filled holes. Men had drowned in them before now. He shuddered, remembering. At least they had not been gassed this week, so there were no deadly, choking fumes in the hollows.

Another flare went up and Joseph lay still. Then, as it faded, he moved forward again rapidly, feeling his way to avoid the remnants of spent shells, the rotting bodies of those never found, tangles of old wire and rusted weapons. As always he had emergency first-aid supplies with him, but he might need more than that. If he could carry Tucky back to the trench, real medics would be there by now.

It was dark again. He stood up and, crouching low, ran forward. It was only a few yards to where he had seen the movement. He slithered and almost fell over him.

‘Tucky!’

‘Hello, Chaplain.’ Tucky’s voice came out of the darkness, hoarse, ending in a cough.

‘It’s all right, I’ve got you,’ Joseph answered, reaching forward and grasping the rough khaki and feeling the weight of Tucky’s body. ‘Where are you hurt?’

‘What are you doing out here?’ There was a kind of desperate humour in Tucky’s voice, trying to mask his pain. Another flare went up and his snub-nosed face was visible for a few moments, and the bloody wound in his shoulder.

‘Just passing,’ Joseph replied, his own voice shaking a little. ‘Where else are you hit?’ If it were only the shoulder, Tucky would have made his way back. Joseph dreaded the answer.

‘Moi leg, Oi think,’ Tucky answered. ‘Tell you the truth, Oi can’t feel much. So damn cold. Don’t seem they have summers here. ’Member summers at home, Chaplain? Girls all . . .’ The rest of what he said was drowned in another roar of gunfire. 

Joseph’s heart sank. He had seen too many die, young men he had known most of their lives, even Tucky’s elder brother Bibby, last year.

‘I’ll get you back,’ he said to Tucky. ‘Once you’re warmer you’ll probably feel it like hell. Come on.’ He bent and half lifted Tucky on to his back, hearing his cry of pain as inadvertently he touched the wound. ‘Sorry,’ he apologized.

‘It’s all roight, Chaplain,’ Tucky gasped, gagging as the pain dizzied him. ‘It hurts, but not too much. Oi’ll be better soon.’

Everyone said that, even when they were dying. It wasn’t done to complain.

Bent double, staggering under Tucky’s weight, and trying to keep low so as not to make a target, Joseph floundered back towards the line of the trenches. Twice he slipped and fell, apologizing automatically, aware that he was banging and jolting the injured man, but he could not help it.

He saw the parapet ahead of him, not more than a dozen yards away. He was sodden with mud and water up to the waist. His breath froze in the air and he was so cold he could hardly feel his legs.

‘Nearly there,’ he told Tucky, although his words were lost in another barrage of shells. One exploded close to him, on the left, hurling him forward flat on to the ground. He felt a sickening pain in his left side, and then nothing.

 



Joseph opened his eyes with a headache so nearly blinding, it all but obliterated his awareness that the whole of his left side hurt. There seemed to be other people around him. He could hear voices. It took him several moments to recognize that what he was staring up at was the ceiling of the field hospital. He must have been hit. What had happened to Tucky?

He tried to speak, but he was not sure if he actually made  any sound or if the words were only in his head. No one came to him. He seemed to have no strength to move. The pain was appalling. It consumed his whole body, almost taking his breath away. What had happened to him? He had seen men injured, lots of them, their arms and legs blown off, bodies ripped open. He had held them, talked to them as they died, trying simply to be there so they were not alone. Sometimes that was all he could do.

He could not take up arms - he was a chaplain - but the night before war had been declared, he had promised himself he would be there with the men, endure with them whatever happened.

His sister Hannah was married, but Matthew and Judith had sat at their childhood home with him in Selborne St Giles watching the darkness gather over the fields, and spoken quietly of the future. Matthew would stay in the Secret Intelligence Service; Judith would go to the Front to do what she could, probably to drive ambulances; Joseph would be a chaplain. But he had sworn that never again would he allow himself to care about anything so much that he could be crippled by its loss, as he had been by Eleanor’s death, and the baby’s. Naturally Hannah would stay at home. Her husband, Archie, was at sea, and she had three children to care for.

There was someone leaning over him, a man with fair hair and a tired, serious face. He had blood on his hands and clothes. ‘Captain Reavley?’

Joseph tried to answer but all he could manage was a croak.

‘My name’s Cavan,’ the man went on. ‘I’m the surgeon here. You’ve got a badly broken left arm. You caught a pretty big piece of shrapnel, by the look of it, and you’ve lost rather a lot of blood from the wound in your leg, but you should be all right. You’ll keep the arm, but I’m afraid it is definitely a Blighty one.’

Joseph knew what that meant: an injury bad enough for him to be sent home.

‘Tucky?’ The words came at last, in a whisper. ‘Tucky Nunn?’

‘Bad, but I expect he’ll make it,’ Cavan answered. ‘Probably going home with you. Now we’ve got to do something about this arm. It’s going to hurt, but I’ll do my best, and we’ll repack that wound in your leg.’

Joseph knew dimly that the doctor had no time to say more. There were too many other men waiting, perhaps injured more seriously than him.

Cavan was right; it did hurt. For what seemed an age, Joseph swam in and out of consciousness. Everything was either the scarlet of pain or the infinitely better black of oblivion.

He was half aware of being lifted and carried, voices around him, and then a few very clear moments when he saw Judith. She was bending over him, her face pale and very grave, and he realized with surprise how frightened she was. He must look pretty bad. He tried to smile. He had no idea from the tears in her eyes if he succeeded or not. Then he drifted away again.

He woke up every so often. Sometimes he lay staring at the ceiling, wanting to scream from the pain that coursed through him till he thought he could not bear it, but one did not do that. Other men, with worse injuries, did not. There were nurses around him, footsteps, voices, hands holding him up, giving him something to drink that made him gag. People spoke to him gently; there was a woman’s voice, encouraging, but too busy for pity.

He felt helpless, but it was a kind of relief not to be responsible for anyone’s pain except his own.

He was hot and shivering, the sweat trickling down his body, when they finally put him on the train. The rattle and jolt of it was dreadful, and he wanted to shout at the people who said  how lucky he was to have ‘a Blighty one’ that he would rather they left him alone where he was. It must still be March and the weather was erratic. Would the winds make the Channel crossing rough? He was too ill to cope with seasickness as well! He could not even turn over.

In the event he remembered very little of it, or of the train journey afterwards. When he finally woke up to some kind of clarity he was lying in a clean bed in a hospital ward. The sun was coming in through the windows and making bright, warm splashes on the wooden floor, and there were bedclothes around him. Clean sheets? He could feel the smoothness against his chin and smell the cotton. He heard a broad Cambridgeshire voice in the distance and found himself smiling. He was in England, and it was spring.

He kept his eyes open in case, when he closed them, it all disappeared and he was back in the mud again. A slight woman, perhaps in her fifties, bent over him and helped him up to drink a cup of tea. It was hot, and made with clean water, not the stale dregs he was used to. She was dressed in a starched white uniform. She told him that her name was Gwen Neave. He looked at her hands around the cup as she held it to his lips. They were sunburned and very strong, as if she spent time outside.

During the next two or three days and nights she seemed to be there every time Joseph needed her, always understanding what it was that would ease him a little: the bed remade, pillows turned and plumped up, fresh water to drink, a cold cloth on his brow. She changed the dressings on the huge, raw wounds in his arm and leg without any expression on her face except a tightening of her lips when she knew it must be hurting him. She talked about the weather outside, the lengthening days, the first daffodils flowering bright yellow. She told him once,  very briefly, that she had two sons in the navy, but nothing more, no mention of where they were or how she feared for them amid all the losses at sea. He admired her for that.

It was she who was there at the worst times in the small hours of the morning when he was racked with pain, biting his lips so he did not cry out. He thought of other men’s pain, men younger than him, who had barely tasted life and were already robbed of it, bodies broken, disfigured, and it was all too much. He had no strength left to fight, he only wanted to escape to a place where the pain stopped.

‘It will get better,’ Nurse Neave promised him, her voice little more than a whisper so as not to disturb the men in the other beds.

He did not answer. The words meant nothing. Pain, uselessness and the knowledge of death were the only realities.

‘Do you want to give up?’ she asked. He saw the smile in her eyes. ‘We all do, sometimes,’ she went on. ‘Not many actually do, and you can’t, you’re the chaplain. You chose to pick up the cross, and now and again to help other people carry theirs. If somebody told you it wouldn’t be heavy, they were lying.’

Nobody had told him that, though. Others had survived worse than this. He must just hang on.

Other fears crowded his mind, of helplessness, during the endless nights when he was awake while the rest of the world slept. He would be dependent, somebody else always having to look after him, too kind to say he was a burden, but growing to hate him for it, and having to remember to pity instead. Often he did not drift into sleep until dawn. Then the next night was almost as bad.

‘What day is it?’ he asked, one morning when finally it was light again.

‘Twelfth of March,’ a young nurse replied. ‘Nineteen sixteen,’ she added with a smile. ‘Just in case you’ve forgotten. You’ve been here in Cambridge five days already.’

It was the morning after that when the same nurse told Joseph cheerfully that he had a visitor. She whisked away the remnants of his breakfast and tidied him up quite unnecessarily, and a moment later he saw Matthew walking down the ward between the other beds. He looked tired and pale. His thick, fair hair was not quite short enough for the army, and he was wearing a Harris tweed jacket over an ordinary cotton shirt. He stopped by the bed. ‘You look awful,’ he said with a smile. ‘But better than last time.’

Joseph blinked. ‘Last time? Last time I was home I was fine.’

‘Last time I was here you weren’t even conscious,’ Matthew replied ruefully. ‘I was very disappointed. I couldn’t even shout at you for being a fool. It’s the sort of thing Mother would have done.’ His voice caught a little. ‘Tell you she was so proud of you she’d burst, and then send you to bed with no dinner for frightening the life out of her.’

He was right. Were Alys Reavley still alive that is just what she would have done; then later send Mrs Appleton upstairs with pudding on a tray, as if she were sneaking it up and Alys did not know. In one sentence Matthew had summed up everything that home meant, and the impossible loss of their parents, murdered at the end of June two years ago, the same day the Archduke and Duchess were assassinated in Sarajevo. The loss washed over Joseph again in stinging grief, and for a moment his throat ached too fiercely to reply.

Matthew coughed. ‘Actually for this she’d have had you down again, for hot pie and cream,’ he said a little huskily. He fished in his jacket pocket and brought out something in his hand. It was a small case, of the sort in which good watches  are presented. He opened it and held it up. It contained a silver cross on a purple and white ribbon.

‘Military Cross,’ he said, as if Joseph might not recognize it. ‘Kitchener would have given it to you himself - it’s good for morale, especially in hospitals. But he’s pretty occupied at the moment, so he let me bring it.’

It was the highest award given to officers for consistent acts of courage over a period of time.

‘I’ve got the citation,’ Matthew went on. He was smiling now, his eyes bright with pride. He took an envelope out, opened it up and laid it on the table beside Joseph, then put the cross on top of it, still in its case. ‘For all the men you rescued and carried back from no-man’s-land.’ He gave a tiny shrug. ‘It mentions Eldon Prentice,’ he added quietly. ‘Actually there’s a posthumous MC for Sam Wetherall too.’ His voice dropped even lower. ‘I’m sorry, Joe.’

Joseph wanted to answer, but the words would not come. He remembered Prentice’s death as if it had been a month ago, not a year. He could still taste the anger - everyone’s, not just his own. The night Charlie Gee was wounded he could have killed Prentice himself. And he had never stopped missing Sam. He had never told Matthew the truth about that.

‘Thank you,’ he said simply. There was no need for a lot of words; they understood each other without them.

Matthew dismissed it. ‘I heard Tucky Nunn’s not doing too badly. He’ll be home for a while, but he’ll get better. In the end he wasn’t as bad as you.’

Joseph nodded. ‘Doughy Ward got it,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll have to go and see his family, when I can. They’ll just have the five girls now. The old man will find that hard. There’ll be no one to take over the bakery.’

‘Maybe Mary will,’ Matthew suggested. ‘She was always as  good as her father at the baking, and more imaginative. Susie could keep the books.’ He sighed. ‘I know that’s not what matters. How’s everyone else? The people I know?’

Joseph smiled ruefully. ‘Much the same, or trying to be. Whoopy Teversham is still a clown; got a face like India rubber.’

Matthew rolled his eyes. ‘Last time I was here the Nunns and the Tevershams were still not speaking to each other.’

‘Cully Teversham and Snowy Nunn are like brothers in the trenches,’ Joseph said with a sudden ache in his throat, remembering them sitting together all night in the bitter cold, telling stories to keep up their courage, getting wilder with each one. Two men half a mile away had been frozen to death that night. They found their bodies when they brought the rations up the supply trenches the next morning.

Matthew said nothing.

‘Thanks for the records,’ Joseph changed the subject abruptly. ‘Especially the Caruso one. Was it really a bestseller?’

‘Of course it was,’ Matthew said indignantly. ‘That, and Al Jolson singing “Where Did Robinson Crusoe Go with Friday on Saturday Night?”.’

They both laughed, and Joseph told him about other men from the village, but he spoke only of the pranks, the rivalries, the concert parties and letters from home. He said nothing about the terrible injuries - Plugger Arnold dying of gangrene, or handsome Arthur Butterfield with his wavy hair, drowned in a bomb crater in no-man’s-land. He did not talk about the gas either, or how many men had been caught on the wire and hung there all night, riddled with shot, and no one could get to them.

He spoke of friendship, the kind of trust where everything is shared, good and bad, fear that strips you bare, and compassion that has no limit. He saw, as he had many times before,  the guilt in Matthew’s face, that he, a healthy young man, should be doing a job here at home when almost every other man he knew was either at the Front or at sea. Few people realized how important his job was. Without good intelligence, quickly gathered and correctly interpreted, tens of thousands more lives would be lost. There was no glory at the end; in fact seldom was there any recognition at all.

Joseph was simply grateful that his brother was safe. He did not lie awake at night, cold and sick with fear for him, or scan each new casualty list with his stomach churning. He knew that Matthew was responsible specifically for information concerning America, and the likelihood of the Americans joining the Allies, as opposed to their present neutrality. He could imagine his duties might involve the decoding and interpretation of letters, telegrams and other messages.

‘How’s Hannah?’ he asked aloud.

Matthew smiled. ‘Fine. I expect they’ll let her in to see you this afternoon, or tomorrow. Not that there’s been much to see, until now. You’ve been out of it most of the time.’ The anxiety returned to his eyes.

‘There are others a lot worse,’ Joseph said truthfully. ‘I’ve a cracking headache, but nothing that won’t heal.’

Matthew’s eyes flickered to Joseph’s arm, which was heavily bandaged, and then the bedclothes carefully placed so as not to weigh on the wound in his leg. ‘You’ll be home a while,’ he observed. His voice was thick. They both knew Joseph was fortunate not to have lost the arm. Perhaps had Cavan been less skilled, he would have.

‘Any other news?’ Joseph asked. He said it quite lightly, but there was still a change in his tone, and Matthew heard it immediately. He knew what the question really meant: was he any closer to finding the identity of the Peacemaker? That was the  name they had given to the man behind the plot their father had discovered, and which had led to his murder, and that of their mother.

It was Joseph who had learned, to his enduring grief, who it was who had physically caused the fatal car crash. He and Matthew together had found the treaty, unsigned as yet by the King, on the day before Britain declared war. But the man with the passion and the intellect behind it still eluded them. Their compulsion to find him was partly born out of a hunger for revenge for the deaths of John and Alys Reavley. Others, too, whom they’d cared for, had died, used, crushed, then thrown away by the Peacemaker in pursuit of his cause. They also needed to stop him before he achieved the devastating ruin he planned.

Matthew pushed his hands into his pockets, lifting his shoulders in the slightest shrug. ‘I haven’t found anything helpful,’ he answered. ‘I followed everything we had, but in the end it led nowhere.’ His lips tightened a fraction, and there was a moment’s defeat in his eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know where else to look. I’ve been pretty busy trying to prevent the sabotage of munitions across the Atlantic. We’re desperate for supplies. The Germans are advancing along the Somme. We’ve over a million men wounded or dead. We lose ships to the U-boats pretty well every week. If it goes on like this another year we’ll start to know real hunger, not just shortages but actual starvation. God! If we could only get America in on our side, we’d have men, guns, food!’ He stopped abruptly, the light going out of his face. ‘But Wilson’s still dithering around like an old maid being asked to . . .’

Joseph smiled.

Matthew shrugged. ‘I suppose he has to,’ he said resignedly. ‘If he brings them in too fast he could lose his own election in the autumn, and what use would that be?’

‘I know,’ Joseph agreed. ‘Maybe while I’m at home I’ll have time to think about the Peacemaker a bit. There might be other people we haven’t thought of.’ He had his old master at St John’s in mind, and he was startled how the idea hurt. The Peacemaker had to be someone they knew, which made it the ultimate betrayal. It was difficult to keep the hatred out of his voice. Perhaps Matthew would take it for pain.

‘What else is happening in London?’ he asked aloud. ‘Any new shows worth seeing? What about the moving pictures? What about Chaplin? Has he done anything more?’

Matthew shrugged and gave a half-smile. ‘There’s some good Keystone stuff. Fatty and Mabel Adrift, with Roscoe Arbuckle and Mabel Normand, and a great dog called Luke. Or He Did and He Didn’t, or Love and Lobsters, if you prefer. They all have alternative titles.’ And he proceeded to outline some of the highlights.

Joseph was still laughing when Gwen Neave appeared, clean sheets folded over her arm and a roll of bandage in her other hand. She smiled at Matthew, but there was no denying her authority when she told him it was time for him to leave.

Matthew acknowledged it, saying goodbye to Joseph briefly, as if they saw each other every day. Then he walked out with a remnant of his old, very slight swagger.

‘My brother,’ Joseph said proudly. Suddenly he was filled with wellbeing, as if the pain had lessened, although actually it was just as bad.

Gwen Neave set the sheets down. ‘He said he was up from London,’ she remarked without meeting his eyes. ‘We’ll change those dressings first, before I put on the clean sheets.’

Joseph liked her and the distance in her voice hurt him. He cared what she thought of Matthew. He wanted to tell her how important Matthew’s work was so she did not think he was  one of those who evaded service, the sort of young man to whom girls on street corners gave white feathers, the mark of the coward. It was the ugliest insult possible to give.

She slid her arm round him and put an extra pillow behind his back so she could reach the raw, open wound where the broken ends of the bone had torn through the flesh.

‘He works in London,’ Joseph said, gasping as the pain shot through him in waves. He refused to look at the wound. He still needed to tell her about Matthew.

She was not interested. She dealt with the injured, the fighting men. She worked all day and often most of the night. No call on her care or her patience was too much, no clasp of the hand or silent listening too trivial.

‘He can’t tell us what he does,’ he went on. ‘It’s secret. Not everybody can wear a uniform—’ He stopped abruptly, afraid to say too much. The physical pain made him feel sick.

She gave him a quick smile, understanding what he was trying to do. ‘He’s obviously very fond of you,’ she said. ‘So is the other gentleman, by all appearances. He was upset you weren’t well enough to see him.’

Joseph was startled. ‘Other gentleman?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Did they not tell you? I’m sorry. We had an emergency that evening. Rather bad. I dare say they forgot. They wouldn’t do it on purpose. It . . . it was distressing.’ Her face was bleak. He did not ask what had happened. It was too easy to guess.

‘Who was he?’ he asked instead. ‘The man who came?’

‘A Mr Shanley Corcoran,’ she replied. ‘We assured him you were doing well.’

He smiled, and a little of the tension eased out of him. Corcoran had been his father’s closest friend and all of them had loved him as long as they could remember. Of course  Corcoran would come, no matter how busy he was at the Scientific Establishment. Whatever he was working on would have to wait at least an hour or two when one of his own was ill.

Gwen Neave eased Joseph back as gently as she could. ‘I see your brother brought you your medal. That’s very fine, Captain, very fine indeed. Your sister’ll be proud of you too.’

 



A young man walked briskly along Marchmont Street in London, crossed behind a taxi-cab, and stepped up on to the kerb at the far side. He had come down from Cambridge for this meeting, which he had done at irregular intervals over the last year, and he was not looking forward to it.

Full of high ideals, quite certain of what end he was working towards and believing he knew what the personal cost would be, he had secured his place in the Scientific Establishment in Cambridgeshire. Now it was much more complicated. There were people and emotions involved that he could not have foreseen.

Not that he would say anything of this to the Peacemaker, because although he would understand it all perfectly with his mind, he would feel none of it with his heart. He had one belief, one passion, and everything in him was bent towards it. He would allow no person and no issue to stand in his way.

Still, this meeting would entail a certain degree of deception, at least by omission, and the young man was uncomfortable about that. There were changes to his own plans of which he could say nothing at all. It would be intensely dangerous, and he strode along the footpath in the sun without any pleasure at all.

 



In the afternoon Hannah was allowed to come to the hospital. Joseph opened his eyes to see her standing at the end of the  bed. For a moment he registered only her face, with its soft lines, her eyes so like her mother’s, and the thick, fair-brown hair. It was as if Alys were standing there. Then the pain in his body returned, and memory. Their mother was dead.

‘Joseph?’ Hannah sounded uncertain. She was afraid he was too ill to be disturbed, perhaps even still in danger. Her face lit with relief when she saw him smile and she moved towards him. ‘How are you? Is there anything I can bring you?’ She held a big bunch of daffodils from the garden, like cradled sunshine. He could smell them even above the hospital odours of carbolic, blood, washed linen and the warmth of bodies.

‘They’re beautiful,’ he said, clearing his throat. ‘Thank you.’

She put them on the small table near him. ‘Do you want to sit up a little?’ she asked, seeing him struggle to be more comfortable. In answer to her own question she helped him forward and plumped up the pillows, leaving him more upright. She was wearing a blouse and a blue linen skirt only halfway down her calf, as the fashion was now. He did not like it as much as the longer, fuller skirts of a few years ago, sweeping the ground, but he could see that it was more practical. War changed a lot of things. She looked pretty, and she smelled of something warm and delicate, but closer up, he could see the tiredness in her face and around her eyes.

‘How are the children?’ he asked.

‘They’re well.’ Her simple words were said with assurance, probably the answer she gave everyone, but the truth in her eyes was far more complex.

‘Tell me about them,’ Joseph pressed. ‘How is Tom doing at school? What is his ambition?’ He was fourteen. He would need to decide soon.

A shadow crossed Hannah’s face. She tried to make light of it. ‘At the moment, like every other boy, he wants to join the  war. He’s always following soldiers around when there’s anyone on leave in the village.’ She gave a tiny laugh, barely a sound at all. ‘He’s afraid it will be over before he has a chance. Of course he has no real idea what it’s like.’

Joseph wondered how much she knew. Her husband, Archie, was a commander in the Royal Navy. Such a life was probably beyond the imagination of anyone who lived on the land. Joseph had only the dimmest idea himself. But he knew the life of a soldier intimately.

‘He’s too young,’ he said, knowing as he did so that there were boys even on the front lines who were not much older. He had seen the bodies of one or two. But there was no need for Hannah to know that.

‘Do you think it will be over by next year?’ she asked.

‘Or the one after,’ he answered, with no idea if that were true.

She relaxed. ‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. Is there anything I can bring you? Are they feeding you properly? It’s still quite easy to get most things, although they’re saying that might change if the U-boats get any worse. There’s nothing much in the garden yet, it’s too early. And of course Albert’s not with us any more, so it’s gone a bit wild.’

Joseph heard a wealth of loss in her voice for the change to the world she had loved. At the Front they tended to think everything at home was caught in a motionless amber just as they remembered it. Sometimes it was only the thread of memory linking that order of life to the madness of war that gave the fighting any purpose. Perhaps they were as blind to life at home as the people at home were to the reality in the trenches? He had not really thought of that before.

He looked at her anxious face as she waited for his answer. ‘Yes, the food’s not bad at all,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Maybe they’re  giving us the best. But when I heal up a bit more, I’ll be home anyway.’

She smiled suddenly, alight with pleasure. ‘That’ll be wonderful. It’ll be quite a while before you can go back, I should think.’ She was sorry for his wounds, but they kept him in England, safe and alive. She did not know where Archie was, or Judith. No matter how busy she was during the day, there was still too much time alone when fear crowded in, and helplessness. She could only imagine, and wait.

Seeing her loneliness far more than she realized, Joseph felt an intense tenderness for her. ‘Thank you,’ he said with a depth that surprised him.

 



It happened sooner than he expected. More wounded arrived. His bed was needed and he was past immediate danger. He was helped by Gwen Neave to dress at least in trousers, with a shirt and jacket over one shoulder and around his bandaged arm. He was taken to the door in a wheelchair and, feeling dizzy and very unsteady, helped into the ambulance to be driven home to Selborne St Giles. He was startled to find that he was exhausted by the time the doors were opened again. He was assisted out on to the gravel driveway where Hannah was waiting for him.

She held his arm as he negotiated the steps, leaning heavily on his crutch, the ambulance driver on his other side. He hardly had time to notice that the front garden was overgrown. The daffodils were bright; leaves were bursting open everywhere; the yellow forsythia was in bloom, uncut since last year; and there were clumps of primroses that should have been divided and spread.

The door opened and he saw Tom was kneeling on the floor in the hall, holding the dog by his collar as he wriggled and  barked with excitement. Henry was a golden retriever, eternally enthusiastic, and his exuberance would have knocked Joseph off his feet.

Tom grinned a little uncertainly. ‘Hello, Uncle Joseph. I daren’t let him go, but he’s pleased to see you. How are you?’

‘Getting better very quickly, thank you,’ Joseph replied. He did not feel that was true, but he wanted it to be. He was light-headed and so weak it frightened him. It was an effort to stand, even with help.

Tom looked relieved, but he still hung on to Henry, who was lunging forward in his eagerness to welcome Joseph.

The two younger children were at the top of the stairs, standing close together. Jenny was nine, fair, with brown eyes like her mother. Luke, six, was as dark as Archie. They stared at Joseph almost without blinking. He wasn’t really Uncle Joseph any more, he was a soldier, a real one; and more than that, he was a hero. Both their mother and Mrs Appleton had said so.

Joseph climbed the stairs, hesitating on every step, assisted by the ambulance driver. He spoke to Luke and Jenny as he passed, but briefly. He was longing to get back to bed again and lie down, so the familiar hall and stairs would stop swaying and he would not make a spectacle of himself by collapsing in front of everyone. It would be so embarrassing trying to get up again, and needing to be lifted.

Hannah helped him to undress, anxious and fussing too much, asking him over and over if he were all right. He did not have the strength to keep reassuring her. She helped him into the bed, propped the crutch where he could reach it, then left. She returned a few minutes later with a cup of tea. He found his hand shook when he took it, and she had to hold it for him.

He thanked her and was glad when she left him alone. It was strange to be at home again in his own room with his books, pictures and other belongings that reminded him so sharply and intrusively of the past. There were photographs of himself and Harry Beecher hiking in Northumberland. The memory and the loss still hurt. There were also books and papers from his time teaching at St John’s, even of his youth before his marriage when this house had been the centre of life for all of them.

His parents were no longer here, but when he lay awake in the night with the light on to read, he heard Hannah’s footsteps on the landing. None the less for an instant it was his mother’s face he expected around the door to check on him.

‘Sorry,’ he apologized before she could ask. ‘My days and nights are a bit muddled.’ It was pain that was keeping him awake, but there was nothing she could do to help it, so there was no purpose in telling her. She looked tired, and, with her hair loose, younger than she did in the daytime. She was far more like her mother than Judith was, not only in appearance but in nature. All he could ever remember her wanting was to marry and have children, care for them, and be as good a part of the village as Alys had been, trusted, admired and, above all, liked.

But everything was changing, moving much too quickly, as if a seventh wave had accumulated and drowned the shore.

‘Are you all right?’ she said anxiously. ‘Would you like a cup of tea? Or cocoa? I’ve got milk. It might help you sleep.’

She wanted to be able to do something for him, but did not know what. He could see it as she half turned to go before he answered. ‘Yes, please,’ he said, as much for her as for himself. He would like cocoa, and it seemed they were neither of them able to rest.

She returned about ten minutes later with two cups on a tray, and sat in the chair beside the bed, sipping her own, having assured herself that he could manage his.

Joseph started speaking to fill the silence. ‘How is Mr Arnold?’

Hannah’s face pinched a little. ‘He took Plugger’s death pretty hard.’ He was a widower, and she knew Joseph would not have forgotten that. ‘He spends most of his time down at the forge doing odd jobs, cleaning up, taking people’s horses back and forth. Mostly for the army, and to keep busy, I think.’

‘And Mrs Gee?’ Memory of Charlie Gee’s death still twisted inside him. These were all people he would go to see when he was well enough. He knew how much it mattered to them to hear first-hand news. They wanted to ask questions, even if they were afraid of the answers. Mrs Gee’s other son, Barshey, was still at the Front, and most of the other young men she knew as well. Everyone had friends or relations in the trenches; most had lost people they loved - dead, injured or simply missing. In some cases they would never know what had happened to them.

‘She’s all right,’ Hannah answered him. ‘Well, as all right as anyone can be. Charlie was such fun; he had so many dreams and ideas. She always has to make up her mind whether to go and look at the casualty lists or not. And she always does. Like the rest of us, I suppose. You go with your heart in your mouth, then when your family’s names are not there you feel almost sick with relief.’

She bit her lip, her cocoa forgotten. Her eyes searched his to see if he understood the depth of the fear. ‘And then you realize that other women next to you have lost someone, and you feel so guilty it’s as if your skin has been ripped off. You see their faces whiten, eyes with all the light gone as if something inside  them was dead too. You know it could be your turn next time. You try to think of something to say, all the while knowing there isn’t anything at all. There’s a gulf between you nothing can cross. You still have hope. They don’t. And you end up not saying anything at all. You just go home, until the next list.’

He looked at the misery in her eyes.

‘Mother would have known something to say,’ she added.

He knew that was what she had been thinking all along. ‘No, she wouldn’t,’ he answered. ‘Nobody does. We’ve never been here before. Anyway, I don’t think there is anything. What about your friends? Maggie Fuller? Or Polly Andrews? Or the girl with the curly hair you used to go riding with?’

She smiled. ‘Tilda? Actually, she married a fellow in the Royal Flying Corps last year. Molly Gee and Lilian Ward have gone to work in the factories. Even the squire has only one servant left. Everybody seems to be doing something to do with the war: delivering the post, collecting clothes and blankets, putting together bags with mending supplies, needles and thread and so on, and of course knitting . . . miles of it. Mrs Appleton’s back with us, thank goodness. Working on the land didn’t suit her, but she achieves a formidable amount of knitting.’ She sipped her cocoa. ‘I don’t know how many letters I’ve written as well, to men who have no families, things like that. And of course there’s always cleaning and maintenance to be done. And lots of women drive now - delivering things.’

Joseph smiled, thinking of the vast organization of support, everyone striving to do what they could for the men they loved.

‘I expect the squire will be round to see you,’ she went on, changing the subject completely, except that he, by his very position, was part of the old way of the village. He belonged to the past that she trusted. ‘He’s bound to be a bit tedious,  but it’s his duty,’ she added. ‘You’re a hero, and he’ll want to pay his respects and hear all about your experiences.’ She was watching him now, to see what he wanted, regardless of what he might feel compelled to say.

He debated it. He hated to talk about the men he knew. No words could draw for anyone else what their lives were like. And yet the people left at home who loved them had a need to know at least part of it. Their imaginations filled in the rest, which was still immeasurably better than revealing the whole ghastly truth.

‘You don’t have to see him,’ Hannah cut across his thoughts, but her voice was gentle. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

It was very tempting to say he was not well enough and put it off. But then on the other hand, when he was better, he would have no excuse to cut short the conversation. ‘No,’ he said aloud. ‘I’ll see him as soon as he feels like coming.’

She finished her cocoa and put down the cup. ‘Are you certain? I can put it off very nicely.’

‘I’m sure you can,’ he agreed. ‘I’ve seen you. Always a lady, but, like Mother, you could freeze anyone at twenty paces if they took liberties.’

She smiled, and lowered her eyes, for a moment too emotional to meet his.

‘If he comes now,’ Joseph went on, wishing he were able to lean over and touch her hand, ‘then I can be very brief, and get away with it.’

She looked up with a flash of understanding. ‘You don’t like to talk about it, do you? Archie doesn’t either.’ There was loneliness in that, knowing she was being excluded. She stood up. ‘Do you think you can go to sleep now? I’ll stay if you like.’

That was just what she must have said to her children time and time again, after a bad dream. He felt so very much at  home now, as if he were back in the past: the house, Hannah, the books and habits of the best from childhood - all these were familiar and comfortable with use. They were threads that held the core of life together. ‘No, thanks,’ Joseph said quietly. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Hannah went out, leaving the door ajar, in case he should want her. He felt like a child, and at least for a short while, just as safe. Surprisingly, he did fall asleep very shortly after.




Chapter Two

Hannah remained at home the following day until the squire had been in the morning. He seemed to be as relieved as Joseph was that he could just utter a few hearty platitudes and consider his duty done.

After he left, Hannah ascertained that Joseph was all right. Mrs Appleton was downstairs and would make him lunch. She herself needed to go into Cambridge and see the bank manager, and do one or two other necessary errands.

She caught the train in the village and was there in half an hour. The city did not look so different to her - the change had been gradual - but she still noticed the absence of young men. There were a few errand boys, junior clerks, delivery men, but most of all there were hardly any students. The streets used to be crowded with bicycles, and the cheerful conversations of the young with the world of knowledge before them. She could not bear to think of how many of them were already dead in France, and how many more would be.

Hannah went into the bank and asked to speak to the  manager. She liked Mr Atherton. He was very capable and she always left reassured.

She waited just under ten minutes and a smart young woman in a plain, dark blue tailored skirt came out of a side door. The blouse was crisp, and the skirt was rather full and reached only to the middle of her calf. No doubt there was a matching jacket, long and equally fashionable. She had cut her hair short. She looked about Hannah’s age.

‘Good morning, Mrs MacAllister,’ she said with a slight smile. ‘My name is Mae Darnley. How can I help you?’ She offered a cool, lean hand, without any rings.

Hannah accepted it only because it would have been rude not to, but it was an odd thing to do. ‘I would like to speak to Mr Atherton, please.’ She had already said as much to the original clerk.

‘I am afraid Mr Atherton is no longer with us,’ Miss Darnley replied. ‘He works with the War Office in London. I am the manager now. How can I assist you?’

Hannah was lost for words. Surely things could not have changed so much? This woman could not be more than thirty-five at the most. What could she know?

Miss Darnley was waiting.

Hannah realized she was being discourteous and other people were beginning to look at her. ‘Thank you,’ she said awkwardly. ‘Then . . . then I suppose I had better see you.’

It was a disconcerting experience. Hannah followed Miss Darnley into the office and even before she sat down she noticed how it had changed. The silver tantalus for whisky that usually sat on the side table had disappeared. In its place was a vase of narcissi. She smelled the perfume of them immediately. The photographs were different. Instead of Mr Atherton’s wife and sons there was an elderly couple in a silver frame, and a young  man in uniform, so far framed only in polished wood. And all the ashtrays had gone too. Apparently Miss Darnley did not approve of smoking in her office.

Hannah sat down while her mind raced through what she could ask this young woman, other than the advice she had come for, and would really trust only Mr Atherton with. Nothing came to her. You could hardly ask to see the manager in order to make a deposit or a withdrawal.

Miss Darnley was waiting expectantly.

There was really no civil alternative, and she did not have to accept the advice. Hannah cleared her throat. ‘I have a small amount of money left after my parents’ deaths,’ she began. ‘And continuing income from my husband’s and my house in Portsmouth, which we are renting out because I now live in the family home here, while my brother, who owns it, is in the army.’

‘I see. And you wish to invest it?’

‘Yes. Mr Atherton suggested certain bonds, but I need more advice before I make up my mind. I don’t wish to trouble my husband with the matter because he is home seldom, and only for a few days at a time.’ Already she wished she had not told this smart young woman so much. Perhaps she should ask the family lawyer? He was always reliable.

‘Will you require the money within a short time?’ Miss Darnley asked. ‘Two or three years, for example? Or is it a long-term investment, perhaps with your children in mind, or your husband’s retirement?’

‘Long term,’ Hannah replied.

‘How much are we speaking of?’

‘Just over a thousand pounds.’

‘Considerable,’ Miss Darnley acknowledged. ‘Houses are usually safer than bonds, which can be affected by a radical  change in business, or the markets.’ Her lips tightened. ‘But in wartime houses can be bombed, and of course insurance does not cover war, or acts of God.’ She looked at Hannah very steadily. ‘Have you considered purchasing land, perhaps something that is presently agricultural, but on the outskirts of the city, where future development will take place? That is almost impossible to damage, except by flooding, and will increase in value as well as bringing you a small return now. There is also no upkeep required, as there is on rented houses.’

Hannah was astonished. Her mind raced through it for flaws, and found none. Could it really be so . . . so clear? Why had Mr Atherton not thought of it? ‘Really?’ she said.

‘Give it a little consideration,’ Miss Darnley suggested. ‘You could ask your brother. I believe he is at home. How is he progressing?’

‘Well, thank you.’ That was a lie. Joseph was still in a great deal of pain. She saw it in the strain in his face, the hollows around his eyes and the slow way he moved, afraid of jolting fragile flesh, and the raw ends of bone as yet unknitted. Why did she exchange polite nothingness with this woman? Everybody admired those who did not complain, but the denials of truth cut them off from each other, making help impossible, to receive or to give. ‘No, actually he’s not,’ she said suddenly. ‘He was very badly hurt, and it’s going to take ages, if he completely recovers at all.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Miss Darnley said with a sudden bleakness in her eyes.

Hannah wondered with a flash of perception if perhaps the man she had been going to marry had been killed, but it would be intrusive to ask. ‘Thank you for your advice,’ she said instead. ‘It sounds excellent sense to me. I shall think about it, and  make some enquiries as to what is available. I hope you will like it here at the bank.’

A quick enthusiastic smile lit Miss Darnley’s face. ‘Oh, yes! It’s a marvellous opportunity. It’s almost the only good thing about the war that women are at last getting the chance to do all kinds of jobs we were prevented from before. It’s my belief that one day we really will get the vote. And then the next thing will be to become part of the government.’

Hannah had meant the remark only as a pleasantry. This was wildly further than she had thought of in her lifetime, let alone soon. She could feel all the familiar, beautiful world she loved slipping out of her grasp and changing into something harsh and strange where the natural roles of men and women were distorted, even broken.

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she said confusedly. She thanked Miss Darnley again and took her leave. But outside in the street the sense of fear persisted. A horse and cart clattered past her, and an automobile went the other way. She had not realized until now quite what dignity and grace there had been in the certainties of life. It was not just the outer peace that everyone could see, but an inner quality as well, a gentleness that was utterly gone.

She almost bumped into the young man in flannel trousers and blazer coming the other way. She started to apologize, then realized it was Ben Morven, one of the scientists who worked for Shanley Corcoran in the Scientific Establishment. She had met him several times here in Cambridge or in the village. She liked his warmth, the way he laughed at some of the absurdities of life and yet treasured the old and simple things, just as she did.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked with a flicker of concern.

‘Oh yes, perfectly,’ she assured him. ‘Just a little off balance  to find my bank manager has been replaced by a young woman.’ She smiled back at him ruefully, embarrassed to admit how much it frightened her.

‘It’s only temporary,’ he replied with a little twist of his mouth. ‘When the war’s over and the men come home, she’ll have to go back to whatever it was she did before. She’ll have two or three years at most.’

‘Do you think so?’ Then as she laughed she was ashamed at her eagerness, and found herself blushing.

They were walking side by side in the sun up King’s Parade. The traffic seemed to have eased. It was nice not to have to explain her feelings to him, even if it was a little embarrassing to be understood so well. She knew something about him already. He came from a small town on the coast of Lancashire, a scholarship boy from a very ordinary family. His mother had died when he was about Jenny’s age and there was a yearning in him for the light and the sweetness of the past. When she had mentioned the death of her own mother she had seen the swift gentleness in his eyes. No words were necessary to tell him of the grief that still descended on her without warning, almost taking her breath away.

Should she apologize for being so quick to wish Miss Darnley back to wherever she had come from? She glanced sideways at his face, and knew it was totally unnecessary. It was very comfortable for a little while not to pretend.

 



That evening Shanley Corcoran came to see Joseph. Hannah was delighted for her own sake as well. Since her father’s death her children had had no grandparents. Archie’s parents lived in the far north, and poor health prevented them travelling. Corcoran told them marvellous stories and made the world  seem like an exciting place, full of colour and mystery. No adventure was too wild or marvellous, at least to dream.

For Hannah he was inextricably tied to the memories of family life, childhood, times when pain was brief and permanent loss unimaginable.

Now she was delighted to see him. He came in with a wave of enthusiasm, leaving the door wide open on to the clear evening outside. He was of average height and build but he was remarkable for the vitality and intelligence in his face. His hair was white but still thick, and his eyes were unusually dark and seemed to burn with energy.

He spoke to them all, asking after each, but he was too eager to see Joseph to wait for more than the briefest of answers. Hannah took him upstairs after a few moments.

Joseph felt his spirits lifting simply because Corcoran was there. Suddenly the idea of rest seemed a waste of opportunity. He wished to be well again and do something. When Corcoran asked him how he was, he replied drily, ‘It holds me up a bit.’

Corcoran laughed; it was a bright, infectious sound. He sat down on the chair beside the bed. ‘Doesn’t stop you talking, anyway,’ he observed. ‘It’ll be good for Hannah to have you here, at least for a while. As soon as you’re on your feet you’ll have to come for dinner. Orla would love to see you. She’ll drive over and fetch you. I’m so busy these days I practically have to be delirious with fever before they’ll let me off.’

‘I thought you were the head of the Establishment?’ Joseph raised his eyebrows.

‘Oh, I am! They are my own inner demons that drive me,’ Corcoran admitted, then for an instant he was deeply serious. ‘We’ve got marvellous work going on, Joseph. I can’t tell you details, of course, but what we are creating could change  everything. Win the war for us. And soon. So help me God, it’ll have to be soon, the way it’s going at sea. Our losses are appalling.’ He spread his hands. ‘But enough of that now. I imagine you know all you want to already. I’ve seen Matthew once or twice since you were last home, but how’s Judith?’ His eyes were bright and tender. ‘Your father would be so proud of her, driving an ambulance on the Western Front! How times have changed, and people.’

Joseph smiled back. John Reavley would have been passionately proud of his young daughter, and he would probably even have said so, but only once. And he would have feared for her, as Joseph did, whilst assuring Alys that she was in no danger. Desperately as he missed his mother, he was glad she did not have to endure this.

They would both have been hurt, and perhaps confused by some of the things she had done. Joseph should have disapproved himself. He reminded himself that he did! And yet he had also understood. A year later he still felt the pain.

Corcoran was staring at him, his face puckered. ‘Are you feeling worse, Joseph? Am I keeping you up? Please be honest. . .’

‘No, of course not,’ Joseph said quickly. ‘I’m sorry, I was just thinking of some of the things Judith has seen, and experienced. She’s a very different woman from the girl who used to tear around the lanes here in her Model T, scaring the sheep half silly.’

Corcoran laughed. ‘Do you remember her at our Whitsun picnics?’ he said with light in his face. ‘I don’t think she was more than five or six years old when we had our first. I’ve never seen a little girl run as she did.’

He and Orla had had no children. Joseph had caught the sadness in his face; but only for moments, and it never clouded his joy in his friend’s family, nor stinted his generosity of praise  and willingness to share the successes and the failures of their lives.

‘And the time she decided to show us the cancan, and did a cartwheel that ended in the river.’ Corcoran was laughing as he said it. ‘Matthew had to pull her out, and what a sight she was! Soaked to the skin, poor girl, and looking like a piece of waterweed.’

‘That was only seven years ago,’ Joseph reminded him. ‘It seems like another world now. I remember we had fresh salmon with lettuce and cucumber, and egg and cress sandwiches, and apple charlotte for pudding. It was too early for berries.’ There was regret when he said that. He loved raspberries. He could never pass the bushes in the garden when they were in fruit without taking a few.

The mood changed suddenly. Both were returned to the present. They were lucky; safe and whole, and with people they loved. Joseph thought how warm he was, but it was as if the cold of the trenches were only beyond the door to the landing. So many of the men with whom he had shared it would be dead within the year. And without them the women in houses like this would never be the same.

‘We’ll win,’ Corcoran said, leaning forward with sudden fierceness. ‘We have the science, Joseph, I swear to you. We are working on an entirely new invention, something no one else has even thought of. And when we’ve solved the last few little problems with it, it will revolutionize the war at sea. U-boats will cease to be a threat. Germany won’t strangle us. The shoe will be on the other foot; we shall destroy them.’ His eyes were dark and brilliant with the knowledge of what could be, and the passion to bring it about. It was a kind of pride, but without arrogance. ‘It’s beautiful, Joseph. The concept is as simple and as elegant as mathematics; it’s just the  last few details of practicality we have to iron out. It will make history!’

He reached across and put his hand gently on Joseph’s. ‘But don’t whisper of it to anyone, not even Hannah. I know she worries herself ill over Archie, like every woman in England who has brothers, husband or sons at sea, but she can’t know yet. We are very nearly there.’

Joseph felt a surge of hope and found himself smiling widely. ‘Of course I won’t tell her,’ he agreed. ‘That should be your privilege, anyway.’

‘Thank you,’ Corcoran accepted with sudden emotion. ‘To be able to tell her will be one of the greatest rewards of all. But I’m glad you will be home with her for a while. Take good care of yourself. Allow yourself to mend slowly. Build up your strength again. You’ve done such a lot already - you deserve a little time to see the spring.’

He left after another ten minutes, and even though Joseph was tired he felt as if there were a new warmth in the room, an easing of pain. Instead of going back to sleep, or trying to read, he contemplated how good it would be to be at home for the blossoming of the year. He would see the lambs and calves, the first leaves on the trees, the hedgerows filled with flowers, and all of it untrampled by marching feet, not ruined by gunfire, nothing broken, poisoned or burned.

He thought quite suddenly of Isobel Hughes, to whom he had been obliged, as chaplain, to write and inform her of her husband’s death. She had written back thanking him for his kindness. A correspondence had developed - only a letter once a month or so. They had never met, and yet he was able to tell her his feelings of weariness, and guilt that he could do so little to help. She did not make futile suggestions, or say that it did not matter. Instead she told him about the farms and  the village in Wales where she lived, little stories of gossip, the occasional joke. It brought him a remembrance again of the sanity of village life where quarrels over a piece of land or a churn of milk still mattered, where people danced and courted, made silly mistakes and gave generous forgiveness.

Should he write and tell her that he had been wounded and was at home for a while? Would she care or worry if she did not hear from him? Or would he be presuming on her kindness? He liked her very much. There was a gentleness and wry honesty in her letters he found himself thinking of more often than he would care to tell her.

He wondered what she looked like. He had no idea. It would be forward to ask, and it was only an idle curiosity. It did not matter; it was her friendship he valued.

In the end he asked Hannah for pen and paper and wrote a brief letter. After she had taken it, he wondered if he had been too terse, and rather silly to think Isobel would be concerned anyway.

He thought of the dugout where he had slept and where most of his belongings were, the books he loved best, and the portrait of Dante. That was where he wrote the almost daily letters he had to, to tell of a death, or a serious injury . . . presumably someone had done that for him, to tell Hannah? He had not thought of it until now. It would have been one of the easy ones to write, because he was still alive.

Who was doing it now he was not there? Would they have got another chaplain? But whoever he was he would not know the men, or their families! He would not know the rivalries, the debts of kindness, the weaknesses and the strengths. He himself should be there! But not yet. He still had time to watch the slow spring at least begin.
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The next day he got up for a little while. If he didn’t he would begin to lose the use of his muscles. The fever was gone; it was just a matter of his wounds healing and of gaining his strength again.

It also meant he was well enough to receive visitors outside the family. The squire was already dealt with; however the local vicar was not, and he arrived in the middle of the afternoon. Hannah showed him in to the sitting room where Joseph was resting quietly in an armchair, the dog at his feet, tail thumping on the floor now and then as Joseph spoke to him. Hannah shot them both a quick glance of apology.

Hallam Kerr was a man of medium height and build with straight hair parted in the middle. He was in his forties. His manner was full of enthusiasm, rather like a school sports master at the beginning of a match, but there were lines of anxiety in his face and something faintly dated in his dress.

‘Ah! Captain Reavley! Congratulations!’ He thrust out his hand; then, as if feeling that Joseph might attempt to get up, he snatched it back again. ‘Please, please don’t stand, my dear fellow. I simply came to see if there is anything I can do for you. And, of course, to say how immensely proud we all are. It’s superb to have a holder of the Military Cross in the village - and for the Church as a whole! Shows that we men of God are fighters too, what?’
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