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To all the women who kept the home fires burning




Take up our quarrel with the foe: 
To you from failing hands we throw 
The torch; be yours to hold it high. 
If ye break faith with us who die 
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 
In Flanders fields.

 



John McCrae




Chapter One

‘Home for Christmas this year, Chaplain?’ Barshey Gee said with a wry smile. He turned his back to the wind and lit a Woodbine, then flicked the match into the mud at his feet. A couple of miles away in the gathering dusk the German guns fired desultorily. In a little while the bombardment would probably get heavier. Nights were the worst.

‘Maybe.’ Joseph would not commit himself. In October 1914 they had all imagined the war would be over in months. Now, four years later, half the men he had known were dead; the German Army was in retreat from the ground they had taken and his Cambridgeshire regiment had advanced nearly as far as Ypres again. They might even make it tonight, so every man was needed.

They were waiting now, all around him in the gathering darkness, fidgeting a little, adjusting the weight of rifles and packs on their shoulders. They knew this land well. Before the Germans  had driven them back they had lived in these trenches and dugouts. Friends and brothers were buried in the thick Flanders clay around them.

Barshey shifted his weight, his feet squelching in the mud. His brother Charlie had been mutilated and bled to death here, shortly after the first gas attacks in the spring of 1915. Tucky Nunn was buried here somewhere, and Plugger Arnold, and dozens more from the small villages around Selborne St Giles.

There was movement to Barshey’s left, and to his right. They were waiting for the order to go over the top. Joseph would stay behind, as he always did, ready to tend the wounded, carry them back to the casualty clearing station, sit with those whose pain was unbearable, and watch with the dying. His days were too often spent writing the letters home that told women they were widows. Lately the soldiers were younger, some no more than fifteen or sixteen, and he was telling their mothers how they had died, trying to offer some kind of comfort – that they had been brave, liked, and not alone, that it had been quick.

In his pocket Joseph’s hand tightened over the letter he had received this morning from his sister Hannah at home in Cambridgeshire. He had refused to open it yet. Memories could confuse him, and take him miles from the present and scatter the concentration he needed to stay alive. He could not think of evening wind in the poplar leaves beyond the orchard, or, across the fields, the elms motionless against a sunset sky, starlings wheeling up and out, black fragments against the light. He could not allow himself to breathe in the silence and the smell of earth, or watch the slow tread of the plough horses returning along the lanes after the day’s work.

There were weeks to go yet, perhaps months, before it was over  and those who were left could go back to a land that would never again be as they had left it, and had dreamed of returning to.

More men were passing through the shadows. Allied trenches were dug shallower than the German ones. You had to keep your head down or risk being caught by sniper fire. The floor was muddy. Joseph could remember the worst times, when the mud had been deep enough to drown a man, and so cold some actually froze to death. Many of the duckboards were rotten now, but the rats were still there, millions of them, some as big as cats, and the stench was just the same – death and latrines. You could smell the line miles before you actually reached it. It varied from one place to another, depending on the nationality of the men who fought there. Corpses smelled differently according to the food they ate.

Barshey threw away the last of his cigarette. ‘Reckon we’ll make Passchendaele again within the week,’ he said, looking at Joseph and squinting slightly in the last of the light.

Joseph said nothing, knowing no answer was expected. Memory held them together in wordless pain. He nodded, looked at Barshey for a moment, then turned to pick his way over the old duckboards and round the dogleg corner into the next stretch. The wooden revetment that held the walls from crumbling was sagged and bulging. All the trenches were built in a zigzag so if the enemy did storm them they could not take out a whole platoon with one burst. He reached Tiddly Wop Andrews just below the fire-step, his profile clear for a moment against the pale sky, then he ducked down again.

‘Evenin’, Reverend,’ he said quietly. He started to say something else, but the increasing noise drowned it as a hundred yards to the left the machine guns started to chatter.

It was time for Joseph to go back to the casualty clearing station where he could be of use to the wounded as they were brought in. He passed other men he knew and spoke a word or two to them: Snowy Nunn, his white-blond hair hidden by his helmet; Stan Tidyman, grinning and whistling through his teeth; Punch Fuller, instantly recognizable by his nose; and Cully Teversham, standing motionless.

Like every regiment, the Cambridgeshires had originally been drawn from a small area: men who had played together in childhood and gone to the same schools. But with so many dead or wounded there were remnants of many regiments from all over now, scrambled together to make any kind of force. More than half the men now going up and over the parapet into the roar of gunfire were almost strangers to Joseph.

He came to the end of the dogleg and turned into the connecting trench back towards the support line and the casualty clearing station beyond. It was dark by the time he reached it. Normally the station would not have been busy. The wounded were evacuated to the hospital as soon as they were fit to move, and the surgeons, nurses and orderlies would be waiting for new casualties to be brought in. But with so many German prisoners pouring through the lines, exhausted, defeated and many of them injured, there were still nearly twenty patients here.

In the distance, more columns of soldiers were coming forward into the trenches. At the rate they were taking ground now, the front line would soon move beyond the old earthworks. In the open the casualties would be far worse.

Joseph began his usual work of helping with minor injuries. He was busy in the general admissions tent when Whoopy  Teversham came to the open flap, his face frightened and smeared with blood in the lantern light.

‘Captain Reavley, you’d better come. There’s two o’ the men beating a prisoner pretty bad. If you don’t stop them they’re loike to kill ’im.’

Joseph shouted for one of the orderlies to take over from him, and followed Whoopy outside, almost treading on his heels. It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the dark, then he started running towards the back of the operating tent. The ground was rough, gouged into ruts and shallow craters by gun-carriage wheels and earlier shelling.

They were ahead of him, a group of half a dozen or so crowded together: the lightly wounded on guard duty. Their voices were sharp and high-pitched. Joseph saw them jostle closer, an arm swing in a punch and someone stagger. A star shell went up and momentarily lit the sky, outlining them luridly for several seconds before it faded and fell. It gave him long enough to see the figure on the ground, half curled over with his face in the mud, as if he had tried to protect himself.

Joseph reached them and spoke to the only man he had recognized in the brief light. ‘Corporal Clarke, what’s going on here?’

The others froze, caught by surprise.

Clarke coughed, then straightened up. ‘German prisoner, sir. Seems to be hurt.’ His voice was uncertain and Joseph could not see his face in the dark.

‘Seems to be?’ Joseph said scathingly. ‘Then what are you doing standing around shouting at each other and throwing punches? Does he need a stretcher?’

‘He’s a Jerry prisoner!’ someone said angrily. ‘Best put him out of his misery. Bastards spent four years killing our boys, then  think they can just put their hands up in the air, and suddenly we’ll bust our guts bandaging ’em up and looking after ’em. Oi say the war’s still on. Their brothers are over there,’ he jerked an arm towards the gunfire, ‘still troying to kill us. Let’s shoot back.’

There was a measure of agreement in murmured angry voices.

‘Very brave,’ Joseph said sarcastically. ‘Ten of you kick an unarmed prisoner to death, while your comrades go into no-man’s-land and face the Germans with guns.’

‘We found him loike that!’ The sense of injustice was hot and instant. Others agreed vehemently. They turned, looking at each other.

‘He was escaping!’ someone explained. ‘Going off back to ’is own to tell ’em where we are, an’ how many. We had to stop ’im!’

‘Name?’ Joseph demanded.

‘Turner.’

‘Turner, sir!’ Joseph snapped.

‘Turner, sir,’ the man obeyed sullenly. ‘He was still escaping.’ The resentment in his voice was clear. Joseph was a chaplain, a non-combatant, and this soldier considered him inferior. Joseph had compounded that now by interfering with a holy-Joe attitude and interrupting natural justice.

‘And it takes ten of you to stop him?’ Joseph enquired, allowing his voice to rise with disbelief.

‘Two of us,’ Turner replied. ‘Me an’ Culshaw.’

‘Go and join your unit,’ Joseph ordered. ‘Teversham and I will get him to the dressing station.’

Turner did not move. ‘He’s German, sir . . .’

‘So you said. We don’t kill unarmed prisoners. If it’s worth bothering, we question them; if not, we leave them alone.’

Someone muttered a remark Joseph did not hear. There was a ripple of jerky laughter, then silence.

Whoopy Teversham levelled his bayonet and poked the man nearest him. Reluctantly they moved aside and Joseph bent to the figure on the ground. The man was still breathing, but he was obviously badly hurt. If they left him here much longer he could well die.

Slowly one of the other men stepped forward and helped lift the prisoner up so Joseph could get his weight on to his shoulders and carry him at least as far as the casualty clearing station where there would be light and help. It might be no more than a chance to let him die with some humanity.

The German was not heavy; perhaps hunger had taken its toll. Many people, both army and civilian, were starving. Even so, he was awkward to carry, and the ground under Joseph’s feet was uneven. He knew it must be painful for the prisoner, but there was nothing he could do to ease it.

He was almost at the admissions tent again when an orderly ran out to meet him and helped them both inside. In the light Joseph was stunned to see the wounded man’s face. He could not have been more than sixteen, and looked pinched with hunger. He was so badly beaten that his features were almost indistinguishable. His left arm was broken, and there was a deep wound in his thigh that bled so heavily it was impossible to tell if it was shrapnel or bayonet that had caused it. His eyes were sunken with physical shock, and staring now in terror.

‘You’re all right,’ Joseph said to him in German. ‘We’ll dress the wound in your leg and clean you up a bit, then get you back to the proper hospital.’

‘I surrender,’ the boy said thickly in the same language,  his words blurred by the torn and swollen flesh of his face. ‘I surrender.’

‘I know,’ Joseph assured him. ‘We have lots of you. When we’ve got you bandaged and your arm set, we’ll put you with the others.’

‘You going to ask me questions?’ The fear was still there in his eyes.

‘No. Why? Do you have anything to tell me?’

‘No. I surrender.’

‘That’s what I thought. Now be quiet until the doctor comes.’

Joseph left him with the medical orderlies and went back to assisting others, but the incident stayed in his mind. He could not let it pass.

However, it was many hours later before he found the opportunity to go forward to look for Bill Harrison, Culshaw and Turner’s commanding officer. He had known Harrison since 1915, and liked him. He was a quiet man with a nice sense of humour, who had earned his promotion from the ranks.

It was now grey dawn, with a thin east wind sending clouds ragged across the sky and ruffling the rainwater pools in the mud. Joseph had to pick his way past lifeless tree stumps, many of them scarred by fire, and around craters where rusted guns poked up through the oily surface. The bones of dead men and horses had been buried and uncovered by succeeding shellfire over the years. Attempts at burying them had become pointless. The stench was thick in his throat, but he was used to it. He found Harrison crouched in a small dugout in the side of the supply trench. He had made a cup of tea in a dixie can and was sipping it. Joseph knew exactly what it would taste like: sour water and the residue of tinned Maconochie stew.

‘Morning, Chaplain?’ Harrison said questioningly, as Joseph crouched beside him. ‘What are you doing this far forward?’ He searched Joseph’s face, knowing there must be some kind of trouble to bring him this close to the firing. ‘We lost Henderson. I’d like to write to his family and tell them myself,’ he added, a note of apology in his voice.

Joseph had known he would. It was the sort of thing Harrison would not leave to others. Such news should always be broken by someone who had at least known the dead man. However good the regimental chaplain was, a letter from him was still, in a sense, impersonal.

‘It’s about Culshaw and Turner,’ Joseph told him.

Harrison frowned but he waited for Joseph to continue.

‘Caught a German prisoner trying to escape,’ Joseph said, making it as brief as possible. ‘Boy of around sixteen, thin as a scarecrow. Beat him almost to death. Whoopy Teversham caught them and stopped it.’

Harrison stared at the ruined tree stump ahead of them, and the carcass of a horse beneath it. Joseph knew Harrison loved horses. He even liked the stubborn, awkward regimental mules.

‘Hard to stop it,’ he said after a while. ‘It just goes on and on, one death after another. Men get angry because they feel so helpless. There’s nothing to hit out at. Culshaw’s father was in the navy, and his elder brother.’

‘Was?’ Joseph asked, although he knew what Harrison was going to say.

‘Both went down last year,’ Harrison answered. ‘His sister lost her husband too. No idea what he’s going home to . . . if he makes it.’

‘Nobody does,’ Joseph said quietly. He thought of his own  home, instinctively moving his hand towards his pocket, and then away again. He knew the letter was there.

Hannah’s husband, Archie, commanded a destroyer. Would he survive the last few weeks or months of war? Would any of them? Joseph was still alive, unhurt except for the dull ache in his bones that cold brought, and which reminded him of his smashed arm and the deep shrapnel wound in his leg, which had invalided him home in the summer of 1916. He had been tempted to stay in Britain. At his age he could have. Not that he would have been happy. However, it would have been a betrayal of his men still out here, and of the women at home who loved them, and trusted him to sit with the injured, not to leave them to die alone.

‘It can’t ever be the same,’ he agreed aloud. ‘The England we fought for is gone anyway. We all know that.’

‘You used to teach theology in Cambridge, didn’t you?’ Harrison asked. ‘Will you go back to that?’ His face was curious, surprisingly gentle.

Joseph smiled at the innocence of the question. He had gone to teach at the university as a form of escape. Eleanor had died in childbirth, and their son with her. His bereavement had been insupportable, his faith too shallow to sustain him. The thought of ministering to the human needs of a congregation overwhelmed him, and he ran and hid in the purely intellectual teaching of Biblical languages.

‘No,’ he said in answer to Harrison’s question. ‘It’s a little divorced from the reality of living.’ What a weight of dismissal that carried. When you cradled a man in your arms as he bled to death in the freezing mud, theory was nothing, however beautiful to the brain. Only being there counted, staying with him,  no matter what else happened, no matter if you were freezing and terrified also, and just as alone as he. The promise – ‘I will not leave you’ – was the only one worth keeping.

Harrison looked sideways at him. The light was broader now, cold and white, and they could see each other’s face. He lit a cigarette, cupping the brief flame in his hands. ‘Everything’s changed at home. Women do half the jobs we used to have now. Couldn’t help it – the men were away or dead. Or, of course, crippled! But it’s still different.’ He stared at the dregs of his tea. ‘God, that tastes foul! But how long will clean water and no more guns be enough, Chaplain? We’ll be strangers, most of us. We’re heroes at the moment, because we’re still fighting, but what about in six months, or a year? There’s always something to talk about: people we know, the news, what’s on at the cinema. Ask each other if we’ve read any good books? But that can’t go on for ever. One day we’ll have to deal with the ordinary things. We’ll get used to each other, stop being polite and careful. Then what will we talk about? When I’m home on leave now people can’t do enough for me. I’m given the best in the house.’

Joseph said nothing. He knew exactly what Harrison meant, the intended kindness, the meaningless conversations, the silences they couldn’t fill.

‘I still have nightmares on leave,’ Harrison said softly, blowing out smoke. ‘I can hear the guns even when they aren’t there. I think of the men who won’t come back, and I see that terrible stare in the faces of too many who look as if they’re whole, until you see their eyes. We’re frightened we’ll be killed in the last few weeks, and we’re frightened of going home and being strangers and alone, because we don’t fit in any more.’

But to Joseph that was better than the desert of emptiness  that awaited him afterwards, the banality, and the agonizing loneliness. He would never be able to lose himself in academic studies again. They were such a small part of the enormity of life. He needed the touch of mind and heart, the passion of friendship.

Joseph waited several minutes before he answered. Everything Harrison said was true. He was afraid of the emptiness of going back himself. He was needed here, desperately needed, so much that the burden of it was sometimes crushing.

‘I know,’ he said at last. ‘We’re all afraid of the future, because we don’t know what it will be. But we can’t let men kick a German prisoner to death, whatever they feel. If we are no better than that, in God’s name, what have ten million men died for?’

‘I’ll talk to them,’ Harrison promised. He pinched out his cigarette, then threw the dregs of his tea away. ‘It won’t happen again.’

 



The following day, 12 October, Joseph was back in the casualty clearing station with more prisoners. They were coming through the lines every day. Most of them were marched back into camps where they would be held as the army moved eastwards over the old battlefields towards the borders of Germany. The few who were seriously wounded were kept in the clearing stations until they could be taken on without risking their lives.

Sometimes there was information to be gained from them, but it was of little use now. The terrain had been fought over back and forth and was known intimately, every dugout, every trench. Only the craters were different as the guns fired ceaselessly, churning up old clay, old corpses, the wreckage of armour. The movement of regiments changed too often for yesterday’s prisoners to tell what tomorrow’s deployment would be.

Joseph was occupied mostly with speaking to prisoners of  medical issues, translating their needs to the doctors, and then translating back the treatment they would receive. His German had been fluent even before the war. He had spent time there studying, and he cared for both the land and its people. Like any other Englishman, the idea of fighting Germany had been troubling and unnatural. He knew the soldiers on the other side of the lines were too much like the men from his own village that he talked with every day. It was the governments, the tide of history, that were different from one country to the other.

He had been behind the lines last year and seen the suffering of the ordinary people, the hunger and the fear. He remembered the German soldiers who had helped him wheel the broken gun carriage with the man he and Edgar Morel had gone to look for. They had shared schnapps and sung songs together. Hunger, fear and wounds were the same in any language – and weariness, and the love of home.

Now he was standing in the resuscitation tent, talking to a prisoner with an amputated leg. Rain beat intermittently on the canvas. The man was not much more than twenty, his eyes sunken with pain and the shock of being suddenly mutilated, his country beaten and himself among strangers. Nationality seemed an irrelevance.

Joseph had tried all the assurance he could give with anything like honesty: that the soldier would receive medical treatment such as there was, food, transport when he was well enough, and that he would not be further injured.

Joseph knew that he should attend to the wounded of his own regiment, even though they were none of them seriously ill, but the terror in the man’s eyes haunted him. He looked like Hannah’s elder son, the colour of his eyes and the way his hair grew off  his brow. Joseph did small jobs – fetching and carrying, running errands – always returning to the man lying motionless in the sheets, the stump of his leg still oozing blood.

‘When will your armies be in Germany?’ the man asked him shortly after midnight.

‘I don’t know,’ Joseph said frankly. ‘There’s still a lot of hard fighting. The war may be over before we actually cross the border.’

‘But you will get there, tens of thousands of you . . .’ He left the sentence hanging as if he did not know how to finish it. There was sweat on his face, in spite of the cold, and his teeth were clamped together so the muscles of his jaw were tight, bulging under the grey-white skin.

Suddenly, with a sense of shame, Joseph knew that the man’s fear was not for himself. The desperation of his fighting had not been out of hate or the hunger for a German victory, simply the driving fear of what would happen to his family when enemy soldiers poured into the homeland of those who had killed their comrades, their friends and brothers, and revenge for it all lay open before them. Perhaps he knew what had happened to Belgium in 1914, and had been repeated over and over in every town and village. It might have appalled him as much as it did British soldiers to see the beaten and bereaved people, the burned-out farms and the eyes of the women who had been raped.

If the tide had gone the other way – and there had been years when it had seemed inevitable that it would – then German troops would be marching through the little villages of Cambridgeshire: Selborne St Giles, Haslingfield, Cherry Hinton, and all the others. The enemy would have the cobbles of the familiar streets where Joseph had grown up. German soldiers would be sleeping under the thatched roofs, tearing up the gardens, perhaps killing the  beasts to provide food, shooting those people who resisted. Women he had known all his life would be confused and humiliated, ashamed to smile or be seen to offer a kindness.

He saw the fear in the German’s eyes, and the bitter knowledge that he had failed to protect his women, perhaps his children. He would rather have died in battle. And yet what use was he to them dead? What use was he to anyone, a prisoner, and with only one leg?

Could Joseph tell him with any honesty that his women would not be violated, nor his house burned? After four years of horror, inconceivable to those who had not endured it, and slaughter that numbed the mind, could he say the victors would not take payment for it in blood and pain? Some men retained their humanity even in the face of hell. He had seen it. He could name hundreds of them – living and dead. But they were not all men, by a long way not all.

Should he comfort this man, lying ashen and broken-bodied in front of him, by telling him lies? Or did he deserve the truth? A dubious honour.

What would he want himself? Would he want to think Hannah was safe, even if it was not true? And her children – the boys and Jenny? What about Lizzie Blaine, who had been such a friend to him when he was home wounded in 1916? The thought of her frightened and shamed by a German soldier was so hideous his stomach churned and for a moment he was nearly sick.

He had not heard from her lately. He had tried not to count how long it was, but he knew exactly. It was six weeks and two days. He would not have expected it to hurt so much, but every mail call without a letter from her was like a blow to a place already aching.

The German was still watching him, uncertain now if he was going to answer at all.

‘Where is your family?’ Joseph asked him.

‘Dortmund,’ the man answered.

Joseph smiled. ‘It’ll be a long time before they get that far.’ He tried to sound confident. ‘The worst will have worn off by then. There’ll be some discipline. They’ll be regular troops. Most of the volunteers will have gone home. We’re all tired of war. Vengeance has little flavour once the blood has cooled a bit.’

The man blinked hard, the tears running down his cheeks. He was too weak to raise his hands to check them. ‘Thank you for not lying to me,’ he said quietly. ‘If you had said British soldiers don’t do such things, I would not have believed you.’

‘Most of us don’t,’ Joseph told him.

‘I know. Most of us don’t either.’ There was defiance in his voice and his eyes were hot with anger.

‘We’ve all changed,’ Joseph said sadly. ‘Not much is as it used to be.’

The German closed his eyes and retreated into some grief or pain too deep within himself for anyone else to guess at.

Joseph waited a moment longer, in case there was anything further the man wanted to say, then he turned and walked away. It was raining harder and the canvas rumbled with it. He kept in the shelter of the walkway between the tents. The ground was wet, the light shining on pools of water.

His thoughts returned to Lizzie again. He could not think of going home without her filling his thoughts. He remembered how she had been his driver all the time he was there two years ago, too badly injured to handle a car himself. In spite of her husband’s murder, she had found the strength and the courage  to help him look for the man who had so fearfully betrayed them all, and to confront him when at last they could no longer avoid the truth.

Joseph had begun by liking her, finding her company easy because she understood loss and never evaded it with trite words. She knew when to talk, and when to stay silent and allow the pain to take hold, and then slowly absorb it and pass through.

And she could be fun. Her humour was quick and dry. She had an easy laugh; the light of it reached her eyes, which were very blue in spite of her dark hair. If ever she felt sorry for herself she fought it alone, without blaming others. And yet she was imperfect enough to be vulnerable, to make mistakes. She needed help now and then.

Why had she not written?

Did she sense the growing affection in him and know that she could not love again – at least not love a man who had seen four years in the trenches and was so immersed in the horror of it he was changed for ever? Weren’t all men changed? Could any of them be whole enough again to make a woman happy? No woman wanted to grieve for ever. Women created life, affirmed it, loved no matter what else happened. They needed to nurture, and begin again.

Perhaps only women like his sister Judith, who was here at the Front, could understand and speak to soldiers as equals, could endure the nightmares and the ridiculous jokes, the miseries that seared the heart and would not be let go. To forget the dead would be to betray them, and was unforgivable. It would be to deny honour, to deny friendship, to make all the injury and the loss not real any more.

Judith understood. She had been here since the beginning of  the war, driving her ambulance with the wounded and the dead, facing the hunger and cold, the disease, the horrific injuries, the despair and the hope, just like the rest of them. It was ironic that he could talk to Judith, yet at the same time he didn’t need to because she knew it all, just as he did.

The rain was soft and cold in his face as Joseph crossed the mud back to the admissions tent to see if there was anyone just in who needed help.

Would he be able to offer anything of tenderness or honesty to any woman who had no experience of war? Or would the gulf between them be made uncrossable by the ghosts of too many friends lying dead in his arms, too many journeys across no-man’s-land with terror and grief tearing him apart, too many long nights being deafened by the guns?

Lizzie, why don’t you write? Don’t you know what to say any more? What horror could there be in the future as terrible as that which we have already endured in the murder of Theo and the betrayal by Corcoran?

He stopped still, his feet covered in mud. He was not ready to go into the tent yet. He needed a short break before finding the next man to talk to, to try to comfort, or if not that, then at least to help him to a drink of water, or to turn him on to his other side for a little ease.

He had not acknowledged to himself until this moment that Lizzie meant so much to him – far more than friendship, more than laughter or comfort or someone to trust. The thought that she might not write again brought a loneliness he was not equipped to endure. It was pointless to evade it, even if it were possible – he loved her.
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In London Joseph’s brother, Matthew Reavley, was sitting in the bare impersonal office opposite Calder Shearing, his superior in the Secret Intelligence Service.

‘A month,’ Shearing said, pulling his mouth into a tight line. ‘Possibly a week or two longer, if the Germans hold out around Ypres, but not much more. There’s still hard fighting in Menin, Courtrai – and Verdun, of course. Casualty figures are bad, on both sides.’ He did not need to look at the names on the map, he knew them all, better than the furniture of his own house, or the neglected garden behind it.

‘Talks by early November?’ Matthew asked. ‘Ceasefire?’

‘Probably,’ Shearing replied. ‘But we’re not ready. We’re still arguing with Wilson, and the French.’

His voice was raw with emotion. There was a wealth of anger in it, although suppressed because it had to be. This had been the most devastating war in history. It had spread to almost every corner of the world. Thirty-five million people were missing, dead or injured; a continent spread with ruin. The balance of power was altered for ever. The old rule was swept away. The Kaiser was toppled, the Austro-Hungarian Empire crumbling. In Russia a revolution had occurred that was even more terrible than that which had swept the Bourbon monarchy from France. America had emerged as a new world power.

‘Wilson’s fourteen points,’ Matthew said grimly.

It was a vexed subject. President Woodrow Wilson of the United States was in effect the chief arbiter between the opposing forces, and as far back as January he had laid out his principles upon which peace should be negotiated.

Shearing’s neat, strong hand clenched on top of his desk. ‘Don’t argue it, Reavley. Not now.’

‘He has no grasp of history,’ Matthew said, not for the first time. ‘If we force his terms on Germany, it will lay the foundation for another war just as bloody as this!’

‘I know!’ Shearing snapped, the muscles of his face tightening. ‘We all know it, but the man doesn’t listen to us. He has the mind of a country schoolmaster, and the soul of an army mule. But what matters is that he has the power of a nation that didn’t join the war until close to the end, when the rest of us were already on our knees. He rescued us, and, very politely, he doesn’t intend to let us forget it.’

‘If he were a European country schoolmaster it wouldn’t matter,’ Matthew said drily, leaning back in his chair. He had grown comfortable in Shearing’s room only lately, now that he understood why there was nothing personal in it. ‘He would at least grasp the reasons for our ancient quarrels, and know that we can’t be forced to get over them by common sense, especially an outsider’s idea of what is sensible.’

‘I know!’ Shearing repeated sharply. ‘Dermot Sandwell has tried pointing out that if we destroy Germany’s heavy industry with punitive restrictions we will cripple the economy of the whole continent. Germany in violent recession could create a vacuum, which would suck in all of us, in time. Five or six years from now we could have an economic depression unlike anything we’ve seen before.’

‘Is Sandwell right?’ Matthew asked with sudden chill.

‘God knows,’ Shearing replied. ‘Probably. And yet if we don’t prevent them from rearming we’ll be back where we started, and deserve to be.’ He smiled. It was very brief, but there was warmth in it, even a momentary revelation of something very close to friendship. ‘I suppose you still don’t know who your “Peacemaker” is?’

Matthew took a deep breath, startled by the sense of defeat in himself. ‘No,’ he admitted.

‘I’m sorry,’ Shearing said quietly. ‘I suppose if I could help, you would have said so?’

There was irony in that Shearing was a dark, intense man who never spoke of himself. Matthew had learned from someone else of the tragic and heroic history of Shearing’s family. It was only after that he had finally trusted Shearing and understood his fierce loyalty to his adopted country. Not a trace of his original accent remained. His English was not only correct, it was completely colloquial. Nothing except the darkness of his eyes and an occasional sadness in his smile gave him away. Many times before that, Matthew had feared Shearing himself was the Peacemaker.

There was a gleam of humour now in Shearing’s eyes as he looked back at Matthew. Perhaps he knew it too, or guessed it.

‘Yes. And if I think of anything, I still will,’ Matthew said.

Shearing tidied the handwritten notes in front of him and locked them in his desk. It was an unnecessary measure since the room would be locked also, but it was his habit to be careful, even though the notes would not be decipherable to anyone else, even if they were found.

‘Bring me more, as soon as you have it,’ he instructed Matthew.

‘Yes, sir.’ Matthew stood up. ‘Good night, sir.’

‘Good night, Reavley.’

Matthew returned to his office, locked away his papers and collected his mackintosh. Outside in the dark street, he turned left along the pavement and began to walk briskly. It would take him about half an hour to get home to his flat, by which time, in the fine, cold drizzle, he would be pretty wet. Still, it was better than looking for any kind of transport. Buses were crowded  and irregular. Taxis were rare. Everyone was competing for the little petrol there was, and he could easily walk the distance. In fact, after sitting most of the day at a desk, sifting information, he was glad of the strange sense of freedom the dark streets brought to him. They were crowded with other people also hurrying, their heads down, their collars high. The occasional gleam of car headlights shone on the wet surfaces: smooth tarmac or rough cobbles, the sharp edge of a kerb.

He would have known the way blindfold. He passed the tobacconist on the corner. The man’s son had been killed at Gallipoli, and a younger son had lost an arm at Verdun. His daughter’s husband had been blinded at Messines. The greengrocer’s son was in the Royal Flying Corps. He was still fine, but his mother had been killed in a Zeppelin raid here at home. And so it went on. Everyone had lost someone, even if it were a lifelong friend rather than a relative.

He crossed the street, facing into the wind. The rain was heavier. The ‘Peacemaker’ that Shearing had referred to was the codename Matthew and Joseph had given to the man who had conceived a wild plan to prevent the war entirely, back in the summer of 1914.

Matthew could remember walking across the sunlit cricket pitch that afternoon in Cambridge as if it had been yesterday, and yet in a way it seemed like another lifetime. It was not an important match, mostly just for pleasure. He could still see the cloudless sky and the white gleam of flannels and shirts. The women wore long, pale muslin dresses. Wide hats shaded their faces, and their hair was elaborately dressed. It had been a golden afternoon, which seemed as if it would go on for ever.

He had gone to shatter it, at least for his own family. He had  to tell Joseph that their parents, John and Alys Reavley, had been killed in a car crash on the Hauxton Road. That evening, as they sat in the silent, strangely empty family home, the village constable had come to express his sympathy, and mention quite casually the news that in Sarajevo the Archduke and Duchess of Austria had been assassinated by some Serbian madman.

John and Alys Reavley’s deaths had proved to be murder also. John Reavley had found one of the two drafts of a proposed treaty between Kaiser Wilhelm and King Edward. It would allow Germany to invade England, France and Belgium and absorb them into an expanding German Empire, and then in time take the rest of Europe as well. Their price was German help to regain the old British colonies of the United States, and of course to keep all the rest of the British Empire – India, Burma, Africa, Australasia and the various islands around the earth. The result would in effect be an Anglo-German empire greater than any the world had seen before. It would bring global peace, but at the cost of national honour, and individual freedom.

John Reavley had been coming to London to show the treaty to Matthew, who, because of his job, could bring it to the attention of the right people, making it impossible to carry through. John had died because of it. But before he had left Cambridge, he had hidden the treaty, and no matter how the Peacemaker’s men had hunted for it, they had not found it. Matthew and Joseph had discovered it on the eve of war. It was still in its hiding place in the barrel of the unused punt gun in their home in Selborne St Giles. Without both copies, the Peacemaker had not been able to present it to be signed by the King, and there had been no time left to get the Kaiser’s signature on another.

Once war had begun the Peacemaker had turned his efforts  – and those of his followers – towards making peace again as soon as possible. In the early years his intent had been to sabotage by propaganda the British recruitment, which was all still voluntary then. Later he had sabotaged the scientific inventions that might have saved thousands of lives at sea, both in the Merchant and Royal Navy, and tens of thousands of tons of vital supplies of both food and munitions.

Still later he had used propaganda again. The reports of failing morale, escalating casualties, the pointlessness of so many deaths for an ideal that had been flawed from the beginning, were designed to undermine British resolve and productivity.

Matthew had wondered if the fearful explosion in Halifax, Nova Scotia, had somehow been the Peacemaker’s doing. It had happened on 6 December the previous year. The Mont-Blanc, carrying over two and a half thousand tons of high explosives destined for the war effort, had struck a Norwegian ship in the narrows at the harbour entrance. Abandoned by its crew, the Mont-Blanc, rather than blowing up immediately, as they had expected, drifted into the harbour itself until it rested against one of the piers. Then it exploded so violently that every shred of it, in shattered and burning debris, fell on churches, houses, schools, factories, docks and other ships. Over twelve thousand houses were damaged. Far more importantly, well over four thousand people were killed or injured. It was the biggest man-made explosion that had ever occurred.

The devastation was bitter and its effects lasting.

But it was the personal murders that hurt Matthew the most sharply – his parents, the man who had stolen the treaty and brought it to England, Gustavus Tempany, Owen Cullingford, Theo Blaine. He knew that was foolish. No man or woman had  more than one life to give, or to lose, but the death of someone whose face you know, whose voice is familiar, whose laughter and pain you have shared, wounds a different part of you, and reason doesn’t help its healing. He remembered Shanley Corcoran, with a unique stab of pain, because his end had been worse than merely death.

And, of course, he remembered Detta Hannassey, beautiful Detta who moved with such grace, and would now never walk with ease and grace again. That was different, and perhaps the Peacemaker was not so much to blame, but that did not lessen the hurt.

Now, in October 1918, Matthew still did not know who the Peacemaker was, and could only guess at what else he might have done that was outside SIS knowledge. There could be a hundred other schemes, a thousand.

Matthew crossed the dark street. A taxi swept by, lights gleaming on black puddles, wheels spraying dirty water high. He leaped backwards, hand up as if to ward it off, memory drenching him with sweat for the other times when the Peacemaker’s men had twice so nearly killed him. Once had been in the street in what would have looked like an accident. He straightened his coat and went on, feeling foolish.

Of course he had spent more hours than he could count trying to find the Peacemaker’s identity, and stop him. He had suspected several people, and one by one ruled them out, only to find that his facts were turned on their heads by another piece of contradicting information. Most painful, as well as most compromising, was that it could have been Calder Shearing. The evidence had piled up. It was only last year that Matthew finally knew his innocence.

He had suspected John Reavley’s one-time friend Ivor Chetwin. When the sinking of the Lusitania in 1915 had kept Matthew at home, Joseph had gone in his place to the beaches of Gallipoli in search of the final proof, and found their suspicions were wrong.

They had both believed it could be Aidan Thyer, Master of St John’s at Cambridge. They still had Thyer under suspicion, as well as senior cabinet minister Dermot Sandwell, close to the heart of government.

Now it looked as if the war were going to end and they would never know. That would mean victory, peace, and a very personal failure. He had let his father down. John Reavley had never wanted his son to enter the intelligence services. That is what he and Ivor Chetwin had quarrelled about. His father had never liked the deviousness, the secrecy and lies it involved, the manipulation and betrayal inherent in its methods of gathering information.

Soldiers who fight face to face have a certain honour. They also endure a kind of physical horror that comes as close to hell as a human being can conceive. The suffering, not only of body but perhaps even more of mind, belonged in a realm outside the imagination of sane men. Matthew had heard it discussed, but even the words of poets – and there had been some of the most powerful in the English language – could barely evoke it.

Men who returned on leave did not speak of it, not even his own brother, Joseph. John Reavley would have been proud of Joseph, silently, joyously proud of him. Joseph had kept his word to his men throughout, swallowing his own pain and going forward again and again.

What would John Reavley have said of Matthew? Would he have  understood now what vital work the intelligence services did? How many lives they saved, silently, unknown and unrecognized?

He was only a couple of hundred yards from home now. Soon he would be able to take off his wet clothes and make himself a hot cup of tea. He would have had whisky, but it was becoming harder to get, and he would save it for later. There were shortages of just about everything: food, petrol, coal, clothes, paper, soap and candles.

Inside, the flat was cold. He put on the kettle and cut himself a couple of cheese sandwiches, piling on Hannah’s home-made chutney brought back with him from his last visit to Cambridgeshire. She had wanted to give him more, offering him all sorts of things he knew she could not really spare.

She was lonely, with Archie at sea almost all the time. They had grown much closer since the summer of 1916 when she had seen so much loss, and forced him to tell her far more of the truth of his life as a destroyer commander in the North Atlantic. Before that she had been happy not even to imagine it in any realistic detail.

Matthew understood why, and he admired her for at last taking that great step forward. But she had hated most of the changes the war had brought. She had never wanted the rights, and the responsibilities that went with them, which so many women now were forced to accept, willingly or not. She was nothing like Judith, who had gone without hesitation to France to drive an ambulance. Hannah was happy with her children and the village. She had stepped into her mother’s shoes, taking on the organization of village affairs, the knowledge of families’ loyalties and needs, the constant small kindnesses that bind a community together and make it possible for them to survive shattering loss.  The end of the war would be a blessing for Hannah. At last she would be able to sleep without nightmares about Archie, or about her elder son joining up, as he was so keen to do before it was too late to fight for his country.

Matthew ate the sandwiches slowly. The cheese was a little stale, but the chutney masked it. He thought again about having a whisky, and knew tea would be better. Despite the shortage, it was too easy to let one whisky become a second, and a third.

For Judith the end of the war would be quite different. Suddenly she would be purposeless again, a single woman nearly thirty, in a marriage market almost bereft of young men. Those there were would want someone more comfortable to be with than she was: less passionate, less demanding, possibly, even, less brave or clever. The nation was tired. Beauty was good to look at, but disturbing and exhausting to keep. What would she do with all that fire that burned inside her?

He was jerked out of his thoughts by the sound of the door-bell. It startled him, and it rang again before he stood up and walked into the hallway to answer it. Even then he hesitated. He spent very little time in his flat. He worked long and irregular hours, and when he had a day or two off he went home to Cambridgeshire. It was most unusual to receive a visitor here.

He opened the door slowly, keeping his weight at least half behind it so he could force it closed hard, if necessary.

‘Major Reavley.’ It was a statement, not a question. The bland face of the man in front of him held no doubt at all. He was of average height, his hair dark but thinning, his brows colourless, his features unremarkable, except possibly for his eyes. They were steady and penetrating. He wore the drab suit and white dog collar of a man of the Church.

‘Yes?’ Matthew answered without moving to allow him in.

The man smiled very slightly, more with his eyes than his mouth. ‘I have a message for you which might have very little meaning for anyone else, but if it fell into the wrong hands could cost me my life,’ he said quietly. ‘Very much more important, if it did not reach you, it could alter the peace which faces us. The outcome of the war is now inevitable, but what follows it is not. There is still much to play for.’ This time the smile reached his lips as well. ‘I dare say it is just as cold inside, but it will be more discreet.’

For Matthew there was only one decision possible. ‘Come in,’ he offered, stepping back and allowing the man to pass him before closing the door again and making sure the lock was fast. ‘If you are cold, perhaps you would like tea, or whisky? How about a sandwich? It’s only cheese and chutney, but the chutney is good.’

‘Thank you, I have little time. I do not dare wait here too long, but a sandwich would be welcome.’ The man had a very slight accent, as if German were his native tongue.

Matthew boiled the kettle again while he made a sandwich, and then took the plate and tea through together.

‘What is your message?’ he asked, sitting down opposite the man. In the light from the lamp it was clear that he was well into his forties, and there were lines of strain and weariness in his face, especially around his eyes and mouth. ‘Is there any point in asking your name?’

‘Not really. I am only a messenger,’ the man replied, swallowing hungrily.

‘Army chaplain, by your clothes,’ Matthew remarked. ‘Does that mean anything?’

‘No. It’s just a convenient way to travel. But like you, I have a brother who is, or was. He was killed on the Somme last year.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Matthew meant it. He could imagine losing a brother very easily. He read casualty lists. He had nightmares about it.

The man finished the whole sandwich and drank the last of the tea before speaking again. ‘Thank you. I imagine you are still interested in knowing the identity of the Peacemaker, as I believe you call him?’

Matthew felt the sweat stand out on his skin, and yet inside he was suddenly cold. No outsider could know the name they had given him. Who was this man? The silence in the room was so intense he could hear the faint sounds of footsteps outside in the street.

‘For the death of your parents,’ the man went on, watching Matthew’s face, ‘but also because he will have a very great effect on Britain’s demands at the peace negotiations that cannot be more than weeks away now. I would estimate about the second week in November. If we make the wrong decision we will pay for it in pain all over Europe, perhaps in a world way bloodier and more terrible than this one. Not only this generation will be lost, but our children’s generation as well, with weapons we have not dreamed of yet.’

‘I know!’ Matthew said harshly. His chest was hurting. It was hard to breathe. The weight of grief seemed almost crushing. He remembered his father so vividly he could hear his voice and smell the faint, familiar aroma of pipe tobacco and Harris tweed. Fragments of a dozen rambling jokes filled his mind. He was conscious of the man in the other chair watching him, seeing his intolerable hurt, and he resented it.

‘We must not let that happen,’ the man said softly. ‘And if you do not stop the Peacemaker, he will rebuild his plans to create an Anglo-German empire out of the ashes of this war, and then there will be another war, because Europe will never let that happen. Britain at least will not. We know that now. Perhaps if we had been wiser, we would always have known it.’

‘The Peacemaker – who is he?’ Matthew demanded.

‘His name is no use to you without proof.’

‘Then what are you here for?’ Matthew knew he was being unfair, but he had waited four long, bitter years for this and seen too many good friends die by the Peacemaker’s hand. To be offered knowledge at last, only to grasp it and find it a mirage, was like being openly taunted.

‘To tell you that his counterpart in Germany is willing to come through the lines and travel to England to expose him, at the cost of his own life, if necessary, rather than see this holocaust descend on Europe again.’

Matthew’s mind raced. Could it be true? Or was it one more chimera, another trick to obtain a final chance of destruction?

‘You have nothing to lose by bringing him through and listening to him,’ the man said with infinite weariness in his eyes. ‘We are beaten. Germany has lost over a million and a half men on the battlefield alone. The people are starved and broken, the land devastated, the government in ruins. No one who loves Germany, and is sane, wants to see that again. Manfred will come through the lines, if you tell him where and when. But it must be soon. We have no time to debate, or to weigh and consider. If you meet him, give him safe conduct. He will come back to London and tell your Prime Minister personally of the entire plot from the beginning. You already  know much of it yourself. I imagine you still have the original of the treaty, or at least you know where it is.’ Again it was not a question. He probably did not expect Matthew to answer.

‘This man – what is his name?’ Matthew asked. Should he hesitate? Was there anything else to ask, any answer he could check? He was used to double-cross, triple-cross; it was the nature of his business. If the man were setting up some trap, he would carry with him at least one fact that could be checked. Its honesty meant little. Even an amateur used one truth to verify the other lies.

The man hesitated also.

Matthew smiled. There was an irony in their situation, and an absurdity, at this last stage with seas of blood already spilled.

‘Manfred von Schenckendorff,’ the man answered. ‘Where should he come through the lines?’

There was only one possible answer. Joseph was in Ypres, as he had been since the beginning. He had friends there, people he could trust. ‘Ypres,’ Matthew answered. ‘Wherever the Cambridgeshires are. It changes from day to day now.’

‘Of course. Your brother.’

‘You knew he was there?’ Matthew was surprised, and slightly disconcerted. This man had too much knowledge to be simply a messenger. Was this a last chance at vengeance by the Peacemaker, because Matthew and Joseph had been responsible for too many of his failures? No, that was absurd! He must have had far more plans than they could ever imagine. Countless people must have helped, or hindered. It was absurd to think Matthew and his family were high in the Peacemaker’s mind, now of all times.

And yet it was John Reavley who had seen the original treaty and taken it, foiling the plot that would have betrayed France and prevented the war in the first place. Perhaps the Peacemaker would never forgive that.

The man was waiting for him, watching his face. ‘We planned carefully,’ he said at last. ‘We assumed it would be the Cambridgeshire lines at Ypres. But if you had preferred somewhere else, we would have made it so. It will be as soon as he can come. It is not easy. Two days, perhaps three. We cannot afford more.’ He rose to his feet and stood still for a moment, then offered his hand.

Matthew rose also and grasped it, holding it hard for a moment. He was tempted to ask who he was, and how he knew so much, but he was already certain he would receive no answer but the same tired, enigmatic smile. Then he let it go, and took the man to the door.

Afterwards, alone again, he stood in his silent flat, looking at the familiar, rather worn furniture, his favourite painting of cows on the wall, his shelves of books. In a few days he would know the identity of the Peacemaker at last. This time he would not know it through deduction, with its potential for error; he would have certain knowledge. How fitting that in the end the Peacemaker should be betrayed by his own, a man choosing compromise rather than dominion, honour rather than power, a hard peace that might last.

Tomorrow morning Matthew would go to Shearing and tell him the news, then leave immediately for the Western Front, and Ypres. He must be there when Schenckendorff came through. This really was the beginning of the end.

He thought of his mother and father driving along the Hauxton  Road to bring him the treaty, nearly four and a half years ago, in that last golden summer when the world had seemed so unbreakably innocent. In spite of himself, his eyes filled with tears.




Chapter Two

Across London, in Marchmont Street, the man Matthew thought of as the Peacemaker was standing in his upstairs sitting room with the lights out and the curtains wide open, staring down at the street. There was very little he could see, even though his eyes had grown accustomed to the dark, really no more than the occasional gleam of hooded headlamps on the glistening wet road as now and then a car passed by.

It was nearly the end of the struggle. There was just one more big hand to play, and then it was over. Peace was inevitable now – of a kind – but nothing like the peace the world could have had if his plans had succeeded in 1914. He had seen the horror of the Boer War at the turn of the century. The slaughter, the waste, and the shame of it had never left him. He had sworn that such things would never happen again if there were anything, at any price at all, that he could do to prevent it.

He had tried. God knew, he had done everything in his power,  and sacrificed the time and substance of his life in the cause. And yet war had still broken out, and continued for four long, ruinous years. He and his cousin Manfred von Schenckendorff had almost prevented it four and a half years ago. They had been days away from success when John Reavley, a retired Member of Parliament and sometime inventor from a Cambridgeshire village, had stumbled on the treaty and understood what it meant. In his narrow-minded patriotism, he had stolen it. The Peacemaker had learned what had happened and had had him killed before he could show it to anyone, but in spite of all his efforts he had failed to retrieve the treaty, and the one copy he had was insufficient to take to the King.

Then there had been the idiotic assassination in Sarajevo, and Europe had hurtled towards war. Some people had estimated that the dead and lost – those crippled, maimed or damaged in heart and mind – amounted to over thirty-five million. The futile, blind idiocy of it boiled inside him with a rage so intense it caused him physical pain.

He had done everything he could, and failed. Now, if he did not succeed in forcing the Allied powers to create a just peace, it would all happen again. A handful of years, and a new war would foment like a disease incubating in the body, and a new generation would be slaughtered just as this one had been.

He had tried persuasion, but was not listened to. President Wilson had no conception of European politics, and no understanding of history. He wanted to dismantle Germany’s heavy industry, destroy her army and navy, shatter the heart of her people and weigh them down with debt that could never be repaid. He could not see the damage that would do to all of Europe, perhaps to the whole world.

The torrent of his despair was interrupted by the sound of footsteps on the stairs. He knew Mason would have come on foot, but how had he not seen him in the street? He had been waiting for him all evening.
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