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Letter to the Reader


History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!


The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.
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Chapter 1




Major Oscar Fairfax drew deeply on his cigarette. He stared through the half-lowered carriage window as if admiring the different greens of the countryside.

The businessman, sitting in the opposite corner, studied the officer closely: the thin face, the furrows around the mouth, the perfectly stencilled moustache along the upper lip, the long nose and those large but seemingly dead dark eyes. A soldier, the businessman concluded, who had definitely fought in the Great War. Very much the officer, with his gleaming boots, light khaki trousers and dark-brown jacket. The shirt and tie matched the trousers; the flat cap and the heavy coat piled beside the officer showed the silver flashes of a major. Similar emblems studded the shiny leather tanned belts across his shoulder and round his waist.

Fairfax glanced across at the businessman, a bored, supercilious stare. The businessman refused to hold his gaze and looked out of the window. The countryside was beginning to give way to outlying farms, the criss-crossed rusting tracks used by the mines and, on a distant hill, the black skeletal scaffolding of a disused pithead. The businessman knew little about the army but concluded the officer was not from one of the Durham regiments, certainly not the Glorious 68th. Fairfax opened his silver cigarette case. He was about to take one out then smiled thinly at the red-faced businessman studying him from head to toe.

‘Do you want one?’

The cigarette case was not within the businessman’s reach.

‘What were you in the war?’ Fairfax asked.

‘In iron and steel,’ the businessman huffed. ‘Supplying our boys with tanks, rifles and bullets.’ The businessman’s fat neck strained like a chicken against his high, white collar. He was about to stretch out his hand and take a cigarette when the case was snapped shut and summarily withdrawn.

Fairfax turned away as if he had already forgotten his companion’s existence. The businessman’s face turned puce at the insult. Out of the corner of his eye he studied the red flashes on Fairfax’s sleeves. They indicated he was part of the military police, an officer from the Provost Marshal’s Office. What on earth was he doing in Durham? Hunting out deserters, men who’d fled the ranks? The businessman had read about such cases in the Northern Echo. The British Army never forgot. The Great War had finished three years ago but the Crown was still hunting down culprits. If only the arrogant bastard would talk! The businessman would love to collect a bit of scandal. Tell his colleagues in Newcastle how he had been the confidant of this enigmatic officer. He took out a blue-dotted handkerchief and blew his nose noisily, a gesture of contempt.

Major Fairfax had taken out a cigarette and was beating it on the silver embossed lid. He put it between his lips and stared out of the window. He played absent-mindedly with the thick leather strap which drew the window up and down. Smoke from the engine billowed out, rolling down the train. Fairfax watched it rise and disappear against the blue August sky. He remembered the shell bursts above the Somme, columns of white, drifting smoke. He’d often wondered if they were the souls of those killed being wafted up to heaven. An idle thought; the truth was so different. Fairfax closed his eyes. No matter how long he stared at any rural scene, painted or real, the landscape of hell always came back: lacerated, bullet-stricken trees, shell craters, trench holes. Bombs, muffled or shrieking, falling like an iron rain, columns of earth whooshing up and crashing down in a screed of dust and stones. Trenches knee deep in red-coloured mud, smoke-wreathed skies, the mad tap-tap of the machine guns, blazing sheets of orange or deep red, spouts of flame, poisoned gas like liquid mustard drifting across. The only protection for his mouth, nose and eyes had been a rag soaked in his own urine.

Even here, in this carriage, reeking of leather upholstery and cigarette smoke, the stench of war came curling back. That terrible odour of disembowelled, fetid, blackening, swollen, blood-soaked corpses. What time was it? The unlit cigarette slipped from Fairfax’s mouth. What did it matter? In the war, day had slipped into night without his even noticing it. Attack and counter-attack. Barbed wire tearing at face and hands. The dead lying around. A headless corpse, the serene, smiling face of one young man sitting in the trench where he had fallen back, as if preparing for a picnic. And the others! Those who had died lashed to a post, waiting for the order, the grim drill of the firing squad. Fairfax opened his eyes. He no longer saw the greenery but black, barren stumps of trees, stretching up against the sky like the topsails of a sunken ship.

‘I wish you’d stop that!’

Fairfax broke from his reverie. He glanced sharply at the businessman who was pointing at Fairfax’s boot. He’d been hitting it hard against the carriage door. Fairfax picked up the cigarette and lit it even as the shrill blast of the whistle informed him that they would soon be in Caundon. He got up, took his briefcase and traveller’s bag from the luggage net above him, put on his coat and hat, sat down and finished the cigarette. The train slowed down in a screech of iron and steel. Caundon station with its hard stone platform, fretted wooden roof, fly-blown windows and fading posters came into view. Every piece of wood, Fairfax grimly noted, had been painted a dull green, just like an army post. The train creaked to a stop, shuddering backwards and forwards. Fairfax waited, lowered the window further and opened the door.

‘And what did you do in the war, Daddy?’ the businessman asked spitefully.

Fairfax climbed down. He turned to collect his luggage. ‘What did you do, dear?’

The businessman was glaring at him. He knew he was safe, the train would be pulling out soon. Fairfax lifted his head. The businessman wished he had kept his mouth shut as those sombre eyes studied him closely. Fairfax seemed unaware of the train’s imminent departure. He was staring at the businessman, remembering his face.

‘I wouldn’t ask that question again,’ Fairfax declared.

He pulled his baggage out, put it on the platform and made to close the door. He pulled it open again.

‘If you want to know, I shot cowards.’ He smiled, swinging the door backwards and forwards. ‘But the war ended before I could get to bastards like you!’

He slammed the door shut, picked up his luggage and walked down the platform. Stationmaster Thompson came striding up, his untidy white hair clamped by a neat cap, his black waistcoat heavily stained with pipe ash. He paused, pulled out his fob watch, nodded to himself, lifted the green flag and blew hard on the whistle. The train’s pistons screeched, puffs of smoke billowed up as it pulled slowly out. Fairfax stood as if uncertain where to go. Thompson waddled up.

‘Business or pleasure?’ he chortled. It was his standard question to all strangers.

‘Justice,’ Fairfax replied. He opened his warrant card and handed the rail ticket to Thompson.

The stationmaster was perplexed. ‘What do you mean, man, justice?’

‘A joke,’ Fairfax said. ‘For now, the Beaumont Arms.’

‘Ah, the Allertons’ place.’

‘Yes, the Allertons’ place,’ Fairfax echoed. ‘Where is it?’

‘Down the street,’ Thompson replied. ‘This is Caundon. One high street.’ His voice faltered. ‘We are not used to the likes of you. Mind you,’ he added wistfully, ‘we used to be.’ Thompson put the whistle into his trouser pocket, his popping eyes stared down the platform.

‘This is where they used to gather,’ he said. ‘All the lads, the boys going off to the front. Not many of them came back. On a morning like this, such memories surface. You half close your eyes and you can see them all: a sea of khaki, the women all tearful, the children running around. Poor buggers thought they were going on a holiday. Full of stories about France, the mademoiselles and what they’d do. Those who returned didn’t talk like that. They wandered back like ghosts. You’d ask them about France; they’d just shake their heads and push by you. You never dared ask: “How’s Tommy? How’s Bill?” If they weren’t there, they were dead. Eventually my turn came. Lost a lad, I did.’

‘Where?’ Fairfax asked. But he knew the answer before it was given.

‘Where do you think?’ Thompson glanced at him. ‘He’s with the legion of dead on the Somme. Couldn’t even find his body. One soldier told me if all the dead came back to life, they’d stand like a field of corn along the Somme. Were you there, sir?’

But Fairfax had picked up his luggage and was already walking down the platform. He didn’t want to talk about the Somme or Ypres, any of those places filled with mounds of ash-grey dead, of corpses swimming in mortar-made pools, unless it was connected with his business, the task in hand. Fairfax never discussed the war. Even his fellow officers left him alone. Fairfax was a man with a mission, that’s why he was here in Caundon.

He went out of the station and realised it stood on the gently sloping brow of a hill. Caundon lay below him. Fairfax looked through the thick, smoke-blackened window of the stationmaster’s office. The large, round clock on the wall showed eleven thirty. Beside it the calendar should have proclaimed the day’s date, 21 August 1921; instead it displayed 8 July 1916 as if Thompson’s life had ended then. Fairfax shifted his gaze and looked down the high street. Two facing rows of terraced houses. Doors opened and slammed. A few children played with a broken pram. Chimneys coughed smoke. At the far end Fairfax glimpsed the pithead with its double arch of pulling wheels, the rusting stanchions, girders and steel ropes. The breeze smelt of grime and coal. A pit lorry, battered and noisy, swung out from the station’s coal yard and clattered back along the street towards the pithead.

‘Mister!’

Fairfax glanced to his left. The station children had been watching this new arrival from their usual vantage point. Three in all. Mary, Michael and Joan Ashcroft. Good Catholic names, their father had boasted, but he was now gone; went to France and didn’t return. Their mother had been left to scrub her steps, wash their clothes and do what anyone else wanted to earn a few pennies. The Ashcroft children spent their time around the station, waiting for arrivals, hoping to beg a penny or two. This one certainly looked rich, his boots were so shiny, everything spick-and-span.

‘Mister, do you have a penny?’ Mary was the eldest; her face was thin and white as any waif, a tattered dress, two sizes too big for her, hung down just above her bare feet. She pulled back her hair from her grimy face and tried to look enticing. Sometimes this worked. People felt sorry.

Fairfax studied her and glanced away. He dropped the cigarette, lifted his luggage and walked into Caundon. Behind him the children fought for the cigarette. Fairfax kept to the middle of the street. He was aware of tawdry curtains and blinds being pulled back, doors opening and shutting. The children playing with the pram had disappeared up an alleyway. He passed the large corner shop, posters in its windows and fruit packed in boxes outside. The large red sign above the door proclaimed ‘Grant’s: Family Grocer’.

‘Edmund Grant,’ Fairfax murmured. ‘The father of Stephen Grant, shot for desertion at La Boiselle, spring nineteen seventeen. I’ll be paying you a visit, Master Grant.’

A door was flung open. A tousled, red-haired man stepped out, dressed in shirt, trousers and battered shoes. He was young with a florid face. He knelt down on the flagstoned pavement and, with a piece of chalk, began to draw frantically whilst talking to some invisible presence. Fairfax gripped his luggage tightly and watched the scene. Ah yes, he thought: Robert Daventry, known to his friends as Bob. Corporal Bob Daventry of the Durham Light Infantry. He walked across.

‘What’s the matter?’ Fairfax asked.

The man lifted his head: dirty face, wild staring eyes. He patted his side frantically and pointed at the door as if Fairfax could see whoever was standing on the step.

‘I’m having my cup of beef tea!’ he shouted. ‘Having a cup of beef tea on a Saturday morning. Just sitting there by the table. Old Millsey comes in! Shot through the left hip, Millsey was. Pierced his bowels. He got tangled on a wire, along with the rest, like dead flies on flypaper. “Millsey”, I said, “what the hell are you doing here? I buried you.” I did, you know. Grabbed his corpse from the wire, him and the rest. Put them in a ditch, one of those great mortar holes. I shovelled the mud over. Now he’s returned, like the others come back, just when I’m having my beef tea. So I bring him out here. I’m drawing a map.’

Fairfax stared down at the haphazard drawing on the pavement.

‘That’s why I carry plenty of chalk,’ Daventry chattered. ‘Buy it at Grant’s. I always show them where they are buried. Then they leave me alone. If they don’t, I’ve got a shovel. I take them out to the woods and I––’

‘Attention!’ Fairfax barked.

Daventry shot to his feet, stiff as a ramrod, heels together, arms slightly out, hands down to his side, head slightly up.

‘At ease, Corporal Daventry!’

‘You heard the officer,’ Daventry shouted at the invisible presence. ‘At ease!’ Daventry spread his feet and put his hands behind his back.

‘Who are you talking to, Corporal?’ Fairfax asked.

‘Old Millsey here. We were in a fire trench. Captain George, he’s the one that got his head blown off, well, that was a week later. He says, “Millsey, go over there towards the wire, see what’s happening.” Old Millsey leaves, crawls on his belly, he does. He has to have a good look, hasn’t he? Up he gets. That’s when the sniper got him.’ Daventry’s face became puzzled. ‘Captain George was really upset. He said that there were at least three snipers. Anyway, sir, as I have said, Millsey took it in the bowels and, of course, he got stuck on the wire and none of us dared move. Terribly hot, sir. All we had was some old brandy and that made our thirst worse. Millsey took hours to die. We got drunk on brandy, roaring with thirst, till some Australians came and relieved us.’ Daventry abruptly recollected where he was, his face and body fell slack. He glanced fearfully at Fairfax. ‘What’s the matter, sir? Why am I here?’

And, before Fairfax could stop him, he flung himself at the door and disappeared inside. Fairfax let him go. He was about to continue his walk when a door further up the street opened and a priest stepped out. He wore a battered trilby, his black suit was rather shiny. He carried a shabby Gladstone bag. He paused, took off his hat and came forward, hand extended.

‘We don’t often have strangers here. I’m Father Tom Headon, parish priest of St Bede’s. Caundon,’ he added proudly, ‘has its own Catholic church and school.’

The priest was small, thickset with a florid face and bushy white hair. It was a friendly, open approach but the light-blue eyes were guarded as if he was trying to stifle his suspicions.

Fairfax grasped the priest’s hand slowly as if he had been debating the matter. He shook it coldly. ‘Why didn’t you ask me, Father, who I was? You know my insignia. You’ve served in the army yourself, haven’t you? As a young chaplain. Weren’t you at Spion Kop in South Africa?’

‘You seem to know all about me.’ The priest put his hat back on and switched the Gladstone bag from one hand to the other. ‘Do you have the gift of second sight, Major Fairfax? Major Oscar Fairfax, isn’t it, from the Provost Marshal’s Office in London?’ The priest’s face and tone had turned chilly.

Fairfax was enjoying himself. He tapped the briefcase against his knee then put it down on the pavement. He was about to take his cigarette case out but thought again.

‘At a guess, Father, you’ve been visiting Widow Kavanagh. Sixty years old, isn’t she? With rotting lungs? You’ve taken her the Sacrament?’

The priest’s face was now hard set. He took a step closer and stared up at the impassive officer. ‘I’ve met you before, Major Fairfax.’

‘I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure, Father.’

‘I mean I’ve met your type before,’ the priest said. He scratched his unshaven cheek. ‘Yes, I’ve been to see Widow Kavanagh. I’ve given her the Eucharist and, before four o’clock this evening, I hope to have visited all the sick in Caundon. A good number of them are Catholics. They come from Scotland, Ireland or Northumberland to work in the mines. They are decent, hard-working people. They would like to have a proper wage and good houses. Most of the men fought for King and country, many of them did not come home.’

‘So, you know why I am here, Father?’

‘I can guess why you are here. Colonel Morrison . . .’

‘Ah yes, Colonel Morrison. I must go and have a chat with him as well.’

‘He hinted at why you have come. Sniffing out sin, Major? Searching out defaulters?’

Fairfax studied the priest’s rubicund face, the hard eyes, the firm set of lips and jaw.

‘Are you going to denounce me, Father, from the pulpit? I am the King’s officer. I carry his commission. In fact, I am fulfilling one of Christ’s commandments: “To bear witness to the truth”.’

‘Do you read the Gospels, Major? Even Satan can quote Scripture.’

Fairfax laughed, his eyes twinkling in amusement. ‘So, that’s who you think I am, Father, Old Nick himself.’

‘No, I don’t.’ The priest was about to turn away but then, gripping the bag, tilted the rim of his hat back as he searched for words. ‘Colonel Morrison has a great library.’ He glanced up at Fairfax. ‘He always lets me borrow a book or two. Have you ever heard of Matthew Hopkins, Major?’

‘The Witch-Finder General?’

‘Yes, Major Fairfax, the Witch-Finder General. During the seventeenth century he used to prowl the Essex villages and accuse this person or that of witchcraft, stir up hysteria, release pent-up wrongs and hurts, shatter communities before he went hunting somewhere else.’

Fairfax decided to take out a cigarette. He lit it slowly.

‘Are you a witch-finder, Fairfax?’

‘No, Father, but something like it. I come to search out hidden, serious sin.’

‘Sin? So you believe in God, Major Fairfax?’

‘I used to – before he was killed on the Somme.’

‘It’s August now.’ Kitty Allerton sat on the edge of the bed and made herself comfortable. ‘The weather’s remained fine but rather cloudy. Mother’s well but dreamy-eyed, a little weepy at times. Jack’s fine. He won’t help out here. He says he was born a miner.’ She laughed. ‘He insists he will die as one. We have a good life. The pay in the mines has not yet improved but there are rumours. Jack told me about a man called Sankey who’s recommended that the mines be taken over by the government once and for all. Jack and the lads still play football. They meet every Saturday with the Dead Hand Club in the snug of the far corner of the bar.’ She shifted her gaze. ‘Sometimes I stand and watch them. I feel you very close. School’s going well and the papers are talking of great changes there. Father Headon says that, later on in the year, after the harvest is in, he will call a meeting. The schoolroom’s not much, still in the parish hall. The same desks with the same faded blackboard, crumbling chalk and cracked globe. Some of the children come in without shoes. In winter it takes some time to get the boiler going. Silly, isn’t it? In a mining village you’d think there’d be no lack of coal.’ Kitty Allerton paused and re-arranged the folds of her thick grey dress. ‘One of the women found an old catalogue from London, one of those big stores. The fashions have all changed. Look at my dress just above the ankles!’ Kitty stretched out a foot and waggled one brown polished shoe. ‘And the hairstyles! Eeh, we did have a good laugh! I tried to copy them. I think you’d like it.’

Kitty turned and stared at the faded mirror on the dresser. You do look like a schoolmarm, she thought. Her jet-black hair was parted down the middle and rolled into bobs round her ears, the white collar of the dress especially starched by her mother.

‘If you were here you’d ask me why I am dressed like this. Well, it’s Saturday and we have a visitor. Ten days ago a letter came from the War Office about a Major Oscar Fairfax. No one knows why he is coming here. I asked Father Headon but he just shook his head, said it was none of his business. Jack looks a little worried. Mind you, you know the way he is. Furrowing his brows and screwing up his eyes. When I mentioned Oscar Fairfax’s name he just scratched his head, muttered something and turned away. Everyone else is fine,’ Kitty chattered on. ‘Jim Cunningham makes everyone laugh. He says Karl Marx – do you know who he is? Anyway, Jim was saying in the bar last Saturday night that Marx is the new Holy Ghost. He still insists on blaspheming outside church. Bob Daventry, poor man, is still seeing visions. Every so often he goes out in the countryside and digs. Dr Martin says if he doesn’t improve he may have to go to a hospital near Sedgefield. And the German, Ernst Kurtz – he has settled down here! Rather sweet on our Betty, he is. She’s the girl who helps in the bar. She was only knee high to a buttercup when you left. Tom O’Neill is the same as ever and Len Evans is a policeman.’

Kitty stopped and listened to the sounds of the small hotel her mother managed. Clanking from the cobbled yard below. The splash of someone using the water pump followed by the shrill blast from the minehead.

‘Jack will be coming home soon, Billy.’

‘Kitty!’

The battered door opened. Her mother came through. She looked as anxious as ever. Kitty noticed how pale her face was, wiry grey hair turning to white. Her mother just stared at her.

‘Have you forgotten?’ Kitty asked.

‘Have I forgotten what?’

‘You came to see me.’ Kitty laughed. ‘What is it you want, Mother?’

Her mother looked at the faded, gilt-edged photograph on the dresser, laced with a piece of black ribbon.

‘I see you’re talking again.’

‘I always talk to Billy.’

‘You shouldn’t really. I’d like your help downstairs.’

Kitty nodded but the door was already closing, wafting in the smell of the dish they called Cousin Jim, which Mother was cooking in the kitchen below.

‘Liver and onions,’ Kitty murmured. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Billy? I have a poem. I saw it in the book Father Tom brought. It’s by a Jesuit: “Elected silence sing to me and beat upon my whorled ear––”’

‘Kitty!’ Her mother’s voice was now strident. ‘Kitty, if you are ready.’

Her daughter got up and moved across to the photograph on the dresser. She had bought the frame specially three years ago at a miners’ gala. The gilt edge was becoming a little faded and her mother had told her to keep the photograph out of the sunlight. She stared at the youthful face it contained: the gentle eyes, the humorous mouth and the black hair, smartly combed back, parting down one side.

‘You hated photographs,’ Kitty murmured. ‘I wish you hadn’t been wearing a uniform.’

She picked the photograph up, kissed it then held it away to study it more carefully.

‘Mother says I shouldn’t talk to you but that’s foolish. I’ve been talking to you for years. You, me and Jack.’

‘Kitty!’

She opened the top drawer of the dresser and slipped the photograph in along with her best gloves, worsted stockings, the ribbon choker Billy had bought her at the fair. She closed the drawer and looked round the room. Jack had done well here. He was a good hand at plastering and had put up a ceiling to cover the beams. The wardrobe had been scraped down and re-polished. The fire grate was empty; the cold weather hadn’t come in yet.

‘Kitty!’

She sighed, opened the door, went along the landing and down the narrow, winding stairs built close to the wall. The Beaumont Arms had once been a coaching house, the stairs led directly into the porch. She turned left and went into the small office. From there she could see into the bar. Edmund Grant the grocer, fat-faced and well-dressed, sat drinking his customary bottle of stout. Nearby, lost in his own thoughts, was the tall, dark-haired Ernst Kurtz. She heard harsh footsteps and looked over the counter. The passageway down to the small lounge and parlour was always dark, even in summer. She glimpsed a tall figure, brass buttons on his coat, and noticed the briefcase and bag leaning against the far wall. Her mother came out of the bar, all flustered.

‘Kitty, this is Major Oscar Fairfax.’

The officer stepped into the light streaming through the door. Kitty was immediately struck by his eyes: pieces of hard glass. A very handsome face but like that of a picture she had seen or one of the statues going up on the village war memorial, cleanly chiselled, rather harsh. ‘Hard of face, hard of heart.’ Kitty recalled the old proverb.

Fairfax remembered his manners and took off his hat. He put it on the counter and peeled off his leather gloves. Kitty shook his hand; the grip was strong though the skin was soft and warm. She caught a whiff of fine soap and tobacco.

‘Major Oscar Fairfax. You must be Kitty Allerton.’

‘How long are you staying?’ She didn’t mean to be so abrupt but the man unnerved her, standing and staring at her like that.

‘I don’t really know. Possibly a week.’

Kitty pulled across the inkpot and turned the ledger round. ‘You have to fill it in,’ she declared. ‘During the war the police were very strict.’

‘Of course.’

‘There’s a room on the second floor,’ Kitty said quickly. ‘I am afraid we haven’t got a porter. Old John pretends to be one but he likes his drink and isn’t usually around till the afternoon. My mother will take you up.’

Fairfax grasped the pen, dipped it into the inkpot and wrote his name alongside the date. In the column marked ‘Reason for visit’, he entered ‘Official’. He put the pen back, turned the ledger round and pushed it towards Kitty.

‘I’ve travelled far,’ he said.

Kitty gestured towards the bar. ‘We are cooking. A bottle of stout, some ale?’

‘I would prefer tea. Is it possible for me to have tea?’

Kitty couldn’t understand why she felt so frightened of this tall, dark-haired officer, his hair carefully groomed back, that fine moustache, the gentle voice with a tinge of harshness. A man completely sure of himself. He didn’t move away or look around.

‘You can come to the kitchen,’ Kitty offered.

Fairfax smiled; his face became boyish. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’

And, taking his bag, he followed Kitty’s mother up the stairs to his room. Kitty fiddled with a small bell on the counter. Betty, red-faced, came bustling out of the bar, her hair all awry, her apron drenched in a dark-brown liquid. Her bright button eyes glared at Kitty.

‘I’ve spilt some bloody ale. I’m always spilling the bloody ale!’ Betty bustled down the passageway to change.

Kitty stood waiting. She heard her mother’s voice. Fairfax followed her downstairs.

‘You like the room?’ Kitty asked.

Fairfax lit a cigarette and pulled on it. ‘It’s a good room. Clean and . . .’ He chose his words carefully. ‘Most appropriate.’

‘Appropriate? And you think a cup of tea is also appropriate?’

Fairfax smiled.

Kitty asked her mother to look after the ledger. She raised the flap and led Fairfax down to the kitchen at the back of the hotel. She felt slightly embarrassed, her face was flushed.

Fairfax made her feel rather scruffy with his immaculate clothes and polished boots. Kitty, however, was proud of their kitchen: spacious, stone-flagged, with a long scrubbed pine table, polished oak benches on either side, and a huge open dresser in the corner for cups and crockery; a soaring fireplace with pelmet and ornaments – clay pipes and figurines bought at fairs. Kitty had always been in awe of the range, with its huge iron hotplates and ovens on either side. Forks and skillets hung from hooks above it. The fire of log and peat had been allowed to burn low. She grasped a cloth and placed the kettle on the iron grille above the fire, and, taking down two cups, placed them on the table.

‘What’s that smell?’ Fairfax sat down on a corner of the bench.

Kitty pushed a large metal tray her father had used when smoking his pipe in front of him. He thanked her with his eyes.

‘It’s Cousin Jim.’ Kitty pointed to a pot bubbling on the stove. ‘Liver, bacon, potatoes. We then thicken the gravy. Would you like to try some when it’s ready?’

‘I did say I would have my meals here.’

Kitty felt uncomfortable. She ladled hot water into the pot to warm it before going to the side door to throw the water out. She wondered how Major Fairfax’s wife made tea. China pots, she supposed. Both Billy and Jack had talked about army officers. ‘Talk like ladies, fight like wild cats,’ Kitty remembered. ‘Very posh.’

‘Are you married?’ she asked. The question was out before she could stop it.

‘I once was. She died in the great influenza epidemic.’

Kitty glanced up. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘She was always frail,’ Fairfax replied. ‘Like a lily.’ He shook his head. ‘Then she was gone. Death is a constant companion, isn’t it, Mrs Allerton? Your father’s dead?’

‘He volunteered as soon as the war began. Killed in the first few weeks . . .’

‘Along with the rest,’ Fairfax finished the sentence. ‘People don’t realise, Mrs Allerton, that an entire British army was wiped out in months.’

‘You can call me Kitty,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Mrs Allerton sounds so formal. Everyone calls me Kitty.’

‘You’ve had many names, haven’t you?’

Kitty blushed. She turned and stared at this officer.

‘I didn’t mean to be uncouth,’ he apologised.

‘I was born Courtney,’ she declared.

‘And then you married Billy Hammond.’

‘Billy died.’ Kitty felt her famous temper beginning to boil. ‘He was killed and I married Jack.’

‘I am sorry.’ Fairfax took out his cigarette case. ‘Do you smoke?’

‘No, I don’t, I’m not from London!’ Kitty turned her back on him and finished making the tea. She poured it out and hurried to the buttery, pleased to be away from this inquisitive officer. She took the cloth off the milk jug and took it into the kitchen. Fairfax was now standing up. He came across holding both cups. Kitty wished he hadn’t. She noticed one of the cups was cracked and tried to keep her hands steady as she poured in the milk.

‘I have no sugar,’ she said.

‘It doesn’t matter.’

Fairfax took the cups back to the table, placed one down for Kitty and then sat opposite her. Kitty was very flustered and she sensed Fairfax was enjoying this. She took a deep breath and remembered a group of rowdy school children she had had to confront. She fought to stay calm and stared across at him. I’ll study you as closely as you are studying me, she thought: the dark eyebrows, the straight nose, thin lips, the slight pucker in the chin, the well-groomed moustache, the hair with the short sideburns, finally his hands. She noticed the mark where his wedding ring had been and the thick leather watch strap beneath the cuff. He sipped his tea.

‘Very nice,’ he murmured. ‘One thing I can’t stand about stations is the tea they make. Or should I say brew? Well.’ He rubbed his brow. ‘I’m tired. Perhaps I shall sleep well tonight.’ He looked round the kitchen as if fascinated by the hooks embedded in the beam, the raised clothes rail. ‘Tell me about the Beaumont Arms. How do you call it in the north-east? A grand place?’

‘It’s big enough,’ Kitty replied. ‘Caundon was once on the main stagecoach route; that’s why we have the yard and stables. A coaching house they called it. My father’s people held it for generations. It’s falling into disrepair now and is partly owned by the brewery, but we have tenants’ rights. My mother manages it.’

‘Do you have many visitors?’

‘Salesmen passing through. It hasn’t the luxuries of a London hotel.’ She laughed. ‘In fact Caundon hasn’t yet got gas, electricity and running water, not like you’ll find in Durham or Newcastle.’

‘Tell me,’ Fairfax pushed his cup away, ‘what sort of place is Caundon?’

‘It’s a mining village fallen on hard times. Once it was a great staging post; the farmers used to bring their produce in. The steam engine came and life changed. Now it’s coal. Most of the men work down the mines. They are, like other miners, fighting the owners for better pay, better conditions. They are good people.’ Kitty held Fairfax’s gaze. ‘Most of them are immigrants.’

Fairfax studied the olive-skinned woman with her clear grey eyes. He noticed how fine her hair was, well kept, the spotless grey dress, its crisp white collar. In a ballgown, he thought, walking into the Ritz, she’d certainly make heads turn.

‘Are you the daughter of an immigrant?’

‘Oh, Mother said there are Italians in the family tree. People came here looking for work. A good number of them are Catholics – Irish, Italians. We even have a German.’

‘Ah, Ernst Kurtz.’

Kitty sipped her tea. ‘He’s a strange one. He was captured during the first few months of the war. One of those Germans shipped across the Channel. He tried to escape a number of times but, when the war ended, he didn’t go home. He’s a good carpenter and an even better butcher. He owns a small shop at the far end of the town. He buys small livestock, slaughters it and sells the meat fresh.’

‘Why didn’t he go home?’

Kitty lifted her head, her beautiful butterfly eyes dancing with mischief. You think you’re the clever one, Major Fairfax, Kitty thought. You walk into Caundon as if visitors like you are an everyday occurrence. You’re here for a reason. You probably know all there is to know about us.

Fairfax, however, remained unabashed. ‘The German?’ he insisted. ‘Why does he stay here?’

‘Why don’t you ask him yourself? It’s his business.’

Fairfax smiled and undid the top button of his jacket.

‘Come on, Major Fairfax.’ Kitty batted her eyelids. ‘You probably know more about Kurtz than I do. My Jack says that Kurtz is a deserter, that he deliberately wandered into the British lines with his hands up, and his attempts at escape were only to fool the others.’

Fairfax didn’t reply. He lifted his cup and seemed engrossed by the large fireplace. Oh yes, the woman was right. He knew a lot about Kurtz – deserter, traitor. Reports from Berlin talked of the Frei Korps patrolling the streets of the city, organised bands of soldiers, searching for those responsible for Germany’s defeat. Kurtz would never go home to face the wrath of his comrades, perhaps even a court-martial.

‘We were talking about Caundon,’ he declared. ‘I’ll deal with Kurtz.’ He lifted the cup.

‘Why should you deal with Kurtz?’ Kitty asked sharply. ‘What are you really here for, Major Fairfax?’

‘I am making inquiries.’

‘About what?’

‘Oh, this and that. But you were telling me about Caundon.’

‘I’ve told you what there is. It’s built in a T shape: one high street, the main road cuts across. We have shops, we have mines, oil lamps in the streets. Some of us are very poor, none of us are rich, except Grant the grocer.’

‘And the war?’ Fairfax said. ‘The war changed everything, didn’t it?’



Chapter 2




Bob Daventry was in Nightshade Woods near Neville’s Oak. According to local lore, during a great battle many years ago Roger de Neville had been caught by his enemies and hanged from one of its branches. Locals claimed his ghost still haunted the windswept fields and lonely glades.

Bob Daventry didn’t care. He was used to ghosts. They sat round his table, followed him down the streets, said hello and raised their hands. They were all dressed in khaki, of course, friends and acquaintances, comrades in arms. They’d known him since they’d left Caundon, going by train to Darlington or Bishop Auckland when the Great War had broken out. Daventry had gone with them, singing the songs of the music halls. All a great adventure! The train hurtling south, the shared companionship, the boiling, milkless tea, the cigarette smoke thick and heavy, uniforms rough on the skin, boots which pinched. The sea crossing – everyone was sick – followed by the long slog up those strange French country lanes. Bob Daventry paused, leaning on his shovel. And so it began. Who was first to go? Ah yes, Charlie Ashcroft who’d bought it from a sniper within a month of landing in France. Bob always remembered that morning. They were waiting by a canteen, in the distance the crump of guns and the snap of rifle fire. Headquarters had warned them to be careful but Charlie was always curious.

‘I told you not to go up the road,’ Bob said crossly. ‘But not you, Charlie, always curious. That’s why we called you Curious Charlie.’

Daventry stared at the deep hole he had dug. He had come to re-bury Charlie again. Charlie was the first he had ever buried. Gone up that French road, he had, holding his mug of tea. A volley of shots rang out, men running and Charlie lying near a ditch, a great pool of blood seeping out of his head. The sniper had taken him straight through the eye.

Daventry kept digging. Sometimes he’d pause and wonder what he was doing here. He’d come back to Caundon after the war. He’d realised his old mother was dead and that he couldn’t go back down the mines. He had tried that but they had turned him away. Sometimes old Dr Martin came down to see him, a gentle, cheery-faced old man who did it for kindness – Bob paid no subscription. Sometimes Dr Martin would bring a young woman to clean the kitchen. So, Daventry reflected, what had upset him this morning? Oh aye, that officer! It had been years since Daventry had met an officer. What was he here for? What did he intend to do? Daventry peered through the trees. He glimpsed the hay, cut and gathered into windrows to dry. This was just like the weather when he had first marched away. Daventry dug his spade into the soil and sat down.

‘You’ll have to wait, Charlie boy,’ he muttered to the ghost. ‘Old Bob’s got things on his mind.’

In a tree not too far away a bird began to sing. Bob grasped those notes like he would the rail of a stair or a stick to lean on. Birdsong meant he must be back in Caundon, away from the landscape of hell where no birds ever sang. Bob stared down at the freshly dug pit. Charlie was no longer around. Like all the ghosts, he had an irritating habit of disappearing. Now what was he trying to remember? Daventry closed his eyes and concentrated. The officer with the flashes on his sleeves. He was not a field officer.

‘Oh no, no,’ Daventry muttered. ‘He’s from headquarters: the military police, the Redcaps. So, what was he doing in Caundon?’ Daventry shivered. ‘You started it.’ He pointed across at Charlie who had now reappeared.

At the beginning of the fighting the officers always took care of the dead but within a few months no one really cared. They’d even shared their trenches with the dead. Corpses were used to reinforce the walls. Sometimes they were buried deep in the mud but rose back up, all rotting and stinking. It wasn’t like that in the beginning. An officer had told him to bury Charlie; from that day onwards, Daventry had been the official stretcher-bearer, leader of every burial detail. His mates joked, called him the “undertaker” but regarded him as lucky. Daventry was never wounded. Never once in all that flying rain of shells, red-hot metal, screaming bullets or dropping bombs. He stared down at the deep hole. So, why had that officer arrived in Caundon this morning? Had he found out? Had they discovered that he had made mistakes, buried men alive? Not checked they were truly dead? Or was it something else? Something he had forgotten?

Daventry leaned back against a tree trunk. He recalled the battle where Billy, Kitty’s man, had been killed. They had all moved forward, shells whistling overhead. One or two landed fairly close. Daventry had really seen nothing except the sides of the trench, the chalk underlay poking through the mud. What other memories? A row of steel helmets, the lifting, swaying shoulders of the men. The trees all black and stark. There was little light but, under the brims of helmets, Daventry had glimpsed living eyes, shifting restlessly in blank faces. Daventry licked his lips. There’d been a battle and, yes, they had taken refuge in that trench but the Germans had found out where they were and the shelling began again. Young Russell, the runner of the regiment, he had been thrown up into the air. A young lieutenant got himself shot by a sniper. And then what had happened? Ah yes, they had sheltered there all that night. The colonel had asked two of them to go on a reconnaissance patrol. Billy and Jack had volunteered.

‘Go on!’ Colonel Morrison had urged. ‘Get forward, lads, and see what’s happening.’

The colonel trusted Jack and Billy because they were the best of mates. They would look after each other. Both men had crawled out like worms through the mud, flat on their bellies, faces down, creeping into the night. Above them stardust, flares, and the swirling, pungent acrid smoke from the shells. They had all sheltered, waiting for Jack and Billy to return. The silence was shattered by the clatter of a machine gun. The colonel had got onto the firing platform, peering through his periscope, hoping the flashes of light would show him something. He’d said others were out there, scouts from the Berkshires further down the line. Jack and Billy should have come back. It wasn’t a night raid, not one of those daring attempts to go out and pick up a German prisoner, just what the lads called a ‘peek-a-boo’, a quick look round and back.

The night wore on and still the missing soldiers didn’t return. At dawn the colonel had tried to send a couple more lads out but the German machine-gunners forced them to retreat. The waiting had been tense. At last, just when they were giving up hope, they heard a cry and Jack, covered in mud, slipped into the trench. He sat gasping for a while.

‘Where’s Billy?’ the colonel had asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Jack had replied. ‘We got separated in the darkness.’

Later in the morning an officer from divisional headquarters had come down. Reinforcements were moving up. They had fixed bayonets and gone over the top. Men running against the sky. Now and again some would drop quietly. Others would do a strange dance as the hail of bullets caught them. They’d been forced back but Daventry went searching for Billy. He had been crawling on his hands and knees like a wounded dog. Suddenly the ground had collapsed beneath him and he’d found himself in one of those yawning crater holes with Billy sprawled against the side; his stomach was gashed and there was a bullet wound in the side of his head.

‘What are you doing here, Billy?’ Daventry had asked.

Then he realised his comrade was dead and, by his boot – yes, that was it – by his boot was Jack’s helmet. Daventry blinked and stared across at Neville’s Oak. But that couldn’t be because Jack had said he and Billy had become separated. Daventry suddenly felt cold. He got up and searched around. He gathered kindling and heaped it up, struck a match and let the flames catch the dry twigs and leaves. He stretched out his hands to warm them.

‘Strange, you know,’ he murmured to himself. Of all the ghosts who came to visit him, Billy never did. He had picked up Billy’s corpse and carried it back to the trench. A hospital station was nearby. Daventry had handed the corpse over to an orderly who had looked at him kindly.

‘I come from Manchester,’ the man had said. ‘I know how to bandage a wound but I can’t bring the dead back to life, lad.’

They had taken Billy’s corpse and laid it on the ground beneath a sheet. It was only hours later that Daventry realised he had still got Jack’s helmet with the tag inside, hooked to his belt. Colonel Morrison saw it.

‘What’s that, lad?’ he asked. ‘Do you have two heads?’

Daventry handed the helmet over. Morrison inspected it curiously.

‘Why,’ he said, ‘this is Jack’s. Where did you find it?’

Daventry told him. Morrison listened, nodding carefully. The colonel stared up at the sky, muttered something and, taking the helmet, had flung it down the trench.

That was the last Daventry had heard of the matter. Sometimes he just wondered. On one occasion, before the mist fogged his brain and the ghosts began to gather, he’d told Jack what he had seen. Jack had just blinked, opened his mouth as if to reply but said he knew nothing about it and walked away.
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