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To John Bragg in Australia






‘When you go home, tell them of us and say
 For your tomorrow we gave our today’

The Kohima epitaph              






PROLOGUE

She got an atlas in the reference section of the library and sought out Burma. In the poky little room above the fire station in the Council yard, she stared at the name and tried to imagine what it was like to be there. She was not allowed to take it home but she returned to it more than once, willing it to yield up comfort.

Later she found a book which had a few dull pages on Burma but the photographs engrossed her: exotic-looking birds, houses built of wood, gigantic tropical forests – she could tell their size because there was a picture of elephants in a clearing – lovely smiling women in beautiful clothes, and pagodas, all sizes, some as big as the tower on Highmoor.

She mentioned the elephants and the pagodas in her letters.

He kept the letters deep in his kitbag, wrapped in a square of yellow oilskin. Every day he touched the wad of them: every morning. He knew that if he failed to do that, his luck would go.

The boy could not truthfully remember his father, not at all, but she referred to him in everyday ways and there was a presence in the child’s mind which became like a memory as the years went by.

He had not thought the war would take him away for years, and so far away. Nor had she, but they were in an old island story, centuries of the men going across the sea to fight, leaving the women to weave the days, waiting at home. Yet sometimes she was glad for her new independent life. She doused her guilt by telling her son that his father would be home soon.

If he fought for any one thing it was to get back to her. And now the battles were over.
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CHAPTER ONE

What was he frightened of, she wondered, as he burrowed his knees into her thighs and clutched at her through the cotton nightgown. She had been awake for some time, trying not to cough. In the hollow of the mattress, swaddled in too many blankets, the young woman felt a film of sweat on her brow and on her throat. The child had been uneasy all through the night; twice he had called out and prodded her with small soft fists. She, too, prickled with restlessness.

She tried to shift away from him, needing to stretch, but he held on more fiercely and even moaned a little. Perhaps they had had the same fearful and excited dreams, she thought, as the boy nuzzled his face between her shoulder blades.

Despite herself she began to cough, a barked, repressed sound which shook through her. The boy flung away and rolled over, leaving a narrow channel between them – a sword’s width. The young woman turned on to her back, breathed in as deeply as she could and felt relief ripple through her body. Her hands ran down it, as if smoothing it out, making it ready.

After a while she reached across to touch her son and closed her eyes to meet the comforting slow surge of dark colour and swirl of movement, a universe of its own in her mind. She would travel there until it was time to start the big day. What time he would return she had not been told, but the day had been named. After the years, it had come so suddenly she felt breathless.
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About two hours later, less than a mile outside the town, the black iron locomotive broke down again and stood inert in the bare Northern landscape. A groan ran through the carriages crammed with soldiers on the last lap of their odyssey. Still more patience demanded, even so near the end.

Sam was next to the window. He looked out and lit up. His batch would be first off. The train was headed for the west coast, calling at all the small towns and villages along the way, decanting soldiers. These men had made the longest journey back from the war.

Beside him were the rest of the solo whist school which had been in continuous session for almost six weeks, since the last sighting of the shores of India. A few miles back, in Carlisle, the regimental city, they had finally put the game to bed. Sam had vowed never again to play solo whist as long as he lived.

After the stop, the men dozed again. They were as practised in catnaps as they were in drill. Only Jackie was wide awake, rarely taking his eyes off Sam. He had not been part of Sam’s section in Burma but, on the boat, he had used the fact that they had known each other back in the little town as an excuse to tag along. Sam smiled at him and said I’m browned off with this’. The stopping and queuing and the many unexplained halts had been just about bearable until now. With their town only a few fields away, a rush of frustration strained at his practised tolerance.

‘I went mushrooming in a field over there one time,’ Jackie said, nervously pointing it out. ‘Never seen the like. Thousands. Whiter than white. Stripped the lot. Straight up to “King” Haney’s in Water Street for him to get them off to Newcastle on the nine o’clock train. Made a fortune. Took the lot’

Jackie’s prattling had aroused a couple of the others and all of them now stared out of the motionless window looking at the dawn light stroking their native fields.

They were home. They really were. They were home. They could let the expectation loose now. Just across those fields, hidden over the hill whose rim was being more and more firmly pencilled by the steel light, was their town. They had made it back.

Sam stared hard. His mother had worked on the farm over there. He had courted Ellen in a lane which twisted down to this railway line from the Carlisle road. Abruptly he yanked the leather strap and let the window fall down. The air was so very sweet, the sounds, the farmyard, hedgerow, a light wind in the wires, just as seductive.

‘Let’s walk!’ It was spoken like an order.

They followed him. It would be for the last time, and they knew it. Ex-corporal (once busted) Samuel Richardson, late of D Company, Ninth Battalion, The Border Regiment, 17th India Division, 14th Army. Late, too, of the war against the Japanese in Burma, and an awesome victory, sometimes fought out hand to hand, ancient warfare in sub-tropical violence against the fanaticism of a cruel warrior race. Now finally he was leading men home.

Kitbags were shouldered, presents, souvenirs and bush hats carried carefully. They set off along the railway line, soon hitting the sleepers, soon in step.

Jackie looked behind and saw others deserting the marooned train. ‘All the Wigton lads are with us!’ he said. He was fearful of the consequences. ‘They’ll have kittens up top.’

‘We’re out of the army now,’ Sam soothed him. ‘They can’t touch us any more, Jackie.’

He led the men towards a long field which would take them to the very edge of the town. Cattle and a few sheep stumbled and scampered out of the way of the half-dozen men who had scaled out and now moved, from deep discipline, in martial order. In that placid Cumbrian field, in the whitening light of first morning, Sam saw lines of the same men, many thousands of miles away, in their dark jungle-green uniforms, bayonets fixed on short Lee Enfield rifles, the vicious Gurkha kukri in their belts, fifty rounds, two grenades apiece, walking steadily into fire, never breaking step. He had felt such a total love for those men, their matter-of-fact heroism and humour in a savage, disregarded war against an enemy barbaric beyond their understanding. It would be hard to beat. For a few moments he was there again and the silhouettes marching between the docile beasts were a dawn patrol swiftly sweeping up the hill to take the town.

Sam grabbed a strand of barbed wire to press it down and the points jabbed into his palm. A terrible image disrupted his mind, pumping through it, straining at his skull so that his mouth opened to cry out. Never to think of that. He had to control that. It had got worse since they had joined the ship in India. He had to learn to blank it out. The past must be buried or it would bury him. He took a deep breath.

‘Come on marra!’

Jackie’s use of the warm local dialect word for friend helped unlock him. He licked his palm. Pin-pricks.

On top of Howrigg bank, Sam stopped to look across the town, from the mock-Venetian bell-tower on Highmoor on the south side to the tall, grim chimney clearing chemical smoke from the factory on the north, and between those two the huddle and accretion of centuries. Narrow, twisting alleys, weavers’ cottages, medieval archways, runnels slit between unsteady houses, Nonconformist sandstone chapels, the church in which his son had been baptised, quaint Victorian shops and hidden strips of land whose lie and use predated the Conquest. The lives of near on five thousand souls, many from families dug in for generations, were penned together in the small fertile bowl less than a mile from the remains of the most remote military road in the Roman Empire.

With the barest of farewells the others hurried past him as the sun rose and warmed their backs. It was the completion of the circle which had plucked them out and taken them halfway across the world to fight in a place and against a people they had scarcely heard of.

Sam hesitated, trying to settle in himself the disturbing confusions of his return. The dreams of home were tinged with dread. The place below could suck him in, the old world close over him. Nothing had changed in the town that he could see. Yet his whole world had changed.

He looked to his left—

‘They’re building new houses,’ he said to Jackie, who had sat down on a low garden wall.

‘They won’t be for the likes of thee and me, Sam. They’ve forgot about us.’

Sam looked at Jackie and saw the old terror. But they were back now and he had carried him for long enough.

‘Let’s move on, Jackie.’

‘We’re not due ‘til breakfast time.’

‘C’mon, Jackie. We’ll surprise them.’

‘Not before I’m due. I’ll bide here.’

To emphasise his resolution he took out a cigarette.

Sam paused and then, suddenly, he had not a second more to waste. It was as if he were being reeled in, furiously, down past St Cuthbert’s church, over the bridge at Burnfoot, across Market Hill and there, the early sun flat on the whole terrace of tall houses, there at last and for sure would be his wife and son, waiting for him.
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There were five steps up to the front door. He took them in two bounds and hammered against the brown painted door with his fist. He stood back, smiling apologetically. That knock could have raised the dead.

What if one of the others answered? He had never imagined that. But it was Ellen who threw back the door, knowing it was him, it had to be him, four years, more than four years, how many letters? The loneliness, the fear, there he was, brown and smart in his demob suit, his arms reaching out the moment he saw her, the strain of wonder and such a smile on his face. She in the plum dressing-gown, no time to get ready, looking so lovely, he thought, how could he have forgotten how lovely? The eyes dark, almost as black as the hair which smothered his face as he closed his eyes though he wanted to see all of her, touch all of her, knowing he would remember for ever the force of those arms flung around his neck. Only this could block out everything bad, the wetness of her few tears, squeezing the life out of each other on top of the five steps with no one to see, thank God, she thought, holding without even murmuring, scarcely breathing, just standing welded as so long ago in their first months when they were not much more than children, but Ellen now such a woman, so much time to mend, absence like a wound.

Joe in his pyjamas scrambled and squirmed among their legs, fighting to part them, wanting his share, straining his neck, his face pivoted up at the double-headed swaying couple locked above him. ‘Daddy! Daddy!’

Sam pulled himself away from Ellen, almost dazed from the crush of her body against his. He went back down the steps and held out his arms. ‘Jump,’ he said. ‘Jump!’

Joe looked at his mother, who nodded. He looked at his father, fractionally hesitating.

‘Jump!’

And then the boy launched himself, arms spread like wings. Sam caught him, a small bundle of boy, under the shoulders, taking the contact gently, and with one easy spring of movement, he flung his son high into the air. The boy’s arms and legs splayed out, the pyjamas flowed and he yelled aloud with fearful pleasure and down and once more the strong hands – the feel of them imprinted in memory -caught him and hurled him high, so that the boy remembered being suspended for an instant, perfectly still in the sky in the white morning light with his mother waving at the top of the steps and his father looking up, laughing, ready to catch him safely, and the world, at long last, as it should be.


CHAPTER TWO

The house they entered was at one end of a row of six, a cliff-faced block looking east and fronted by the downward slope of Market Hill, which still saw traders and where the fair set up for its last stop of the autumn before wintering in a field beyond the cemetery.

Ellen’s Aunt Grace let out rooms, but hers were a distinct cut above the usual. The house had been inherited by Leonard, her husband, and many thought she had married him for it. Ellen had landed there at the age of nine and been something of a maid-of-all-work ever since. Her father, Grace’s brother, had disappeared soon after her birth and the scandal was rarely alluded to in Ellen’s presence, not even after she married. Her mother had died of tuberculosis. Grace and Leonard had no children.

When Ellen left school and insisted on going to work in the clothing factory which employed more than a hundred town girls, Grace was disappointed. Common work, she thought. She had hoped for better and Ellen was capable of better. Her final school report was clear on that subject – but the girl was pig-headed. Even more disappointing was her refusal to take up with John Eliot, who would certainly inherit his father’s shoe shop. Instead she let herself down, as Grace saw it, by preferring Sam Richardson, whose father had nothing and came from nothing. Ellen’s willingness to help in the house despite her factory work did not fully compensate for these failings.

Following Joe’s birth, Ellen was not allowed to continue to work in the factory. That was the rule. She and Sam had taken rooms in Church Street after their marriage. Sam’s departure for war brought her back to Grace’s house. When Joe was two, tormented by loneliness and on bare pickings from what Sam sent her, she had found work as a cleaner for two sisters in a fine old house. Once the biggest in town. Soon she was cleaning in three houses and later, when Joe went to school, she also helped out in Eves’ the Chemist on market day and Friday from one thirty to five thirty.

She had taken the boy with her on the cleaning jobs, first popping him in the basket in front of her bicycle and then, as he grew, planting him on the back seat. Sadie, who had worked on the bench with her in the factory, now lived in the basement three doors down, and she would always have Joe if Grace was in one of her moods. The house inhabited by Sadie had been broken up into rooms, like all the others in the row except for Grace’s, the only one intact in the sense that the owners also lived there.

There were two rooms for commercial travellers – described by Grace as her ‘guests’ – together with the small back bedroom for Ellen and Joe, and the attic rooms, referred to by Grace as her ‘rooms at the top’.

These, once rather scorned, had become her pride. Mr Kneale, senior history master at the grammar school, had taken them three years before, after the death of his wife. It had been a temporary measure, but the two rooms which commanded, as he told Grace, a most splendid view (which he had photographed more than once) and the small cellar which Grace allowed him to use as a dark room, made him reluctant to move on. Grace’s cooking was as good as you could expect with the ingredients available, the location was central, and to have his own dark room was a singular luxury. As time went on, the rather lonely, middle-aged widower grew very fond of Ellen in particular and listened out for her and enjoyed the guileless and indiscriminate affection of Joe.

Mr Kneale was Grace’s big catch. He had a married sister, she would tell her few friends, down in Chester, whose husband was a bank manager. Mr Kneale would spend a week with them over Christmas, and a fortnight in the summer. Before the war he and his wife had always gone abroad at Easter. He was very particular about his shirts, a clean one on Sundays, then every two days, same with undergarments, and he had offered to pay extra for the added laundry burden. After the first six months he had asked permission to get some of his own furniture out of storage – Grace had agreed, although it was irregular. But, as she told friends, she appreciated its sentimental value to Mr Kneale. Some of his pieces were beyond words, handed down on his wife’s side, he’d told her. His manners were out of this world.

The engine room of the house was the semi-basement, full of light in the morning and easy to make cosy when the light moved off the front. Here meals were served, cellars and cubby-holes stored the fuels and utensils necessary for the running of the house, and it was kept warm. Grace’s court, for occasional tea in the week and always on Sundays, was the chilly upstairs front room into which she would stray several times a day to admire its high-ceilinged proportions, to look over the heavy expensive furniture Leonard’s parents had purchased on their twentieth wedding anniversary and to see what was going on outside. The bay window gave her an expansive field of vision and few of the comings and goings of neighbours or traders on market day or the rare strangers escaped her surveillance. She stored information about their movements as if she were compiling dossiers designed, one day, to bring them to judgement.

It was into this superior room on that first morning, after a little weighing up, that she invited Sam and Ellen and Joe with Leonard for a cup of pre-breakfast tea. The deciding factor was that the kitchen had been laid for breakfast the previous night for Leonard and her two commercial travellers and though she had about half an hour in hand, she feared the family gathering might interfere with the arrangements. Mr Kneale had his breakfast in his rooms: Ellen served that after she had laid the fires and seen to the other guests.

Sadie came round uninvited. She had heard the arrival on the steps. For Grace, her presence knocked the edge off it because Sadie was just about as common as you could get and had never been officially introduced to the front room. Grace put a brave face on it. She had been unexpectedly moved to see the young couple so intensely pleased to meet again. She had never known Ellen smile so much and the boy was beside himself and whatever she thought of Sam, he looked a fine handsome man now, almost, she had to admit, distinguished.

For everyone but Grace and the boy, the room was awkward. Grace sat in her usual armchair, so angled that she could survey the Hill and also look directly at the door. The boy, whom she indulged next only to Mr Kneale, squatted on the floor in front of her and leaned back into her heavy skirts. Even at that hour of the morning, her hair was majestic. Thick and grey, it swept loosely but under exact control from the upper half of her face to be gathered in a bun where it was stabbed with a large pin. It framed her still handsome face, giving it an indisputable dignity. It was her feature. Only twice in her life had Ellen seen her hair loose and on neither occasion had it been mentioned.

Sam felt unsettled. It was not as he had imagined it. He had hoped for Ellen, Joe and himself, just the three of them. It was not much to endure, he told himself. And why did such a small thing bother him so much, when only a couple of months ago, real danger had been met with far less agitation?

‘Let’s see if I can find any presents!’

He had the kitbag and the parcels. They stood in the middle of the carpet, as if they had dropped from the ceiling, moated by respectful space.

‘Two for Joe. Number one for your birthdays – sorry I couldn’t be here but I will be for your seventh.’

Out of the kitbag, unwrapped, came a magnificent ruby leather satchel embossed on the back with six tiny yellow elephants walking in line, trunk curled around tail. He watched the boy reach out and recognised the gesture as Ellen’s. Yet the boy resembled him too, she had said that in her letters, and looking closely he could see that.

‘There now,’ said Grace. ‘You can put all your things in that. Nobody else in Wigton will have one of those.’

‘Did you see any elephants, Daddy?’

‘Hundreds. I rode on one once or twice. They helped us build a bridge. They pick up the logs with their trunks.’ ‘They don’t.’

‘Oh yes.’ Sam put his kitbag lengthways on the floor, knelt down and with his right arm miming a trunk, he lifted it up. Joe laughed and clapped and made him do it again.

‘Now,’ said Sam, ‘your “coming-home” present.’

The parcel was bulky and well tied with coarse string, but the knots were easy and within moments Joe had destroyed the wrapping to discover a small wooden train, painted black and red, with four carriages and a guard’s van, the doors and windows picked out precisely, wheels perfectly smooth on the carpet. He looked at his father in adoration.

‘What d’you say then?’ said Grace, visibly pleased for him.

‘Thank you, Daddy.’ The words were dutiful and flat.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Sam, storing up that look from his son, hoping that the print of it would not fade.

Joe slung the satchel around his neck and then concentrated on puff-puff-puffing the train around the room.

‘It’s very well made,’ said Leonard, offering Sam a cigarette.

‘Have one of mine.’ Sam handed him a tightly packed drum of Players No. 1.

‘Well, I don’t mind if I do.’

‘Take the lot.’

‘No, no,’ said Leonard, longingly. He had always liked Sam. Apart from everything else, both of them enjoyed a flutter on the horses and Sam had never given him away to Grace. He took the drum.

‘Now then. Grace’s present.’ Her shoulders stiffened. ‘What about this?’

It was a double-stranded ivory necklace with a cameo of Queen Victoria as a centrepiece. He held it out. She took it, after a pause, almost as a tribute from a defeated foe.

‘You shouldn’t have bothered.’

‘Try it on, Aunty Grace,’ said Ellen. ‘It’ll suit you.’

It did. Grace’s style was big and the white ivory sat imperially above her serious bosom. She fingered it as if considering whether she might buy it.

‘It’s very kind of you, Sam,’ she said slowly.

‘Makes you look like a duchess!’ Sadie had restrained herself and even waited to be offered a cigarette instead of just cadging one, but now she had to speak out. ‘Dead posh!’

‘Ivory?’ said Grace, probingly, her thumb and forefinger lightly caressing the cameo.

‘Straight from the tusk. And hand-made, every bit.’

Grace nodded, carefully disturbing not a hair.

‘I’ll keep it for best,’ she said and took it off and scrutinised it carefully.

He had bought several sandalwood boxes and he handed one out to Sadie. She held up her hands.

‘You can’t give me a present, Sam!’ ‘Go on, Sadie.’

‘I didn’t come here for a present.’

She would be lucky, Sam knew, to get one present a year. ‘Smell it, Sadie.’

The small woman, light brown hair in curlers topped by a turban of scarf, face pinched but eyes twinkling like an imp, one stocking already at half-mast, pom-pom-less slippers shuffled paper-thin, took the exotic wood, pressed it to her sharp nose and filled her lungs.

‘Now then,’ she said, as she let out the air, ‘that beats perfume hollow!’

Again she sucked in the scent before passing it round. All of them smelled approvingly.

Sam wanted to give Ellen her present in private. It was rather a strange present anyway. He had imagined the two of them, alone, perhaps even in bed, and the present flowing around and about them, weaving them together.

But everyone – save Joe, chugging into the hall – was expecting it.

‘There we are,’ he said, clumsily.

Ellen took off the brown sugar paper and was puzzled at first by the compressed layers of material. She looked enquiringly at Sam. He held her gaze longingly: she blushed, scooped up the material and pressed it into her face, pretending to smell it. Their exchange had not gone unnoticed by Sadie and Grace and both women felt like intruders. Joe chugged the train back into the room.

‘They’re what they call “saris”,’ Sam spoke shyly.

‘What are they for?’

He looked at Ellen helplessly.

‘Indian women wrap them around themselves for dresses.’ He saw their plumed and gracious bearing in the highly coloured saris, their bodies undulating, and he remembered the times of his own longing for the body of his wife.

‘How do you know they wrap them round?’ said Ellen.

‘Guesswork!’

Thank God, he thought, he had kept away from all that.

Ellen nodded and that nod was a rebetrothal, a second wedding band, the full stop to an inevitable suspicion – and quite suddenly she tugged at the tightly folded saris and flung them like streamers over the room, their colours gorgeous, high yellows, Prussian blues, green, orange, violent, burnt-oak reds, a swirl of colours like her dreams, the room exotic and alive with happiness.


CHAPTER THREE

The warm morning sunlight seeped through the cheap curtains and Ellen carefully propped her head up on her elbow to look at him closely.

He had changed. Not just the tan and the few flecks of grey hair in the red, nor the body, much stronger now, lean with muscle. It was the whole expression. She needed time to worry it out.

In the cobbled yard below, footsteps clacked on the stone and Ellen imagined glances thrown up towards the bedroom still curtained in mid-morning. She felt uncomfortable being so public.

It was not grim, exactly, his expression, but it did have a severity which had not been there before. It seemed set, whereas she was sure she remembered a softer face, much more fluid, changing almost from one minute to the next; that was one of the best things about him, the energy, always on to the next thing. But now it was set and his lips seemed thinner, clamped together in a way she had not seen before. Of course he was asleep and exhausted and you could only tell the real man by looking at his eyes and catching the smile – and the eyes still smiled and the smile still felled her – but as an involuntary spasm, a deep shudder, went through him for the third time since they had come to bed, Ellen was a little apprehensive about this man who was different in ways she did not want to recognise from the man who had marched away those years ago.

Sam had told her, in diffident, fractured sentences, that she looked ‘just the same’, ‘even better than he remembered’, and from such cliches, she had known the full strength of his feelings. He had, in truth, been almost winded by her beauty when she had undressed. That slender body, candle white and quick, had slipped into the hastily made bed, grateful that the first encounter for so long had been without embarrassment, with a clear reminder of the passion between them. Her face, he swore, had got younger, the hair even blacker, more luxuriant, the oval shape more defined, the deep brown eyes more teasing, the rather full lips softer.

Ellen coughed, barely audibly, and was relieved to see that Sam did not stir. They could not inhabit the room for too long, even on such a day. But there was still time to look and listen to his slow breathing and watch the mid-morning light dappling patterns through the curtains on to the bare white walls. He had been back for four hours and still it was not real.

Sadie had engineered Joe out of the way, up street, with many promises and heavy bargaining on his side – his right to take the elephant satchel and the train (the carriages made too much bulk). She had also volunteered to give word to Mrs Alfreds that Ellen would not be turning up for cleaning that morning. Sadie did not like Mrs Alfreds, who looked right through her when they met in the street, and she looked forward to delivering the inconveniencing message. Then she would take Joe on to school, the last day of the term.

Ellen did not see why she should miss her work at Eves’ chemist shop that afternoon and though Sam would have preferred her not to go, he was not quick enough to propose an alternative. Once he himself was out of the house in the summer temperature of that early spring, he realised that they could have gone for a walk together -through the Show Fields, along the banks of the River Wiza, around Cuddy Lonnings or the Syke, any one of the trails along which they and so many others had pursued a long, thrifty and constrained courtship.

At the end of Market Hill, Sam turned left, west, and faced up the length of King Street which, with High Street, formed the axis of the town. Nothing, it seemed at first, nothing at all had changed. He strolled as slowly as he could, the leisurely progress and his rather smart light grey double-breasted demob suit giving him the air of a stranger, a visitor keen to absorb the atmosphere.

The place pushed at him wave after wave of his old life, his lives, all but stopping him in his tracks, the names themselves almost suffocating him with memories. On the right side Plasket’s Lane where John Willy Stewart kept his ponies and sometimes let boys have a free ride. Tickle’s Lane teeming with cottages where as a boy a friend had shown him, proudly, a floor carpeted in cockroaches. Station Road, New Street, Meeting House Lane: the weight and detail of the past seemed to press physically on his neck, bearing him down as the town had always threatened to do after the birth of Joe: most possibilities tested, life just begun. Soon the first of the pubs, the Blue Bell big as a railway station, then the narrow, sly Vaults, the Vic, the dominating King’s Arms. Nineteen pubs and pothouses in the town. In Burma he had totted them up more than once. And those small-paned windows in the same old shops, one or two with awnings out against the unseasonal sun; and faces, faces all of which, it seemed, he recognised. When the first one or two stopped to say hello or waved ‘Hiya Sam’, then everyone appeared to notice him, ‘How do, Sam?’, and it was like pushing up an Everest of the past, grand, dislocating, stirring and somehow new, bewildering, this place of peace.

He went for refuge into the bar of the Vic at the end of Water Street, no more than a hundred yards from his starting point, grateful for its stale emptiness.

There was a young boy behind the bar.

‘Is your dad in?’

‘He’s just gone up street.’

The first drink in Wigton. He had planned it would be with Ian. He shook off the thought, physically, like a dog shaking off water. He had to stop all that …

‘Pint of bitter.’

The boy pulled it deftly enough. ‘One and two, please.’

Sam had the exact change. The boy put it in the open wooden till and left.

He let the bitter settle before he drank.

It was a small bar, men only, just an old oak bench against the window, most stood against the bar itself. A door in the corner led to the billiard room. Sam enjoyed listening to the chinking of the ivory balls and the preoccupied murmurings of the players but had no wish to go in and be drawn into the game.

He wet his lips, paused and then downed a third of it and held the glass up, just a touch. A toast. Home. He stood square at the bar, facing the shelves, and took out a cigarette. His feet had still not touched the bottom.

He had a few minutes alone.

Henry Allen poked his head around the door and was just about to retreat when he spotted Sam. His hand went out like a piston, the smile genuine but well worn. Sam had been a steady customer.

‘You look well, Sam. Nice tan.’

‘I can think of easier ways to get it.’

‘Look at today. You could top it up. Have one with me.’

‘I’ve just got one in.’

The boy came into the bar.

‘Just a tonic for me, Billy.’ To Sam, ‘Still bothered with my stomach, Sam. Never got past the medical. And fill up that glass of Sam’s.’ He slapped a half crown on to the polished walnut bar.

‘Welcome back.’ He sipped at the tonic, pulling a face.

Sam made a second toast and, to head off any talk about himself, he said, ‘How are they running, then, Henry?’

‘No faster, Sam.’

‘Business?’

‘Never complain, Sam, lads in Wigton I’ve never been too skint for a bet. They’re very reliable that way.’

Henry was the most prosperous bookmaker in the town and this was part of his midday run, picking up bets, illegally, in the pubs.

‘Was it terrible over there?’

Sam nodded.

‘So we heard. Mind you, it was terrible all over. Tales of woe wherever you turn. Your lot’ll be about the last back. The bunting’s long gone, I’m afraid, Sam. Everybody wants to get back to normal.’

‘Include me in.’ Sam offered Henry a cigarette. ‘What was it like here?’

‘In the war?’ Henry drew in the cigarette greedily, his pale sallow face seeming to need the warmth. ‘Heaving, Sam! We had the soldiers, and the RAF, they came from far and near, Fridays and Saturdays the streets were littered.’ He looked about suspiciously, out of habit. ‘You know what they called the King’s Arms?’ Sam shook his head. ‘The cock-loft,’ he said, softly, and repeated it with a dirty chuckle, much more loudly, tilting his hat back, debonair in his Prince of Wales check suit. ‘The cock-loft! And, Sam: it was!’

Sam’s smile was a little uneasy.

‘And I’ll tell you, Sam,’ said Henry, inspired by a new listener and excited by the gossip of the bawdy life he would never dare lead, ‘there are women in this town with little kiddies whose fathers have nothing to do with Wigton and have moved on to faraway places! Say nothing.’ He tossed back his tonic. ‘You know -well, you won’t of course – what the new Father down at St Cuthbert’s said? “Well,” he said, “I have travelled the world, I have penetrated the darkest parts of Africa, but I have never come across as wicked a little hole as Wigton”!’ Henry’s grin was wide, proud and delighted. He slapped the bar top with his palm. ‘As wicked a little hole as Wigton,’ he repeated. ‘And he had penetrated darkest Africa. How’s that for a testimonial! Billy!’ The boy had gone out again, but returned instantly. ‘Did Dad leave a little package for Mr Allen?’

The boy came back with a thin wad of notepaper and a clinking envelope which, after a doubtful look at Sam, he handed over.

Sam and Leonard had managed to exchange a few words at the house after breakfast and he had his bet ready. ‘Lovely Cottage,’ he said, pulling out, he did not know why, twice as much as he had intended to bet on the next day’s Grand National. Henry pocketed the money with furtive swiftness.

‘A few of the lads is on that,’ he said. ‘I suspect the influence of the ladies. You won’t be wanting a ticket, Sam, you never did.’

‘I’ll be round for the winnings after the race.’

‘Well,’ Henry secured his brown trilby which had become a little rakish, ‘I’ll be on my travels. Time and Tide, Sam, the old proverb. Ellen’s been looking very good, Sam. She’s a smasher. She makes old Eves’ shop glow like a Christmas tree. Lucky man.’ Although it was a compliment, Sam would rather not have heard it.

Sam decided not to visit his father that day. The old man worked as a gardener in a big house a few miles away and Sam had looked forward to the walk, but a sudden mood came on him which made him want to avoid any more intimacy. First though he had to buy the stamps.

‘Penny stamps is now a penny ha’penny,’ said Albert, behind the counter. Sam and Albert had been at school together, only two years apart. Albert had greeted him as if he had been coming in every day uninterruptedly since war broke out.

Sam pulled out the extra four pence and slid the stamps into his inside pocket.

‘Mother well, Albert?’

‘A miracle for her age. Very demanding.’

Albert looked away, distracted, as he always had been but by what no one had ever found out. His eyes had failed the medical. His glasses were as thick as bottle bottoms.

Just along the street was the George Moore Memorial Fountain which had replaced the Parish Pump in the latter part of the nineteenth century. It was thirty-three feet high, as all Wigton children were told, and topped by a cross. At its base there was a platform stepping up to four bronze panels – North, South, East, West – and then the spire. Drinking fountains were furnished on all four sides but recently they had been barred off by grim iron railings which were redeemed by four elaborate gas lamps, night sentries to the memory of the wife of George Moore.

As ever was, the men were there, killing time, loitering, pushed out or glad to be out of cramped houses, leaning against the railings, watching and marking the town go by and now and then squirting out a spit, sometimes hitting one of the dogs which lurched all about. They knew Sam and nodded or greeted him – unexcitedly – most of them remarking on how well he looked, as if he had come back from a holiday. Their indifference to his war made him smile to himself. There was a kind of settlement in it, perhaps even a wisdom.

This was the fulcrum of the town. He took his place. To the west was the sea and under the sea the coalmines in which his father had once worked: some of his family still worked there now. To the east was Carlisle where he had gone to volunteer what seemed a lifetime ago – and from there, east to service in North Africa, east to India, east again to Burma.

Ahead of him was High Street. He had walked it thousands of times, still jewelled with small useful shops, many of them with workshops behind making boots, making clocks and watches, hutching, baking bread and cakes. Still there. Untouched though the world had gone mad: their complete survival made him smile. As he had done so often as a young man, skint, watching the world go by for his entertainment, he leaned his back against the railings among the poor-suited, mostly unskilled, usually broke, often eccentric and curious men long of the town who gave the place its character.

Sam offered cigarettes freely. He knew it was expected of him. The Salvation Army had not yet stopped dishing out free rations to ex-servicemen. He looked up at the bronze panels which, as he remembered from having it drummed into him at school, represented the Four Acts of Mercy.

Beautifully draped, graceful and serene women and children more handsome and certainly plumper than almost anyone in the town, represented Visiting the Afflicted, Instructing the Ignorant, Feeding the Hungry and Clothing the Naked. They moved him not at all – that was not what it was like. Suffering, Hunger, Affliction, Nakedness were not like that. He had seen it real. He remembered their teacher, Miss Steel, had insisted that these figures were real. In the morning after their official expedition to the fountain she had asked the children to bring at least twopence to school to contribute to an appeal she ran for orphaned African babies. Those who could not afford it were shamed.

Halfway through his second cigarette, he moved off. No one took much notice – and again he felt as though he were going head on into a force, a high wind which made him want to bend his head and butt his way through. Yet the day was calm and warm, High Street quiet enough, with a few cattle being driven down the cowpat-splattered street to the railway station for shipment, fresh from the small Friday auction. Only one car on the street, parked outside the Lion and Lamb. He even knew who it belonged to.

The curious sensation persisted, as if he were walking waist deep in the sea, pushing against a tide, even a hint of panic in his breath. Hello Sam, yes, grand, glad to be back, lovely day… it never changes, the town … but in some way he could not define, it had. Or he had? Why did what was so familiar suddenly flip over into what seemed new? ‘How do, Sam?’

He began to feel claustrophobic. Just a street in a small Northern market town. Hello Sam, Hiya Sam, lovely day. He saw nobody from the war. Some at work – the non-Burma lads – or didn’t make it back. He would soon find out, Leonard would give him the list. He walked faster, past the Anglican church, past the Girls’ Grammar School, forcing the pace over yet another of the streams which trickled through the town, heading south towards Longthwaite and open land, unbuttoning his collar, loosening the tie, taking off his jacket, faster up the hill, lovely day, it never changes, the town, hounding himself out of it and then – a vale of calm – nothing but fields, friendly lush fields with sheep and cattle grazing lazily as ever, rooted there. English fields free from war for more than three hundred years, stunning and soothing him with the power of their peace.

He wiped the sweat from his brow and gave the town a brief, almost furtive backward glance before moving on.

The fountain, memorial to one woman, there forever planted, part of what the town was. On the outskirts in the new cemetery the memorial to the First World War with the name ‘Richardson’ inscribed two times. What would there be for those who had not come back this time? Again he shook his head with that sharp movement which sought to shake off unwelcome thoughts as if they were raindrops. But it was not so easy. A nice tan? Lovely day? Yes, I’ll take a fag off you, Sam, smoke it later, stick it behind the ear. No bunting. The German conflict had ended almost a year ago now. The war had gone cold.

Just as well, he reasoned, as he went through the kissing gate that led into the well-walked common land which wended by the river along the edge of the town. For many generations these fields had been a lure for children’s play, for the saunterings of courtship and the placid strolls of the old. Budding, some trees greening, the fields had the deep security of familiarity and yet to Sam a friction of unease. The place looked not as once it had been. Yet surely it was exactly the same. It must be the peace which was unsettling.

He found a willow in a shaded place and sat against it, a few feet from the river. Through the water, clear and cold from the fells which rose up a few miles to the south, he saw a large school of minnows, darting and switching in impeccable, well-drilled formation.

No bunting. Better like that. But what would be their memorial, those who had not returned from Burma, from what was called the Forgotten Army? Men, he could let his mind whisper it now he was alone and unconstrained, men who had some of them been heroes and died to keep such bedded peace as this, in fields like these, to be passed on to their children. Who would build a fountain for them? His head jolted back at the ‘image’ of a child. It banged against the tree.


CHAPTER FOUR

He had put the pad in one of the capacious side pockets of his suit, the envelopes in the other, not thinking he would have time to write the letters on this first day but instinctively sensing that the right moment might come at any time. He had written during the campaign to the relations of everyone he knew, but that was not enough for close friends.

Sam put his cigarettes beside him, closed his eyes and in a moment he was many thousands of miles away. The run of the small stream was the drum of monsoon. The hedgerow fencing the quiet fields, the trees planted for shade, grass ready to grow yet another intricate carpet sweet with meadow flowers whose names promised comfort – all became jungle to be hacked through, dense with the dread experienced by those men he had heard of who had been driven crazy when left alone even for an hour in that alien, fearful place. A place of ambush, bullet and shell expected at every step, until the fear was sharpened into an alert tension so highly strung it sang in your mind and became a terrible joy.

He opened his eyes and looked at the peace and heard such stillness, hardly a bird call. The soft gurgle of the stream was the loudest sound. He began to write. He would not have admitted it, but part of the reason for his urgency was an apprehension, growing almost daily since he had landed back in England, that Burma would ambush him, shell him down, take him back there and abandon him unless he beat it down.

The letters, he hoped, would draw a line.

They were already written in his head. He had only to copy them down. On the long journey back, thinking about them, he had worked them out. He wrote steadily, giving to each one the two or three sides of paper he had decided was the least he could do. He paused only to drag himself out of the atmosphere they evoked so powerfully.

Those he wrote about had been in his section. One had led him. The others he had led. His section had been one of those right at the front, no shield, no advance force in front of them, they were the advance force. Sections were made up of ten men, led by a corporal: three sections to a platoon, three platoons to a company, four companies to a battalion and so up to the regiment and on to the Allied army in Burma described by Churchill (Sam had written it down) as ‘an army the like of which had not been seen since Xerxes crossed the Hellespont’. He intended to look up Xerxes and Hellespont. But however grand the names, it always came back to the section.

It was those ten men multiplied who had met the full fury of the Japanese army bayonet to bayonet. More than twenty men had passed through that section in Sam’s time.

Sam would stop now and then to brush aside memories too savage to be sent into any of these homes. That ambush when almost a third of the company had been slaughtered was just a long scream of shock and blood, spilled guts, helplessness, confusion, retreat, bodies left for ever to rot away in what had seemed a quiet patch of jungle. Yoke and Buster, two of the nicest lads you could meet, dead within a foot of each other, both bayoneted, clearly one had come to help the other. He said nothing of the malaria or the dysentery or the pains of terrible diarrhoea or the emaciation and exhaustion. His stories were drawn from another truth, that despite the punishments and wounds of battle, the tattered uniforms, the sores and private agonies unspoken, these men were a disciplined army, prepared to fight, ready to die for each other and also, though this was never boasted, mostly ignored and sometimes mocked, for their country. However deeply buried and cynically dismissed their cause was, they had volunteered to serve it.

He did not write of the puddle of brains seeping out of the skull of Andy, who had been less than a yard away when he had caught it. He blocked out the final crescendo of martial curses when one hardened miner, caught too far forward, surrounded by the Japanese, had decided to take as many as he could with him rather than surrender and die Tojo’s way. After two days of being holed up, he had gone out to bury the man’s body and found him already buried up to his neck, the head crawling with maggots. One of Tojo’s ways. And what did you say of Alan, who had gone to clear a nest of enemy machine-gunners whose bullets hit his body so hard, so many, so fast, that it stuttered and jived for what seemed like minutes on end until it folded like a jackknife?

What he wrote was, ‘Conditions were sometimes very bad but he never complained. He made a joke of it and helped us all along.’ He wrote, ‘Things could get very rough but he would always be relied on to see any bright side.’ In every letter, true or not, he wrote, ‘He always spoke warmly of his home and his family and missed them a lot. There was never any doubt where his feelings lay and he wanted to get home and see you all again but it was not to be.’

Once or twice he introduced some of the new words they had picked up out there – char for tea and dekko for have a look, pani for water and doolally for mad, believing that this would make it more convincing. Perhaps also it revealed his own still undigested and puzzled wonder that it had all happened so far away in so foreign a place.

The last letter of all was the hardest, as he had known it would be. As soon as they invited him he would have to face Ian’s parents.

When he finished he felt stiff. Almost two hours had gone by. His packet of cigarettes was empty. The heat had gone out of the sun and he shivered. He put on the stamps very carefully and precisely so that the perforations ran along the edges of the envelope. He looked around. It was somehow miraculous that these fields, this clear brook, this deep silence had remained undisturbed. Miraculous and, for a dazed few moments, inexplicable.
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