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For Connie






Part One






Chapter 1

Henry Metcalfe is a little ruined around the eyes. But that’s how war marks you, as it robs you of your sleep and your scruples. Henry is exhausted, because killing people is exhausting. Particularly if you do it as he does. Soundlessly, as your victim’s lover lies in the next room, waiting for him to come back to bed. Coldly, for King and Country, to save the world from darkness.

Henry could sleep if he let himself. He is in the passenger seat of a dairy van, and the warmth of the evening and the steady growl of the engine seem to argue for it. If he drifted off, nothing would happen. Nobody would get hurt. The headlamps are dipped. The road ahead is straight. He trusts the man at the wheel beside him.

‘Do it if you like,’ says Karl.

‘No fear,’ says Henry. ‘I can sleep when I’m in the clouds.’

‘There are no clouds tonight.’

‘Well,’ says Henry. ‘As long as we have the moonlight.’

The ground is rising. Karl changes gear.

They were lucky at the apartment in Brussels. The lover in the next room noticed nothing. Perhaps she preferred to stay in bed alone. Henry stepped over the body, slipped quietly out of the block with a confident nod to the concierge and found Karl waiting for him in the next street. He was wearing a pair of round wire-rimmed spectacles.

‘They’re a disguise. I’m a short-sighted Dutch dairy farmer.’

‘Not a Communist intellectual?’

‘It’s a double bluff. Now get in.’

They were just as lucky at the checkpoint. When the young patrolman ordered them to open the back of the van, Henry could sense his nerves. He was like a spear carrier at Covent Garden, not quite sure of the part. His comrade in the roadside hut didn’t even get to his feet – and lost interest completely when it became clear that the milk churns in the back were empty. Henry took comfort from this. Two men, somewhere near the end of their tether, somewhere near the end of the war, already calculating how to survive the peace. Maybe they had even decided where to bury their boots and badges.

‘Why don’t you take your coat off?’ asks Karl. ‘If you don’t want to fall asleep.’ The air is still giving up its heat.

‘I might forget it,’ says Henry. ‘It gets pretty cold up there, you know.’

Henry puts a hand to his chest. He can feel a fat envelope slipped into the lining of his coat. This is the prize for the night’s killing. Ten typed pages of official Abwehr documents, as thin as you’d expect in an occupied nation as starved of ink and wood pulp as food. There’s something else here, too. A roll of microfilm. One frame, Henry suspects, bears an image of his own face. This is the product of an accident. In the Brussels apartment, there were too many documents to steal. Henry had been hunkered over an attaché case of confidential papers, snapping away with his miniature camera, when their owner made an unexpected return from the bedroom. Sturmbannführer Von Reck gaped in surprise. He was wearing a silk dressing gown embroidered with a pair of dragons – presumably the property of the woman in the room next door. When Henry reached for his garotte, he fumbled the camera. The lens was pointing in his direction.

Click.

The long sleeves of the silk dressing gown made the man clumsy. Henry threw the wire around the German’s throat and pulled hard on the garotte’s brass handles. Von Reck slumped to the floor.

Perhaps, Henry thinks, when this mission is done, he can snip this shot from the film and give it to his sister. Jill is always complaining about his dislike of being photographed. At home, he avoids it by being the person with his finger on the shutter button.

Jill is two years younger than Henry. She is often in his thoughts. She might be the reason he volunteered for dangerous work in occupied territory: saving your sister is a less abstract idea than saving your country. He is anxious about returning home to her. Jill has always read him like a newspaper, and his story has acquired some new and brutal paragraphs. He thinks of her clear, bright gaze, which always seems to be urging him to get to the point. He can see her walking briskly along a woodland path, her favourite red scarf tied at her neck, the light shifting as she moves beneath the trees. At a certain moment, she sees him. She turns to him. She can see the blood on his hands.

And when the van goes over a bump in the road – the fault of an old root that has burrowed beneath the surface – Henry finds, with a jolt, that he has been asleep for some time. The air is cooler. The trees are thicker and overhang the road.

His hand goes to the envelope. Still there. He turns to Karl, who is looking steadfastly ahead. No harm done.

Henry realizes that he has never dreamed of Jill before.

‘This is it,’ says Karl. He brings the van to a halt. The silence that follows the death of the engine shocks them both.

And now there is the waiting, at the grassy margin of a field. They share the last of Karl’s cigarettes. Listen for the distant rumble of the Lysander.

Henry flicks his stub to the ground. The tobacco is cheap and bitter.

‘The next smoke I’ll have will be—’

‘Don’t say it,’ Karl says, sighing.

‘What?’

‘A Lucky Strike,’ says Karl, rolling his eyes. ‘Some Yank will be offering you one as soon you step off the aeroplane.’

‘Will there be cigarettes in the Communist utopia?’ asks Henry, raising one of Karl’s favourite subjects.

‘We’ll smoke all day long,’ says Karl.

‘Will they be good ones?’

‘Of course. That’s what utopia means.’

‘What about the beer?’

‘It’ll be cold.’

‘What about the girls?’

‘The opposite, of course.’

Karl tosses his own cigarette into the grass.

‘I’d be dead without you, old man,’ says Henry. ‘If you hadn’t been there outside Von Reck’s apartment, I’d be in some Nazi basement now. Getting the third degree.’

‘Having your final cigarette,’ says Karl, nodding.

‘You’ll get a medal for this, you know, after the war.’

‘A big one?’

‘The biggest. A proper smasher. Truly, chum. You don’t know what you’ve done, getting me here. The lives you’ll have saved.’

From somewhere in the sky above them comes the low drone of the Lysander. Henry and Karl separate, crossing the field like a pair of duellists. When they stop, they shine their torches into the air to guide the pilot down. The Lysander is not a big plane but, barrelling across the pasture, it seems dangerous and powerful, like a charging metal bull. Henry holds his torch steadily. The beam cuts through the darkness. He is on his way home.



These are the events that should happen. The pilot juddering to a halt on the pasture, sliding open the glass panel of the cockpit, waving his passenger forward. Henry running to Karl, clasping his shoulder in a gesture of gratitude, then scaling the access ladder bolted to the matte-black body of the plane. The pilot, with Henry safe inside the rear cockpit, pressing the boost-coil and start buttons, bringing the propellor back to life. The Lysander riding the bumps until it is liberated from the ground and finding that perfect spot above the treetops and below the radar. Henry watching Belgian fields give way to the English Channel.

But this does not happen. Instead, the pilot waits. And waits. He sees a torch lying in the grass. He cuts the engine and peers into the gloom. And against his better judgement, he climbs down from the cockpit to investigate. He finds Henry Metcalfe, coatless on the ground, blood spreading across the cotton of his shirt, his eyes wild.

From the road beyond the field comes the snarl of a starting engine. The dairy van roars off into the night.

‘Jack,’ breathes Henry. He has the voice of a man who knows he is dying. ‘Jack.’






Chapter 2

If you knew Larkwhistle in peacetime, perhaps from a camping holiday or a charabanc trip from Bournemouth or Southampton, you would remember St Cedd’s, with its stubby eighteenth-century belltower rising over a nave constructed before the Conqueror. You might also recall the black timbers of the Fleur-de-Lys pub, at the edge of the green where the road turns to meet the forded river. The Post Office, too, beside the tearoom and the butcher’s in the Victorian arcade built as an extension of the red-brick railway station. Maybe you would also remember that strange quirk of the New Forest – the horses sauntering between the streets and the thistled fields, oblivious to human boundaries. Not wild, but free to roam under an ancient body of rules that few of its beneficiaries could have quoted in any detail.

But if you visited after 1939 – harder, admittedly, thanks to the radar stations and landing strips that have sprouted here in the last few years – you would notice some absences. No oranges or bananas in the greengrocer. The missing fingerposts, uprooted from the grass during the invasion scare as a precaution against German spies and saboteurs. And the bleakest absence of all – the young men, gone from the cricket team, the congregation of St Cedd’s, the public bar of the Fleur-de-Lys. Only the presence of Peter Brock, the vicar’s son, ruled out of service by a weak heart, would remind you that Larkwhistle was once a place that could support male inhabitants above the age of sixteen and below the age of fifty. It was a village of women, some hoping for the restoration of the old world, some hoping for a better one.

Mrs Brunton was thinking of that lost place. She often did, as she stood in the kitchen of the Metcalfe family cottage, performing some paid duty that gave her mind the space to wander. For her, as for several families in Larkwhistle, the world divided into before Dunkirk and after. Her son, Michael, had been in the first wave of the British Expeditionary Force. He had gone missing during the week of the evacuation. In Mrs Brunton’s daydreams, Michael was in a Prisoner of War camp somewhere in Europe, under a false name, plotting a daring escape. In her nightmares, he was beneath the waves.

‘She’s good,’ said Mrs Brunton, allowing a strip of potato peel to drift to the counter. ‘She saw the war coming.’

Jill Metcalfe had walked into the kitchen. This conversation had been going on all morning. ‘I’m not sure whether anyone needed a crystal ball for that,’ she said.

If you had known Jill’s brother, Henry, you would have seen the resemblance straight away. Eyes that were large and brown without a trace of docility. Quizzical eyebrows that Jill’s science instructor at the teacher-training college in Southampton had learned to respect. A strong jaw; stronger, perhaps, that she might have liked. Jenny Spode, a girl from the village school who smelled of milk, had once told Jill she could use it to open a sardine tin, and the insult came to her mind whenever she picked one up and turned its key.

‘She doesn’t use a crystal ball,’ said Mrs Brunton, defensively. ‘She’s a cut above that stuff. Not one of those pier or fairground types. It’s a science to her.’

With anyone else, Jill would have relished an argument on this ground. When philosophers wrestled with bishops on the radio, she never took the side of the bishops. But Mrs Brunton was a special case. The kind that develops if you lose your mother at an early age and your father’s housekeeper has enough generosity and bodily warmth to comfort you when you graze your knee or find yourself raging at a world that has not played fair, and to share your hope that a boy with whom you once climbed into orchards is hungry, somewhere, behind barbed wire, and not drowned in the English Channel.

‘Do you believe in it?’ asked Jill, gently. ‘A spirit world?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Mrs Brunton.

‘A place where the dead go about their lives, waiting for us to get in touch with them. What do they do all day, do you think?’

‘What do the living do all day?’ asked Mrs Brunton, putting the last clean potato in a pan of cold water.

Jill’s dog, Wimsey – Henry’s dog, Wimsey – bustled into the kitchen, his claws clattering on the linoleum. He looked up at her hopefully.

Jill looked seriously at Mrs Brunton. ‘All right. But not a word to Dad. We’re just going into Southampton to do some shopping.’



Harold Metcalfe was in the bathroom, combing his hair, of which he had little. Last night’s Portsmouth Evening News was propped up against the mirror. The door was ajar. Jill stood beside it, neat in her navy-blue jacket and slacks, checking her coupons. ‘Curtain rings,’ she said. ‘And whatever seems fresh at the fishmonger. Anything you want?’

‘Belgian chocs?’

‘Are you all right, Dad?’

‘Only a matter of time.’

‘Have you concussed yourself in there? I didn’t hear the bang.’

‘Front page,’ he said, putting down his comb. ‘Blimey, it’s wonderful!’

‘What is?’

Jill watched last night’s Portsmouth Evening News slide through the gap in the door. ‘Read it to me,’ said Harold. ‘It makes me cheerful. And it’s being so cheerful that keeps me going.’

She found the story. ‘A British Tommy summed up the reaction in Normandy to the new landings in the south of France by saying, “We’ve been punching Jerry in the face and now we’re kicking him in the trousers. Blimey, it’s wonderful.”’

Harold was brushing his teeth. ‘We’ll be in Paris by the end of the week, I reckon. After that, the Low Countries. Where the chocolate-covered nuts come from.’

‘I bet he didn’t say trousers.’

‘Eh?’ He was spitting into the plughole.

‘That Tommy. I bet he didn’t say trousers.’ Jill pushed open the door and placed the newspaper on the side of the sink.

‘Before the First War,’ said Harold, ‘you could get these boxes of chocs at the pictures. Came with a free gift inside. I had one with razor blades in it. Seemed ridiculous then.’

‘And hazardous,’ said Jill.

Harold rubbed a hand across his face. ‘Imagine it now. Soft centres and a free shave. Paradise.’

Jill kissed him on his cheek. Felt the mild prickle of his stubble. ‘I’ll do my best, Dad,’ she said.



Jill and Mrs Brunton took the shortcut to the railway station across the green. Wimsey raced ahead to gaze, ambitiously, through the door of the butcher’s. This desire produced a small disaster when Wimsey’s small scruffy body became entangled with the feet of a customer leaving the shop – Captain Patrick Deever, a thin-faced man whose reddish hair was fighting its own war with the green tweed of his jacket. The Captain was not celebrated in the village for his gay sense of humour. He had returned from France in a state of disrepair, his left eye replaced by a glass sphere and his left forearm by a prosthesis retained inside a flesh-coloured glove. Charitable people used this to excuse his habit of asserting blimpish authority over his neighbours, despite having barely reached forty.

The collision with the dog sent his waxed paper package tumbling to the pavement. Jill dipped to her knees and scooped up the item before Wimsey could impose himself upon it.

‘I’m so sorry, Patrick,’ said Jill. ‘He gets under my feet, too.’

Captain Deever blushed. He was a vain man who considered himself a sophisticate, and the incident had embarrassed him. To be knocked off balance, however briefly, by an animal as cheerful and harmless as Wimsey was an affront to his dignity. That Jill had bent down on his behalf to retrieve a small parcel of sausages from the street did not reduce his discomfort.

‘It’s nothing,’ he said. But it was something.

‘How’s Mary Rose?’ Jill said, smiling, bringing Wimsey to heel.

Jill did not really listen to the answer: together, she and the Captain produced a small cloud of pleasantries that carried them over the awkward territory in which they had landed. Patrick Deever said his wife was well, that she was busy, and that she was always on the lookout for fresh supplies of typewriter ribbon. If any came Jill’s way, he would be glad to know. Though there were moments, he said, when Woodlander House – their bright, clean, modern villa on the road out of Larkwhistle – might benefit from the silence that would follow if she gave up her Remington and switched to longhand.

Jill noticed the gates of the level crossing sinking downward. Their train was about to arrive. She and Patrick Deever made polite gestures of farewell – a tipped hat, a shrug, a nod in the direction of the station. Three minutes later, Jill and Mrs Brunton were settling into a Southern Railways carriage, watching gouts of steam rise from the engine.

As they passed the level crossing, Jill looked out of the window. A jeep was waiting for the train to pass. Nothing unusual about that. The New Forest was a militarized zone. In the past four years, heath and mire had gained new chain-link borders. Huts and hangars had risen like mushrooms. Children had been instructed to jump from their bicycles into roadside ditches at the first sound of an approaching tank. D-Day and the Allied invasion of Normandy had thinned them out in recent weeks, but it was still a common sight to see platoons of soldiers moving down the B roads at dusk.

It was the man behind the wheel who drew Jill’s attention. American, obviously. The teeth gave that away, as telegraphically as the cut of his service jacket. Something else, however, compelled her to keep her eyes on him. The faraway expression on his face. One that changed the moment he returned her gaze and made eye contact across the barrier. Changed to what, Jill could not quite say. But she thought about it all the way to Southampton.






Chapter 3

Lodge Road had been a pleasant place before it was undone by the Luftwaffe. Now, tarpaulins flapped on untiled roofs and clouds of willow herb gathered in gaping basements. Number eight, their destination, had been robbed of its railings and gateposts. The knocker was also missing. Mrs Brunton was obliged to use her duck-handled umbrella.

The door was opened by a desiccated housemaid who, despite being visibly undelighted by the presence of Wimsey, stood aside to let them enter.

‘Madame Rachel will see you shortly,’ she intoned, before disappearing into a back room.

‘You didn’t say she was French,’ said Jill.

‘She isn’t,’ hissed Mrs Brunton. ‘She’s from Cardiff.’

‘ “Madame”, though?’

‘It’s an honorific.’

‘Oh.’

Other clients sat in the hallway on a row of mismatched chairs. Four women with nothing in common but the faint, sick air of bereavement, or the dread of those who fear its arrival. An old lady in a shopkeeper’s apron. Two pale sisters in their twenties, with sleepless, downcast eyes. One sister, Jill noticed, kept the palm of her hand pressed against her belly. The fourth client, a middle-aged matron in an unfashionable cloche hat, seemed faintly familiar to Jill. Perhaps they’d been in a queue together somewhere. Jill watched her fuss with the clasp of her purse and hoped the sense of recognition was not mutual.

The clock ticked. Wimsey went to sleep under a chair.

After a few minutes the maid returned to usher them into the parlour where the séance was to take place. Blackout curtains kept the room dim. Jill registered an old gramophone, a dusty arrangement of artificial flowers, a cabinet of curiosities collected on the travels of some absent seafaring person – and Madame Rachel herself, a mild and smiling figure in a patternless grey tea dress. She was seated at a baize-topped card table, above which was suspended an oil lamp, the only source of light.

The ladies settled themselves around the table. ‘All are welcome,’ said Madame Rachel, in a forceless and unmusical voice. ‘Old friends and newcomers.’ Jill had expected more melodrama, more costume jewellery. Madame Rachel, however, was an unsensational being, and her preamble – a speech about the thinness of the veil between worlds, the organization of life on the Other Side – was entirely matter of fact. She made the spirit world sound municipal, as if it were a branch of local government that could be contacted with the correct telephone extension number.

‘Hands on the table,’ she instructed. ‘The thumbs touching like this. And the little fingers touching those of your neighbours.’ Her clients obeyed. Both sisters, Jill noticed, bit their nails.

‘It’s very important not to break the circle, whoever may come through to us,’ warned Madame Rachel. ‘If the spirits do come, they come only to help. They can do us no harm.’

The preliminaries over, Madame Rachel nodded to the maid, who set the gramophone running. The needle bumped and crackled, after which a Schubert impromptu underscored Madame Rachel’s words. ‘Are there any spirits present here today?’ she asked the air. ‘Does any spirit wish to convey a message to the circle? If so, we are ready to receive it.’ She raised her eyes upwards, then closed them in concentration.

Schubert occupied the space of the parlour.

‘Your Bill is here again,’ said Madame Rachel.

One of the sisters caught her breath.

‘Yes?’ she replied, in a small, querulous voice.

Madame Rachel smiled, as if responding to a voice audible only to her. ‘He’s asking about the baby,’ she reported. ‘Oh. He hopes it’s a boy. But he doesn’t mind, really.’

The sister with the small voice shifted in her chair. Jill sensed her desire to touch her full belly in conflict with the necessity of keeping the circle unbroken.

‘He says you mustn’t neglect yourself, Margaret,’ said Madame Rachel. ‘He’s talking about an allotment. Who has an allotment?’

The sister, clearly the Margaret being addressed, looked like a schoolgirl eager to supply the teacher with the correct answer.

‘Oh, that’s Francis,’ she said. ‘Bill’s cousin Francis. It’s on Bunny’s Hill.’

Madame Rachel nodded. ‘Spinach and French beans will be good for the baby, he says. And stout too, Margaret, he says. Milk stout.’

She opened her eyes. ‘You may ask a question.’

For a moment Margaret was silent. Embarrassed, perhaps, to address the spirit of her husband directly.

‘Is it cold, Bill?’ she stammered. ‘On the submarine. Is it cold?’

Madame Rachel’s brow furrowed. ‘He says it was at first. When the torpedo hit. And the ship went down. But then you feel yourself passing over to the other side. Across the barrier, we call it. And that feels so warm and comforting. Like an eiderdown, he says. Like duck down. Eat the spinach, he says. The baby should be good and strong.’

Margaret let out a great sob of gratitude. ‘I will, Bill,’ she said. ‘I promise.’ Tears pooled in her eyes.

Madame Rachel smiled complacently, congratulating herself on her own good work. She bowed her head, as if bidding goodbye to Bill and encouraging some other unseen being to come forward. After a few moments she opened her eyes and turned to Jill and Mrs Brunton.

‘The one you seek is not here. He is yet to cross the barrier.’

Mrs Brunton’s hand tightened.

‘My Michael?’ she asked.

‘No,’ rapped Madame Rachel. She was looking directly at Jill.

‘Henry?’ asked Mrs Brunton, eagerly.

‘So the guides tell me,’ confirmed Madame Rachel. She closed her eyes again.

Jill bit her tongue. Mrs Brunton had fed her brother’s name to Madame Rachel. Now she would have to endure the sound of it in this woman’s mouth. She prepared herself to conceal further discomfort. Madame Rachel was in full flow.

‘You will have news of him soon. Perhaps this week. And it will be brought by…’ She broke off. Her face crumpled into a bashful smile. ‘Oh, surely not,’ she said, as if in protest about the quality of information relayed by her spirit guides. Opening her eyes, she shrugged apologetically. ‘It will be brought by a tall dark stranger.’

The record sputtered to an end. The maid returned the gramophone arm to its cradle. The séance was over.

‘We thank the spirits,’ said Madame Rachel. ‘You are free to break the circle.’ The company obeyed. Madame Rachel pressed a consoling hand on the arm of the lady in the unfashionable hat.

‘Nothing for you this week, I’m afraid, Muriel.’

Muriel nodded solemnly. Then stopped. A low, insistent scratching sound penetrated the room. Muriel looked upwards, as if she expected to see some demon monkey squatting on the ceiling.

Jill turned to the parlour door.

‘That’s just my dog,’ she said. ‘I do apologize.’



As Jill and Mrs Brunton walked back towards the station, a wind was coming in from the sea.

‘They’re not called ships,’ said Jill.

Mrs Brunton looked puzzled.

‘Submarines,’ said Jill. ‘The crews call them boats. Not ships.’

Wimsey darted along the street ahead of them, barking at nothing.

There were no curtain rings to be found that day. The fishmonger yielded only a coley that Jill might once have thought adequate for a cat.

She and Mrs Brunton parted at Larkwhistle station. Jill urged Wimsey out of the flower bed in front of St Cedd’s and turned towards home. Perhaps she could disguise the shortcomings of the fish by adding some French mustard to the poaching milk. She sighed and thought of a filet of sole she had eaten in Quaglino’s before the war. Breadcrumbs and butter and a man impressed by her command of menu French. Maybe there would be more nights like that, when the war was over and the lights went up in London. With Henry and his friends, perhaps. Or with someone she had yet to meet. It would be delicious not to have to make do. At mealtimes or with men.

Jill noticed the jeep from the other side of the green. The same US military vehicle she had seen waiting at the level crossing was now parked outside the cottage. She did not give herself time to speculate. As she raced Wimsey to the door, however, she could not quite stop herself recalling Madame Rachel’s words about the tall dark stranger.

Seconds later, there he was – an American Air Force captain, rising to his feet in her own living room. His uniform was superbly crisp, his tie precise, his hair glossy, his teeth as white and even as a film star in an advert. There was a tea tray on the table bearing two freshly poured cups. Something, though, was wrong with the picture. Why was he clutching his hat so awkwardly? Why was he not smiling? Why was he looking with consternation from Jill to her father? Jill had no answer. Then she saw the ashen colour of Harold Metcalfe’s face.

‘Jill,’ her father began.

There was no need to say it. She knew in an instant that Henry was dead, and that this American officer with the straight white teeth had brought the news. Something buckled beneath her. It might have been the world.






Chapter 4

There was tea. There was always tea. Now there was also brandy, from a bottle that had been gathering dust in the kitchen since Christmas. Jill had a glass in her hand and could feel the warmth of the alcohol in her throat. She was sitting in the horsehair armchair usually occupied by her father as he filled his pipe and read his PG Wodehouse. The upholstery held the tang of Gold Flake tobacco. It occurred to Jill that this smell would outlive him.

The handsome American was at her knee, almost as if he were proposing.

‘We all loved Henry,’ he was saying. ‘The bravest man I’ve ever known.’ Jill watched his mouth move. She had the impression that he had been speaking for a while. The sound of his voice was pleasant. If only, she thought, it wasn’t telling her the worst news in the world.

‘Did I faint?’ asked Jill. ‘I never faint.’

‘It’s a dreadful shock,’ said Harold Metcalfe. ‘We feared it, of course. We feared it every day. But you can’t prepare for it.’

The kneeling American shook his head.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Jill. ‘Who are you?’

The American rose to his feet.

‘This is Captain Jack Strafford, Jill,’ said Harold. ‘He was with Henry at the end. Out in the field.’

Jill noticed the pistol in his belt. ‘What field?’ she asked.

‘A joint Allied operation,’ said the American. ‘Your brother was killed in action. Somewhere in Europe.’

‘You sound like the nine o’clock news.’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t give you any more details.’

‘Careless talk,’ said Jill, numbly. The phrase tasted sour to her. It meant those foolish ladies in the propa-ganda posters, gassing indiscreetly as a Nazi waiter served afternoon tea. No talk of Henry could be careless.

‘How did it happen?’ she asked. ‘Was he shot? What can you tell me? Was he captured?’

‘He completed his mission,’ answered the American. ‘I’d like you to know that he was a man of exceptional courage.’

‘Would you?’ said Jill. She fixed him with a look that her brother would have recognized. ‘I think these are just words, Captain Strafford. And they’re fine for dispatches or a letter from the Head of the Regiment—’

‘I mean them,’ said the Captain.

‘I’m sure you do,’ returned Jill. She was surprised by her own reproachful tone. ‘Forgive me. I’d just much rather have the facts.’

‘There’s nothing to forgive, Miss Metcalfe.’

Jill’s questions came more easily than she had expected. The answers, too. Henry’s body, Captain Strafford explained, was at RAF Stoney Cross. It would be released to the family after the completion of some simple paperwork. If she wished to view the body at the base before the casket was closed, that would also be possible. If the Captain did not share Jill’s natural dislike for euphemism and throat clearing, then he was, at least, respectful enough to defer to it. He spoke with a simple and unaffected clarity, and for Jill, this was enough. This stranger was listening to her; he understood exactly what she required. She was grateful to him for it.

‘I can drive you there and back,’ said the Captain. ‘And help with any other things you might need.’ His eyes fell. ‘It’s why I came, you see. I didn’t want to leave it to anyone else.’

Harold sank down on the arm of the chair and curled an arm around his daughter. Jill rested her head against his chest.

‘This war,’ she breathed. ‘This bloody war.’

For a few moments, they sat in silence. Jill thought of her brother running in from the garden, disconsolate over a broken toy. She saw him doing his prep at the dining table, attempting to draw a stickleback kept in a marmalade jar full of pond water. She imagined him lying in front of a winter fire, reading a detective story with a green cover. She remembered him saying goodbye, his uniform and his smile in order.

‘We could drink to him,’ she said, indicating the brandy bottle on the tea table. Captain Strafford took the hint. He found more glasses and poured out three measures. They raised a toast. A little ritual to help them navigate a conversation that none of them knew how to conduct.

Wimsey scuttered in from the kitchen, where he had gone to drink from his bowl. The dog took an immediate liking to the American officer, nuzzling at the man’s leg with his woolly grey head.

‘Wimsey!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’ve been hoping to meet you.’ The feeling seemed to be mutual. Here was proof of a friendship: Captain Jack Strafford knew all the canonical Wimsey stories, from the mysterious affair of the missing lamb chops to the curious incident of the hedgehog in the pantry. He had heard about Larkwhistle, too. He knew about Pam Sharp in the Copper Kettle, the church pew cut from a Spanish galleon, the chequered history of the first eleven. ‘I recognized it all as soon as I arrived,’ he said. ‘The church, the pub, this cottage. Like I’d been here before. He talked about it all so much. I always felt a little envious.’

Jill listened to the cadences of the Captain’s voice, trying to place his accent. Polite, well educated, a little strait-laced. Bostonian, perhaps? It was easy to picture him in a college refectory singing ‘Ten Thousand Men of Harvard’ under a pair of crossed oars. And to imagine Henry mocking him for it.

‘Where are you from, Captain Strafford?’ she asked. ‘You know so much about us. We know nothing about you.’

‘Philadelphia. The Mainline.’

He said it like a question, convinced they would not know it. Jill, though, had seen Katharine Hepburn in The Philadelphia Story – horsey and smart and haughty and discovering, to her surprise, that she’d loved Cary Grant all along.

‘Heavens,’ she said. ‘Do you have a swimming pool? A butler? A south parlour? A silver omelette dish?’

‘Oh, we have two of those,’ he said, scratching Wimsey under his chin, and clearly understanding the joke.

Jill smiled sadly. Partly because Henry, whom this man clearly loved, was not in the room, and never would be again. Partly because Captain Jack Strafford was sitting in his place, and Wimsey was so profoundly at ease with him, as Captain Strafford seemed at ease with the world around him. She wondered what it would be like to be part of that world.



In the weeks to come, Jill would often look back on this moment. Not as one of shock and agony, but as a precious hour in which the death of her brother had received proper and undivided attention. The three most important people in Henry’s world were thinking of him, and nothing but him. In retrospect, it seemed almost a period of grace. One that ended when Jill looked out through the window and saw a girl running out of the trees.

It took her a few seconds to process the sight. A fast-moving blur of white moving over the grass of the village green resolved itself into the figure of Maggie Speed, daughter of the couple who ran the Fleur-de-Lys. Maggie was eighteen, but childishly slight: visitors to the pub were often surprised to see her serving behind the bar. For four days a week she was a maid-of-all-work at Woodlander House, the home of Patrick and Mary Rose Deever. Jill had known Maggie all her life. Now she watched her running, arms flailing, looking over her shoulder, as if something was pursuing her out of the forest. She was shouting for help.

Jill knocked over the brandy bottle as she rose to her feet. Her father picked it up while she and Jack bolted out of the front door, Wimsey at their heels. Others from the village came running too, including Maggie’s father, Wally Speed, the pub landlord – a bar towel still on his shoulder, his customary grin wiped from his face – and Maggie’s mother, Effie, her apron flapping, arms outstretched to intercept her child. The Reverend Guy Brock, vicar of St Cedd’s – a Good Samaritan in a dog collar and black short-sleeved summer shirt – galloped out of the churchyard with a paperback volume of poetry in his hand.

Effie Speed gathered her daughter in her arms. Wally Speed hovered, asking questions, wanting to know who had hurt her. He was breathless, red-faced, ready for a fight with some unknown assailant. Maggie shook her head and sobbed. She seemed about to begin an explanation.

Then she noticed the Reverend Brock, and a new wave of dread broke over her.

‘Peter’s in the forest,’ she said.

The vicar stared at her.

‘He’s in the forest,’ she repeated. ‘Under the fir tree.’






Chapter 5

This would be the most contested hour in the history of Larkwhistle. What was said, how they said it, the fitful human traffic. Jill would write it down as a list of points, draw it as a diagram, dream about it in the small hours. When the inquest came, she would describe it to the coroner and listen carefully to the accounts of others, trying to make meaning from the inconsistencies. Events in the world were slippery. They weren’t experiments in a laboratory.

One point was fixed in Jill’s memory. The sudden change in Guy Brock. With the confidence of someone used to mopping people up or dusting them down, he had run to help a neighbour in need, then discovered the need was his own. The Speeds, meanwhile, executed the opposite manoeuvre. Jill saw it on Wally’s face – a father revising his assumption that his daughter had been attacked by some wolf in the woods and losing his anticipation of a hunt. Effie undergoing the same reversal, holding her daughter close, but turning her face to the vicar, knowing that he was now the person who required help. Jill also registered another interaction: the Larkwhistle villagers casting glances towards Jack, the odd one out in a situation too urgent for explanations or introductions.

It was Jack, however, who asked the necessary question first.

‘Which fir tree?’ he demanded.

‘At the fork. Where the path goes to Brockenhurst,’ said Maggie.

‘The tree in the book?’ asked the vicar.

Maggie nodded. And began to weep again. The tree in the book. Everybody but Jack understood the answer, but when Guy Brock launched himself across the green, he followed and kept pace easily.

Jill hesitated, thinking of the inevitable shadow of Wimsey. But here was her father, clipping the lead around the dog’s neck, and Mrs Brunton, telling the Speeds to come into the parlour.

Wally Speed had other ideas.

‘You go,’ he told his wife, and belted for the forest. He was not a fit man, but he knew the way. As Effie raised their daughter to her feet, she watched her husband stumble, panting, over the stile that led to the woods. She imagined herself a widow.

‘Should we be calling an ambulance?’ asked Harold.

‘The police,’ said Maggie. ‘Nobody can wake him now.’



When Guy and Jack arrived at the fork in the path, they saw a body sprawled among the roots of the fir tree. Something white was wrapped around its head; tightly, like the mask of an Egyptian mummy. A piece of cotton fabric, half of it as bright as it if had just been taken down from the clothesline, the other half wet and scarlet. Perhaps, Guy hoped, this wasn’t Peter. Just some other young man in his boots and moleskin trousers.

A figure was hunched at the foot of the fir. He wore flannel trousers and a green tweed jacket. He had two fingers pressed gently on the dead boy’s neck.

‘I can’t find a pulse,’ said Patrick Deever. He was soldierly and unexcited, turning to Guy and Jack as if they were all comrades and the forest was a battlefield where casualties were to be expected.

Jack nodded. ‘I did my best with the wound,’ said Patrick. ‘But…’

Guy was having none of this. He dropped to his knees and pulled the cotton wrapper from his son’s face. His jaw dropped at the sight of what it concealed. He wondered whether to try the mouth-to-mouth resuscitation he’d been taught by the St John’s Ambulance. The moment for first aid, however, had passed. The boy was dead: his blue eyes, sightless; his fair hair, somehow still neatly parted, darkened by blood as well as brilliantine. The left side of his face was open like a burst bag of flour.

The Reverend Brock fell upon the broken body of his child and drew it close. Blood was transferred to his skin like a potato print. He closed his eyes and gave out a low animal moan. It hit the trees. It was addressed to the trees. This was a primal scene of death and violence, and the forest had heard it a thousand times before.

Jill heard it, too, as she arrived. When Jack saw her, he moved in her direction; partly, she realized, to block her view of the corpse. Whether this was to spare her distress or the Reverend Brock’s dignity, she could not tell.

‘There’s no hope,’ said Jack.

Patrick placed his good hand on Guy’s shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry, old man,’ he said. ‘It’s a damned tragedy. A damned waste.’ He caught Jill’s eye. He looked at her as if he felt he owed her an explanation.

‘I heard the shot,’ he said. ‘I heard the shot and came running.’

Jill noticed that Patrick wore no shirt beneath his green tweed jacket. A bloodied cotton object lay in the grass nearby. He must, she surmised, have used it to staunch the wound.

Guy Brock stayed locked in an embrace with his son. He was muttering. Apologizing, Jill thought. His eyes were glassy, as if he too had shifted out of the world. He paid no attention as Wally Speed came to a halt nearby and stood with his hands pressed to his hips, making a noisy attempt to catch his breath. The landlord looked as if he were about to be sick. Jill willed him to keep his lunchtime pint in his stomach.

Jack’s eyes were darting over the ground. ‘Where’s the gun?’ he said. ‘This is a gunshot wound. There must be one here somewhere.’

‘If he did it himself,’ breathed Jill. ‘Otherwise…’

She began pushing at the tangle of ferns beside the path, hoping to spot something metallic. She looked to Wally for help, but saw, instantly, that this was pointless. The publican stood, wheezing, made useless by the horror of the spectacle and his own weak lungs.

And here a new dancer entered the ballet. A compact, wiry man with a face that had acquired its wrinkles from the sun rather than the years. He moved easily and quietly through the trees. Another serviceman, Jack surmised.

‘Ambulance is coming from Ashurst,’ said the new arrival. ‘And police. Ivy put the call through.’ Patrick nodded in acknowledgement.

‘Can you help us, Sam?’ asked Jill. ‘We’re looking for a gun.’

Sam Hill squinted at the body on the ground; then he noticed the uniformed American. For a moment Jack thought he was going to salute. Instead, Sam picked up a stick and prodded at the undergrowth. He did it carefully, diligently; turning ferns, peering beneath them. Jack watched him carefully: he seemed the kind of man who might move over fields and woodland without leaving a trace.

Guy brought the search to an end. He removed Patrick’s hand from his shoulder and rose to his feet, then bent down again and pushed both arms beneath the body of his son. It was difficult and awkward, but grief gave him strength.

‘Guy,’ said Jill. ‘It’s probably best to wait. Until the police get here.’ She knew it was useless to protest. It was hard to say whether the Reverend Brock could hear her. He was rising to his feet, cradling Peter’s corpse in his arms.

‘Sir,’ said Jack, in a calm and steady tone, ‘if he’s going to be moved, then let me help you.’

The voice of a stranger cut through. Guy looked at Jack and shook his head. ‘He’s my son,’ he said. ‘I’m taking him home.’

He began to walk, with a slow, Frankenstein trudge, down the path that led back to the village.

‘His wife’s at home,’ said Jill. ‘She can’t see this. Just turning up on the doorstep. It’ll kill her.’

‘Run ahead then,’ said Jack. ‘Soften the blow.’

Jill obeyed. She ducked around the vicar and his cargo and raced on through the forest. Jack turned back to the tree. Its roots broke the ground into a network of little canyons and ravines. There, on the patch of ground that had been hidden by Peter Brock’s body, was a standard-issue Army service revolver.

Sam Hill was staring at it.

‘That’s my bloody gun,’ he said. And picked it up.






Chapter 6

It was like a dread pageant. May Day with a dead boy rather than a cheerful, garlanded girl. When the procession passed by, the mothers of Larkwhistle drew their children close. Others simply stared. Harold watched through the leaded windows of the cottage, and hoped that Maggie and Effie Speed would not turn to follow his gaze.

First came the Reverend Guy Brock and his awful burden, each step like one to Calvary. He did not look at the other villagers but kept his gaze on the spire of St Cedd’s: the one fixed point in a changing age. Next, at a respectful distance, came Jack, his American stripes and brass buttons increasing the sense of ceremony. Behind him, Wally, sickly and colourless, his gut grateful for the funereal pace. At the rear, Sam Hill and Patrick Deever, straight-backed like the infantrymen they were. Sam carried a bundle in his hands. This was his revolver, bagged up in Patrick’s bloodied shirt like a pudding wrapped in muslin.

They crossed the green and moved towards the Brocks’ home; the Platonic ideal of an English vicarage, with a bed of hollyhocks in front of the kitchen window and wisteria drooping over the door.

As they neared the gate, the front door burst open and Helena Brock reeled out. She narrowed her eyes like someone looking out to sea, expecting a shipwreck. Helena was not well liked in the village. She was considered difficult; too clever by half; insufficiently deferent to her husband. Being a university graduate was thought to be the cause. Her predecessor had been wholly uneducated and, some thought, seemed all the more content for it. It was she who had planted the hollyhocks.

Jill was standing behind Helena, just inside the hallway, her bad news already communicated. The vicar’s wife reached back towards her, using Jill to steady herself but also pushing her out of the way. Helena took a deep breath and ran down the crazy-paving path to meet her husband.

They did not embrace. The body of their child was between them. There were obstacles of feeling, too. Helena flinched at the sight of her son; his bloody incompleteness. She shook her head; put her hand to her mouth; looked at Guy as if she believed that he had fired the gun.

Unspoken protocols took over. Guy carried the body across the threshold as a bridegroom might carry a bride. Helena moved ahead of him, ushering her husband into the dining room, indicating that she required Jill’s help to clear the table. The two women moved the candlesticks and the gingham cloth and the empty glass fruit bowl. They lifted Peter’s crystal wireless set from one of the dining chairs and set it in the corner of the room. Guy brought the boy in, settling his body on the table as gently as he could.

In the plain domestic space of the vicarage, the sight of Peter’s wounded face seemed even more terrible. This was his home. His nature books were on the shelf. His fishing rod was propped beside the window, half-repaired.

Helena took the gingham cloth and settled it over the body, turning the table into a catafalque, the room into a chapel. It was an old building. It was an old table. Both had performed the service before.

‘It should be white,’ said Helena. ‘Not checks. I’ve no clean linen.’ Her fist was at her temple, her breathing quick and shallow.

‘We’ve got some,’ said Jill. ‘I’ll bring it over.’ War had reduced everything to cheerless practicalities. It gave you no space to scream or be sad.

‘Right,’ said Helena, blankly. She noticed Jack standing in the hall like a pallbearer. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.

‘Captain Jack Strafford, ma’am.’ He offered his condolences in the way that strangers do.

‘You one of those boys from Stoney Cross?’ she asked. Jack made a noncommittal sound. More careless talk.

‘The Captain was here to bring some news about Henry,’ said Jill, quietly. ‘It’s bad, I’m afraid. Killed in action.’ The news added more weight to the air. ‘Still,’ she continued, filling the silence, ‘he came to tell me in person. I suppose that’s better than one of those awful War Office telegrams. I’ve always dreaded them.’

Jill and Helena were standing close together. For a moment it seemed as if they would embrace. It might have happened, had Guy not torn his eyes from the shape beneath the tablecloth and broken his silence.

‘We’ll bury them together,’ he said. ‘Peter and Henry.’

Something in this remark angered Helena. Possibly because he had said it in his pulpit voice; possibly because he had spoken at all. She began to usher Jack and Jill back out into the hallway. She did so quickly and irritably, as if repelling a bee that had flown in through the window. Then she returned to the little dining room and pulled her husband away from Peter’s body. He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender and allowed himself to be bundled through the door.

‘I think I need to clear the house,’ said Guy. Jack and Jill accepted his wishes. The vicar showed them out, muttering thanks and apologies. When he opened the front door, he saw Patrick and Sam standing at the vicarage gate like sentries. Patrick was absurdly shirtless. Guy registered other people from the village hovering on the green, not wanting to come closer, not wanting to leave. The butcher called out his condolences over the hedge, blushed and shuffled away. As he went, a new arrival broke through the knot of onlookers and approached the gate; a woman just shy of thirty, wearing a tight grey sweater and lipstick too red for a weekday afternoon. She held a mildly unhappy ten-month-old baby at her shoulder. Ivy Hill, the postmistress, had something to say to her husband.
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