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Chapter 1 – A Whisper Among the Graves



The train from Paris to Amiens had been crowded with commuters and tourists alike, but by the time Grace Whitmore boarded the smaller regional connection toward Albert, the carriage had emptied to little more than herself, a farmer with a crate of hens wedged awkwardly beneath his seat, and a young couple murmuring to each other in German over a folded map. Grace liked trains of this kind — slow, unhurried, indifferent to schedule in the way that only rural French lines could afford to be. They gave her time to think, and thinking, these days, was mostly what she did.

She was sixty-three years old, a retired schoolteacher from a market town in the Cotswolds, and she had spent the better part of four decades explaining to reluctant fourteen-year-olds why the poetry of the First World War mattered. She had quoted Owen and Sassoon so many times that the words had worn smooth in her mouth like stones handled too often, and she had always suspected, in some quiet corner of her mind, that she was teaching about a landscape she had never actually seen. The Somme had existed for her as a place made of textbooks and black-and-white photographs, of grainy newsreel footage and the clipped, careful voices of documentary narrators. It had never been real in the way that a place is real when you can smell the soil of it.

Now, with retirement finally settled around her shoulders like an unfamiliar coat, she had decided to come and see it for herself.

The window glass was cool against her forehead as the countryside slid past — flat fields of wheat, not yet gold but greening toward it, broken here and there by copses of trees that looked, to her practiced eye, entirely too deliberate in their placement. She had read enough, in preparation for this trip, to know why. Woods with names like Mametz and Delville and Thiepval were not woods at all in the ordinary sense; they were memorials that happened to grow leaves, planted or preserved over ground where men had died in numbers that still, more than a century later, refused to make sense when spoken aloud.

She had booked a small guesthouse in Albert for four nights, though privately she suspected she might extend her stay. There was no one waiting for her at home who would mind. Her husband, Robert, had died six years earlier — quietly, in his sleep, with far less drama than he would have liked, he’d have joked, if he’d been given the chance — and her daughter was settled in Edinburgh with a husband and two children of her own, entirely capable of surviving a fortnight without her mother’s phone calls. Grace had spent the first year of her widowhood learning how to be alone in a house, and the years since learning how to be alone in the wider world, which had turned out to be a different and, on the whole, more interesting skill.

The taxi from Albert station to the Thiepval area was driven by a heavyset man named Marcel who spoke English with the confident inaccuracy of someone who had learned it primarily from British tourists. He kept up a running commentary as they drove, gesturing at fields with one hand while steering carelessly with the other.

“You know,” he said, “every year, still, the farmers find things. Shells. Bones. Not so long ago, two men die near Pozières — old shell, still live, one hundred years later. Still angry, this ground.” He said it without any particular drama, the way a man might mention that the roads flooded every spring. It was simply a fact of living here, absorbed into the rhythm of planting and harvest.

Grace looked out at the wheat fields with new eyes after that. What had seemed merely picturesque now seemed to hum faintly with something else, something she could not quite name — not danger, exactly, though there was danger in it, but a kind of held breath. She thought of the phrase the ground remembers and wondered where she had first heard it, or whether she was only now, in this moment, inventing it for herself.

Connaught Cemetery lay along a quiet stretch of road below the looming brick silhouette of the Ulster Memorial Tower, itself built as a near-exact replica of Helen’s Tower in County Down, transplanted here as a piece of Ulster carried across the sea and set down among French poplars. Marcel deposited her at the roadside with a promise to return in two hours, and then she was alone, standing at the low iron gate with her hand resting on sun-warmed metal, looking down a gentle slope at row upon row of white headstones.

She had seen photographs of war cemeteries before — everyone had — but photographs, she now understood, were a kind of lie by omission. They could not convey the quantity of it, the way the stones marched away from you in ranks so regular and so numerous that the eye simply gave up trying to count and instead surrendered to an impression, a texture, the way one might look at a field of wheat and not think to count the individual stalks. Except that these were not stalks of wheat. Each small white marker, uniform in size and shape, bore a name, a regiment, an age, a date — or, more often than she expected, did not bear a name at all, but instead the words A Soldier of the Great War, and beneath that, smaller, Known Unto God.

She walked through the gate and felt the temperature of the air seem to change, though she knew this was almost certainly her imagination, the mind performing its old trick of manufacturing atmosphere to match expectation. Still, the cemetery held a stillness unlike anything she had encountered in an English churchyard, where the dead at least had the decency to have died at different times, scattered across centuries, allowing the living generations to accumulate grief gradually, in manageable portions. Here, nearly everyone had died within the same few months of 1916, many of them within the same few days, some of them — she saw this on the stones as she walked — within the same few hours.

The Ulster Tower rose above the treeline behind her, its red brick oddly cheerful against the grey-green landscape, a piece of homesickness made permanent in masonry. She had read that the men of the 36th (Ulster) Division had trained within sight of a tower much like it before they ever sailed for France, and that when they went over the top on the first of July, 1916, some of them had done so within view of this ground, believing — briefly, tragically — that they had broken through where so many others had failed.

Grace moved slowly along the gravel path between the rows, reading names half to herself, the old teacher’s habit of speaking things aloud to make them real. Private J. Hanna. Rifleman W. Craig. Serjeant T. Boyd, aged 19. Nineteen. She thought of the boys she had taught, wearing their school ties askew, complaining about mathematics homework, and tried to imagine one of them here, in this field, at nineteen, and found that her imagination — usually a reliable instrument — simply refused the assignment.

A soft wind moved through the poplars at the cemetery’s edge, and somewhere beyond the wall a bird she could not identify gave a single, sharp call and fell silent. There was no one else in sight. The road behind her was empty; even Marcel’s taxi had long since disappeared around the bend toward Thiepval. She had the strange sensation, standing there, of being simultaneously entirely alone and not alone at all — watched, perhaps, was too strong a word, but attended to, in some manner she could not have explained to a rational person over tea.

She continued walking, unhurried, letting the gravel crunch beneath her sensible shoes, letting her eyes travel the ranks of stones the way one’s eyes travel the spines of books in an unfamiliar library, waiting for one title to catch and hold. She was not looking for anything in particular. She told herself this quite firmly, in the practical voice she had once used to quiet a classroom, and she almost believed it.

The rows curved gently with the contour of the land, following, she supposed, whatever shape the ground itself had dictated when the graves were first dug — hastily, she imagined, and then more carefully afterward, when there had been time enough to be careful. Near the back of the cemetery, close by the boundary wall, the stones grew slightly older-looking, more weathered, their white surfaces mottled with a century of French rain, and it was here, without quite deciding to, that Grace slowed her steps and then stopped altogether.

She could not have said afterward what had drawn her eye to that particular section rather than any other. There was nothing visibly different about it — the same uniform stones, the same neat grass, the same June sunlight falling at the same gentle angle. And yet something in her had simply stopped walking, the way one stops at the top of a staircase upon realizing, mid-descent, that one has miscounted the steps.

She stood quite still, one hand resting lightly on the warm iron rail at the path’s edge, and looked down the row before her — and found, several stones along, one marker that seemed, in some manner she could not yet articulate, to be looking back.

It occurred to her, in that moment, that she had spent forty years teaching children about a war she had only ever encountered secondhand, filtered through anthologies and examination syllabi, and that there was something almost indecent about the ease with which she had done so — standing at the front of a warm classroom in October, radiator clanking, asking bored teenagers to underline the imagery in a poem about mud and gas and the particular color of a dying man’s face, and then ringing a bell and sending them off to lunch. She had never begrudged herself that distance before. It had seemed, at the time, like professionalism — the necessary remove that allowed a teacher to discuss horror without being consumed by it. Standing here now, though, with the actual ground beneath her actual shoes, she felt the remove collapse all at once, like a floor giving way, and she was faintly ashamed of how long she had mistaken a photograph for the thing itself.

She thought, too, of Robert, who had never much cared for history — he had been an engineer, a man who preferred systems that could be tested and verified over stories that could only be believed — and who would have found her present mood, she suspected, faintly amusing. You’ve gone all misty over some old stones, Gracie, he might have said, not unkindly, and she might have told him to hush, and he would have laughed, and the laughing would have been the point of it, the way it so often was in a marriage that had lasted thirty-one years. She missed him most, these days, in moments exactly like this one — moments too large to hold alone, that wanted a witness.

The cemetery offered no witness but the wind and the poplars and, somewhere overhead, the thin persistent call of a lark that seemed entirely unbothered by the weight of history beneath it. Grace exhaled slowly, aware that she had been holding her breath without noticing, and let her gaze travel once more down the quiet row of stones ahead of her, toward the one that had, for reasons she could not yet name, refused to release her attention.

The headstone stood no differently than any other in the row — the same pale Portland stone, the same regimental crest carved with careful precision, the same small cross above a name that had been chosen, once, by a mother or a wife or a father who had never imagined the word would end up here, engraved in a country most of them had never visited and would now never leave. And yet Grace felt something shift in her chest as she approached it, a sensation she would later struggle to describe to anyone — not quite dizziness, not quite grief, but some third thing that borrowed features from both.

She stopped in front of it. The inscription read: Rifleman S. Adair, Royal Irish Rifles, 1st July 1916, Age 22. Beneath the regimental badge, in the small space reserved for personal messages that families back home had been permitted to choose and pay for by the letter, someone had had carved: He shall not grow old.

It was, she told herself, an ordinary enough sentiment — a variation on Binyon’s famous line, the sort of thing that appeared, in one form or another, on war memorials across the country. She had quoted the original poem to students more times than she could count. They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old. It should not have affected her more than any other stone in this cemetery full of stones, each one attached to some equivalent grief, each one representing a mother’s letter never answered, a birthday never reached. And yet.

Grace found that her hand had risen, without her quite directing it to, and had come to rest against the top edge of the stone, her fingers tracing the shallow groove of the carved cross the way one might touch a scar on a friend’s face — carefully, and with a kind of unearned intimacy. The stone was warm from the sun, which struck her as wrong in some fundamental way, though she could not have said why warmth should have seemed wrong. Perhaps she had expected cold. Perhaps some part of her, without her permission, had expected the stone to feel like the boy it commemorated — twenty-two years old, and therefore, in some sense, still young, still capable of surprising warmth.

She became aware, gradually and then all at once, that her eyes had filled with tears, and that this was not the ordinary, containable sadness she had felt walking down the rows a few minutes earlier, a sadness that belonged, in some sense, to history — general, diffuse, borrowed. This was sharper. This felt, absurdly, personal, as though she had known this particular boy, this particular Rifleman Adair of the Royal Irish Rifles, though she was entirely certain she had never in her life encountered the name before this moment. She had no family connection to Ulster that she knew of; her own people were solidly, unremarkably English, Gloucestershire born and bred for at least four generations back. There was no reasonable explanation for the feeling that closed around her chest like a hand.

She thought, absurdly, of vertigo — the way the world sometimes seemed to tilt when she stood too quickly, a minor complaint of late middle age that her doctor had assured her was nothing more sinister than an inner ear grown slightly less reliable with time. This felt similar and yet entirely different. It was not the ground tilting beneath her. It was something closer to the sensation of standing at the edge of a great height and feeling the pull of it, the strange gravity that made a person lean forward slightly even as every rational faculty screamed to step back.

He shall not grow old.

Grace lowered herself, unthinkingly, to crouch before the stone, her knees protesting the movement in the manner they had taken to doing more frequently these past few years, and she found herself studying the carved letters as though they might, if regarded with sufficient attention, rearrange themselves into some further meaning. The regimental badge above the inscription showed a harp beneath a crown, worn slightly smooth at its edges by a century of rain, and beneath that, the small neat lettering that gave the boy his few permitted words of remembrance.

She was not a woman given to superstition. She had told her students, on more than one occasion, that history was not a haunted house, that the dead did not linger in any sense more mystical than memory and consequence — that the true ghosts of the past were policies and prejudices and unresolved grievances, not spirits wandering fields at midnight. She believed this still, in the daylight, rational portion of her mind. And yet crouched there on the gravel path, her fingers resting against sun-warmed stone, she could not entirely dismiss the sensation that something in this particular grave was unfinished — that whatever lay beneath this particular marker was not, in some manner she could not have explained to a coroner or a priest, at rest.

She thought of the word unsettled, and turned it over in her mind, testing its edges. Unsettled ground. Unsettled accounts. Unsettled dead.

A soft breeze moved across the cemetery, stirring the grass between the rows, and Grace became aware, in the periphery of her attention, that the quality of the light had changed slightly — the sun sliding a few degrees further west, throwing the shadow of the boundary wall a little longer across the grass. She had, she realized, been crouched before this single headstone for what must have been the better part of fifteen minutes, an absurd length of time to spend in silent communion with a stranger’s grave, and yet she found she had no immediate inclination to rise.

She let her gaze drift, briefly, to the stones on either side — Rifleman D. Kane, aged 19; Corporal H. Mulholland, aged 24 — ordinary young men, ordinary tragedies, multiplied by the thousands across this landscape and thousands more like it scattered from Ypres to the Somme to the distant, half-forgotten fronts of a war that had somehow, in the popular imagination, been compressed into a handful of familiar place names and a handful of familiar poems. But her eyes returned, inexorably, to Adair’s stone, and to those five words carved beneath the crest.

He shall not grow old.

There was something in the tense of it that caught at her now, something she had never noticed in all her years of quoting Binyon to bored fourteen-year-olds. Not he did not grow old, a simple statement of tragic fact, but he shall not — a phrase that reached forward, somehow, into a future that would never occur, as though the family who chose these words had been speaking not merely of what had happened but of everything that would now, permanently, fail to happen. No wedding. No children. No slow accumulation of grey hair and minor disappointments and small daily satisfactions. No chance to grow tired of his own youth, as most people eventually did, and wish for the calm of middle age. He would remain twenty-two forever, fixed in that single terrible summer, while the world around his grave continued to age without him — the poplars growing taller, the ivy spreading, the little Ulster Tower behind her slowly weathering from bright red brick toward something softer and more subdued, and Grace herself, standing here now at sixty-three, having outlived him by more than four decades and yet feeling, in this strange suspended moment, unaccountably young beside him.

She did not hear the footsteps on the gravel until they were quite close.

Later, she would wonder whether this said something troubling about her situational awareness, or whether it said something else entirely about the peculiar acoustic properties of grief — the way it seemed to fold the world in on itself, narrowing attention to a single point until everything beyond that point, including the ordinary sounds of another human being approaching along a public path, simply ceased to register. In the moment itself, she registered only a presence, a shadow falling gently across the grass beside her own, and the small, involuntary sound of surprise that escaped her as she looked up.

There had been, she would later admit to herself, a strange and almost seamless quality to the arrival — as though the figure now standing a few feet away had not so much walked into the cemetery as simply resolved out of the afternoon light, the way a shape emerges from mist only once one has stopped straining to see it. This was, of course, nonsense; the man had almost certainly come up the same gravel path she herself had walked twenty minutes earlier, his footsteps entirely ordinary, his arrival entirely explicable by the mundane mechanics of an elderly gentleman taking an afternoon stroll through a public cemetery that thousands of visitors passed through every summer. And yet the seamlessness of it lodged itself in her mind regardless, one small strange detail among several that would, in the days ahead, begin to accumulate into something she could not quite dismiss.

She became abruptly conscious of her own posture — crouched on the gravel like a woman caught doing something illicit, her hand still resting against another person’s grave, her face, she suspected, tear-streaked in a manner that would require some explanation to a stranger. She rose, a little unsteadily, brushing gravel dust from her knees, and found herself, for a moment, entirely without words — an unfamiliar sensation for a woman who had spent four decades commanding the attention of classrooms and had rarely, in all that time, found herself short of something to say.

The stone at her feet seemed, in the presence of this new arrival, to recede slightly in importance, though the strange tightness in her chest did not entirely dissolve. It simply reorganized itself, making room for the ordinary human awkwardness of having been observed in a private moment by someone she had not invited to witness it. She wiped quickly at her eyes with the back of one hand, an old habit from years of composing herself before difficult parent conferences, and turned to face whoever had come to stand, quietly and without apparent urgency, at the edge of her grief.

He was an elderly man, perhaps seventy-five or a little more, dressed with the sort of careful, old-fashioned neatness that Grace associated with a generation that had been taught, young, never to leave the house looking anything less than presentable. He wore a flat cap despite the warmth of the afternoon, a tweed waistcoat over a checked shirt, and trousers with a crease pressed sharp enough to have survived, apparently, whatever journey had brought him here. In one hand he carried a wooden walking stick that he did not appear to lean on so much as simply hold, the way another man might hold a pipe or an umbrella — an accessory of habit rather than necessity. His face was deeply lined, weathered in the manner of a man who had spent much of his life outdoors, and his eyes, when they met hers, were a pale, watery blue that nonetheless held a startling clarity, as though age had thinned everything about him except his attention.

For a long moment neither of them spoke. He regarded her with an expression that Grace could not immediately categorize — not quite sympathy, though there was something of that in it, and not quite curiosity either, though there was something of that too. It was, she decided afterward, closest to recognition — the particular look one gives a stranger who has, without knowing it, done something familiar, something the observer has seen a hundred times before and half expected to see again.

“Forgive me,” Grace managed at last, aware of how strange she must appear, a grown woman discovered crouched and weeping before the grave of a boy she had never known. “I don’t quite know what came over me.”

The old man’s gaze moved, briefly, past her shoulder to the headstone she had been kneeling before, and something shifted in his expression — a small settling, as though a question he had not yet asked had just been answered. He was quiet for another moment, long enough that Grace began to wonder whether he intended to answer her at all, or whether he was simply a man who found silence more natural than speech and had wandered into this exchange by accident.

Then he said, in a voice roughened by age but carrying a soft, distinctly Ulster cadence that Grace had heard only rarely in her life and recognized nonetheless: “The cemetery remembers.”

He said it plainly, without any theatrical weight, the way one might remark upon the weather or the state of the roads — a simple observation, offered almost as a courtesy, as though he sensed that some explanation was owed to her and had chosen the shortest true one available. And yet the words landed in Grace with far more force than their brevity seemed to warrant. She felt, absurdly, as though he had somehow read the exact shape of the sensation she had been trying, for the past quarter of an hour, to put into words for herself — the impression that something here was unfinished, unsettled, waiting.

“I’m sorry?” she said, though she had heard him perfectly well; it was simply that some reflexive part of her wanted him to say it again, to confirm that she had not imagined the strange rightness of the phrase.

“The cemetery remembers,” he repeated, unhurried, and this time he allowed himself the ghost of a smile, though it did not entirely reach his eyes. “That’s what my father used to say, and his father before him, I shouldn’t wonder. People come here — tourists, mostly, though we don’t much care for the word — and they walk about with their guidebooks, taking their photographs, ticking off the sights. Thiepval. The Ulster Tower. The Lochnagar Crater. And then, now and again, someone stops.” He gestured, with a small movement of his walking stick, toward the row of stones behind her. “Stops properly, I mean. Not for a photograph. And when they stop like that, in front of a stone that means nothing to them on paper — no family name, no connection anyone could point to — well.” He shrugged, a small, economical movement. “I’ve come to think the ground has its own memory, whatever the history books say. It calls to the ones it wants.”

Grace found herself glancing back at the stone — Rifleman S. Adair — with something between unease and vindication. “You’ve seen this happen before, then. Other people, I mean. Stopping like that.”

“A handful of times, over the years.” He studied her for a moment, and something in his expression suggested he was deciding how much more to say, weighing her against some private measure of trustworthiness that she could not see the workings of. “Not often. Most people walk through and feel what you’d expect them to feel — sadness, respect, the sort of general sorrow that doesn’t ask anything particular of them. But every so often somebody stops in front of one stone in particular, as though they’ve been called there, and it’s never — forgive me for saying so, madam, I don’t mean to intrude upon your grief — it’s never at the stones with the famous names, or the ones with the saddest ages carved on them. It’s always something else. Something the stone itself seems to be asking for.”

He paused, and for a moment his pale eyes drifted past her again toward the Adair headstone, lingering there in a manner that struck Grace as more than casual. “That one, in particular,” he said slowly, “I’ve seen it happen at before. Once, some years back. A young woman, Canadian, I believe — here on some university research trip, tracing her family’s regiment, though not this one. Not any relation to the name on that stone, so far as she could tell. And she stood exactly where you were standing, and she wept exactly as you were weeping, and she told me afterward she couldn’t have explained it to save her life.”

“What happened to her?” Grace asked, surprising herself with how urgently she wanted to know.

“I couldn’t tell you,” the old man admitted. “She left the district not long after. Whatever she found here, or thought she found, she kept to herself.” He shifted his grip on the walking stick, and for the first time since he had appeared, his manner grew a shade more brisk, more present-tense, as though he had decided the conversation had drifted long enough into matters better left unspoken to a stranger on her first afternoon in a country not her own. “But I’ve kept you standing here talking nonsense to an old man, and you’ve not even had the chance to introduce yourself. Forgive my manners. I forget, sometimes, that not every visitor to this place wants a history lesson delivered to them unbidden.”

“No — please,” Grace said, and meant it. “I came here precisely because I wanted a history lesson. I taught English literature for forty years, mostly the war poets, and I’d never once actually stood on this ground until this afternoon. I find I have rather a lot of questions.”

Something in his face eased at that, a small warming, as though her answer had passed some further, unspoken test. He extended one weathered hand toward her, and she took it, finding his grip surprisingly firm for a man of his evident years.

“Padraig Doherty,” he said. “Though most hereabouts simply call me Paddy, and I shan’t object if you do the same. My family have lived within sight of this tower for the better part of a hundred years — my grandfather helped clear this very ground, after, when the Commission came to lay out the cemeteries properly. I’ve spent most of my own life walking these fields, one way or another, and I daresay I know more about what’s buried in them than most of the historians who come through with their notebooks and their theories.”

“Grace Whitmore,” she said. “I’m — I was a schoolteacher. From England. Gloucestershire, originally, though I’ve lived all over.”

“Whitmore,” Paddy repeated, as though testing the shape of the name against some private catalogue. “Well then, Grace Whitmore. You’ve come a long way to stand in front of a stranger’s grave and cry, and I don’t think for one moment that it was an accident, whatever your head is telling you about jet lag and long journeys and overactive imaginations.” He glanced once more at the Adair headstone, and something passed behind his eyes that Grace could not quite read — caution, perhaps, or the particular reluctance of a man about to say more than he had intended. “This ground has a way of choosing its listeners. I’d not be at all surprised if it’s chosen you for something, though I couldn’t begin to tell you what.”

He turned then, with the unhurried economy of a man long accustomed to these fields, and began to walk slowly back toward the cemetery gate, pausing after a few steps to glance back over his shoulder at her, one eyebrow raised in silent, courteous invitation.

Grace hesitated only a moment, casting one last look at the small white stone behind her, at the five carved words that had undone her so completely, at the harp and crown worn soft by a century of French rain. She found, oddly, that she did not want to leave it unattended, as though her presence had briefly given the boy beneath it something he had been waiting a very long time to receive, and to walk away now felt almost like a small betrayal. But Paddy Doherty was waiting, patient and unhurried, at the edge of the path, and there was something in his manner that suggested a man who did not offer his company lightly, nor his stories to just anyone who happened to wander through his fields with a guidebook and a camera.

She thought, too, of the practical matter of Marcel’s taxi, due to return within the hour, and of how little time she had actually allowed herself for this first tentative visit, imagining it would be nothing more than an afternoon’s quiet sightseeing before a long, ordinary evening at her guesthouse with a novel and a glass of wine. That plan already felt, standing here, like something that had belonged to a different woman entirely, one who had not yet knelt weeping before a stranger’s grave, who had not yet heard an old man tell her, in that soft and unhurried Ulster voice, that the ground itself had a memory and a will of its own.

She glanced once more at the Adair stone, at the words He shall not grow old, and made herself a small, private promise, the sort she had made to herself before, in other contexts, usually just before beginning some ambitious and slightly foolish undertaking: that whatever had drawn her to this particular grave, out of the thousands ranked so patiently around her, she would not simply walk away from it and let the feeling fade into the ordinary forgetfulness of travel, filed away alongside photographs of church spires and menus she couldn’t quite remember ordering from.

Then she turned, brushed the last of the gravel dust from her skirt, and followed Padraig Doherty out through the iron gate and into the golden, lengthening light of the French afternoon, entirely unaware that she had just taken the first step into a mystery that would occupy the whole of her summer, and very nearly cost her a great deal more than her peace of mind.
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Chapter 2 – The Cemetery Has Memories



They walked together along the narrow lane that ran below the Ulster Tower, Paddy Doherty setting a pace far slower than Grace would have expected of the words he had just spoken to her, as though having delivered his small, unsettling pronouncement about the cemetery’s memory, he now felt no particular urgency about anything else. The afternoon sun had softened into that late, honeyed light peculiar to early summer in northern France, the kind that made even the most ordinary hedgerow look faintly sacred, and Grace found herself grateful for it, grateful for anything that might counterbalance the strange heaviness still sitting in her chest.

“You’ll want to see the ground properly,” Paddy said eventually, “if you’re to understand any of it. Most visitors don’t. They come for an hour, they read the panel by the car park, they take their photograph of the tower, and they go on to Thiepval for the big memorial, and that’s the whole of it for them. A tick in a box. But you can’t understand Connaught, or the Tower, or any of it, without understanding what happened on this ground on the first morning.”

He gestured with his walking stick toward a gentle rise of land to the north, beyond a hedge, where the wheat grew in the same unbothered green as everywhere else, indistinguishable, to Grace’s eye, from any other field in Picardy. “That’s the Schwaben Redoubt, or near enough where it stood. You won’t find much marked on it now — a few information boards, the odd bit of concrete the farmers haven’t managed to plough under. But on the first of July, 1916, that was the objective. The Ulstermen were meant to take it and hold it, and by God, they very nearly did.”

Grace had read enough, in the weeks before her trip, to know the broad shape of the day he meant — the first of July, the opening day of the Battle of the Somme, the single worst day in the history of the British Army, fifty-seven thousand casualties before the sun had properly set. But broad shapes, she was beginning to understand, were exactly what she had been trafficking in for forty years, and Paddy Doherty did not deal in broad shapes.

“They went over near seven-thirty,” he said, “same as everyone else along the line that morning, only most of the others had it worse before they’d even left their own trenches, because the artillery hadn’t done what it was meant to do. The wire wasn’t cut the way the generals promised the men it would be cut. But the Ulster Division — they’d trained hard, harder than most, and they knew this ground from the maps, near enough by heart, and when the whistles went, they didn’t hang about in no man’s land the way some units did, waiting on orders. They went at a run. There’s men who were there who said it was the only thing that saved as many of them as it did — going fast, before the German gunners had properly settled onto their range.”

He paused at a gap in the hedge, looking out over the field as though he could see, superimposed upon the wheat, the ghost outlines of trenches long since filled and ploughed and forgotten by everyone except the ground itself. “They took the first line. Then the second. By mid-morning some of them had gone clean through as far as the Schwaben Redoubt itself, further than any other division managed anywhere along the whole front that day. Further than the plan even called for, some say — they outran their own artillery support, outran the units meant to be advancing on either flank, and found themselves sitting on ground the Germans wanted back very badly indeed, with nobody coming up behind them to hold what they’d won.”

“What happened to them?” Grace asked, though something in his tone had already told her the answer would not be a good one.

“What happens to men who’ve gone further than anyone else and have no one left or right of them,” Paddy said simply. “The divisions meant to be advancing alongside them — on the Thiepval side, and further south past the Ancre — they never got past the German wire at all. Cut down before they’d gone twenty yards, some of them. So the Ulstermen who’d broken through found themselves out on their own, deep into German lines, with the enemy able to come at them from three sides at once. They held on for hours. Hours, Mrs. Whitmore, under fire the whole time, no reinforcement coming, running low on ammunition, using rifles they’d taken off the German dead because their own bullets had run out. By the time the order came through to pull back — and it came far too late, in my grandfather’s opinion, and in the opinion of better historians than either of us — there was precious little left of what had gone forward that morning to pull back at all.”

Grace found she had stopped walking again, though this time deliberately, needing simply to stand still and absorb what he had described. “The numbers,” she said. “I read somewhere — I don’t recall exactly — "

“Near about five and a half thousand casualties, that one division, that single day,” Paddy said, without needing to consult any notes, the figure clearly one he had carried with him for so long it had become less a statistic than a kind of private liturgy. “Killed, wounded, missing, taken prisoner — the lot. Out of a division that went into the attack at perhaps fifteen thousand men. More Victoria Crosses won on that ground in a single morning than on any other day of the war for a single division, if memory serves, which tells you something about the desperation of it, because medals like that aren’t handed out for ground gained easily.”

He resumed walking, more slowly now, and Grace fell into step beside him, aware of the strange privilege of hearing this — not from a book, not from a museum audio guide with its careful, neutral narration, but from a man whose own family had lived close enough to this ground to have inherited the story whole, the way other families inherited land or debt or a particular shape of nose.

“My grandfather wasn’t born till after,” Paddy went on, “but his own father — my great-grandfather — farmed not three miles from here, and he used to say the guns went on so long and so loud that first week of July that the cattle stopped giving milk properly for a fortnight after, out of pure fright. He said you could hear it in Amiens, on a clear day, forty kilometers off, if the wind sat right. Imagine that. A sound loud enough to travel forty kilometers and still mean something when it arrived.”

They had reached a low stone bench set into the hedge line, clearly placed there for visitors who needed, as Grace now badly did, somewhere to sit and let the weight of a story settle. Paddy lowered himself onto it with the careful economy of a man whose joints charged interest on sudden movements, and after a moment Grace joined him, grateful for the solidity of stone beneath her after the strange floating sensation that had gripped her at the Adair headstone.

“The cemetery you were standing in,” Paddy said, once they were both settled, “Connaught — that’s not even the largest of the ones from that morning, not by half. There’s Mill Road, there’s the Ulster Tower cemetery itself just up the way, there’s Thiepval Wood where some of the lads sheltered before they went over, and there’s the big memorial at Thiepval, which isn’t a cemetery in the ordinary sense at all, because there weren’t enough identifiable remains to fill it with graves. It’s a memorial to the missing — more than seventy thousand names carved into it, men who fell on the Somme and were never found, or were found and never identified, and have no grave anywhere in this world with their name on it.”

Grace thought of the Adair stone again, of the small carved words she had read there, and found the number Paddy had just spoken — seventy thousand — nearly impossible to hold in her mind alongside the intimate, particular grief she had felt kneeling before a single grave not twenty minutes earlier. It was the old problem, she realized, the one she had always tried, not entirely successfully, to teach her students to navigate: that a statistic and a person were both true at once, and that the mind seemed built to hold only one of them properly at a time.

“Seventy thousand,” she repeated, mostly to hear herself say it, as though speaking the number aloud might make it more comprehensible, though she already suspected it would not.

“And that’s just the missing from the Somme battles,” Paddy said. “Just this stretch of front, just this one campaign, from July to November of that year. The rest of the war has its own seventy thousands, scattered from Ypres to Gallipoli to places most people have never heard the names of at all. It’s rather a lot of missing men, when you start adding them up, Mrs. Whitmore. Rather a lot of families who never got so much as a grave to visit.”

He fell quiet for a moment, and Grace, watching him, saw something pass across his weathered face that she recognized — not merely the professional solemnity of a man reciting a well-worn history, but something closer to the private ache of a man who had spent a lifetime standing close to a grief that was not, strictly, his own to carry, and had carried it anyway, because someone in this landscape needed to.

A pair of magpies chattered somewhere in the hedge behind them, an ordinary, almost cheerful sound that struck Grace, in this particular setting, as faintly obscene, though she supposed the birds could hardly be blamed for their indifference to history. She watched a tractor moving along the far ridge, small and bright red against the green, its driver entirely unconcerned, she imagined, with whatever remained beneath the soil he was turning — or perhaps not unconcerned at all, perhaps simply accustomed, the way Marcel had been accustomed, to living alongside a hazard that had become, through sheer repetition, background noise rather than horror.

“I should tell you,” he said at last, turning to look at her directly, his pale eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her suspect the conversation was about to move somewhere he considered more important than the broad historical sweep he had just delivered, “that not every one of those missing men is missing in quite the way the history books would have you believe.”

Grace felt something tighten in her, a small instinctive alertness she recognized from years of catching a student in the act of saying something more revealing than they’d intended. “What do you mean, not missing in quite the way the history books would have you believe?”

But Paddy only shook his head, a small, deliberate movement, and did not immediately answer the question directly, choosing instead — in the manner Grace was beginning to recognize as characteristic of him — to circle the subject before approaching it. “Let me put it to you plainly first, the ordinary way, the way the history is generally told, and then I’ll tell you where the ordinary way falls short of the truth of it.” He shifted on the bench, settling his walking stick across his knees. “You’ll have noticed, in that cemetery, how many of the stones don’t carry a name at all. Just the regimental badge, if they were lucky enough to have one identified, and the words underneath.”

“Known Unto God,” Grace said quietly.

“Known unto God,” Paddy repeated, nodding slowly. “A kinder way of putting it than the truth, which is that nobody on this earth could put a name to what was found. And you’d be surprised, Mrs. Whitmore, how many of those there are. Not a handful. Not even a modest fraction. Of the men who died on the Somme and have a marked grave at all — and remember, many thousands more have no grave whatsoever, not even an unnamed one, because there was simply nothing left of them to bury, or what remained was never found — of those who do have a grave, something close to half carry no name. Perhaps more, in some of the smaller cemeteries close to where the fighting was heaviest, like this one.”

Grace tried, and failed, to reconcile this figure with anything her own education had prepared her for. She had known, in the abstract way one knows uncomfortable historical facts, that identification had been imperfect — that dog tags were lost, that faces and bodies were altered beyond recognition by shellfire and time and the passage of advancing and retreating armies across the same ground again and again. But she had never sat with the plain arithmetic of it: that to stand in a cemetery like Connaught was to stand among more strangers than acquaintances, more silence than name.

“How does it happen?” she asked. “I understand, in the broadest sense — the fighting, the conditions — but I find I want to understand the mechanics of it. How does a man simply lose his name?”

Paddy seemed to appreciate the precision of the question, the old man’s face creasing into something almost like approval. “Several ways, and none of them kind to dwell on for long, though I’ll give you the honest version since you’ve asked for it plainly. Some men were buried where they fell, in haste, by their own comrades, in the middle of continuing battle, with no time and often no means to mark the grave properly — a rifle stuck in the earth, perhaps, or a helmet, which the weather and the shelling that followed made short work of within days. Some were buried by burial parties who came along afterward, once the immediate fighting had moved on, men whose job it was to gather up what could be found and give it whatever dignity circumstances allowed, but who often had nothing to identify the dead by — no tags, because tags had been lost or destroyed, no paybook, because pockets had been searched by looters on both sides looking for anything of value before the burial parties ever arrived.”

He paused, and Grace saw him glance, briefly, toward the direction of the cemetery they had left, as though the stones themselves were listening to how carefully he chose his next words. “And some,” he went on, “were simply never found at all in those early years, not properly, because the ground kept changing hands — the Germans would push forward and hold this stretch, then be pushed back themselves, and each time the front moved across a piece of land it disturbed whatever had been left there, mixed it further into the earth, made recovery harder the next time anyone tried. By the time the Imperial War Graves Commission came through properly, years after the war had ended, to do the careful, systematic work of searching every field and wood for remains — and they did search, Mrs. Whitmore, more thoroughly than most people realize, teams of men walking these fields inch by inch well into the 1920s — by then, much of what might once have carried a scrap of identification had long since lost it to weather and time and the churn of the ground itself.”

Grace considered this in silence for a moment, watching the tractor complete its pass along the ridge and begin the slow turn back the other way. “And the men who were identified,” she said eventually. “How was that done, in the cases where it worked?”

“Paybooks, sometimes, if they’d survived intact in a pocket. Identity discs — every man carried two, one meant to stay with the body, one to be sent back as confirmation of death, though the system broke down constantly under the sheer scale of casualties. Personal items, occasionally — a distinctive ring, a photograph, a letter with a name on it that a comrade might recognize even without formal identification. Sometimes simply the process of elimination — knowing which units had been in a particular stretch of trench on a particular day, and matching the grave’s location against unit records closely enough to make an educated guess, though the Commission was always careful, to their credit, not to put a name to a grave unless they were reasonably confident of it. Better an honest unknown than a false certainty, they reckoned, and I’d say that was the right instinct, even if it leaves an awful lot of blank stones for families to stand in front of, not knowing whether the son or husband or brother they’re grieving lies beneath that particular patch of grass or somewhere else in the same field entirely.”

Grace found herself thinking, with a small shiver she did not entirely welcome, of the Adair headstone — of how confidently it had named its occupant, how complete and finished that single grave had seemed compared to the vast uncertain majority surrounding it. “But Rifleman Adair,” she said slowly. “His stone had a name. A full name, a regiment, a date.”

“It did,” Paddy agreed, and something in the careful neutrality of his tone told her this observation had not gone unnoticed by him either. “One of the fortunate ones, you might say, in that narrow sense — fortunate enough to have been properly identified, at least, whatever else may or may not be entirely settled about him.” He looked at her sideways, a flicker of something calculating behind the mild blue eyes, as though weighing, once again, how much further to take this particular thread of conversation on a first afternoon’s acquaintance. “Though I’d be careful, Mrs. Whitmore, about assuming that a name on a stone tells you the whole of a story. Sometimes it tells you rather less than you’d think.”

“What do you mean by that, exactly?” Grace asked, aware that her teacher’s instincts had fully reasserted themselves now, the old habit of pressing gently at a vague answer until it yielded something more specific. “You said it in the cemetery as well — something about the stone not telling the whole truth. Are you suggesting the identification itself might be wrong? That the man buried there isn’t actually who the stone says he is?”

Paddy was quiet long enough that Grace began to wonder whether she had pushed too far, too quickly, whether this careful, courteous old man would simply retreat into the safer generalities he had offered a few minutes before. But when he spoke again, his voice had dropped slightly, taking on the register of a man discussing something he had turned over in his own mind many times without ever quite settling it to his satisfaction.

“I’m suggesting,” he said slowly, “that the Commission did remarkable work, careful work, under conditions that would have broken lesser men’s patience within a week. But they were not infallible, and they were working, in many cases, from evidence that was itself imperfect — a paybook found near a body, which is not the same as a paybook found on a body; a grave marker erected in haste during the war itself by comrades who might have been mistaken, exhausted, grieving, working half in the dark under shellfire, and who cannot be blamed for an error made under such circumstances but who might, nonetheless, have made one. Records get transcribed, and transcription introduces mistakes. Maps get redrawn, and redrawing shifts a grave’s recorded location by a few crucial meters. Multiply all of that by the tens of thousands of graves along this front, and you’d be a fool, in my opinion, to imagine that every single name carved into every single stone is beyond question.”

“Has anyone ever proven such a mistake?” Grace asked. “Formally, I mean — has a name on a stone here ever been shown to be wrong, and corrected?”

“It has happened,” Paddy said, “though rarely, and always with a great deal of careful work behind it — modern forensic techniques, mostly, in recent decades, comparing DNA where families can be traced and are willing to provide a sample, or reassessing old unit records with a rigor the original burial parties simply didn’t have time for. The Commission takes it seriously when a credible case is made. I’ve seen it happen twice in my own lifetime, stones altered, a name added where there’d only been Unknown before, or, more rarely still, a name removed and replaced with one the evidence better supported. It’s not common. But it’s not impossible either, and I’d not want you thinking, Mrs. Whitmore, that everything carved in stone in this part of the world is as settled as the stone itself looks.”

He fell silent again, and this time Grace let the silence sit, sensing that he was deciding, in his own unhurried way, how much of whatever he actually knew — or suspected — about the Adair grave specifically he intended to share with a woman he had met scarcely half an hour earlier. The light had shifted further while they talked, the gold deepening toward amber, and somewhere behind them, in the direction of the cemetery, she thought she heard, very faintly, the creak of the iron gate, though when she turned to look, the lane behind them was empty.

“I don’t mean to alarm you,” Paddy said eventually, watching her turn back toward him, “only to be honest with you, since you’ve shown yourself willing to ask honest questions rather than the sort tourists usually ask, which run more along the lines of where’s the nearest café and is the tower open on Sundays. This ground keeps its secrets close, Mrs. Whitmore. Closer than most people passing through ever guess. And the not-knowing — the sheer scale of the not-knowing, all those blank stones, all those seventy thousand names with no grave beneath them at all — it does something to a place, over a century. It leaves it hungry, I sometimes think, for resolution it’s never quite going to get in full. And hungry ground has a way of making itself heard, now and again, to the people who know how to listen.”

“Listen to what, exactly?” Grace asked, and found, to her own faint surprise, that she had lowered her voice to match his, as though the two of them had entered into some quiet conspiracy against the ordinary brightness of the afternoon around them.

Paddy did not answer at once. He reached into the pocket of his tweed waistcoat and withdrew, with unhurried deliberation, a small tin of mints, offered one to Grace — which she declined — and took one himself, working it slowly against his teeth as though the small ritual bought him a moment to consider exactly how much further he wished to walk down this particular path with a woman he had known for under an hour. When he finally spoke again, it was with the tone of a man setting down a weight he had carried a long way and was grateful, in some measure, to share.

“There are things about these cemeteries,” he said, “that have never been properly explained, not by the Commission, not by the historians who’ve written their books about the Somme, not by anyone I’ve ever spoken to in seventy-odd years of living beside this ground. I’m not talking about mysteries in the way a novel means the word — no ghosts walking the wire at midnight, whatever some of the younger lads in the village like to claim after a few pints at the Tower bar of an evening. I mean actual, documented irregularities. Things that don’t add up, when you look closely enough, and that most people never look closely enough to notice at all.”

“Such as?”

“Such as graves that were recorded, in the original burial registers kept during and just after the war, at one location, and then turn up, decades later, marked at another — sometimes not far off, a hundred meters, perhaps, but sometimes further than that, further than a simple transcription error would easily explain. Such as unit war diaries that mention burying a particular number of men on a particular day in a particular spot, and Commission records that account for a different number entirely, with no clear explanation for where the discrepancy went — extra bodies unaccounted for, or bodies accounted for that the burial parties never actually recorded burying. Such as a batch of identity discs, recovered from a dugout near here in the 1930s by a farmer clearing his field, that were logged, briefly, in a local archive, and then simply vanish from the record afterward, with no note of what became of them or who might have taken them.”

Grace felt a small chill move through her despite the warmth of the evening, a sensation entirely separate from the strange grief that had gripped her at the Adair stone — this was something closer to the old, familiar thrill she remembered from detective novels read late at night as a girl, the particular pleasure of a puzzle presenting itself, except that this puzzle, she reminded herself firmly, was built from the bones of real men, and deserved rather more sobriety than a girl’s enthusiasm for a good mystery story.

“You make it sound,” she said carefully, “as though someone tampered with the records. Deliberately, I mean. Not simple wartime chaos, but something done on purpose.”

“I make it sound that way,” Paddy said, “because I’ve come, over the years, to suspect that’s precisely what happened, in at least some of these cases, though I’ll grant you freely that I cannot prove it, not to the standard a historian would require, and I’d be a fool to claim otherwise to a woman I’ve just met. But you asked whether the mysteries around these graves have ever been fully solved, and the honest answer is no. Not one of them, not properly, not to anyone’s full satisfaction. The Commission closes its files eventually, the way any institution must, and calls a matter resolved when it’s resolved as well as it’s ever likely to be resolved with the evidence available. But resolved as well as possible and actually solved are two rather different things, in my experience, and this ground is littered with the first kind far more thickly than the second.”

He turned to look at her then, and something in his expression had shifted again — the courteous, unhurried storyteller giving way, briefly, to something more urgent, more personal. “My own grandfather used to say there were men who came back to this district after the war, once, twice, sometimes many times over the years that followed, and asked questions about very specific graves — not out of grief, mind, or not only out of grief, but out of some other interest entirely, an interest my grandfather never trusted, though he could never quite say why. Collectors, some of them called themselves. Men interested in what a battlefield might still be holding onto, beyond the bodies. Relics. Equipment. Documents that might have survived the century in a dugout or a collapsed tunnel, sealed away from the weather that destroyed so much else. My grandfather used to say the graves and the ground around them held more than the Commission ever catalogued, and that some of what went missing from the official record didn’t go missing by accident at all.”

Grace thought, with sudden and uncomfortable clarity, of the three men she had noticed briefly from the taxi window on the drive in — she had not thought of them again until this moment, three figures standing at the edge of a wheat field some distance from the road, bent over what she had taken, at the time, for an ordinary agricultural dispute of some kind, a boundary argument, perhaps, or a discussion about crop rotation — and found the memory arriving now with a weight it had not carried an hour before.

“You said mysteries,” she said slowly. “Plural. More than one grave, more than one discrepancy.”

“More than I could count on both hands, if I sat down and tried to list them properly,” Paddy said. “Some small — a name that doesn’t quite match a regiment’s known movements, easily explained by an army’s habit of moving men between units at short notice under pressure. Some rather larger, and harder to explain away so easily. I don’t say this to frighten you, Mrs. Whitmore, and I’d ask you not to go running to the local gendarmerie with tales of buried conspiracies on my account — I’ve no proof of anything, only the accumulated suspicion of a lifetime spent close to this ground, and an old man’s suspicions are not evidence of anything a court would recognize.”

“But you believe it,” Grace said. It was not quite a question.

“I believe,” Paddy said carefully, choosing each word now with evident care, “that this ground has not finished telling its story, whatever the history books and the official registers might claim to the contrary. I believe there are things buried here — records, remains, perhaps other things besides — that have never come properly to light, and that some of what has stayed hidden has stayed hidden because someone, at some point, wanted it that way, and took steps to keep it so. And I believe, though I could not tell you precisely why, that a woman who kneels weeping before a stranger’s grave on her very first afternoon in this district, over a stone that has drawn exactly that reaction from precious few other people in all the years I’ve watched this cemetery — I believe that woman might, whether she wishes it or not, find herself drawn rather further into this ground’s unfinished business than a simple holiday would ordinarily allow.”

The sun had dropped low enough now that the shadow of the Ulster Tower stretched long and dark across the lane where they sat, reaching almost to their feet, and Grace, following its edge with her eyes, felt the earlier strangeness return to her all at once — not grief this time, but something closer to anticipation, the particular electric stillness she remembered from the moment just before a difficult examination result was announced, when the outcome was already fixed and unknowable and entirely beyond her control.

“Mr. Doherty,” she said, “I think you had better tell me everything you know.”

He smiled then, properly, for the first time since he had appeared beside her at the Adair grave — a slow, weathered smile that reached, finally, all the way to his pale blue eyes. “Not tonight,” he said, rising from the bench with the careful, deliberate movements of a man who had learned, over many decades, exactly how much his joints would permit him in any given moment. “It’s a long tale, and the light’s going, and your taxi man will be wondering where you’ve got to. But if you’re stopping in the district a few days, as I suspect you might now be persuaded to do, come and find me at the café in the village — Bernadette’s, by the church, anyone will point you to it — and I’ll tell you what I know, and what I only suspect, and you can decide for yourself which is which. Fair enough?”

“Fair enough,” Grace said, and shook his offered hand again, aware, as she did so, that some quiet and irreversible decision had just been made — not by her, exactly, or not only by her, but by the ground itself, perhaps, in whatever manner Paddy Doherty seemed to believe such things were decided.

They walked the last stretch of lane back toward the road in a companionable silence, and Grace found her mind occupied less with the ordinary business of finding her taxi than with the peculiar sensation of having, within the space of a single afternoon, acquired both a grief she could not explain and a mystery she had not gone looking for. She thought of her classroom, briefly, and of the version of the Somme she had taught for forty years — dates and casualty figures, a handful of famous poems, the comforting fiction that history was a closed book with all its questions already answered by better-informed people than herself — and felt that version of the war recede from her, quietly and completely, replaced by something far less tidy and far more alive.

Marcel’s taxi was waiting at the roadside precisely where he had promised it would be, the engine idling, the driver himself leaning against the door with the patient boredom of a man well accustomed to tourists who lost track of time among the graves. Grace said her goodbyes to Paddy Doherty with a warmth that surprised her, given the shortness of their acquaintance, and climbed into the back seat feeling, for the first time since Robert’s death, something that was not quite happiness but stood, she thought, rather close to it — the particular aliveness that came from standing at the very beginning of something important, without yet knowing where it would lead, or what it would cost her before it was through.
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Chapter 3 – The Fields Still Kill



Grace slept poorly that first night in Albert, though not, as she had half expected, from any lingering unease about the strange grief that had gripped her at the Adair headstone. Instead she found herself turning over Paddy Doherty’s words in the dark of her small guesthouse room, worrying at them the way she might once have worried at an essay question she suspected of hiding a trap for careless students — hungry ground has a way of making itself heard, now and again, to the people who know how to listen — until sleep finally claimed her sometime after two, and released her again, without much ceremony, well before seven.

She found Bernadette’s café easily enough, exactly where Paddy had promised, a low stone building with faded blue shutters standing across a small square from the village church, close enough to the war cemeteries that its short menu, chalked on a board by the door, included a note in three languages assuring visitors that the toilets were, in fact, functioning, a detail Grace suspected had been added after some memorable failure of plumbing during a coach party’s visit. Paddy was already there when she arrived, seated at a small round table beneath an awning, a cup of black coffee in front of him and a folded newspaper he did not appear to be reading, and he rose, with his usual careful economy, to greet her.

“You came, then,” he said, sounding pleased rather than surprised, as though her arrival had confirmed something he had already privately decided about her the previous evening. “I half wondered whether you’d think better of it in the daylight. These conversations have a way of seeming rather less sensible once the sun’s properly up and a person’s had a night’s sleep to remember they’re supposed to be practical.”

“I didn’t sleep especially well,” Grace admitted, settling into the chair across from him as a young woman — presumably Bernadette herself, or a relation — appeared with a coffee for her without being asked, the casual efficiency of a village café where the regulars’ habits were known well in advance of their needs. “You gave me rather a lot to think about.”

“I generally do,” Paddy said, with the faint, dry satisfaction of a man aware of his own reputation in this regard. “My late wife used to say I could turn a simple request for the salt into a twenty-minute lecture on the history of the salt trade, given half a chance. Occupational hazard of having lived my whole life in one small corner of the world — you either learn everything there is to know about it, or you go mad from the boredom of it, and I chose the former.”

Grace wrapped both hands around her coffee cup, grateful for its warmth despite the mildness of the morning, and found herself studying him properly for the first time in full daylight — the deep creases around his eyes that
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