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        July 1915

        Nettleby-under-Wold, Lincolnshire

        Eliza

      

      

      

      Summer was reaching its height: long sunny days, balmy evenings, and not a rain cloud in sight. Cycling along the narrow road between my home and the village, I stopped pedalling and cruised to a standstill.

      Leaning on a hedge, I admired the view; it was one of which I never tired, whatever the season. Even so early in the morning it was already warm, making the landscape shimmer.

      In the far distance, the softly undulating wolds unfurled as far as the eye could see, disappearing beyond the horizon. Flowing out to meet them, a patchwork quilt of fields; ripening wheat, barley, and sugar beet, interspersed with potato, cabbage, and onion.

      It was a land unchanged for centuries.

      The soil — dark, rich, and fertile — provided the perfect conditions for farming and was exploited to its limits. Here and there, I could see people wandering through the fields checking the crops. One or two spotted me and waved, shouting a ‘hello’ as I picked up speed again. I responded in kind but didn’t slow down. I had too much to do today to be dawdling, however beautiful the scenery.

      

      I crunched to a stop outside the only shop in our small village of Nettleby-under-Wold. Propping my bike under the window, I lifted the parcel, lovingly wrapped in brown paper, from the basket between the handlebars.

      I hoped Joe would get it in one piece this time. The last one I sent had been opened, probably by the censors. The biscuits I baked especially, mysteriously going astray.

      I supposed, I couldn’t blame the clerks whose job it was to inspect the mail going to and coming from the men at the front. It must be a godforsaken task, but they weren’t the ones in the firing line. They probably went home at night to a decent meal, a warm bed, and dry clothes — or, at the bare minimum, a dry tent where the food was palatable, miles away from the firing line.

      Joe, in cleverly couched terms, had made it clear the privations they suffered in the trenches were grim. He did mention they were rotated out every eight days or so for a stint in camp, which was something.

      His face swam into my mind.

      Joseph Elliott was tall and dark-haired, his twinkling green eyes had laugh lines at the corners and, apart from a neatly trimmed moustache, was clean-shaven. We were married not quite three years ago, but I have known him since I was a child. At the grand old age of twenty-seven, he was four years older than me and considered a senior member of his regiment.

      He had no need to enlist. His family owned a huge farm and, as the only son, he was entitled to be excused from service, required to work the land, but he wanted to fight for King and Country.

      While he had come home for an occasional weekend during the months before he was shipped out to France, no one was going to grant them leave now, and who knew when this senseless war would end?

      His letters were brief; they can’t tell us too much in case the enemy intercepts the mail, but at least he sends them. They were stored in a box which I kept in the little bedside cabinet.

      I tried not to read them too often, the paper had become so thin it would likely fall apart with all the folding and unfolding, but sometimes I needed to see his handwriting. I missed him so much it was an ever-present ache.

      

      Pushing that aside, I opened the door, the jangling bell alerting Maisie Cuthbert to my presence. Maisie was married to Joe’s best friend, Fred, and the village shop — which also housed the post office — was the pride and joy of her in-laws.

      When Mr Cuthbert was struck down by a nasty bout of pneumonia, Maisie gave up her job selling flowers on the platform at Brigg Station to take over the day-to-day running of the business, until such times as Mr Cuthbert was fit again.

      It was supposed to be temporary. She never went back to the flower stall.

      Her appearance behind the counter was viewed with pointed brows by the conservative residents of Nettleby… meaning the majority. This land has been lived on and farmed by the same families since the dark ages, and most hereabouts remained invariably suspicious of newcomers.

      While Fred Cuthbert had been born and bred here, his wife hadn’t and, to poor Maisie, it must have felt akin to running the gauntlet, facing mistrustful villagers every day. Worse, Maisie still lived in Wrawby… an indecent — might as well have been Australia — not quite two miles away… rather than Nettleby, with Fred moving into her house after their wedding. In the eyes of the locals, this relegated Maisie to the status of stranger, and it cannot have been easy for her.

      Undaunted, Maisie persevered and, refusing to be intimidated, treated everyone to her cheerful smile and friendly chat. Slowly, oh so slowly, they came to accept her and now, a mere seven years later, she was considered one of them.

      We have been friends almost since the day we met.

      “Parcel for Joe?” she called through, spotting me as I approached the counter.

      I nodded. “Yes, hopefully he’ll get the whole thing this time. Five pairs of socks, some soap, razors, and enough biscuits to see him through ’til next month.” I elaborated, receiving a grin from Maisie as she took it from me to weigh. I was an inveterate knitter and also loved to sew, pastimes I found soothing, plus the soldiers always needed socks.

      “I’ve a few letters here for you. Since you beat old Ken this morning, you might as well take them, and it saves him coming all the way out to the cottage.” Maisie handed me a little pile of mail tied with a piece of string.

      I flicked through them and felt my heart flutter. A couple of the envelopes looked like they might be from Joe.

      “Thank you, Maisie, something to look forward to later.” I turned to go. “See you this evening?”

      Being a Friday, there was a social on at the village hall. A sing-song, games for the children, and refreshments. It was a pleasant diversion, and an excuse for the women, and the small number of men left in the neighbourhood, to come together and enjoy a good old gossip.

      “I’ll be there, don’t work too hard.”

      I grinned and waved a goodbye. Dropping the letters into my satchel, I cycled the short distance to the village school. Minutes later, I was absorbed into the activities of the day. It was only a small school, about twenty-five children at full attendance — a rare occurrence.

      Nettleby-under-Wold was a rural area, and every family was connected in some way or another to agriculture. Now most of the men had gone off to war, the children had to help where they could. Tending crops was far more important than books and learning.
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      I didn’t get to read my letters until late afternoon. I had less than an hour to sort myself out, before heading back into the village, but I couldn’t wait any longer.

      Rifling through, I noticed three which looked like they were from Joe. They were always a bit grubby, a good indication they had come from the trenches.

      Three! Heavens, it was as though Christmas had come early.

      I extracted the top one and slit it open without bothering to look at the front.

      It wasn’t Joe’s handwriting.

      It was a short official missive, and the words didn’t make sense.

      I leant back in the chair and closed my eyes as my whole world went dark.

      Oh, please God, no…

      

      Dear Mrs Elliott,

      It is with deep regret, I must inform you of the loss of Pte Joseph Elliott, who is classed as missing presumed dead. On the morning of 4th July, during a vital operation, a section of our battalion was subject to a sustained and heavy bombardment.

      When the firing ceased, Pte Elliott along with several of his fellow soldiers, could not be located, and we must assume all were killed during the barrage.

      Please accept our sincere condolences for your loss.

      

      There was more, but I didn’t read it. It didn’t matter anyway, the rest would only be formulaic military speak for any who had lost a loved one. I did see it was signed Thad Jenkins, who was Joe’s second cousin as well as his commanding officer. Poor bloke, what a wretched task.

      

      Missing presumed dead. How was that possible? The missing bit. Surely someone saw where he fell? My stomach roiled as my brain caught up... it meant whatever happened had obliterated those targeted.

      I had just sent him a package; one he would never receive. He would never wear those lovingly knitted socks or eat those ginger biscuits. Should I be crying? Probably, but I didn’t feel sad, I just felt numb.

      

      I had no idea how long I sat, but when voices broke into my reverie, I glanced out of the window and noticed the light was fading.

      “Eliza, are you all right? We missed you at the Hall. Lizzie?” Why are you sitting in the dark?” I heard footsteps as Maisie hurried along the hall and into the room with the third member of our coterie, Polly, on her heels. “Lizzie?” she repeated.

      “He’s not coming home.”

      “What on earth are you talking about, me duck? Of course, he’s coming home.”

      “No, he isn’t.” I thrust the letter under her nose. “He’s dead. So dead they can’t find him.” Anger laced my tones. I bolted out of the chair and began to pace the floor.

      Without waiting to be asked, Polly slipped along to the kitchen to put the kettle on. I could hear the rattle of crockery as she bustled about, brewing up the ubiquitous pot of tea.

      The only drink which made everything better.

      England must be swimming in tea at the moment.

      

      Lighting the lamps, Maisie sat down to read the letter. To her credit, she didn’t offer the usual platitudes. She just held my hand until Polly came back with the tea. Pouring three, good strong cups, Polly handed them out and then perched on the window ledge.

      “I’m so sorry, Lizzie,” Maisie said gently. “Why don’t you come home with me tonight? You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “Good idea,” Polly agreed, adding something about grieving, and being with other people, and needing time, but I wasn’t listening.

      Joe was gone. How was I supposed to go on? What was the point?

      

      My mind wandered to the last time I saw him.

      It was early August, barely 5 a.m., the sunrise bathing Nettleby in golden pink light.

      He looked so smart in his uniform, the badge, denoting he was part of the 5th Battalion Lincolnshire Regiment, gleaming on his cap. His kit, packed as instructed, and his boots polished until he could see his face in them.

      He kissed me as though he never wanted it to end but, of course, it had to. He made it to the gate, turned around and came back to kiss me one last time.

      “I love you, Lizzie.”

      “I love you too, Joe. Please come back to me.”

      “I promise.” Too quickly, his loping stride took him down the path and onto
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