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      The telegram came on a perfect summer’s day. The storms that had battered the last few days had retreated to leave clear, washed skies of flawless blue, and Clare was in the kitchen garden behind the farmhouse, pulling weeds from between the strawberry plants and enjoying the caress of the sun on her arms. The day was glorious and the sun was a gift. Lifting her face towards its light, she closed her eyes, suffused by the heat. She would bring out a chair, she decided, so she could doze in the warmth a while before Eric came back from fishing – wet and excited and wanting his tea.

      Wiping her hands on her apron, she got up from the strawberry beds and walked through the garden towards the house. Inside the kitchen she blinked, blinded briefly in the sudden gloom after the brightness outside. The cool enfolded her, the summer warmth held at bay by the thick wattle walls and decaying thatched roof. Slowly her eyes adjusted and the room that was the heart of the house settled into focus. A great oak table with mismatched chairs took up half the floor. A dresser against the wall was stacked with willow-pattern plates and on the opposite side the empty fireplace was neatly set and ready to be kindled. Beside it was the paraffin stove that left a vague but permanent taint of fuel in the air.

      She was just about to pick up a chair to take outside when there was a rap at the door. Her mind ticked off the possibilities in quick succession, but no one in the village ever waited for the door to be answered; people knocked and opened the door themselves. It had been one of the hardest things to get used to when she first came to live at the farm, accustomed as she had been to her privacy.

      The knock sounded again, harder this time, and a thread of presentiment wound around her heart, a tightness in her chest. She let go of the chairback she was holding and wiped her hands on her apron, then tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      ‘Just a moment,’ she called out, and the words came out as a croak. ‘I’m coming,’ she added more clearly, forcing her voice to obedience. She swallowed, her mouth dry, and stepped around the chair to go to the door.

      The telegram boy stood on the doorstep with the slip of paper in his hand.

      ‘Mrs Chapman?’

      She nodded.

      ‘I’m sorry, missus,’ he mumbled, head down so that she could not see his face. He was not much more than a child, she thought, and far too young for such sad work. ‘Telegram for you.’

      She lifted an automatic hand to take the proffered note.

      ‘Thank you,’ she managed to whisper, closing her fingers around the sheet of paper. The boy waited a moment longer in case she wanted to send a reply, but she simply stared past his shoulder into the yard outside and after a moment he nodded, replaced the cap on his head and walked away.

      Clare closed the door and leaned her back against it. The wood was cool through the thin cotton of her summer dress and she shivered – all the warmth of the summer seemed to have faded away. She gripped the telegram in both her hands, willing it to be something other than it was. Then, pushing herself away from the door with sudden determination, she strode across the kitchen and once more into the garden. She needed air and light, her breath hard to find.

      In the sunlight she stopped, blinking again in the brightness. The telegram was still grasped tightly in her fingers, knuckles white beneath the dirt from the garden that had remained on her hands. Walter would have laughed at the state of her fingernails, and instinctively she smiled at the thought of it before she forced herself to lower her eyes to the telegram, and commanded her fingers as they fumbled to open it.

      Deeply regret to inform you …, she read, then raised her head to the sky, her breathing quick and uneven as she searched for the courage to read the rest of it. The moment hung in the air, the precious seconds before the news became a fact, undeniable. A wood pigeon began to coo from the branches of a tree beyond the fence and somewhere further off a dog started barking. Life going on, untouched, unchanged. She dragged her reluctant gaze towards the words at last. … your husband was killed 6 August 1944 … letter to follow.

      Clare stopped reading and scrunched up the piece of paper in her fist. A hard ball of some emotion she could not even name burned inside her and she simply stood frozen, incapable of thought or feeling. The minutes passed uncounted, and afterwards she could not have said how long she stood there in the sunshine on that perfect afternoon before the rattle of a lorry in the lane outside tugged her attention back to the present.

      Walter was dead and she would never see his smile again.

      Lifting the telegram once more she straightened out the creases where she had crushed it in her hand. Tears half prickled at the backs of her eyes and she swallowed them down, setting her jaw against them. Letting her gaze drift across the little garden, so bright and full of life, she felt a savage urge to destroy it all. How dare it grow so abundantly, when Walter’s life was over? But instead, she clutched the hateful telegram to her chest, wiped from her cheek the single tear that had fallen, and went back in to the cool gloom of the kitchen.

      

      She sat at the table, numb. She should have sweet tea, she thought, remembering it was supposed to be good for shock, but she was unable to bring herself to make the effort and the stove remained blank and unlit. She waited, expecting the numbness to pass and the pain of the grief to take over, but there was nothing. Her body felt as though it belonged to someone else, and her thoughts drifted, hazy and unformed. What was wrong with her? She had heard of other women collapsing with such news, weeping and hysterical. Why did she feel so empty?

      She laid the telegram on the table and straightened it out against the tablecloth, letting her eyes wander over the brief impersonal notice again, Walter’s death contained within it. How could so few words hold such momentous news? A letter would follow, it said. But really, what more was there to say? She would never hear her husband’s voice again, nor hold him in her arms. Their son no longer had a father.

      She let out a breath, unaware she had been holding it, and feeling began at last to creep through her veins, a hollow in her guts. She placed her hand on top of the telegram, covering the words. She had always known, she thought. Right from the beginning when he told her he was going she had known, and she had spent all her tears and anger then in bitter fights and cruel words she had regretted ever since. Now she would never have a chance to make up for saying them.

      The memory of the last time she saw him flickered through her thoughts – the sadness in his eyes as he turned to walk away from her along the platform with the kitbag on his shoulder, a stranger in his uniform. She had watched him mount the carriage steps, squeezed his hand a final time, until with a hiss of steam and a whistle he was gone. She had known even then they would not meet again.

      A dog’s bark outside in the yard roused her from her thoughts and she lifted her head towards the noise. The clock on the mantelpiece struck the half-hour. Soon Eric would be home and she would have to tell him that his father was dead. She shuddered at the thought of it and sighed, tracing the words on the telegram with her fingertips as though she might feel Walter’s presence within them – his warmth, his kindness, his laughter. The hollow inside her began to fill with pain, and her vision blurred with sudden tears. She pressed her hand against the sheet of paper under her palm. She would have to tell Walter’s mother too, she remembered then, and his sister and her husband, everyone else in the village. She would have to say it aloud.

      Walter is dead.

      She wrapped her thoughts around the words and tried to roll them on her tongue, but her mouth refused to form the sounds. Her breath began to catch in her chest and as she wiped at her face where the tears had started to fall, she cast a glance towards the door. She wasn’t sure if she could face it. It was the thought that she must say the words to others that finally broke her defences. Lowering her face into her hands, she began to weep at last.

      

      Eric came home red-faced from the summer sun and ravenous. She heard the patter of his sandals in the yard before the door burst open. She had busied herself with preparing tea – the remains of a pigeon pie, bread and butter, potatoes and radishes from the garden: the table was neatly laid and ready. She sat facing the door with an undarned sock lying lifeless in her hand and when her son ran in she looked down at the wool in surprise; she had no memory of even picking it up. Setting it aside, she watched Eric lean the fishing rod against the wall.

      He was so like his father with his dark hair and pale eyes that were too serious for a ten-year-old boy. She saw glimpses of Walter in him every day, and now she had to turn her face away to hide the gathering tears.

      ‘Did you catch anything?’

      He shook his head. ‘Michael caught a grayling but it wasn’t big enough to eat so he threw it back.’

      ‘But you had fun?’

      ‘I did. And now I’m starving.’ His gaze passed across the table with interest in the moment before he sensed something was amiss. He looked up at his mother.

      ‘Am I in trouble for something? Did I do something wrong?’ He flicked a glance to the clock. ‘I’m not late.’

      ‘No,’ Clare agreed. ‘You’re not late. And you’re not in trouble, only …’ She stopped. The words she had rehearsed in her head seemed utterly inadequate now that she was faced with the physical presence of her son. But she wanted to tell him first, before Walter’s mother returned and claimed all the grief as hers.

      ‘What is it, Mum?’ he asked, edging forwards and sliding into his usual seat at the table. He was still eyeing the food and now she had assured him he was not in trouble he was only half interested in hearing what she had to say.

      She swallowed. He was so young, so innocent, and it seemed so cruel to tell him. He had idolised his father, thought him a hero for choosing to go to war. For half a heartbeat she considered not telling him at all, but it was only the most fleeting thought and she let it go as soon as it arose. To hide the truth would be more cruel.

      ‘There was a telegram today,’ she began.

      ‘Dad?’ He looked up sharply, tea forgotten. She saw the fear in his eyes. Walter’s eyes, and her heart broke again.

      She nodded. ‘He was killed. I don’t know where.’ In the end, she simply blurted out the truth because there was no easy way to say it – there were no words that could soften the blow.

      For a moment he was silent, staring blindly at the table before him. Then, with an abruptness that made Clare jump, he sprang up from his chair and raced up the stairs to his room. She heard the door slam and the slight scrape of the bed on the floorboards as he threw himself across it. A few more seconds and she heard the sobs begin. Rising from her own chair, and taking long, deep breaths for strength, she followed him up the stairs to try and comfort him.

      

      She stayed with Eric for a long time. They sat close but not touching on his bed in the attic room of the farmhouse that had been their home since Walter went away, and together they watched the twilight turn the sky pink and orange through the little latticed window. They hardly spoke, each alone with their sorrow. The sunset was almost absurdly beautiful. Walter would have claimed it was God’s work in all His glory, and she would have smiled and said nothing, unconvinced that God even existed. How could He, when such terrible things happened in the world? How could He allow it?

      As the colours of the sunset flared and faded at last, Clare could hear the clatter and chatter of the family downstairs. Walter’s family – his sharp-tongued mother, his sister and her husband, their two children, whose company Eric found a trial despite their similarity in age. She sympathised with him: she too missed the privacy and peace of the vicarage they had left behind when Walter went away. Finally, when the dark had settled across the room and the night had grown cool, she turned to Eric beside her.

      ‘We should go and tell Grandma,’ she said, ‘and the others. Will you come with me? I could do with some help.’ She gave him a small smile, drawing him in as a co-conspirator.

      Getting up from the bed, her limbs were stiff and awkward. Like an old woman, Clare thought, as she rolled her shoulders in futile hope of softening the tension in her muscles. Her head pounded with the movement and her eyes were sore with unspent tears. Eric propelled himself to the floor and landed on the rug with a thud that vibrated through every part of her. She flinched. Then, to distract herself, she checked her reflection in the little mirror on the dresser, but the face that looked back at her seemed barely to resemble her own at all. Red swollen eyes peered from a pale and haggard face, and stray strands of hair had stuck to the tears. Appalled, she slid her gaze away and went to the door.

      ‘Shall we?’

      Eric nodded, and followed her down the stairs.

      In the vast kitchen Mrs Chapman was at the table, folding the last of the laundry. Her features were sharp in profile, her hair caught up in a scarf. She turned when she heard Clare’s step on the stairs.

      ‘Oh, hello.’ She nodded to the washing basket. ‘I wondered where you’d got to. You didn’t want supper?’

      Now that she had made it this far Clare felt her courage returning. She turned to her son. ‘Go and find the others.’ His cousins, she meant, Henry and Lizzie, who would be playing last-minute games before bedtime somewhere in the warren of the rambling house.

      ‘Don’t want to,’ Eric answered, without lifting his head. He kicked at the step with the toe of one sandal, hands in his pockets.

      Clare said nothing, only drew in a deep breath instead before she stepped forward towards her mother-in-law. ‘Let me give you a hand.’

      The two women worked side by side in silence to finish folding the washing. It had been a good day for laundry, warm and breezy, and the clothes were still warm to the touch, scenting the room with a clean soap smell. They emptied the basket. Eric was still standing at the base of the stairs, still digging at the ground with his foot, and for the first time Mrs Chapman actually looked at her daughter-in-law.

      ‘What’s the matter with Eric?’ she asked, with a flick of her head towards her grandson.

      ‘Nothing,’ Clare answered. ‘Can we sit down and have some tea?’

      ‘I’ve still got things to do – I can’t just sit and drink tea.’

      Clare tightened her lips and lifted her eyes briefly skyward in search of patience. She said, ‘Please?’

      The older woman must have heard the heaviness in Clare’s tone because she hesitated, observing her daughter-in-law more closely. Clare looked away from the scrutiny and cast her gaze across the kitchen towards the back door where Walter’s sister had just come in, an empty bucket in her hand. Mrs Chapman followed the look and after a moment called out, ‘Bridget! I’m making some tea.’

      Bridget nodded her understanding and went to the sink to wash her hands. Clare sat at the table. She had long since stopped offering to help – even after all this time living at the farm she was still considered an outsider. Bridget took a seat across from her and smiled again. Clare raised a small, tired smile in return.

      ‘Is everything all right?’ The concern in Bridget’s voice was genuine.

      Clare shook her head and bit at her lip. Don’t cry, she told herself. Don’t you dare cry. She blinked and looked around for Eric. He had moved to the window to stand with his back to the room, gazing out into the dark. She wondered what was in his mind. Poor child.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      Clare could barely hear Bridget’s whisper above the hiss of the kettle on the stove and Mrs Chapman’s clatter as she set out cups and saucers, and plates for biscuits.

      Clare blinked and pressed her lips together, hands balled into fists. Her vision blurred. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Bridget reached out across the table and put a hand on one of Clare’s. Her fingers were cold from where she had washed them and the skin was chapped and rough. A countrywoman’s hands, Clare thought, though the fingers were elegant and long, the same as her brother’s. She lifted her head to meet Bridget’s gaze, and Walter’s pale eyes looked back at her.

      ‘Is it Walter?’

      Though the words were only whispered, a mother’s instinct made Mrs Chapman freeze. She stood immobile with the warmed teapot in her hands. Very slowly, she turned her eyes to Clare. The two women waited, but Clare could not bring herself to say the words, looking instead from one scared face to the other. In the end it was Eric who told them, wheeling from his place at the window and shouting with all the force in his body.

      ‘He’s dead! The Germans killed him and I hate them!’ Then he ran from the room out of the back door into the fading twilight, and the three women watched him go in silence.

      ‘Should you go after him?’ Bridget asked after a moment, gently.

      ‘He’ll be all right,’ Clare replied, with a small shake of her head. ‘He just needs some time.’ She guessed he would find a secluded spot somewhere to hide himself, or perhaps he would go to the stables and find solace in the company of one of the draught horses.

      Mrs Chapman set down the teapot with deliberate care and lowered herself onto a chair. She was scarcely breathing. Clare fumbled in her bag for the telegram and slid it across the table to Bridget, who picked it up with reluctance and scanned it. Then she passed it to her mother, who glanced at it briefly and let out a wail of grief before turning her eyes towards Clare.

      ‘This is your doing!’ she hissed.

      ‘Mum!’ Bridget touched her mother’s arm, as if to restrain her, but the older woman snatched her hand away.

      ‘He didn’t have to go! You should have stopped him.’

      The injustice of the accusation lit a spark that ignited Clare’s anger.

      ‘How dare you accuse me?’ she hissed back, and though she knew she would regret it later she could not stop the torrent of words that fell from her lips. ‘Do you think I didn’t try? That I wanted him to go? Do you think it was my choice to leave my whole life behind to live here with you in the middle of nowhere? I loved our life at the vicarage. It was our home and I was happy. I begged and pleaded, but he refused to listen. I didn’t want him to go.’

      ‘You should have tried harder.’ His mother was intractable.

      Clare shook her head, silent now, and the rage dissipated as fast as it had risen. She could have fought with Walter until the end of time and it would have made no difference. He had seen the war as a sacred duty and he was stubborn as a mule.

      ‘He did what he thought was right, Mum,’ Bridget said. ‘You know how he was – he wanted to save the world.’

      Mrs Chapman made no answer. After a moment Clare got up from the table, picked up the teapot and stepped across to the range to finish making the tea. No one tried to stop her. When the tea was poured she sat down again. Mrs Chapman lifted her cup and a small splash of tea spilled over the rim from the tremble of her hand. Bridget reached and took away the cup, setting it with care on the table as her mother seemed to shrink into herself, breaking into sobs that gradually swelled into great howls of grief. Clare watched with a detachment that surprised her as Bridget wrapped her arms around her mother and held her like a crying child, her own face wet with tears.

      Getting up, Clare followed her son outside, breathing deep in the fresh summer night. She could hear the shifting of the animals in their stalls and the trudge of wellington boots. Simon, she guessed, Bridget’s husband, doing a last round before turning in for the night.

      Walter had grown up in this house, a farmer’s son. He had played in this yard as a boy and gone to the village primary school where Clare was now a teacher. She tried to imagine it but the images eluded her – she could only think of him as he was the day he boarded the train that took him away from her in the ill-fitting uniform, his face drawn and sad. She raised her head to the stars above. Venus shimmered against the velvet black – it was the only star she could recognise. As a child, her father had sometimes pointed out the constellations but she had never paid much attention – she regretted it now.

      ‘Are you up there now, Walter, watching me? Watching us?’ she whispered. ‘Was it worth it? Did you find your purpose in the battle with evil, brief though it was? I hope so.’

      Behind her she could hear his mother still wailing and though she knew it was unreasonable the noise irked her, stirring her own grief into irritation. She flicked a glance over her shoulder and saw she had left the door open, light falling into the garden. They would have the air-raid warden on their backs for that, she thought, though the old man rarely troubled to leave his own fireside these days. It was not like it used to be when the bombs rained down on the cities, and everyone was terrified of showing a light that might guide the German planes. At least those days were over.

      The scuff of boots grew louder and the flicker of a torch beam crossed the yard.

      ‘All right?’ The scruffy figure of Simon emerged from the gloom and he switched off the torch when he got to her. She said nothing, unable to summon words to her mouth.

      Stopping beside her, he turned to survey the farm. ‘You should’ve closed the door,’ he said, but she knew from his tone the words were automatic, and he didn’t much care. Mrs Chapman’s cries filled the silence.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ He jerked his head towards the house. There was little concern in his voice, more an idle curiosity.

      ‘Walter’s dead.’ The words left her lips as a monotone, devoid of feeling, and she wondered how many more times she would have to say it and if she would ever get used to the feel of them on her tongue.

      Simon turned sharply towards her. His face was in shadow, barely lit with the glow from the door, but she could see the darkness of his stubble and the mess of uncombed hair. He was standing very close to her and instinctively she took a step back. He had an uncanny knack of making her uncomfortable and she had never quite understood it.

      ‘Killed in France?’

      She shrugged and he said nothing but merely turned his attention once more to the yard before them. No words of condolence, no offer of sympathy. They stood in silence for a while, and Clare watched the stars peep and brighten, until at last Simon turned towards the house.

      ‘Better go and see about Bridget,’ he mumbled. Then he was gone and she was alone once more, a speck beneath the vastness of the sky.

      She should find Eric, she thought then, and in the half-dark of the starlight she set off across the yard towards the stables.
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      In her dream Clare is in a graveyard she has never seen in her waking life. A harsh wind blows in gusts that whip her hair across her face and the sky is heavy and bruised with clouds that promise rain. The spire of an old Gothic church stands out black against the grey, and beside the church a hawthorn tree reaches bare winter branches over row upon row of untended graves.

      A small group of mourners is gathered around an open grave, their coats flapping in the wind. The vicar stands at their head with a bible in his hand and Clare smiles when she recognises Walter. Now and then the wind delivers snatches of his words towards her.

      Man that is born of a woman hath but a short time to live, and is full of misery. He cometh up, and is cut down, like a flower; he fleeth as it were a shadow, and never continueth in one stay.

      His voice is deep, honeyed, mesmerising. She could listen to him talk all day.

      Lord, have mercy upon us.

      She wonders who is being buried, and picks her way through the weeds to go closer. Thistles catch at the hem of her coat and the long grass blows sharp against her legs, leaving painful nicks in the skin.

      Walter lifts his head as she approaches and she waves, but he does not seem to see her. He is still talking, mouthing the words of the service, but the wind has shifted and snatches the sound away to blow unheard across the churchyard.

      No one seems to notice her as she takes her place among the mourners, not even Walter. A woman is crying softly, her sobs competing with the wind. Clare steps forward to stand at the edge of the grave and as she does so all eyes turn as one towards her. Suddenly self-conscious, she feels like an intruder, but when she casts her eyes down into the pit at her feet she sees Walter, broken and bloodied, pale eyes staring lifeless into the sky.

      
      She woke from the nightmare sweating and in tears, sitting bolt upright with a gasp of confusion to find herself in her bed at the farm. Her heart was pounding – she could feel its knock in every part of her body, and her breath was ragged and uneven. Hugging her knees into her chest she laid her cheek against them, curling into herself as though she might contain the horror that way, but the memory of the dream refused to fade.

      Beside her Eric lay curled and sleeping, warm and sweet with his dark hair mussed against the white of the pillowcase, a boyish scent of earth and soap. The sight of him steadied her, and she reached a hand to smooth back a tendril of hair that had fallen across his forehead. He stirred slightly at her touch so she let her hand fall away.

      Slowly, her breathing began to settle and the thud of her heartbeat abated so that she could hear the quiet of the outside world, and the regular whisper of Eric’s sleeping breath. She watched him for a while; the serious face was peaceful in his sleep. Had Walter looked the same at that age?

      Restless, she slipped out of bed and put on her dressing gown. From the window she could see the lane and the fields on the other side of it lit silver by a bright low moon that was shrouded in mist. Almost full, she noticed – a bomber’s moon, though the night was almost done. A lone scarecrow stood out against the barley with its white face and shirt, leaning at a drunken angle that made her almost smile.

      The image from her dream played across her thoughts, vivid and horrible. The staring eyes and smashed limbs, the gaping wound across his chest. She shook her head in an effort to shift it but it refused to fade: it was all she could see. Where was Walter’s body now? Or what was left of it. Was there an unmarked grave in France somewhere? A wooden cross above a rough-dug mound of dirt? She had not thought to wonder until now. They would have a funeral without him, she supposed. She realised she had no idea how these things worked, though as a vicar’s wife she probably should. Walter must have held services at the church for men killed overseas and she trawled through her mind to remember the wives and mothers in Walter’s parish who had lost their men but her memory failed her. Then she thought of the village vicar here in Ashenden, as different from her husband as apples from snow. She must speak to him, she thought, and make the arrangements. She would go first thing and get it over with.

      In spite of the season it was still cold inside the farmhouse with its thick walls and tiny windows, and an image of the sunlit vicarage flickered through her mind – Walter in his shirt sleeves at the great oak desk in the study, his face bright in the morning warmth. She gave herself a small smile at the sight of it, so familiar, before her thoughts slid back to the image of her dream. Turning from the window with a shudder, she went down the steep narrow stairs and set about lighting the stove to make herself some tea.

      
      The dawn brought a change in the weather and by the time Clare stepped outside, a fine cold drizzle hung in the air, the clouds bulging overhead and threatening heavier rain to come. From across the yard she could hear Simon’s low croon from the milking parlour, and the old sheepdog briefly pricked up his ears as she passed him. Buttoning up her coat, she thrust her ungloved hands deep into her pockets and set off along the lane towards the vicarage, a half-hour’s walk away at the far end of the village.

      The high street was already coming to life when she got there: the sweet smell of fresh bread drifted from the bakery, and a dray with two shire horses stood outside the pub, the cellar doors open to the street. One of the horses tossed its head as she passed it, the drizzle glistening on its coat, and she could hear the rumble of the landlord’s voice from underground.

      When she reached the yard that surrounded the church Clare kept her head averted but even so, she could not help but glimpse the mossy gravestones from the edge of her vision, and she saw again in her mind’s eye the funeral of her dream. Tensing against the onslaught of emotion, she hurried on to the vicarage next to the church, pushed open the white wooden gate, crunched up the gravel path to the door, and knocked.

      A dog began to bark inside with quick, short yaps, and she stepped back to wait, observing the profusion of flowers in the well-tended garden. She recognised lupins and asters, and the sweet smell of honeysuckle drifted from a trellis by the wall. It was pretty, she thought, but the vicar should have been growing food the same as everyone else, though no one ever dared to challenge him about it. Finally, she heard footsteps on the tiles inside the house and the door swung open at last. Reverend Keane filled the space, looking down at her as the dog slid past his legs and into the garden.

      ‘Ah,’ the vicar said. ‘Mrs Chapman.’

      She gave him a small smile.

      ‘I was very sorry to hear about your husband. Do come in.’

      She followed him through the hallway and into the reception room where met his parishioners. She had never been inside the vicarage before and her first impression was one of neatness – everything perfectly in its place.

      ‘Please, take a seat.’

      She perched on the edge of the sofa, reluctant to disturb the careful arrangement of cushions, and undid the buttons of her coat. Reverend Keane made no move to take it. Walter would have hung it on a hook for her, she thought, and offered a cup of tea. The vicar eased his bulk into an armchair across the expanse of the rug from her. He was large and silver-haired, and not the sort of man who invited confidence. She wondered why he became a vicar.

      There was a silence. On the mantelpiece the clock marked the passing seconds with a loud and regular tick. Somewhere else in the house a radio was playing and Clare could just hear the strains of a piece of classical music that might have been Mozart.

      ‘I don’t know how this works,’ Clare said. ‘Do we have some kind of service for him?’

      ‘A memorial service would be appropriate,’ he replied.

      ‘A funeral without a body,’ she murmured.

      ‘A memorial service,’ he corrected.

      ‘I see.’ Then, turning her gaze from the blackened iron of the unlit fire to meet his eyes, she said, ‘Did you know my husband?’

      The vicar let out a sigh. ‘Barely,’ he admitted after a moment. ‘He had already left for Oxford when I took up the living here. We met briefly, once or twice, on his rare visits home. The previous incumbent died, you know. Mr Frenchman. It was all very sad, very sudden. Apparently he was hit by a lorry out in the street one night. He had gone to look for his cat, by all accounts. Killed instantly, which was a mercy.’

      ‘Mr Frenchman,’ she murmured. The name was familiar. Walter must have mentioned him to her at some time but she could recall no other details. ‘Poor man.’

      ‘Yes.’ He seemed to recollect the purpose of her visit and cleared his throat, perhaps regretting his insensitivity, but it was hard to tell – his fleshy features gave very little away. ‘What kind of service would you like, Mrs Chapman?’

      She hesitated. What would Walter have wanted? She couldn’t think. Her mind was weary and sluggish from the sleepless nights and she could already sense the vicar’s slight impatience with her. It occurred to her that he was in the wrong job – she could imagine him better as the manager of a bank.

      ‘Something simple,’ she said. ‘He would have wanted no fuss. He was a humble man.’

      ‘Favourite hymns? Favourite pieces of scripture? He was a clergyman, after all – he must have had some preferences.’

      ‘Yes. Yes, of course.’ She tried to remember, but nothing came to mind, nothing at all. ‘I’ll have to think about it.’

      ‘And will you speak? Your son, perhaps?’

      ‘Me? I … I … don’t think I could …’ Her voice faltered and she trailed off, trying to picture herself at the lectern in the little church, speaking of Walter before the whole village. The thought of it was terrifying. ‘No. I don’t want to speak.’

      He waited, regarding her with a look she could not quite read. Impatience, perhaps, or irritation. When she said nothing else, he drew in another deep breath before reaching for a diary that was on the side table next to his chair. He set it on his lap and opened it up to peruse the pages, turning them softly.

      ‘When were you thinking?’

      ‘As soon as possible,’ she replied. It was the first definite answer she had been able to give him.

      ‘Of course. Shall we say at the beginning of next month? How does that sound?’ He looked up at her with an encouraging smile. It was the first sign of kindness he had shown, and an unexpected wave of gratitude flushed inside her. ‘That will give you a little bit of time to think about hymns and readings, and put a notice in the paper, organise flowers and refreshments and the like. Mrs Jarvis usually sees to all that. You should speak to her.’

      She said nothing. The vicar’s small kindness had threatened her composure – she dared not even speak for fear of crying. He must have understood her mute distress, because he kept on talking, filling the silence.

      ‘Shall we say the second Saturday of the month? In the afternoon – perhaps three o’clock? Then the refreshments will do for people’s tea.’

      Clare smiled at that and gave him a nod – Walter would have approved of the practical approach. ‘That would be fine,’ she managed to say.

      He noted it down in his diary, and another silence fell. The distant music had ceased, and she heard the rattle of a bicycle in the lane. After a moment or two she realised the interview was over, and she got up.

      ‘Thank you, Reverend,’ she said.

      ‘You’re very welcome,’ he said, showing her to the door. ‘You have my deepest sympathy. If there’s anything else I can do, you know where to find me.’

      Clare looked up at him then, trying to read his expression and failing. It had been easier when she disliked him – his kindness threatened to unravel her defences, and she could feel the tears beginning to gather behind her eyes.

      Outside, on the gravel path, she buttoned up her coat and shivered. The drizzle had thickened – she hoped the rain would not destroy the harvest. Then, with a lift of her chin and a deep breath, she blinked back the threat of tears and stepped out into the lane.

      
      The main street of the village was quieter now, few people about in the morning rain, and Clare kept her head down, watching her step on the rutted path where the potholes had remained unmended since the war began. Outside the pub, the dray with the shire horses had moved on but she caught the lingering sour taint of old beer and cigarettes in the air as she passed. Her stomach heaved, empty and churning, and she remembered she had not eaten. She hurried on, and just beyond the reach of the smell she looked across the road towards the little row of shops on the other side. The saddler’s shop with its dusty window display of harnesses and saddles hadn’t opened yet, but the bakery was open and, with a sudden hunger, she crossed the road and went inside. She bought iced buns – one for herself and one each for Eric and his cousins. She ate hers as she wandered home, careless of the drizzle.

      
      The hedgerows either side of the lane glistened with the rain, and she walked with care across the muddy ground, thinking of nothing. When she had almost reached the gate of the farm, the postman pulled up on his bicycle alongside her, startling her from her abstraction. She had not heard him approach.

      ‘Mornin’, Mrs Chapman.’

      She swallowed the last mouthful of the bun and wished she had bought more. ‘Good morning, Mr Stokes. Not much of a day for delivering the post.’ She gave an upward tilt of her head towards the lowering clouds.

      ‘I’ve had worse,’ he laughed. ‘And summer’s half over already.’

      ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

      ‘I got a letter for you.’ He rummaged in his bag and drew out a slim white envelope. Clare’s breath seemed to stop in her chest, limbs heavy with a sudden ache. ‘You’re Mrs W. Chapman, aren’t you? Walter’s wife? And his mum would be Mrs A?’

      ‘That’s right. His father’s name was Alfred.’

      ‘Just wanted to be sure I got the right Mrs Chapman – I could get in a lot of trouble if I give it to the wrong person, you know.’

      ‘Well, we don’t want that,’ she replied. The evenness of her tone surprised her, the way she could still act as though everything was normal. She held out her hand for the letter and he passed it quickly across so that it would not be out long in the rain. Clare took it and slid it into her bag without so much as a glance. ‘I’ll read it at home in the dry,’ she said.

      ‘Good idea.’ With a touch of his hand to his cap, he swung his leg over the seat of his bike and turned back along the road the way he had come. She turned to watch him go, the bike weaving dangerously around the potholes. Then, with one hand clutching her bag with its precious letter inside it to her side, she set her feet once more towards the farm.

      
      The farmhouse kitchen was empty when she got there. Everyone was outside, working in spite of the rain. Lighting the stove, she set the kettle on to boil. Then, standing close to it for the warmth, she drew out the letter from her bag, and ran her eyes across it.

      
      Mrs W. Chapman

      c/- Rowan Farm

      Ashenden, SOMERSET

      
      The name and address were transcribed in a neat and regular hand she did not recognise and there was no return address, but she knew at once what it was. She held it between her fingers for a moment before she put it aside, slipping it into her cardigan pocket for later, unequal to the emotion she knew it would evoke.

      The back door swung open with a creak and Clare swung abruptly towards it, a flash of guilty heat across her body as though she had been caught in the middle of some forbidden act. But it was only Bridget and the rush of panic subsided. The two women gave each other an instinctive smile. Not for the first time Clare wished she knew Walter’s sister better, but there never seemed to be the chance: the farm, the children, Simon, her mother – Bridget rarely had a moment to herself.

      ‘You were out early.’

      ‘I went to see the vicar. There’s going to be a memorial …’ Clare shrugged.

      ‘Mum will like that.’

      ‘How is she?’ In the hollow of her own grief in the days since the news she had barely spared the other woman a thought.

      It was Bridget’s turn to shrug. ‘She’s still refusing to leave her bed.’

      The kettle started to hiss and Clare moved to warm the pot. When she turned back Bridget had sat down at the table, head resting on one hand. Her eyes were shadowed and dark, and Clare saw traces of the same sadness she had often glimpsed in Walter. She looked exhausted.

      ‘And how are you?’ She moved behind Bridget’s chair and touched the other woman’s shoulder. Bridget shifted her hand to catch at Clare’s fingers and gave them a squeeze.

      ‘I’ll be all right,’ she said, though her tone belied her words. ‘I’m just worried about Mum.’ She let go of Clare’s hand and made to get up to see to the tea, but Clare stopped her with a gentle press of her fingers.

      ‘I got some buns for the children,’ she said. ‘But you could have one if you like? I ate mine walking home.’

      Bridget smiled and nodded and a companionable silence fell as Clare made the tea and Bridget took out a bun from the bag.

      ‘Poor Mum,’ Bridget said at last. ‘I think after losing Dad as well last year, it’s all just too much. Walter was her baby boy. She always loved him best, in spite of how she treated him.’

      Clare gave a small smile of agreement. ‘He wasn’t meant for war,’ she said, and her fingers instinctively sought out the letter in her pocket, touching the cool sharp edges of the envelope. She wanted to read it now with an almost fierce desperation to know the truth. But she wanted to read it alone, so she brought her hand back once more to the table, and took another mouthful of tea.

      ‘He was a good big brother,’ Bridget went on, filling the silence. ‘He was never mean to me. Not once. He teased me, of course, but it was always good-natured, never unkindly meant.’

      Clare smiled. ‘He was always kind. It was his gift. Even when I provoked him.’

      ‘He was a saint with Mum,’ Bridget said. ‘I don’t know how he did it – she was awful to him at times. Especially when he decided to join the church.’

      Clare looked up from her tea with interest. Walter had only told her a little of this story – it had not been his way to talk ill of anyone, no matter how deserved.

      ‘What happened?’

      Bridget set down her cup and fingered the handle as she spoke. ‘Mum and Dad always just assumed he’d take over the farm eventually, even though it was obvious to anyone with eyes that he wasn’t cut out for it. He had no interest, no aptitude. Even as a boy he always had his head in a book and though he did his chores and helped out when he was asked, it was always only out of duty. I always knew he’d never take it on, right from the start, but I suppose they simply saw what they wanted to see.’

      Bridget took a mouthful of her tea and shifted her gaze to look out of the window towards the farm, remembering.

      ‘I think they started to worry when he refused to leave school at fourteen like the other boys hereabouts. There were awful rows that went on for days – it was like living in a battlefield at times, but he got his way in the end. Under all that sweetness, there beat a heart of steel – once he decided on something, nothing could sway him from his purpose.’ She turned back to Clare with a smile. ‘I’m sure you know that as well as anyone. The same as joining up, I’m guessing.’

      Clare nodded. ‘A will of iron.’

      ‘He finished school and won a scholarship to university. That was the end of it really – Mum and Dad had no say after that – he didn’t need their support and though he asked for their blessing, he would have gone regardless.’

      She said nothing, waiting for her sister-in-law to continue. They had never talked so openly before, and for the first time Clare saw the possibility that they might become proper friends. Walter would have been pleased to see it – he was very fond of his sister, and in a rare moment of regret he had once told Clare that his own freedom from the farm had cost Bridget hers.

      ‘After he left Mum and Dad blamed each other, and the rows went on. So when Simon proposed I was only too eager to accept, to escape. Too eager, it turned out …’ She trailed off, thoughts apparently turning briefly down a different track before she remembered the story she was supposed to be telling. But Clare stored that moment away in her memory, another tale to be told at a future time that might bring them closer.

      ‘You lived in the village?’ she prompted.

      ‘Yes. Simon’s parents ran the post office back then and we lived with them there. Like all the local boys he’d done farmwork from childhood, so when Dad couldn’t manage any more, it was only natural we’d move back and he’d take over the running of things.’ She looked up with a small shrug of resignation. ‘You know the rest.’

      She did. She could remember in perfect detail the conversation at the farmhouse table, the final appeal for Walter to return to his roots. They had borrowed a car to drive down from Bristol not long after they were married, and she was heavy with Eric, her time nearly due. Walter had still been a curate then but he had not wavered even for a heartbeat, in spite of his mother’s tears and his father’s gruff appeals to make an old man happy.

      ‘I’m sorry you got saddled with it,’ Clare said. ‘Walter was too.’

      Bridget shook her head with a smile. ‘I don’t mind being on the farm. It’s what I know. I love the land and I’ve no desire to do anything else. It’s just …’ She stopped mid-sentence and lowered her head to look at her hands where they were clasped on the table in front of her.

      ‘Living with your mother?’ Clare supplied.

      Bridget raised her eyes, and her fingers twisted against each other on the table, as though she were suddenly nervous. She opened her mouth as if to speak, hesitated, then closed it again. Clare waited, but then the other woman unclasped her hands and sat back, and the moment passed.

      On the mantelpiece the clock struck ten with soft quick chimes and they turned their heads towards it. Clare remembered the letter and took it out of her pocket.

      ‘This came today,’ she said, holding it out to show her sister-in-law. ‘I couldn’t bring myself to open it straight away.’

      She laid it on the table and Bridget shifted round so that they were sitting side by side. Clare lifted her head to the door in the brief fear they would be interrupted but there was no one close by, and the noises they could hear were of people working further off – the distant hum of the tractor, voices catching now and then on the breeze. The letter lay unopened on the tablecloth in front of them and Clare let out a rush of breath, heartbeat quick and a tingling in her limbs. Then she reached out and as she picked it up it trembled in her hands. She cast a quick glance to Bridget, who gave her an encouraging nod. Slowly, Clare slid the butter knife along the fold of the envelope, took out the single sheet of paper and opened it out to lay it on the table so they could read it together.

      
      
        
        Caen, France,

        10 August 1944,

      

      

      Dear Mrs Chapman,

      It is my unhappy task to write to you with the details of your husband’s death.

      
      Clare lifted her eyes from the page. Her breath seemed to stop in her chest at the word. So brazen there in black and white. Neat bold letters that spelled it out. She still couldn’t frame it in her mouth. She looked sideways to Bridget, who had stopped reading too, waiting so that they could continue together. With reluctance, she lowered her eyes again to the page.

      
      I had the great privilege to know your husband for some months before he died in the battle for Caen. He was a brave and conscientious man, whose presence among us brought much comfort and hope to us all. He was not only a wonderful chaplain but also a generous and big-hearted man, whose spirit and good humour will be very much missed by all of us who served with him. I am sure I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know, but please be assured that we appreciated everything that Walter Chapman had to give to the world, and I am very grateful to have had the pleasure of knowing him. He will not easily be forgotten.

      You will be relieved to hear that his death was quick, and that he died surrounded by his comrades, who were able to ease his passing with kind words of comfort.

      I hope this brief letter helps you in this most difficult time. Please accept my sincere condolences,

      Yours sincerely,

      CAPT. Roger Allan.

      
      Clare leaned back in her chair, eyes blurred with tears, and the two women sat in silence. Outside in the yard they heard the clop of hoofbeats and the rumble of wheels on stone. The old sheepdog gave a half-hearted bark in its wake before lapsing again into silence.

      ‘I wonder if it’s true,’ Bridget said. ‘That he died quickly, I mean. Dad told me once that in the last war the officers always used to write stuff like that, whatever really happened.’

      Clare nodded. She had wondered the same thing. ‘I choose to believe it,’ she said. It was easier to bear than the visions of her dreams.

      ‘Yes,’ Bridget agreed. ‘Perhaps that’s best.’ She drank some of her tea, and glanced at the clock. ‘I should get back,’ she said. ‘Always lots to do. A woman’s work and all that …’

      They smiled at each other. ‘I’ll get started on lunch. I was going to make some pasties. If you see the children, send them in for their buns.’

      At the back door to the cottage, Bridget turned back. ‘Are you going to show Mum the letter?’

      She hesitated, ashamed to realise she had not even thought of it. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Not yet. I’d wait a while. It’ll only upset her more.’

      Clare nodded, unaccountably relieved. She could put off talking to Mrs Chapman a little while longer.

      
      Halfway through making the pasties the children clattered in, wet and flushed and arguing. Eric came in last and she saw at once he had been crying. She wiped the pastry from her hands on a towel.

      ‘What’s all this?’ she demanded.

      The children fell silent – Clare was rarely sharp, but years in a classroom had left its mark. They stood in a little group, fidgeting as she looked them over. Henry was only eleven but he already had his father’s roughness, dark hair tousled and wet with drizzle. He stared resolutely at a spot on the flagstones just before his feet. Beside him, Eric rubbed at his eyes with the back of his hand, and Lizzie, the youngest, was still trying to catch her breath.

      ‘What have you been up to?’

      ‘Just playing, Auntie Clare.’ Lizzie was a natural peacemaker. Clare imagined Bridget had been just the same at that age; they shared a sweetness.

      She looked towards Eric, who had lowered his head to stare at the floor so his face was hidden.

      ‘Eric?’

      ‘Just playing,’ he confirmed, without raising his head.

      She hesitated. She was concerned for her son, but she had no wish to embarrass him in front of the others. She would talk to him later, she decided; perhaps he would tell her more when they were alone, though she suspected he probably would keep his secrets – recently he had stopped confiding in her as he once used to do.

      ‘Go and get cleaned up,’ she ordered. ‘There are buns for morning tea, but you’ll have to share them out. No arguing.’

      Their faces lit up and they turned as one to run to the stairs, a thunder on the floorboards. She could hear them overhead, footfalls and excited chatter as she turned her attention back to the half-made pastry, working it without care or attention so that it was difficult to roll out, and would not hold together.

      
      Walter’s mother finally left her bed at suppertime and the kitchen subsided into an awkward silence when she took her place at the table. She said nothing, her head bowed, and Clare exchanged a look with Bridget.

      ‘How’re you feeling?’ Simon asked, and his voice was rough and loud in the hush.

      Mrs Chapman raised her head and fixed him with eyes that were bloodshot and puffy. ‘How do you think I’m feeling?’

      He shrugged, and Clare liked him better for his refusal to be bullied. ‘Just asking,’ he replied, and dragged out a chair from the table to sit down. The legs screeched on the stone floor and Mrs Chapman flinched at the sound. Clare drew in a deep breath. Be kind, she reminded herself. Walter would want you to be kind. She has lost her only son, after all.

      Sensing the tension, the children put aside their card game in uncharacteristic silence and took their places. Bridget began to ladle out the stew.

      ‘Rabbit?’ Mrs Chapman sniffed at her bowl.

      ‘Yes,’ Bridget said. ‘Fred Wakeman brought them this morning.’

      ‘What did you give him in return?’

      ‘Some potatoes and a loaf of bread. It’s all he’d take.’

      ‘I don’t like that man,’ Walter’s mother muttered as she picked up her fork. ‘I don’t trust him.’

      No one replied. Fred Wakeman lived in an all-but-derelict cottage on the edge of the village and got by as best he could foraging and hunting, and growing what vegetables would survive in the poor patch of ground beside his house. The children loved him, and Walter had told her of happy hours spent in the old man’s company. Now and then, if she thought Mrs Chapman wouldn’t notice, Clare took him a pasty or a jar of jam. She promised herself to do it more often.

      ‘Walter liked him,’ she heard herself say. She couldn’t help it, even though she knew it was unkind.

      Mrs Chapman’s fork froze on its way to her mouth. The table held its collective breath as she turned her head towards her daughter-in-law.

      ‘My son thought the best about everyone he met. He was not always right.’

      Clare said nothing. It was true that Walter always saw the good in people – it was one of his gifts, and she had often envied him for it. She tried to see the good in his mother now and find a connection in the grief they shared but she could see no chink in Mrs Chapman’s armour, no place to reach out to. Try, she told herself. Walter would want you to try.

      ‘I went to see the vicar this morning,’ she said.

      ‘Did you now?’

      There was an awkward pause.

      ‘And why was that then?’ Simon prompted, helpful for once. She flashed him a grateful glance.

      ‘To ask about a memorial service. For Walter.’

      ‘I don’t want a memorial service,’ Mrs Chapman snapped. ‘Either it’s a funeral or nothing.’

      ‘I want a memorial service,’ Clare said, though until that moment she had barely cared one way or the other. ‘It’s the proper thing to do. Walter would have wanted one, to lay him to rest.’

      ‘I’m his mother and I’ll decide.’ She put down her fork and shoved the bowl with the remains of the uneaten stew away from her, like a child who
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