ONE-

To BEGIN WITH, IT was a perfect English morning: one of
those dazzling days in early April when a new sun makes it
seem suddenly like full-blown summer.

Sunshine broke through the fat white dumplings of the
clouds, sending shadows chasing one another playfully
across the green fields and up into the gently rolling hills.
Somewhere in the woods on the other side of the railway
line, a nightingale was singing.

‘It’s like a coloured plate from Wordsworth,” my sister
Daphne said, almost to herself. ‘Far too picturesque.’

Ophelia, my oldest sister, was a still, pale, silent shadow,
lost in her own thoughts.

At the appointed time, which happened to be ten
o’clock, we were all of us gathered more or less together on
the little railway platform at Buckshaw Halt. [ think it was

the first time in my life I had ever seen Daffy without a
book in her hand.
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Father, who stood a bit apart from us, kept glancing
every few minutes at his wristwatch and looking along the
track, eyes squinting, watching for smoke in the distance.

Directly behind him stood Dogger. How odd it was to
see these two men — gentleman and servant — who had
been through such ghastly times together, standing dressed
in their Sunday best at an abandoned country railway sta-
tion.

Although Buckshaw Halt had once been used to bring
both goods and guests to the great house, and although the
rails remained, the station proper, with its weathered
bricks, had been boarded up for donkey’s years.

In the past few days, though, it had been hurriedly made
ready for Harriet’s homecoming: swept out and tidied up,
its broken windowpanes replaced, the tiny flower bed
weeded and planted with a small riot of flowers.

Father had been asked to go up to London and ride with
her back to Buckshaw, but he had insisted on being at the
little station at Buckshaw Halt to meet the train. It was,
after all, he had explained to the vicar, the place and man-
ner in which he had first met her all those many years ago
when both of them were young.

As we waited, I noticed that Father’s boots had been
polished to a high-gloss perfection, from which I deduced
that Dogger was currently in a much improved state. There
were times when Dogger screamed and whimpered in the
night, huddled in the corner of his tiny bedroom, visited by
the ghosts of far-off prisons, tormented by the devils of the
past. At all other times he was as competent as any human
is capable of being, and I sent up thanks that this morning
was one of them.
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Never had we needed him more.

Here and there on the platform, small, tight knots of
villagers, keeping a respectful distance, talked quietly to
one another, preserving our privacy. More than a few of
them stood huddled closely round Mrs Mullet, our cook,
and her husband, Alf, as if doing so made them, by some
magic, part of the immediate household.

As ten o’clock approached, everyone, as if at an ar-
ranged signal, fell suddenly quiet, and an unearthly hush
settled upon the countryside. It was as though a bell jar had
been lowered upon the land and all the world was holding
its breath. Even the nightingale in the woods had abruptly
ceased its song.

The very air on the station platform was now electric, as
it often becomes when a train is approaching but not yet in
sight.

People shifted uneasily from foot to foot, and the faint
wind of our collective breathing made a soft sigh on the
gentle English air.

And then, finally, after what seemed like an eternal
stillness, we saw in the distance the smoke from the en-
gine.

Nearer and nearer it came, bringing Harriet — bringing
my mother — home.

The breath seemed sucked from my lungs as the gleam-
ing engine panted into the station and squealed to a stop at
the edge of the platform.

It was not a long train: not more than an engine and
half a dozen carriages, and it sat resting for a few moments
in the importance of its own swirling steam. There was an

odd little lull.

the dead in their vaulted arches for demy offset @113%.indd 7 27111/2013 09:58



8 - ALAN BRADLEY

Then a guard stepped down from the rear carriage and
blew three sharp blasts on a whistle.

Doors opened, and the platform was suddenly swarming
with men in uniform: military men with a dazzling array of
full medals and clipped moustaches.

They formed up quickly into two columns and stood
stiffly at attention.

A tall, tanned man I took to be their leader, his chest a
wall of decorations and coloured ribbons, marched smartly
to where Father stood and brought his arm up in a sharp
salute that left his hand vibrating like a tuning fork.

Although he seemed in a daze, Father managed a nod.

From the remaining carriages poured a horde of men in
black suits and bowler hats carrying walking sticks and
furled umbrellas. Among them were a handful of women in
severe suits, hat, and gloves; a few, even, were in uniform.
One of these, a fit but forbidding woman in RAF colours,
looked such a Tartar and had so many stripes on her sleeve
that she might have been an Air Vice-Marshal. This little
station at Buckshaw Halt, I thought, in all of its long his-
tory, had never before been so packed with such an assort-
ment of humanity.

To my surprise, one of the suited women turned out to
be Father’s sister, Aunt Felicity. She hugged Feely, hugged
Daffy, hugged me, and then without a word took up her
station beside Father.

At an order, the two columns marched smartly towards
the head of the train, as the large door in the luggage van
slid open.

[t was difficult, in the bright daylight, to make out any-
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thing in the dim depths of the van’s interior. All I could see
at first was what seemed to be a dozen white gloves dancing
suspended in the darkness.

And then gently, almost tenderly, a wooden box was
handed out to the double column of waiting men, who
shouldered it and stood motionless for a moment, like
wooden soldiers staring straight ahead into the sunshine.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the thing.

It was a coffin which, once clear of the shadows of the
luggage van, gleamed cruelly in the harsh sunlight.

In it was Harriet. Harriet.

My mother.
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