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“The causes of war are always falsely represented; its honour is dishonest and its glory meretricious, but the challenge to spiritual endurance, the intense sharpening of all the senses, the vitalizing consciousness of common peril for a common end, remain to allure those boys and girls who have just reached that age when love and friendship and adventure call more persistently than at any later time … while it lasts no emotion known to man seems as yet to have quite the compelling power of this enlarged vitality.”

— Vera Brittain 
Testament of Youth 



Prologus, 1910
HATTIE

HATTIE? ARE YOU in there, Hattie?” Will lay down on his stomach and crawled through the maze of branches they had threaded together to camouflage the entrance to their secret cave. “Gol dang it, Hattie. Why’d you run off with Jimmy’s quarterstaff and ruin the game?”

Hattie didn’t want to look at her brother, didn’t want him to see her moist eyes. “And why’d you take his side? ’Cause he’s your friend and I’m just your dumb little sister?”

Will shook his head. “I never said that.”

“Jimmy did.” Hattie’s voice squeaked. “Every time Jimmy gets to play, he’s Little John, ’stead of me—and Herbie’s Allen a Dale and Frankie’s Will Scarlett and Tom’s Friar Tuck.

“First, they don’t want me to play. Then, if I play, they only want me to be Maid Marion and sit in the dungeon waiting to be rescued or back at the tree house cooking venison stew.

“I don’t want to be Maid Marion. I want to be Little John. I can knock the blocks off the Sheriff’s men as good as Jimmy.”

Will shook his head again. “I know you can. But you gotta understand—a fellow can’t let his sister be Little John.”

“You can too. You just don’t want to.” Hattie gripped the quarterstaff fiercely and turned it in her hands.

Palms up, he beckoned to his sister. “Come on, Hattie. The lads would laugh at me.”

Hattie took the quarterstaff firmly in both hands and threw it to him. “Take what you came for and get back to your friends.”

Will winced. “You and me will always be the best of friends, the very best. I swear it—like we always have.”

Hattie pretended not to hear. Will backed out of the cave on his hands and knees, dragging the quarterstaff in front of him. When Hattie couldn’t see him anymore, she leaned forward and yelled at the brambles.

“Don’t you say it, Will Tamblyn, ’cause it ain’t true and you know it. It ain’t true.” She sat back on her haunches and whispered, feeling the drops slide down her cheeks. “Not anymore.”



April 1918
HATTIE

HATTIE JUMPED TO HER feet and grabbed her blue sweater as soon as she saw Dada drive the wagon into the yard. It was her turn for a letter from Will and she was sure there would be an envelope for her with the ymca mark in the left corner. In her excitement, she almost slid down the banister like she and Will used to do when they were kids.

The thought of how her mother would react stopped her in time. Everything seemed to pain Mima these days. Her hair hadn’t even been gray in 1916 when Will and Jimmy and Frankie and all their friends enlisted. Now it was almost white.

Hattie stopped short at the kitchen door. Her mother stirred a large kettle on the stove. Her father stood close beside her and they talked in hushed tones.

Dada looked over Mima’s shoulder. “Morning.”

“Was there mail for me?”

“No.” Dada shook his head. He pushed up his shirt-sleeves and poured water from the pitcher into the basin. Laying his hands flat in the water, he grabbed the bar of soap and rubbed it carefully between his hands. Hattie had watched him and counted ever since she was a little girl. He was always precise—rubbed the soap between his hands sixteen times, then squirted it from between his hands into the dish, rubbed one palm over the back of the other hand, then switched hands and did it again. He cleaned each nail carefully with the file, starting with the pinky on the left hand and finishing with the thumb on the right. Hattie must have watched him do this a thousand times and he never once varied his method.

“Hattie,” he said, patting his hands dry with a towel, “I want you to fix up the room in the barn loft for a hired man. He’s coming this afternoon.”

“Scrub it up good,” her mother added. “Clean bedding and towels. And you can put Aunt Delphine’s basin and pitcher up there. It’s in the cold room beside the jars of applesauce.”

“Where’d you find him?” Hattie asked. Her father had been looking for help on the farm almost since Will left for France. Her younger brother Johnny was thirteen and big as a man, but Dada was fierce that he stay in school. Men willing to work on farms were scarce. Dada had tried a few, but none had worked out. Some were just biding their time until they could sign up to go overseas, some were just too sickly to do the work. He let the last one go at harvest time after he disappeared on Saturday night and Dada and Johnny found him Sunday morning passed out from drink in the gutter in back of the livery stable in town.

Now, her father coughed and rubbed his chin as an answer to her question.

“Sergeant Murphy knew we needed help, what with planting to do, so he’s put us in touch,” her mother said.

Paddy Murphy was an old friend of her father’s from Havelock. He’d joined the army and was now at the local depot. So it made sense that he’d help out, but Hattie couldn’t help but feel that something was out of place, that something wasn’t quite right.

Hattie took off her blue sweater; she didn’t want to get it filthy sweeping out the barn loft. Trading it for one of her mother’s ample smocks, she took the broom, a mop, some rags and a scrub pail half full of hot water and headed across the yard.

Her father caught up with her out of sight of the kitchen window. “Wait,” he said, pulling a card from the inside pocket of his coat. “This was in the post for you. But don’t tell your mother—you know how worried she gets.”

Hattie set down the pail and took the card—a field post–card from Will. She nodded to her father. “Mima was fine before Mrs. Nelson told us soldiers only send field cards just before a battle where they might be killed.”

“Well, it’s best she don’t see it.” Dada turned toward the horses still hitched to the wagon and Hattie slipped the card into her pocket. She went into the barn and climbed the makeshift stairs to the loft. Putting everything but the broom in one corner, she leaned on it, thinking about the job ahead of her.

The loft was dirty after a winter of disuse: mostly dust, cobwebs and mouse droppings. As she attacked it with the broom, sweeping everything out the door and off the steps to the barn floor below, she tried not to look at the walls. The boards, fastened together with too many nails and not quite on the square, always reminded her of Will. He’d built this room, with Dada’s permission, the summer he was fourteen.

She remembered him shinnying up the thick rope sus–pended from the barn roof and swinging on it until he could launch his body through the door into his room. Hattie had looked up at him enviously until he shouted. “Hattie, come on, you can do it.”

Her mother would have pitched a fit at the sight of her daughter, skirts hitched up, swinging from a rope like a hooligan. But Mima rarely went into the barn, so Hattie had been free to follow her brother into the loft.

The stairs had come later, built by her father after Will had sailed for England and Mima refused to have a hired man sleep in the house.

Every swish of the broom brought back memories she tried to avoid: planning adventures, reading secret books, avoiding extra chores and their little brother. By the time she finished sweeping and scrubbing the place into shape, her heart was like a path with too many footprints on it.

She pulled the postcard out of her pocket and studied it for clues. She pressed it between her hands trying to imag–ine where he was when he wrote it and what he would have said if he’d been able to write a letter. Maybe it was the long distance the card had traveled or the many people who’d handled it, but Hattie could find no trace of her brother on the card. Even his signature and the date at the bottom in his own hand seemed rushed and formal.
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She hated fixing this room up for some stranger instead of for her brother. Maybe if she imagined she was arrang–ing it for Will, it would be easier to do.

With the cleaning supplies lugged back to the house, Hattie dug in the linen closet for sheets, blankets and a runner for the top of the dresser. She polished up the basin and pitcher and found an old flower vase. Maybe she could find some trilliums.

As she staggered through the kitchen loaded with sup–plies, her mother added a book to the pile. “Put this away somewhere special, dear. Mr. Wilson dropped it by for Will, asked if we’d send it with our next parcel. Thought he might like it, I suppose. Wasn’t that nice of him?”

“Yes, Mima.” Whenever her mother thought about Will these days, the rest of the world didn’t exist. Couldn’t her mother see that she was loaded down with things for the loft and didn’t have time to find a special place for Mr. Wilson’s book? But it was best not to point that out. “I’ll send it as soon as I finish the balaclava and that last pair of socks.”

In the loft, Hattie arranged the basin and pitcher and the vase on the dresser. She laid down fresh straw and made up the bed before she took a close look at the book, A Knight on Wheels, by Ian Hay.

“Oh, that’s funny,” she said out loud. Will would have thought it was funny—reading a book by Hay on a straw bed.

THE WIND WAS GENTLE and the sun warm on her back but Hattie could find no trilliums. So she wandered into the woods where she and Will had played Robin Hood when they were kids. It wasn’t an accident. She wanted to hide the field card in the stone box in their old hideout.

This cave seemed so big when we were kids, she thought as she knelt, feeling with her hand for the box. We’d haul branches to camouflage the entrance and hide from the Sheriff’s men.

There, the smooth touch of soapstone. It was a keen box. Their Uncle Fred, Dada’s oldest brother, who’d been everywhere, even to the gold rush in the Yukon, had brought them a block of stone. He showed them how to cut a lid with a hacksaw and to sharpen old spoons with a file to scoop out the inside.

The day Will left for Halifax, Hattie brought the box out here, vowing to keep every letter Will sent her in this charmed place. She put the field card on top of the last letter she’d received, the one she wished she hadn’t, the one she knew almost by heart.

Dear Hattie, 

By the time you get this letter, you’ll know that Frankie Hamilton was killed. Writing to his mother, telling her how brave he was and all, was the hardest thing I ever had to do. But if this gets past the officer and his black pen, I can tell you how it really was and maybe I won’t feel like such a godawful liar.

The battalion was in reserve and three of us, Frankie and I and a sapper from Kingston, were in this bombed out house. I had orders not to leave the telegraph and Fritz was pretty quiet, so we played a few rounds of our favorite game.

Frankie’d been winning our money and was feel–ing pretty chipper when all of a sudden, he rolled snake eyes.

“Dang it to hell,” he says, “I’m jinxed now. I’d better lie low today.”

We kept playing, but he was pretty jittery. It didn’t help when Fritz sent a few coal boxes over on the line.

A few minutes later, a medic comes by. He needs someone to help him carry a stretcher to the aid sta–tion. I look at the sapper, who’s busy trimming his fingernails with a pocketknife. I can tell he’s not going to go. And I’m supposed to stay with the telegraph, which leaves Frankie.

But when I look at Frankie, his eyes are big and round like marbles and his face is almost gray. He’s still holding the dice in one hand and they’re jiggling, dancing in his hand, but I can tell he’s not doing it on purpose.

“Frankie.” I bang him on the shoulder. “Frankie, I’m going to help out the medic here, okay? You listen for the telegraph, you hear?”

Frankie snapped out of it a little, gave me a bit of a grin.

“And if the officer comes by,” I say, “tell him I went for a whizz.”

I grab one end of the stretcher, and we slog it through the mud back to the first aid station. Jerry had upped his shelling and whizzbangs exploded all around us. The medic said for me to wait until it slowed down, but I had to get back to the telegraph.

It only took me a half hour to go to the aid station and back, but when I got there, what was left of the house was gone. Just a pile of crumbled stone. The sapper and Frankie were both dead. I could hardly stand to look at him, like it was my fault for steal–ing his good luck. But maybe if he’d have taken the stretcher, he’d have got it anyway. I took his diary and stuff from his pocket to send to his ma and pa. And when the detail came to bury him and they lifted him onto the stretcher, the dice fell from his hand into the mud.

I’m sending them to you ’cause they’re sure bad luck over here. Keep them safe until I come home. Give my love to Mima, Dada and Johnny, but don’t tell them about Frankie.

Love, Will

Hattie returned the box and its contents to the cave and strolled over the hill, away from the woods. The last time she’d read that letter she’d thought she saw something in the woods. A flash of red in the middle of winter couldn’t be easily explained. Except in their games, when they were kids, Frankie had always been Will Scarlett, worn a cape made from an old red petticoat. Hattie shuddered. She didn’t want to think about it.

From around the bend in the road where the bridge crossed the Indian River, the army truck full of soldiers slowed, then stopped at the farm gate.

“Will.” Hattie thought at first, then realized it was foolish.

A tall broad man barked an order. Two soldiers grabbed a third by the arms and threw him from the truck. He staggered backwards and fell heavily in the mud and gravel of the drive.

Hattie held her breath as he lay there for a few seconds. Then pushing himself up on his elbows, he turned to get up. Hattie, lifting her skirts, ran to find out what was going on.

Last fall’s grass was brown and soft under her feet, the pungent smell of decay fresh in her nostrils. Hat–tie thought she recognized one of the men in the truck, Pete Harker, a boy they’d gone to school with. He lifted a heavy canvas kit bag and hurled it at the man they’d thrown off the truck, knocking him backwards again onto the gravel.

“Hey!” Hattie yelled, lifting her arm as if she could stop what was happening fifty yards away from her.

Pete Harker yelled at the man on the ground. “Now you’ll have to carry it, won’t ya?”

The truck roared off down the concession. Pete tipped his cap at Hattie as his mates started singing, “It’s a long way to Tipperary, It’s a long way to go.”

By the time Hattie had reached the farm gate, the young man had picked himself up and was brushing the mud from his long khaki pants.

“Are you all right?” Of all the questions she wanted to ask, this was the only one Hattie would allow herself. Who was this young soldier? Why did the others treat him so roughly? And what was he doing here?

He raised a pair of serious brown eyes with a look of directness that made Hattie regret she’d asked that much.

“I’m David Ross. Mr. Tamblyn is expecting me.” He raised his right hand as if to offer it to her. A quick glance seemed to make him think better of it and he grabbed his kit bag with it instead. Swinging it over his shoul–der, he stood still, as if waiting for Hattie, his grave eyes looking at her.

"Dada's in the barn." She hesitated, twisting the tie of Mima's smock with one hand. "I'll take you to him, if you like." He nodded. "I'm Henrietta," she said, as an after thought, "but they call me Hattie."

He was already walking up the drive when Hattie saw the wound on the back of his head, the bloody mass almost hidden by his chestnut hair, the edge of his collar dark with it.

Hattie tried to say something, but all she managed was a strangled squeak. What was wrong with her this morn–ing? She was never hesitant, always bold, much too bold for Mima’s liking. Something about this tall mysterious young man made her unsure of herself.

His long strides were more than Hattie could match. She lifted her skirts and ran after him up the long steep drive. He was already talking to her father when she reached the barn.

Dada was his usual reserved self.

“Hattie will show you where to put your things,” he said with a nod toward the loft room.

“But he’s wounded,” Hattie blurted out, finally finding her voice. If she had stopped to imagine what their reaction would be to her statement, she would never have guessed correctly. David’s face twisted as if in pain and his dark eyes looked positively haunted.

Her father looked at her, Hattie thought, as if she’d com–mitted a mortal sin right there on the barn floor, instead of merely stating the obvious.

“On the back of your head, Mr. Ross,” Hattie said.

He lifted his hand and felt the spot gingerly, then inspected his bloodied fingers. "It's just a scratch, Mr. Tamblyn," he said. “I slipped and fell on the drive.” He indicated the mud on his uniform as if it was proof of his lie, Hattie thought.

Dada looked at her sadly. “Take him to his room, get him some warm water and salts to clean that up, then bring him down to the pasture. We’ll be working on the fence.”

LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Hattie’s mother sent her for the eggs. At the chicken coop, Johnny sat on the step, a pail of eggs beside him.

“Mima thought you weren’t home,” she told him. “You’d better get up to the house.”

He turned slowly toward her. “I can’t.”

“Good gracious, what happened?” His right cheek and eye were swollen and pink. A cut above the eyebrow had dripped blood down the side of his face. Hattie put one finger under his chin and lifted to get a better look. “That’s going to be a black eye.”

“Yeah.” He grimaced.

“What’s the matter? Usually you’re proud as punch when you come home with a shiner.”

Johnny made no reply, just hunched over and covered his face with his hands. Hattie couldn’t understand it. Johnny was always getting into scraps, but he never worried about it. Like water off a duck’s back, Mima always said. Hattie didn’t like the fighting, didn’t think that Johnny should have to do that. Will never had. All the same, she’d never seen him upset about it.

“Come on,” she coaxed, “why don’t you tell me how bad the other guy looks.”

At first Hattie thought it was a hiccup she heard, then she realized it was a sob. “I’ll get some water, fix you up.”

When she got back, he let her sponge the blood from his face and neck. He didn’t even wince when she put dis–infectant on the cut and covered it with a plaster. It was an epidemic of bravery, Hattie thought. David Ross had acted the same when she’d cleaned his gash.

“Who hit you, Johnny?”

His jaw clenched as if to hold back the words.

Judging by the swelling on his face, it was someone with a powerful fist and a venomous rage. Then she knew. “It was Thatch, wasn’t it?”

“No!” His voice was louder that it needed to be.

“Stook, then.”

He shook his head. She made him look her in the eye.

“Was it both of them?” It would be just like those Ham–ilton twins to pick on someone younger. Mima said they’d been wild from birth—the story was that Mrs. Hamilton had stopped during harvest only long enough to deliver them before she was back in the fields stooking grain. And Will never had any use for them. One spring after he’d caught them torturing a raccoon in Sherwood Forest, Will had a fight with Frankie over it. Hattie remembered him telling Frankie to “keep those hellion brothers of his off our property.”

Johnny looked her straight in the eye. “No.”

“You are getting to be a good liar, aren’t you? This has Hamilton written all over it. I’m not going to let those bullies get away with this, no matter how big a man you think you are.”

The swelling around his eye seemed to throb. “Don’t, Hattie. It wasn’t Thatch, I swear.” His voice dropped to a mere whisper. “It was Billy.”

“How can I believe that?” Hattie sponged the blood spots on his shirt. Billy Hamilton, Frankie’s youngest brother, was the quietest kid on the line. He was also Johnny’s best friend.

“He said Dada’s getting a conchie to work on the farm.”

“What?” Hattie couldn’t quite understand what she’d heard.

“I said it wasn’t true, that Dada would never have a damn slacker on the place. Not with Will in France, not with me to help on the farm.” Johnny’s voice raised in pitch.

Everything was starting to fall into place: the soldiers in the truck, how they’d thrown David Ross into the gravel, how he’d looked when she’d said he was wounded. Oh God, she’d said he was wounded.

“You listening, Hattie?” Johnny looked at her quizzi–cally.“Yeah, I’m listening. But why did he hit you? Did you hit him first?”

“No!” It would have been a mark of shame for Johnny to hit first when his opponent was smaller and younger than he was. His face fell and his shoulders slumped. He barely whispered. “I said Frankie was a coward, that he was afraid and didn’t die like a hero at all.”

“Johnny! Why?”

“I don’t know,” he blurted out. “I knew right away I shouldn’t have.”

Hattie looked at him, but he turned his eyes away. Then her stomach sank and she knew what he’d done. She took him by the chin and made him look her in the eye. “You read Will’s letter, didn’t you?” Silence. “Didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Did you tell Billy?”

“Hey, that hurts.”

She loosened her grip on his chin. “Just tell me.”

“No, I didn’t have time. He walloped me with a rock.”

“You listen to me, John Patrick Tamblyn. Don’t you ever tell about that letter. You understand?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to burn it and that’ll be the end of it. The Hamiltons have enough grief.”

HATTIE HAD NEVER seen Johnny this miserable, not even when Will left on the train. She took the pail of eggs from him as they reached the house.

“You wait here,” she said. “I’ll take care of it.”

Johnny slumped onto the stairs and cupped his chin in one hand.

The kitchen was full of steam from the pot of boiling potatoes. Hattie put the pail on the counter.

“Johnny’d already got the eggs,” she said.

“That so?” Her mother eyed her with suspicion. “Then what took you so long? And why didn’t Johnny bring the eggs himself?”

“He got a shiner, Ma, in a fight with Billy Hamilton. I said I’d tell you about it.”

Mima bent her head to one side and raised her eyebrows at Hattie. “And how could young Billy give our Johnny a shiner? Did he stand on a stool and wallop him with a two-by-four?”

“Something like that.”

Mima’s eyes flashed. “The little blister. I’ll speak to his mother.”

“No, Mima, don’t.” Hattie rested one hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Johnny said something awful to Billy, something he had no call to say … about Frankie.” The light in her mother’s eyes extinguished. “He wasn’t just being mean. Billy teased him, said we were getting a con–chie to help on the farm. Don’t punish him, he’s miserable enough already.”

Her mother turned to the stove, stirred the milky water and speared a potato with a long-handled fork.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” Hattie whispered.

“What is?” Lifting the heavy pot off the stove and balancing the lid to allow a stream of water, Hattie’s mother poured the liquid from the pot into the slop for the hogs.

“Mr. Ross is not just a hired man, is he? He’s a conchie!” Hattie spat out the hated word.

Mima wiped the steam from her face with the bottom of her apron. “Your father’s health is not too good—he needs another man to do the work. And if that young man is here on the farm at least he’s doing something that needs to be done instead of cooling his heels in a jail cell. We need him and I don’t want to hear another word.”

JOHNNY SAT ON THE porch holding a wet cloth to his eye. Hattie sat beside him. The barn door slammed and their father strode toward them with unusual purpose just as an old buckboard rounded the curve by the woods. Johnny groaned.

“Him!” Hattie felt her hackles rise.

The small wiry driver jumped from the wagon and ran to keep up with Dada as he approached the porch. Hattie had never seen her father so angry—every muscle in his face looked tight and the skin was flushed pink. With what Hattie thought was great determination, her father relaxed his jaw and turned to the smaller man.

“What can we do for you, Eli?”

Eli waved his hands. “Not a thing, Mr. Tamblyn. Eli was hoping he could do something for you. You’ll be needing help with the fences?”

Dada shook his head slowly. “We’re much obliged to you, Eli, for all your help. But no, we won’t be imposing any further—hired a new man today.”

Eli lowered his eyes, slumped his shoulders. “Eli was hopin’ … ”

“Hattie, get some eggs for Eli,” her father said.

“Oh no, sir, Mr. Tamblyn. You’re too good … ”

Hattie ran to get the eggs, the quicker to get Eli Hough off the property. He weaseled something out of Dada every time he came—simpering and whingeing. He probably knew about the conchie already—if Margaret Hamilton knew, everyone on the line knew. But Eli would pretend all the same, if he thought he could get something. And he could always get something from Dada. It wasn’t that her father was a soft touch all around—he’d had little patience for the hired hand they’d found drunk in town, barely giv–ing him time to throw his few clothes in a bag.

Mima stood beside her and watched her pack the eggs. “So he’s back for more, is he? Worth having a conchie on the place just to be rid of him.” Hattie hadn’t seen such a blaze in her mother’s eyes in months and she took the chance to ask. “Why does Dada give him things all the time? Can’t he see that he’s a snake?”

The blaze smoldered. “It’s her. He still feels sorry for her.”

“Eli’s mother?” Hattie knew the story—how Mr. Hough, an old bachelor farmer, had gone away one summer and came back with a teenage bride.

“I did too—left a widow a year after her wedding — pregnant and no menfolk to help her out. But that wasn’t our job to fix. Your father figured differently.” Waving Hattie’s hands aside, she tossed three or four eggs on top with just enough force to crack the ones beneath. Laying a fresh cloth on top she handed the basket to Hattie. “There is a limit to Christian charity.”

Astonished, Hattie went outside, where Eli was still whingeing.

“ … don’t need to give Eli something.”

“Nonsense,” Dada said, passing him the eggs. There was a long moment of silence as the Tamblyns waited for Eli to leave. He never takes a hint, Hattie thought.

“Much obliged to ya, Mr. Tamblyn. Hattie.”

Don’t slide your greasy smile at me, she thought, as he climbed back in the wagon and clicked to the team.

When he was gone, Dada drilled his eyes into Johnny.

“Get me a switch.”

Dada had never switched anyone. Not even when Will had rolled off the hay stack and tipped the bucket, break–ing all the eggs. He’d been mad and Will did extra chores for a week, but Dada hadn’t switched him.

“You heard me—get a switch.”

Johnny stood up, fumbled in his pocket for his knife and walked toward the woods. He stopped at the edge and bent to cut a piece of willow.

“Dada,” Hattie almost whispered. “He feels real bad already and Billy walloped him good. You don’t need to switch him too.”

“Stay out of this, Hattie. T’ain’t your concern.”

That’s the trouble, Hattie thought, it was her concern. If she’d burnt that letter to start with, none of this would have happened. But if she told now—it’d look bad on Will as well as Johnny. Johnny shambled toward them, dragging the branch. She had to do something.

“Dada, Billy teased him about us getting a conchie, about … Mr. Ross. Johnny didn’t know—he thought it was a lie. He thought … ” She stopped when she saw the look on Johnny’s face.

“You mean it’s true,” he spat. “A dirty conchie?”

Hattie’s father held his hand out for the switch. “You listen to me, both of you. While Mr. Ross is here, helping us on the farm, I don’t want to hear the word conchie, nor slacker, nor shirker, nor coward neither. You’re to treat Mr. Ross as if he was any other hired hand and that’s an end to it. Do you hear?”

Johnny turned on his father with a look of seething hatred. “Mr. Hamilton said he’d let his hay rot on the fields before he’d let a conchie stack it.”

“Hugh Hamilton would cut off his nose to spite his face, boy. How do you think Will and all those other boys are going to get fed if we do that? The govern–ment may not think we’re ‘doing our bit,’ canceling the farm exemption and all, but they’ll be singing a different tune if we don’t get the fields planted and harvested.”

Calm and gentle by nature, her father did not often get riled up. Now, the exertion seemed to drain the anger from him and Hattie thought she’d try again.

“Johnny didn’t know. Don’t switch him.”

But as her father turned with the switch in his hand, she realized that she’d miscalculated. “I don’t care what he knew. And I don’t care what disagreements you or I may have with the Hamiltons. There’s not a reason in the world to insult their poor dead boy. None.”

None, except that what Johnny had said was true. Hattie looked at her brother. His eyes flashed defiance, but he set his lips in a cold straight line. “No, sir, none.”

Mr. Tamblyn pointed to the barn with the willow switch and Johnny marched toward it without another word. Hat–tie sank onto the steps and covered her ears.

A sound reached through, but it wasn’t what she’d expected. It was a cow bell—David Ross was leading Nefertiti up the path toward the barn. Lord, it was bad enough Johnny got switched, he didn’t need to have the cause of it all bursting in on them.

“Mr. Ross!” She gathered her skirts and ran, planting herself between him and the barn.

“Yes, Miss Hattie?” His look was unsettling. He seemed to know just what she was thinking, although that was impossible.

“Ah … supper.” It was the only thing she could think of.

“Supper?”

“Yes, supper will be ready directly.” He made as if to continue to the barn, but she stood her ground.

“Your father asked me to bring this one into the barn. We found her down by the river.”

Hattie moved to the side but started petting the cow, stroking her neck. “She likes the river. Thinks it’s the Nile, don’t you? Queen of Egypt, after all.”

“Queen of Egypt?”

“Nefertiti, that’s her name, silly old cow. Will named her after they found that tomb in the desert. Makes her quite exotic, doesn’t it?”

The barn door opened and Mr. Tamblyn strode toward the house, flinging the willow stick away from him as he went. Hattie waited, her hand firmly on the cow’s rope, but Johnny didn’t come out.

“I’ll take her in for you, Mr. Ross. I know where she lives. That way, you can be washed up in time. Mima gets frightful when we’re late.” That was a lie, but it was all she could come up with on short notice.

He looked puzzled. “Mima?”

“Mum,” she explained. “My mother’s family were Irish, so we say it like that.”

ONCE THE DISHES were done, Hattie wrapped a warm shawl about her shoulders and sat knitting on the verandah. Their house had never been as lively since Will went overseas, but tonight it seemed like a tomb.

Johnny had gone directly to his room after his third piece of pie. Dada read the newspaper and Mima drank tea and watched him turn the pages. Before the war, Mima had considered it a shame that she’d never learned to read. When Dada would read the Examiner of an evening, she would watch him attentively, ask questions about the latest news. He would read whole sections of it to her aloud and they would discuss, argue and laugh about the foolishness of the world, as Mima called it. She never asked about the newspaper anymore.

Hattie pulled out her dressmaker’s tape and measured the balaclava she was making for Will. Six more inches before it was done, and every inch seemed to take forever. Maybe it was the thin yarn and the small needles she was using, but she wanted it to be finely knit and warm.

Will had lost the first one she’d sent him and she’d started on a new one right away. But with the delay in the mails and how long it was taking her to knit this one, Will wouldn’t get it until May, when it might be too warm for it.

“Hattie, are you going to bed?” Dada tapped gently on the door frame.

“In a bit. I want to get some more done.”

“Can you see properly out there?” Dada was always con–cerned about her eyesight.

Hattie shrugged and turned up the flame on her lamp.

“Sure, I’m fine.”

“Good night then.”

When the light from her father’s lamp disappeared upstairs, Hattie put her knitting in her lap and let her shoulders slump. It had been an agitated day. Johnny was the worst she’d ever seen him.

Johnny’s hero worship for Will went over the top the minute Will came home in his uniform. But hero worship had quickly turned into hatred of the enemy and all things German. Following the lead of Thatch and Stook Ham–ilton, Johnny and Billy dug elaborate trenches, wrapped cloth strips around their calves like puttees and tied kitchen knives to wooden sticks for bayonet practice. They talked about dirty Huns, Jerrys, Heines, Turks, slackers, conchies and “doing your bit.”

Johnny wasn’t going to understand why their dad had David Ross on the farm. Heck, she wasn’t sure she did. It was pretty clear, by the look in his eyes at the table tonight, that Johnny felt betrayed.

Darn that letter. She had told Johnny she’d burn it but she already knew she couldn’t do that. Every letter and card she’d gotten from Will in the last two years was in that box. And every time she added another, it felt like a charm for his safety. If she burned that letter and something happened to Will, she’d never forgive herself.

She would move the box. But where? She couldn’t put it in the house; her mother might find it. It had to be someplace special. Will’s room in the barn was not pos–sible, now that David Ross was staying there. There was only one place left.

In a clearing in the middle of the woods, there was a large flat rock. Left over from the last Ice Age, Will said. It had stood as Nottingham Castle in all their childhood games.

Every time the Sheriff was defeated and the prisoners rescued, Will, the undisputed Robin, would stand on the rock. His fists above his head, he would announce, “Freedom from tyranny, freedom for the peasants and justice for all.”

And the Merry Men—Jimmy, Frankie, Herbie and Tom — would quaff pitchers of ale and roast large joints of venison.

Hattie was sure she could bury the box near the rock without anyone knowing about it. She tidied her knitting and stuffed it into the cloth bag she used to keep the yarn clean. Grabbing the lamp, she headed for the barn to get a spade.

Halfway across the yard, she stopped. A light suddenly appeared from inside the barn, flickering through the small window in the hayloft. But the light was moving. Gradually it dwindled from view, only to reappear, seeping through cracks in the barn door.

It must be David Ross going out to the toilet. Hattie braced herself. He would see her as soon as he opened the door. There was a haunting quality about him that made her nervous despite his quiet voice and gracious manners.

But the door didn’t open. The light passed by the door then seemed to vanish into the interior of the barn. Hattie waited, but nothing happened. The night air crept into her clothing, chilling her arms.

“This is ridiculous,” she said under her breath. It was her barn, her spade. She had every right to walk in there no matter what time of night it was. After what happened today, she couldn’t leave the box where it was any longer. And she needed that spade.

Hattie put the lamp down outside the barn door. She knew Dada kept the garden tools just inside. Using both hands, she edged the door open a crack, then a little wider, a bit more, until the opening was big enough for her to slip through.

She waited a minute for her eyes to adjust to the light, then spied the tool she wanted a few steps to her left. To her right, on the far side of the barn and partially obscured by one of the beams, was David Ross.

He sat on a tall three-legged stool pulled up to Dada’s workbench. His back to the door, his fingers flew along the workbench as if he were playing a piano. Hattie shud–dered and turned to get the spade. She wanted to get out of there as fast as she could without drawing his attention. He didn’t seem to pay her any mind, though, as she grabbed the tool and squeezed back through the door.

Retrieving her lamp and walking as quickly as she dared, Hattie crossed the yard and entered the dark safety of the woods. She carried the spade upright but had to untangle it from branches several times as she made her way to the cave.

Collecting the box wasn’t difficult. Carrying the box, the spade and the lamp at the same time through the under–brush was more of a problem. At one point, she put them all down and tied her skirts up so she wasn’t threatened with tripping at every step. Eventually she made it to Not–tingham Castle Rock.

Using the tip of the spade, she outlined a section of sod, digging only until she hit the dirt below. Then she pried the sod loose, lifting it as carefully as pie crust and setting it aside. She dug a hole large enough to hold the box, car–rying each shovelful of dirt into the trees and scattering it. With the box in the ground, she sprinkled a bit of dirt on top and replaced the sod. Carefully working the edges, she scattered leaves and twigs in places where the seams might be visible.

Only when she was finished did she hear the sounds that didn’t sound like they belonged. The cracking of a branch that was too loud to have been made by any of the resident animals; a rustling in the leaves that was out of time with the wind.

Turning around with the lantern gripped in her right hand, she cast the meager light as far as she could toward the woods around the clearing but could see nothing out of the ordinary. So with her heart pounding faster than usual and her breath short, she took the spade and headed for home.

Hattie was thankful she’d tied up her skirts; it was much easier to tear up the path to the house. She stopped briefly each time she thought she heard crashing behind her. But every time, what she heard could have been the echo of her own steps. What made her scared was that she wasn’t sure.

Breaking out of the woods, she pelted for the house, recklessly swinging the lantern. Hattie crashed up the stairs and through the door, not caring what noise she made. The silence of the house filled her ears and she stood panting by the back window, still clutching the spade and the lamp.

As she watched the edge of the woods in the light of the quarter moon, Hattie saw a dark shadow, faint but tangible, emerge from the trees. It stopped, then moved quickly across the road and out of sight toward the river.

Hattie shivered and leaned the spade behind the door. He must have followed her. Her mouth went dry at the thought of what might have happened. He seemed so polite and gentle—could he have meant her any harm? She wished he’d never come, this David Ross.
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