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ISOBEL DISCOVERS THE CASUALTIES OF WAR 

Winter clouds lay low among the high hills of North Northumberland as District Nurse, Isobel Ross, cycled up the muddy track towards Pine Tree Farm. The farm lay grey and square against the hillside like a piece of geology from another time. 

Below her the road wound along the valley bottom for three miles until it came to the village of Thornbury, while above and around her the hills towered, and enclosed, their tops still capped in snow. 

She arrived puffing and panting at the farm gate and dismounting propped her bicycle alongside the wall. A gaggle of geese came running towards her across the yard. 

‘Mrs Lewis,’ she called, trying to make her voice heard above the noise of the geese. ‘Mrs Lewis, it’s Nurse Ross.’ 

After several minutes a small, grey-haired woman came out of the kitchen doorway and, picking up a broom, shooed away the geese—allowing Isobel to slip through the gate. Keeping on the right side of her rescuer Isobel edged her way to the safety of the house. Once inside she assumed her professional role and crossed to the man sitting waiting in the chair by the table. 

‘Morning, Nurse. Sorry to drag you up here on a day like this but my ulcer is giving me bother again.’ 

‘That’s fine Duncan, Doctor Turnbull said you had been in to see him.’ 

Placing her bag on the table Isobel took off her coat and laid it over a chair before turning to Duncan Lewis’s wife. ‘I’ll just wash my hands first.’ 

‘It’s all ready for you, Nurse,’ she said, nodding to where a new bar of soap and a clean towel lay on the bench alongside the sink. 

Isobel washed and dried her hands then turned to the task of tending to Duncan Lewis’s badly ulcerated leg. ‘I thought it was healing nicely the last time I was here. What happened to make it erupt like this again?’ She had unwound the bandage and was gazing at the weeping sore. 

‘I don’t know, Nurse.’ He hung onto his hitched up trouser leg and frowned. ‘It’s a real nuisance.’ 

‘I’ll clean it up and re-bandage it, but you must be careful not to bang it or rub it up against anything. The doctor has asked me to call in twice a week and re-dress it, so I will see you again on Friday.’ Isobel cleaned his leg and put on a fresh bandage, before straightening up. 

Mrs Lewis had stood quietly by while Isobel saw to her husband but once she was finished she asked, ‘Can I get you a cup of tea, Nurse?’ 

‘That would be very welcome, thank you.’ 

While the tea was brewing she chatted to Duncan about his sheep, the weather and how the new collie pup was working out. Several times as they sat at the table sipping tea Isobel formed the impression that Mrs Lewis had something on her mind. Waiting until they were out of the house and crossing the yard again to the gate, Isobel asked, ‘Is there something I can help you with, Mrs Lewis?’ 

The geese came running towards them with outstretched wings and straight necks as Isobel shot through the gate. 

The farmer’s wife clutched the broom to her chest and stared down at her feet. 

‘It’s our boy, Nurse. He flew bombers but he crash-landed on his way home and was badly hurt. He lost a leg and his face . . .’ her voice drained into a whisper as her expression dissolved and tears dampened her cheeks. 

‘They tell us at the hospital that they have done all they can for him. They are going to send him home.’ 

‘Well that’s good news, isn’t it?’ 

Setting the broom to one side the older woman grasped the top rail of the gate, her knuckles showing white beneath the careworn skin. ‘He’s not himself though, Nurse. It’s like we’ve lost our boy and been given a stranger in his place. Whenever we visit him at the hospital he just sits in his room and stares out of the window for hours at a time. He won’t walk in the grounds with us or anything and he’s as thin as a stick. I’m so worried, I can’t think what I’ll do when he comes home.’ 

Isobel could see that the poor woman was beside herself and tried to be as cheering as possible. ‘Didn’t the hospital warn you to expect changes in him when he came home?’ 

‘Well yes, they did say that men who had lost limbs and mobility could take a long time to recover and that they may develop a bitter or difficult behaviour pattern, but we knew our boy wasn’t the sort to cause trouble. I never lost a night’s sleep with him when he was a baby, not even when he was teething. And he never gave us a minute’s worry as a lad. Not like some folks’ families you hear about.’ 

‘Would you like me to talk to your son when he comes home?’ 

The woman’s face lit up with relief. ‘Oh, Nurse would you? I’d be ever so grateful.’ 

‘No problem, Mrs Lewis. Now I must fly, I’ll see you on Friday.’ 

‘Goodbye, Nurse.’ 

Isobel put her bag into the basket on the front of the bike and climbing on board propelled herself down the steep uneven track to the valley floor. The cold wind nipped her ears beneath her uniform cap and she practised taking one hand at a time off the handlebars to hug it under her armpit for warmth. 

The Lewis’s son was the last thing on her mind as she reached the cosy little cottage known as the Nurse’s Home. She pushed her bike into the garden shed and crossing to the back door went to lift the latch only to have the door open of its own accord. 

‘Hello, who’s there,’ she called, entering the kitchen and dumping her bag onto the worktop. She picked up and cuddled the welcoming cat. ‘Who have you let into our home, Mr Churchill,’ she asked the round, bewhiskered face of the gold and brown striped cat. 

She looked up at the sound of heavy footfalls and gaped at the uniformed figure in the hall doorway. ‘Alan.’ It came out in a breathless whisper. ‘Oh Alan!’ The cat was dropped as she ran into the arms of the waiting man. His arms came around her and he held her close. When at last he released her she stood back and let her eyes wander over him, assuring herself that he was unharmed. 

‘How long do we have?’ 

He shook his head. ‘Twenty-four hours, I report back in the morning.’ She beamed at him and slowly his mouth lifted in a smile. ‘It’s good to see you, sis.’ 

She put everything in her pantry into a slap up meal and brought out a bottle of homemade elderberry wine she had been saving for just such an occasion. They had only each other, their parents having died of cancer one after the other several years ago. Each parent had been an only child and they had never known their grandparents. 

After the meal they sat by the fire and Isobel talked while Alan listened. It hadn’t always been like that in the past. Alan had been the boisterous one, full of fun and mischief, you couldn’t shut him up. Slowly he’d changed as one by one his friends had been lost in dogfights and bombing raids. 

It was during a long silence that Isobel thought of the Lewis’s son again. Had he, like Alan, seen too much and lost too many to ever be the same person he had been before. Would his parents, she wondered, ever truly be able to understand what had happened to him? 

Alan had been taught to fly by their father who had been a pilot in the First World War. He had enlisted in the Royal Air Force prior to the outbreak of war and at the ripe old age of twenty-nine was already considered a veteran of many missions. 

Clock chimes alerted her to the time. She was due at evening surgery in ten minutes. Alan assured her he was quite happy napping in the chair by the fire until her return. 

*          *          * 

The surgery was in the back room of the doctor’s house. She made her way through the crowded waiting room acknowledging the nods and murmured greetings. 

‘Ah, Nurse there are two idiots in need of patching up after a brawl, perhaps you will attend to them.’ Doctor Turnbull snapped on her entrance. He was a small wiry man with a brusque manner that put many people on their guard, but he was the only doctor for several miles and in Isobel’s opinion a good one. 

‘Certainly, Doctor.’ She called the men in one at a time and cleaned and sticky-plastered their wounds with the exception of a cut eyebrow that needed stitching and a head wound that needed pressure to stop it bleeding. 

The last on the list was Bobby Dunn and Isobel sighed. Bobby lived in a shack on the moors. He was invariably drunk, dirty and lousy. He had been told time and again never to come to the surgery until the waiting room was empty to avoid contaminating everyone else. 

The doctor turned his head and gave Isobel a sympathetic glance as Bobby ambled into the room. For every time the old man came it meant Isobel had to stay behind after surgery and disinfect the whole place. 

‘What’s wrong with you, man,’ the doctor growled. 

‘I need something for m’ innards, m’guts is killing me.’ 

‘The only thing killing you is the drink. I’ve told you before cut the drinking; you’ll get nothing from me until you do.’ 

The old man bent over the doctor’s desk and cried, ‘It’s not the drink, I tell you. It’s m’guts. I’ve been poisoned.’ He shook his head. 

Isobel could see the lice falling onto the desktop. 

‘Get across the room,’ the doctor bellowed, wafting his desk top with some papers. 

‘Just give me something to help, Doc, and I’ll go.’ 

Turning to Isobel, Doctor Turnbull said, ‘Give him a bottle of SGM, Nurse, and get him out of here.’ 

As Isobel was wiping down ledges, the desk and chairs, the cleaner arrived. Isobel had to smile when the woman said, ‘I see old Bobby’s been here again, Nurse. He’s a terrible disgrace that man. They should lock him up, he’s a health hazard to decent people, he is.’ 

‘It’s the drink,’ Isobel excused him. 

‘Drink be blowed. It’s all that rummaging around in people’s bins, why he leaves more mess behind him than the deer when they come down off the top, and it can’t be good for him eating rubbish. Why just last night her that lives next to the church put some of that DDT around her bins to keep prowling animals away.’ 

Isobel was horrified. ‘She shouldn’t be doing that, anyone’s cat or dog might pick it up.’ 

‘Only strays, mind you.’ The woman commented continuing with her mopping. 

Isobel decided to keep Mr Churchill indoors until she could speak to the woman who so carelessly spread poison around her bins. She finished up what she was doing and left the surgery with a cheery, ‘Goodnight,’ to the cleaner. 

As she walked back to the cottage however, her thoughts kept returning to the poison and just as she reached her door she knew why. Had Bobby taken something from the bins that had been contaminated with the poison? Much as she wanted to spend precious time with Alan, she knew she wouldn’t rest until she had been up to the shack to check on him. 

When she told Alan of her decision he insisted he accompany her. It was dark by now, so armed with two torches they set out along the main street of the village and up the back path to the moors and Bobby’s home. The flame of an oil lamp flickered in the window as they approached the shack. A cold wind made Isobel shiver. There was no answer when Alan rapped on the door. 

‘We should just go in,’ she said. ‘The chances are that he’s sleeping off the drink.’ 

So they opened the creaking door and went in. The air was heavy with the stench of sour drink and body odour. Alan shone his torch around revealing a table littered with empty cans and dirty food packets on which cockroaches were feasting. 

‘Stay there,’ Alan ordered his sister, as he moved forward to investigate a second room. Moving forward with care he prodded the body on the bed. Bobby groaned. 

Outside for a breath of clean air, Alan told Isobel that the man was still alive but had been sick. 

‘If there is any chance at all that he has accidentally taken that poison then we must get him to hospital,’ she said. ‘You will have to go back down to the village and phone for an ambulance.’ 

‘Is there no-one in the village who could take him to the hospital?’ 

‘Not in his state, no.’ 

‘I don’t like leaving you here on your own.’ 

Isobel gave a gentle smile. ‘I’m in no danger, not like you are every time you fly out on a mission.’ 

He gave her shoulder a quick squeeze then turned and headed off down the path back to the village. It was half-an-hour before he returned to tell her that an ambulance was on its way, and a further hour before two men arrived panting up the hill to the shack. One of the men carried a rolled up stretcher and Isobel led them inside. 

When they came out carrying an unconscious Bobby between them, after letting Isobel know what they thought of the conditions they had found him in, they asked Alan to light their way back down the path to the ambulance. ‘I have to go with him,’ she told Alan regretfully as they stood and watched the men loading the stretcher into the ambulance. 

‘How will you get back?’ 

She shrugged, ‘I’ll get a lift back.’ 

‘I’ll be here until noon.’ 

Isobel could feel the familiar lump in her throat as she wrapped her arms around his neck. ‘I’ll be back before you go,’ she promised. Then she climbed into the waiting ambulance and the doors slammed shut. 

*          *          * 

Friday morning saw Isobel back at the gate of Pine Tree Farm waiting for her escort across the yard. Some unseen event had upset the geese that morning for they came charging at the gate heads extended, hissing and jabbing at the rails. Terrified of the creatures, Isobel, after a swift look round to make sure no one was watching, lashed out with her bag at the two heads stuck through the gate. The heads were withdrawn but her swipe at them seemed to have infuriated them more and even Mrs Lewis when she arrived had trouble chasing them off. 

‘How are you this morning, Duncan?’ Isobel asked upon entering the kitchen. 

‘Just the same, Nurse,’ he said, pulling up his trouser leg. ‘The wife says you’ll be talking to our Jack when you’ve finished with my leg.’ 

Isobel looked up from washing her hands. ‘He’s home?’ 

‘Yes,’ he looked over her head to where his wife stood beside the sink. ‘Thing is, it isn’t easy, Nurse,’ and here he took a deep sigh. 

‘No of course it won’t be easy at first, but things will settle down.’ 

‘I don’t mean . . . thing is he wants to die, and he’s asked me to help him.’ 

Isobel halted in the middle of treating his leg and gazed up at the man’s face, set now in grim lines. Her heart jumped a beat then, settled down again. ‘He’ll be depressed, Duncan, he won’t know what he’s saying.’ 

She heard Mrs Lewis’s quiet sobs behind her. Swiftly finishing off her work on the ulcer she stood up and crossing to the sink, washed her hands once more. Drying them on the towel she said, ‘Right, I’ll see him now if you will be so kind as to lead the way, Mrs Lewis.’ 

They left the kitchen and walked down an inside passage to the door of the front room. Opening the door and stepping softly inside Mrs Lewis said in a quiet voice, ‘There’s someone to see you, Jack. It’s Nurse Ross.’ 

A chair was set in front of a tall window and all Isobel could see of the occupier was the back of his dark head. She nodded to Mrs Lewis indicating that the woman could go now. Then she walked across the room until she was standing alongside the chair. There was a beautiful view through the window of a river winding its way through the surrounding hills, like a silver ribbon wrapping an untidy parcel. For a while there was silence. Then Isobel said, ‘My brother is a fighter pilot.’ 

The man in the chair nodded his head in recognition of her statement. When she looked down at him she knew his mother was right to worry. The skin on his face was parchment thin and stretched over sharp bones. Deep blue eyes were sunk back and stared from dark caverns with a fixed gaze. His clothes hung from his collarbones like washing on a line and thick black hair lay limp and greasy on his skull. 

‘Do you like what you see?’ The voice was strong but weary. 

‘It’s a beautiful view,’ she said, deliberately misunderstanding him. He must have been a good looking man once, she thought. Now most of his cheek and lower jaw had been remodelled and looked tight and raw. She gazed out through the window again before asking suddenly, ‘Do you like the countryside?’ 

‘I did, once,’ he said, with bitterness. 

‘I do a lot of walking in the hills. It gives you a great sense of perspective, I find.’ 

‘Well, I won’t be walking anywhere any more so is there some point to this visit?’ 

‘Only to make you aware of how much your parents are hurting.’ 

‘I am only too aware, thank you.’ 

What would I do if he were Alan, she wondered. Alan had changed, she recognised that, but even so he was a fighter. In this man’s place he would fight back she was sure of it. 

‘Your life is precious to them if not to yourself. They’re lost; they don’t know how to help you. They need you and if you can see that you may also see a way forward for yourself. Please try.’ 

Silence was the only answer and eventually she turned and left. 

*          *          * 

‘Does your son have any friends locally?’ she asked his mother on her way out. 

‘He’s always been a quiet boy, didn’t make many friends, but the ones he did make stayed.’ 

‘And have any of these friends been to see him?’ 

She looked shocked. ‘Oh no, he wouldn’t let us tell anyone what had happened.’ 

‘I see. Well thank you for this little chat, but I must get on.’ She laid a hand on the older woman’s arm. ‘Jack’s recovery will take a long time, Mrs Lewis but he’ll improve, I’m sure of it.’

‘Thank you, Nurse.’ 

*          *          * 

At morning surgery the following Monday she asked Doctor Turnbull if she could have a word. She brought him up to date on Duncan Lewis’s ulcer then went on to mention Jack. 

He hummed and hawed for a while then he looked over the top of his glasses and asked, ‘You’re going to take up this psychiatric clap trap, are you, Nurse?’ 

‘Of course not, Doctor.’ 

‘Glad to hear it. You don’t need me to tell you that men are being shot at and blown up every day. Unfortunately it’s what war is all about. Frequently they are patched up and sent out again unless they end up like this lad in which case there is nothing to be done but learn to live with it. It’s no good reminding him that he should be glad to be alive when so many of his friends are not.’ 

‘But he wants to die and has asked his father to help him.’ 

‘Then it’s to be hoped his father has more sense. Time, that’s the great healer, give him time to adapt.’ 

For once she disagreed with the doctor’s summation of the situation. In this case she felt sure that time would only worsen Jack Lewis’s depression. 

On her next visit to the farm the track up from the road was near impassable. It had rained all night and the unsurfaced track was like a waterfall. She had been soaked twice on her morning rounds and dried off each time by the kindness of her patients’ families. Now, as she skittered and slithered her way up the track getting soaked through once more, she finally gave up riding and dismounting from the bike continued to push it against the roaring water. 

Not caring where the geese were she let herself in through the gate and across the yard to the back door of the farmhouse. Mrs Lewis frowned as she greeted her. 

‘Oh dear, Nurse. You shouldn’t have come up here today.’ 

Isobel smiled. ‘I had other patients to see Mrs Lewis, but I must admit I wouldn’t have minded borrowing the doctor’s car just for today.’ 

‘Duncan’s bringing the sheep down for the lambing. If you take your coat off I’ll put it in front of the range here to dry.’ 

‘Thank you. How is Jack?’ 

‘Just the same, he’s eaten hardly anything, though I’ve made him all his old favourite things, game pie, suet pudding, and one of my bran cakes. He used to love a bit of that with a piece of cheese.’ Her eyes began to fill and she turned away. 

Isobel shook off her uniform coat and hat, rubbed her short blonde hair with the towel the woman had given her and sighed. ‘Well why don’t I pop in and see him while I wait for Duncan.’ 

‘You know where he is.’ 

Isobel nodded and headed down the passage to the front room. She tapped on the door and walked in. 

‘What do you want?’ 

‘Just a chat, I’m waiting for your father. He has a nasty ulcer that needs attending to.’ 

‘So I believe, and if I was any use at all I would be out there helping him.’ 

‘So why aren’t you?’ 

He turned towards her and lifting his mouth on the good side of his face, gave a half smile. ‘What do you suggest I would be good for? I could hammer in a fence post with my false leg I suppose,’ he said, rapping the said leg with the walking stick he kept near to hand. ‘Or perhaps I could just sit there and count sheep.’ 

Isobel sat herself on the end of the bed and faced him across the room. ‘Well self pity won’t help him, and you are right he does need help.’ 

Just for a moment the bleakness in his gaze frightened her, and then he flung his stick across the room and turned his back on her. 

‘OK, so you need to get your strength back first.’ She spoke quietly. ‘Does the leg still bother you?’ All she got was a grunt in response, but the lift of his chin told her that it did. ‘You need to eat, little and often and exercise. I’ll speak to your mother and see that she doesn’t overdo your meals, if you promise to exercise more.’ 

Getting up from the bed she walked over to where the stick lay on the floor and picking it up took it back to him. He accepted it without a word then turned to stare out of the window. 

Duncan was home when she returned to the kitchen and both parents turned towards her as she entered the room. ‘A little homemade broth or a coddled egg, small light meals little and often, Mrs Lewis. Leave the suet dumplings and pies until he’s a bit stronger.’ 

Then turning back to Duncan she said, ushering him into the chair, ‘If you could just find something he could do to help out on the farm, it might stop him brooding about himself.’ 

‘There’ll be plenty to do when the lambing starts, but I don’t want to pressure the lad.’ 

‘I don’t think he’s about to let you pressurise him into anything, but he needs to be active. So anything you can get him to do will help. And see if you can’t have a word with one or two of those friends of his to let them know he is home. You don’t have to ask them around just make them aware of the situation and leave it up to them.’ 

‘Right-oh, Nurse,’ he said, as Isobel got to work on his leg. 

Her damp coat lay heavy on her shoulders as she said her goodbyes and headed off down the slippery track back to the road and the village. 


AN ACCIDENT ON THE FARM 

Jack knew he was being unfair to his parents but he couldn’t help himself. He raged inwardly at the injustices in life. Why must the Almighty take his leg, when it left him so useless that he might as well be dead? 

His mother knocked on the door and came into the room carrying a bowl of soup and a cup of tea. She placed them on the small table by the bed and gave him one of her gentle smiles that made his eyes glaze with unshed tears. It was all he could do to turn his back and stare out of the window. 

At least in the hospital he had been one of many, his nightmares subdued by tablets. Here at home he was afraid to sleep for fear of screaming. What little memory he had of that fatal return journey, after being hit from ground fire and losing an engine, he had tried to bury in the reality of his fight to keep the old girl aloft. His co-pilot was dead, his crew depending on him alone to get them home. 

Moving over to the table he ate the soup and drank the tea. 

When he closed his eyes he was back there under the stars, smarting air from a hole in the window cooling his over-heated face. Voices in his head urging him onward. His journey was timeless for he never landed. Waking up to the reality of life was when the screaming began. Never being sure of whether awake or asleep the crying was a hellish nightmare filled with the urgency and fear of what awaited him. 

It was morning when his father came to ask if he would lead the horse in after Duncan and the old shepherd, Ned Craig, had unloaded some feed for the sheep. ‘I’d have brought him back myself but Ned wants me to give him a hand over the top and the lad isn’t here yet.’ 

Jack turned from the window where he had been watching the sun breaking through what had promised to be a miserable day. He wasn’t sure how he felt. He hadn’t left the room since his arrival. Now here was his dad asking him for help. He found himself nodding and reaching for his jacket. Slowly he followed his father from the room. 

*          *          * 

Bobby Dunn was back on the moor, the local policeman, Constable Burns told Isobel some days later. ‘He walked out of the hospital without as much as a bye your leave, Nurse. How he got back here heaven alone knows, but back he is, he was seen not half-an-hour ago by the postie.’ 

‘Oh no, that place of his isn’t fit for pigs let alone a sick man.’ 

‘I’ll be having a word with him, but I can’t force him to go back to the hospital if he doesn’t want to.’ 

‘Well somebody will have to do something about that shack, who does it belong to?’ 

‘I’ll be making enquiries.’ 

The news spread around the village so fast that when Isobel entered the surgery that morning Doctor Turnbull announced stiffly that Bobby Dunn couldn’t have been that ill when he was back so soon. Isobel knew he was in a grouch because he had failed to give Bobby the benefit of the doubt when the man had complained of a bad stomach. 

*          *          * 

That afternoon, while she was making herself a cup of tea, a crash and a thud had her hurrying through to her front room where a rock lay on her living room floor with broken glass all around it. ‘What on earth,’ she gasped. Figures flashed past her window to the clatter of passing feet and dissenting voices. 

Isobel rushed to her front door and flinging it open stepped out into the garden. The street was remarkable empty for five-fifteen on a midweek afternoon. 

Kids, she thought angrily, stepping back inside to survey the damage. She removed the stone and swept up the glass before going off to find something to cover the hole with until she could persuade Macky, the local odd job man to replace the window. 

Later, as she passed the Anderson shelters in the allotments on her way to evening surgery she noticed children playing and it struck her then that the shadows passing her window at the time of the rock incident had been rather too large to have been children. It was just a passing thought and was gone by the time she entered a near empty waiting room. 

‘Where is everyone?’ she asked Doctor Turnbull. 

The doctor was scribbling away at his desk and didn’t raise his head as he said, ‘Be thankful for small mercies, Nurse.’ 

‘Yes, Doctor.’ 

Darkness had fallen by the time she hurried along to the little shop on the corner of the street. The Mackenzies lived above the shop and while his wife ran the business, Macky worked when he felt like it, with odd jobs here and there. His great excuse was the part he played in the Home Guard, though no bombs or Germans had made there way to Thornbury as yet. 

The shop was shut and Isobel was on the point of rattling on the street door when who should come along the street but Macky and some of his Home Guard friends. About to open her mouth, Macky called to her from down the road. 

‘Ah, Nurse. Just the person we were looking for. Sorry about the window, it was an accident. I’ll be up in the morning to fix it.’ The other men with him were nodding their heads in agreement. 

Isobel could hardly believe her ears. ‘Accident? You mean you threw that rock through my window? Why on earth would you do such a thing?’ 

‘It wasn’t meant see,’ one of the others piped up. ‘We were chasing that dolt, Bobby Dunn.’ 

Isobel stared at them through the dusk. ‘You were what?’ 

‘He’s back in the village, Nurse, and the wives are going mad they don’t want him back here, he’s always hanging around the school kitchens and folks’ bins. And that filthy old coat he wears could stand up by itself.’ 

A tall man at the back said, ‘Kids are always hanging around him teasing him with one thing or another, so when our Sam got the nits it didn’t take any guessing to know where they had come from.’ 

‘That’s rubbish, anyone can get hair lice,’ Isobel said, feeling her skin begin to crawl at the very thought of them. ‘Bobby is not a well man, for you to be hounding him is cruel. I have already asked Constable Burns to look into the matter, so any more rocks flying around and he will know where to come.’ Turning her back on them she stomped off down the road.

*          *          * 

The next day Isobel was cycling out of the village on her rounds. As she reached the turn off for the farm she saw Duncan and his horse and cart approaching from the opposite direction. When it drew near she saw it was Jack not Duncan in the driving seat. He stopped and scowling down at her said, ‘Throw your machine on and climb aboard, I’ll give you a lift up.’ 

‘Thanks,’ she called, lifting the bike onto the back of the open cart and jumping up behind it. ‘I’m pleased to see you’re out and about,’ she shouted, straightening her cap and jiggling around to make herself more comfortable as the cart bounced and jerked over the humps and hollows of the track. 

Soon they made their way into the safety of the farmyard, only to be surrounded by geese. Isobel was contemplating throwing the bike at them and making a run for the kitchen doorway when Jack came around and lifting down her bicycle stood waiting for her to drop to the ground. 

Gingerly she let herself slide slowly to the ground watching warily for any threatened attack on her ankles. She took the handlebars from a grim faced Jack and edged slowly away from him. The geese had been known to attack the tyres of her bicycle on occasion which was why she now usually left it outside the gate. A sudden noise behind her had the geese scattering with fluttering wings and angry cries and Isobel bolted for the safety of the farmhouse. 

‘You did that deliberately,’ she accused Jack as he entered the kitchen a short while later. 

She was just finishing off bandaging Duncan’s leg. Duncan looked up surprised. ‘Who did what deliberately?’ 

Mrs Lewis coming in from the passage smiled. ‘Nurse Ross is afraid of the geese and Jack chased them.’ 

Duncan cocked an eyebrow at Isobel as Jack limped over to the sink to wash his hands. Isobel rose from her task and stood alongside him waiting her turn. His mother handed him a towel. He has the hands of an artist Isobel thought, as she watched him shake the water from his long fingers and take the towel. 

When he was finished he handed the towel to her and her heart did a tumble at the simple intimacy of the gesture. Though he was still terribly thin his mother assured her he was eating better. 

‘Just like you said, Nurse, little and often,’ she said after the inner door had closed behind him. 

‘He’ll be all right now,’ Duncan said. ‘He wasn’t too happy the first time I asked him to give me a hand, but as long as I don’t make too much of it he’s OK.’ 

Isobel’s twice-weekly visits to Pine Tree Farm were on Tuesdays and Fridays and followed by a call on Mrs Foster, a worker at Hill Farm, on the opposite side of the valley. The ride up was winding but not as steep as the Pine Tree Road, and much smoother. 

The maternity case was not going well. The widow had been allowed to keep her tied cottage on account that she worked the land. Today when Isobel arrived the pregnant woman was feeding the cows in the byre. Her youngest sat in a nearby manger while the other two played in the straw on the floor. 

‘How are you, Mrs Foster?’ 

‘Tired, Nurse,’ she said, stopping what she was doing and leaning on the pitchfork. 

‘I thought the doctor warned you the last time.’ 

‘I know, Nurse. I’ve always fallen quick. My hubby used to say he couldn’t hang his trousers on the bedpost afore I’d be off again.’ She was a tall middle-aged woman with badly swollen legs and red hair tied back with binder twine. ‘I’m right glad Farmer Heron sent word to Doctor Turnbull mind. He’s right good to work for, Farmer Heron. Many would have sent me and the kids packing when my man died a couple of months back, but he let me stay on. I’m a good worker though, if I say it myself and I have a good neighbour who doesn’t mind helping me with the kiddies.’ 

‘Are you eating properly?’ Isobel asked, keeping one eye on the precariously seated youngster in the manger who was chewing hard on the dolly peg in its fists. 

‘I’m fine, Nurse. They killed a pig next door a while since and let me have a piece, a good bit of belly pork and tatties and you can’t go far wrong.’ She gave a hearty laugh. ‘I’m afraid I can’t offer you a cup of tea cos we’re right out at the moment on account of the rationing.’ 

‘That’s all right, Mrs Foster. I’ll let you get on with your work.’ 

As Isobel cycled away she was far from happy at the situation, but there was little she could do about it other than to keep an eye on how the woman coped. 

Two more visits then she would be finished for the weekend and if she was lucky there may be some communication from Alan. 

Originally he had been stationed down south but six months ago he had been brought up north and now was stationed somewhere in Yorkshire, so she was hopeful of seeing more of him. 

Churchill was in the sulks and although he came forward to greet her on her return he refused to be cuddled. This was all because he had been kept indoors until the woman who lived next door to the church had swept up the poison and promised Constable Burns she would refrain from laying down poison again. The constable had made enquires about Bobby’s shack from the landowners and discovered that it had at one time been used as a keeper’s cottage. However, when the new cottage was built the old one had been forgotten, which was when Bobby had moved in.

Some days after the incident of the stone through her window, Isobel heard that the shack had been burnt to the ground. Who was responsible she never discovered but it meant that Bobby was taken into the workhouse. Macky had replaced the glass in her window and she was looking forward to a peaceful weekend. 

Sunday morning arrived chilly but bright and Isobel, disappointed at not having had word of Alan, decided to go for a walk. She would have liked to own a dog. Mr Churchill was a wonderful pet but more like a pair of comfy slippers rather than a walking companion. She made her way up onto the moors where the air was fresh and clear. The wind tugged her hair and the pewits dived and called their shrill cry. Rabbits scampered around a grassy hillock riddled with warrens. 

As she moved on up the hill and into the shaded cover of pine trees she watched a herd of deer crossing the path above her. The movement of birds and small mammals crackled in the undergrowth around her and the tops of the trees whispered in the wind overhead. 

A bare piece of ground to her right was bathed in light and as she glanced at the wonderful picture it made with shafts of sunlight slanting through the branches, a shadow moved across the space. 

Coming to a halt, she frowned, wondering if her eyes had deceived her. Another walker perhaps, but for some reason she didn’t think so. Curious, she moved forward. Now she could see other things in the clearing, a rough shelter, a dead fire, a line of what looked like a variety of bottles and jars. Could it be a hide for someone watching wildlife? No, they would hardly be likely to have a fire if that was the case. 

Then she saw him and could hardly believe her eyes. He looked up at the same time and saw her. He stood staring at her without saying a word. ‘Bobby, what on earth are you doing up here?’ 

‘They burnt it,’ he shouted at her. ‘They burnt m’house.’ 

She walked into the clearing and looked about her. ‘But you can’t live here. I thought you were in the workhouse in Rennington.’ 

He shook his great bear-like head. ‘Bad place. They burnt it.’ 

‘Why was the workhouse a bad place, Bobby? They would have fed you, and given you a place to sleep?’ 

‘Bad people,’ he turned away from her and began to wander off into the forest. 

Made him bathe and clean himself up no doubt, Isobel thought. But what was he surviving on and there was no drink available here. She went to follow him but he turned and shouted at her to go away. So she fell back to the clearing and decided to wait. 

Sitting on a tree stump she thought to give him half-an-hour then she would have to return home. She should inform the police of his presence here in the woods but somehow she felt reluctant to do that. She worried as to how he would survive. The lack of bathing and laundry wouldn’t bother him but without any social influence of any kind wouldn’t he revert to an animal-like existence, and she couldn’t let that happen. 

On the point of leaving she heard him returning and watched in amazement as he entered the clearing and dropped two rabbits and two fish down by the fire. ‘Traps,’ he said, nodding his head, and taking a knife from his pocket started to clean them. 

Isobel watched in fascination as he skinned and cleaned the rabbits then covered them in mud which he made from the water in one of his jars. Now he stirred the ashes of the seemingly dead fire and placing the covered rabbits in a hollow covered them with ash before bringing the fire back to life again. Once small flames began to appear he gutted the fish and skewering a hole through them stuck them on a branch and rested them across the two hearthstones one on either side of the fire. 

Isobel sighed. In the short time she had been here in the clearing Bobby had provided himself with not only one meal but two. The variety of jars and bottles were his water supply obviously from some source nearby. Satisfied that she no longer needed to worry about his welfare, other than his lack of company, she said goodbye to him and returned to the village. 

*          *          * 

When next she visited the Lewises there was no reply to her call for Mrs Lewis to come to her aid with the broom. So she was left with no option but to cross the yard taking her bike with her and keeping it between her and the geese. 

The kitchen door opened to the lift of the latch, but the kitchen when she entered it was empty. Calling still brought no response and with a puzzled frown she went through into the front room in search of Jack. Again the room was empty. 

The open doors didn’t surprise her for country folk rarely locked their doors. But to find the place totally deserted when they knew she would be visiting was a surprise. Moving to the back door she looked out across the yard and up the hillside beyond. There was no sign of a living soul anywhere. She went back inside and made herself a cup of tea. Time passed and still they hadn’t returned. Worried now she knew she would have to leave if she was to cover her other calls. So she scribbled a short message and leaving it on the table left the house. 

She called at the doctor’s first thing next morning to inform him that she would be fitting a second visit to the Lewis’s into her schedule, and was shocked when he said, ‘No need, Duncan Lewis was injured yesterday and is in the Royal Hospital.’ 

‘Why, what happened?’ 

The doctor looked at her over the top of his glasses. ‘He fell and hit his head. He has yet to recover consciousness.’ 

Isobel bit back her concern knowing full well that the doctor would think it very unprofessional of her to show any personal feelings. ‘Have we any idea how long he will be in hospital?’ 

‘None at all, it depends entirely when, and if, he recovers consciousness.’ 

‘I’ll cross them off my list then until I hear otherwise.’ 

‘That will be for the best. How is Mrs Foster coming along?’ 

‘She has oedema and her blood pressure is a little high, but apart from that she seems to be managing as well as can be expected in the circumstances.’ 

He continued down the list of Isobel’s patients asking after each and every one of them. And this was what endeared him to Isobel, for no matter how rude or gruff and outspoken he was she knew that deep down he cared deeply about the health and well-being of each and every one of them. 

‘Have you had any word from your brother?’ 

‘No, Doctor.’ 

‘Ah well he’ll be busy keeping those Germans off our backs, no doubt. He’ll be home soon I’m sure.’ 

A few days later Isobel decided to make an unofficial call on the Lewis’s. She had heard some unpleasant rumours in the village hinting that Jack had been responsible for his father’s fall. 

Mrs Lewis came out at her call. ‘What can I do for you, Nurse? Duncan’s not here,’ she told Isobel, as she came up to the gate. 

‘I know that, Mrs Lewis. This is just a social visit to make sure you’re all right, and to ask if there is anything I can do to help.’ 

‘Thank you, Nurse, but the doctor’s told me there is nothing anyone can do until Duncan wakes up, but if you’d like to come in for a cup of tea I wouldn’t mind the company.’ For once the geese ignored them as they crossed the yard to the kitchen. 

Once inside Joyce Lewis made the tea and they both sat down in front of the fire range surrounded by a crate and a couple of cardboard boxes in which lay five sleeping lambs. 

‘They’ll wake up soon enough and then we won’t be able to make ourselves heard above the noise,’ Joyce Lewis said. ‘I don’t know what we will do without Duncan. Old Ned is a grand help, but he’s getting on in years and young Billy Mackenzie who helps out part time, can’t wait for his call up papers to come through. The neighbours are all lending a hand with the lambing but . . .’ Her normally worried expression was more deeply etched than usual and she made no attempt to drink her tea. 

‘What about Jack?’ 

The woman’s chin wobbled and the cup rattled in its saucer. ‘In his room. He blames himself for Duncan’s accident but it wasn’t his fault.’ 

‘What happened?’ Isobel asked, gently taking the cup and saucer from the woman’s hand. 

Mrs Lewis sniffed then pulling herself together she said, ‘Duncan was in the barn sorting through some gates for the sheep pens. He had climbed over a pile of other stuff and when he found what he wanted he turned to hand them to Jack, but Jack couldn’t reach them and Duncan slipped and fell.’ She hesitated and gulped a mouth full of air before carrying on. ‘He hit his head on the concrete floor. Jack was standing over him when I went out to call them in for dinner. We don’t know how long he had been there because Jack couldn’t tell us. 

‘A neighbour called the ambulance and I went to the hospital with Duncan. I came home this morning on the bus because I couldn’t leave the farm and Jack for long. They promised they would send word the minute Duncan wakes,’ she said, raising her face to Isobel as though seeking confirmation. 

‘Of course they will. They will probably telephone Constable Burns who will come up and tell you what is happening.’ 

‘I was hoping Jack . . . but he won’t answer the door. He was in his room when I got home and he hasn’t come out since.’ 

‘Let me try,’ Isobel said, getting to her feet. 

She went down the passage and knocked on the door of the front room. ‘Jack, it’s Nurse Isobel. Please let me in, I have to talk to you.’ 

Silence. 

‘It’s news from the hospital, about your father,’ she lied. 

With her ear pressed to the door she could hear movement, so she stood back and waited but still nothing happened. 

‘Jack if you don’t or can’t answer I shall have to call on Doctor Turnbull who will probably send for help and you will be taken back to hospital.’ 

There was a scuffle then the door was slowly cracked open. Dark eyes flashed in a white stubbled face. ‘Go away,’ he snarled. 

She could smell the stuffy air of neglect in the room. ‘No, stop being so self-pitying and come and help your mother.’ 

‘What news from the hospital?’ 

‘The local policeman is going to bring a message when your father wakes up.’ He went to slam the door, but with the speed of a lamb at an open gate she shot her foot in the doorway. 

‘Come on, let me in, we have to talk.’ 

‘Say what you have to say then get out,’ he snarled. 

Isobel sat on the end of the unmade bed and stared at the back of his head. Speaking quietly she asked, ‘Where did it happen?’ 

‘In the barn. I couldn’t move, he just lay there and I couldn’t move.’ 

‘So you froze, it happens. But he’s in hospital now and being well looked after. Your mother needs your support now.’ 

‘I couldn’t help my father though could I!’ he cried. ‘Your time’s up. Get out.’ 

The anguish in his voice made her long to comfort him, but she rose to her feet and left him, shutting the door softly behind her. 
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