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Prologue

Chiswick, 1910

Dr Bradstock took one look at Evie in that dark, dismal bedroom and knew without doubt that the next person to attend her would be the priest to administer the last rites.

It had all been so perfect three days earlier.

The baby was anticipated with such excitement and joy. Evie and Robbie were buoyant and happy, and a new baby brother or sister was all their boys were able to talk about. Once Evie went into labour, the boys were kept well out of the way. Time, for the boys, passed slowly.

Ten-year-old William Burnett was both bored and on edge at the same time. In truth, he did not really know how to feel. There was a tension about the house that was strange and heavy. He was used to his older brother, Jack, poking fun at him or trying to wrestle with him when he was least expecting it. More disturbing to Will was his dad, who had been pacing the floor for hours without saying a word.

His mum was still upstairs with Mrs Collier and to Will it seemed like an age since she had been excitedly summoned from the other side of Turnham Green to come and help deliver the baby. There are only so many battles you can fight with a box of tin soldiers and Jack kept knocking them down as soon as Will had them standing in position, about to launch an attack.

A few days earlier Evie and Robbie had walked the boys out to Strand-on-the-Green, slowly because of Evie’s condition. Will had been entranced by the bustling activity on the river: the barges with their cargoes of coal and limestone; the skiffs and rowboats with elegantly dressed ladies reclining on cushions at the back; and last, but certainly not least, the magnificent paddleboat Corinthe, packed from bow to stern with all sorts of handsome people enjoying a party in the sun.

They’d ambled lazily along the towpath, passing the City Barge pub where loud groups of revellers were swilling beer from large pewter mugs. When Evie began to feel uncomfortable, they sat down on a wooden bench by the side of the river and fed the ducks with the dried crusts of bread she had thoughtfully brought with her.

Will was always keen for every duck to receive its fair share. He went to great lengths to ensure an even division of the contents of his paper bag. Sympathising with the smallest ducklings, constantly shoved out of the way and pushed under the water by the others, he hurled the crusts this way and that – feinting and dodging to throw the bigger, fatter ones off the scent. Only when he was sure that each little mallard had been fed did he sit back down. Evie gently took his hand in hers.

‘Look at that brother of yours, Will,’ she said. ‘My attention is diverted for a few seconds and there he is, trousers rolled up with his shoes and socks off, paddling in the river in all that mud.’

‘Can I go down there too, Dad?’ Will asked, but Robbie was not at all keen and pulled a face.

‘That water, young Will, is toxic. I should know from working at the docks. I wouldn’t let a dog go in there.’

‘But Jack is in there and he’s not a dog!’

‘That’s very true. He’s not even as obedient as a dog. But he’ll smell like one soon enough.’ Robbie shook his head. ‘If I’d seen him slipping away I’d have tied him to that willow tree over there and slapped his face with a wet fish.’

This made Will giggle.

‘Jack!’ Robbie shouted. ‘Come back up here now, it’s time to make a move!’

Robbie shouted again, but this time Jack did not have to pretend not to hear him because the sound of the London and South Western Railway train coming across Kew Railway Bridge drowned everything else out. Will watched in awe as the carriages rattled over the five-latticed girder structure. He idly wondered what would happen if the bridge collapsed and fell on the little ferryboat that was taking a group of people from the Richmond side of the river to the opposite bank. As the sound of the train finally disappeared into the distance and the ferryboat safely reached the shore, Robbie stood and suggested again that it was time to get back. But as Evie started to stand up, she cried out in surprise.

‘Oh goodness!’ she yelped. ‘I think my waters have broken.’

Will didn’t realise what she meant at first. When he heard the word ‘waters’ he thought it must be something to do with the river, but he knew that waters couldn’t break. What he didn’t know, however, was why his mum’s skirt was suddenly soaking wet when she had not been anywhere near the river.

‘The baby is telling me it wants to come out soon, Will, don’t worry.’ His dad added that they would have to get back home smartish and take the quieter route through the alleyway rather than the towpath, to spare Evie’s blushes. Jack took a while to catch up and Robbie had had to threaten to put him to bed early with no supper unless he hurried up, which did the trick.

‘Dad said you’re a dirty dog,’ teased Will, laughing. ‘Get away from me with your stinky clothes.’

‘Little Mr Goody Two-Shoes. Mustn’t get his clothes dirty, must he, Mummy?’ shot back Jack.

Their father had to pull them apart and walk between them all the way home after that.

Despite Evie’s self-consciousness about her wet skirt, they got home an hour and a half later without further trouble. Evie went straight upstairs to the cramped little bedroom at the back of the house. By now, the cramping discomfort in her lower belly was getting stronger and occurring more frequently.

‘You better call Mrs Collier,’ she told Robbie. ‘The baby is coming.’

Mrs Janet Collier, a birth attendant with no formal qualifications but plenty of experience, duly arrived at 368 Chiswick High Road forty-five minutes later with her precious little bag of obstetric tricks.

*

That was eighteen hours ago and now the fun of the previous day’s excursion was well and truly forgotten. The boys finally fell asleep around ten o’clock, Jack with the family cat curled at the foot of his bed and Will with his toy bear tucked tightly under his pillow.

Robbie would not allow himself to relax and only snatched an hour or two’s fitful sleep in his favourite saggy old armchair in the sitting room.

Why was it taking so long? he wondered. Evie’s previous two deliveries had been relatively straightforward. Although, he reminded himself, it was easy for him to say that. He would never know what childbirth felt like.

Mrs Collier had come downstairs a couple of times to utter the usual platitudes designed to calm a fretful husband, but Robbie felt anything but calm.

‘The contractions are good and strong, that’s for sure,’ did not settle his mounting anxiety. Then, at four a.m., ‘It’s just taking a little longer than usual,’ was delivered in a noticeably less certain tone, which magnified his increasing worries. Surely, thought Robbie, a third baby is delivered more quickly than previous ones? He was no midwife but by the age of thirty he knew that labour was usually shorter, not longer, with each subsequent pregnancy. He could not help thinking that all might not be well.

By seven a.m. no further progress had been made and both boys were up having some breakfast and were back to their normal bickering. Mrs Collier came down the stairs looking unaccustomedly concerned and hesitant.

‘Robbie,’ she said, touching his forearm, ‘I don’t want you to be alarmed but it’s taking longer than I thought and I’m going to need some help with this one.’

‘We can’t afford a doctor, Mrs Collier, you know that.’

‘I know that. I’m thinking of Kirsty Albright in Chesterfield Road. I’m not a beginner by any means in this line of work but she is a member of the Midwives Institute and has had all the compulsory professional training a midwife is encouraged to have these days. She’ll know what to do next.’

‘I’m not sure …’

‘You don’t have a choice, Robbie,’ she said more firmly. ‘Evie needs urgent help now. I’ve worked with Kirsty before. The powers that be frown on her associating with the likes of a mere mortal like me, unqualified as they consider I am, but apart from being a bit la-di-da and from a more well-to-do part of Chiswick, she knows that not everyone can afford medical help and she is always supportive of the local community.’

Soon, Robbie was out of the door, sprinting to Chesterfield Road on the other side of the village, clutching a scrap of paper torn hastily from the Middlesex Independent newspaper with the vital address on it.

Mrs Collier was flummoxed. Evie was not a high-risk patient. The contractions were frequent and strong. The baby’s head was engaged within the pelvis. Yet each time she examined Evie her cervix was not yet fully dilated and now Evie was exhausted and becoming desperate.

Downstairs, fed up and frustrated at having to occupy themselves for so long, the two boys had begun to bicker and squabble, a situation only briefly interrupted when their father fled without explanation. Mrs Collier, despite being a stranger to them, put a stop to the bickering, and while Jack tried to see how many spinning tops he could keep going at any one time, Will took his treasured Meccano set out of the dresser and attempted to build his own version of Kew Railway Bridge.

Half an hour later, Robbie burst in followed by a breathless and flushed Kirsty Albright who immediately rushed upstairs to be brought up to date by Mrs Collier. The midwife listened carefully to all she was told and then spent a few minutes patiently talking to Evie and getting to know and reassure her as best she could.

‘Thank you so much for coming, Miss Albright,’ Evie managed to say between contractions. ‘I don’t know how we will manage to reward you –’

She was cut short by the midwife as she palpated the contours of Evie’s baby and said, ‘You don’t need to worry about that. All that’s important right now is that this wee thing in here is delivered safely and soon.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t agree more. I’m so tired, I don’t mind telling you.’

‘Well, if I have anything to do with it, Evie, we will have your baby out before too long.’

Struggle as they might, however, the two birth assistants, each with their own considerable level of expertise, failed to accelerate the delivery. They recorded the strength and duration of the uterine contractions. They listened carefully to the baby’s heartbeat through the aluminium foetal stethoscope that looked like a smaller version of an ear trumpet. They checked the degree of cervical dilatation at the neck of Evie’s womb and carried out a manual sweep of the amniotic membranes to encourage the next stage of labour. Yet by four p.m., after twenty-four hours of natural labour, Kirsty Albright made the decision to apply forceps to the baby’s head and help things along. She was one of the few midwives in the whole of London who had any experience with them, and if ever a case warranted their judicious application, it was this one.

She succeeded, with a little difficulty initially, and with a whoosh of fluid a beautifully healthy and pink baby girl was delivered. Almost inevitably, there were a few lacerations to the vaginal walls and lip of the cervix. Kirsty Albright clamped the umbilical cord and cut it. She then handed the wriggling and crying little mite to Mrs Collier at the other end of the bed, who gently wiped away the soft coating of vernix from the baby’s skin and happily announced to Evie that she now had the daughter for which she had been hoping and praying.

By now, Evie was crying with happiness and relief, all the pain and anguish of the previous day for the moment forgotten. Even the baby’s increasingly vigorous crying was beautiful to behold. Within seconds of hearing that welcome sound, Robbie was bounding up the stairs, kissing Evie’s forehead, gripping her hand and grabbing the baby from Mrs Collier’s arms and blinking down in awe at this wonderful creation before him.

‘She’s gorgeous, Evie. The most beautiful baby girl I’ve ever seen. Here, take her.’

‘She’s just what we’d hoped for, Robbie.’

‘All our dreams come true.’

As tears fell all around, Jack, swiftly followed by Will and the family cat, piled into the room and jostled to find as close a position as possible to the newborn treasure, making the little bedroom very cramped.

‘She’s perfect,’ said Miss Albright, checking the baby over thoroughly and feeling relieved that her earlier, delicate work was now done. The forceps had barely made a mark on the newborn’s head. ‘Any name in mind?’

‘Kitty,’ answered Evie without hesitation. ‘She’s Kitty, isn’t she, Robbie? Named after my grandmother.’

‘Her or the cat that’s just followed the boys in,’ joked Robbie, ‘whichever you think is most important.’

‘So, it’s Kitty either way then,’ said Mrs Collier, smiling, ‘though this is no place for animals. We also need to finish off and tidy up a bit here, gentlemen, so if you wouldn’t mind …?’

Robbie took the boys downstairs again and Evie could hear them squealing with excitement in the living room.

In the bedroom, the placenta took an age to come free and Miss Albright noticed with concern it looked fragmentary and torn in places. The bleeding also took an hour or two to settle down to a trickle. Everything about this birth had been complicated, she thought.

*

Mrs Collier was already waiting with the front door open when Miss Albright arrived again three days later.

‘I’m so sorry to call upon you again,’ she said.

‘I know you wouldn’t have done unless you were worried.’

‘Come upstairs.’

As the qualified midwife walked through the living room the boys were reading comics and had a large half-completed jigsaw puzzle spread out across the floor. Robbie, however, looked dead on his feet.

‘She’s not right, Miss Albright,’ he said. ‘She is so weak and tired. She sleeps a lot, which is understandable, but sometimes when she’s talking she doesn’t make much sense. I pray you can help.’

The midwife could see that this man was worried sick about his beloved wife.

In the bedroom, Kitty lay peacefully in her wooden rocker cot which Robbie had lovingly made in advance. She was fast asleep and content. Evie, on the other hand, looked like a ghost, pale and still, with her face turned towards the door as the midwives came in. Her sunken eyes, once bright blue and sparkling, were now glazed over and unfocused.

Kirsty Albright knew what she was dealing with. Puerperal sepsis. The scourge of so many new mothers. A high proportion of those who experienced it would die, especially in families from poorer backgrounds like this one.

‘Hello, Evie,’ she whispered as she drew up a chair.

Recognition was delayed but it came to Evie eventually.

‘Miss Albright. It’s good of you to come.’ She added, earnestly, ‘Do you know what’s wrong with me? I have no energy. And I can’t stay awake to feed Kitty properly. I’m so worried. And the pain …’

Miss Albright held Evie’s hand and mopped her brow with a cool flannel.

‘You have an infection, Evie, but we will do everything in our power to help you get over it.’

Miss Albright asked Mrs Collier about how Evie had been since she was last at the house. The older woman gave information methodically and chronologically without referring to notes of any kind. Evie had slept initially after the birth but woke up with abdominal pain a few hours later. Despite that, she had put the baby to her breast and made sure that Kitty correctly latched on. Then she had dozed, but after the second feed she could not shake off a splitting headache and had felt hot and cold all over. She had tried putting Kitty to her breast once again but had felt weak and had no appetite. That’s when Robbie had called Mrs Collier back again.

Once she arrived, she had taken every hygiene precaution she could, applying poultices and changing dressings. She had carried out all the normal nursing procedures but had eventually realised she was losing the battle.

The younger midwife listened attentively and considered the circumstances as she knew them. This had been a prolonged, partly obstructed labour. There had been difficulties applying forceps and some tears to the genital tract. There had been a ragged, possibly incomplete placenta and a greater than normal amount of bleeding postpartum.

Opening her case, she withdrew her tools of the trade and checked Evie’s temperature. 103°. The mercury never lied. Her patient’s eyes had dark shadows beneath them and her skin was parched and wrinkled, both signs of dehydration. The conjunctiva was abnormally pale beneath the lower eyelids, too, a reliable sign of anaemia. Her pulse rate was rapid and thready; the midwife counted it out at 120 beats per minute on her trusty Elgin fob watch. Finally, she turned back the sheets to examine Evie thoroughly.

She was ill-prepared for what she saw.

She had certainly seen a number of cases of childbed fever before but none at this advanced stage and none so visibly evident. Evie’s lower abdomen was swollen and bloated and far too tender to be touched. Lower down, there was the unmistakable odour of infection and her feet were swollen and dusky blue. On her chest and arms, and also on her back when she was turned, there were scattered purple-red bruises under the skin that did not blanch when pressed as allergic spots do.

How had this horrific condition marched on so quickly? the midwife wondered. Once she had confirmed the diagnosis and the dismal prognosis she persuaded Robbie that attendance by a doctor was now imperative. By this time, however, Robbie himself was almost out of his mind with worry. Aunt Clara had collected Jack and Will to take them out for a walk, along with the baby and a supply of milk from the breast bank, so that had been one less thing to worry about for the time being. But paying for a doctor at a full sixpence for a visit was financially impossible.

‘There is a community fund available for this very purpose, Robbie,’ Miss Albright insisted, ‘and a local almoner to administer it appropriately.’

Any remaining worries about the money were quashed. Evie was the love of his life and he was utterly devoted to her. Whatever needed to be done had to be done.

The doctor was summoned at once and arrived within the hour.

Evie now knew the worst was coming, too. Despite the doctor’s gentle manner and best attempts at optimism, she understood the awful truth that the two boys she loved with all her heart and the baby girl she had finally brought into the world were going to grow up without her. It was too much to bear. Then there was Robbie. The man she adored. A wonderful father. A doting husband. At this realisation, her spirit broke and she struggled to stay conscious.

She lay there with Robbie’s handsome face close to hers, his brow knotted with concern and tears streaming down his cheeks.

‘Look after them all for me, Robbie,’ she whispered. ‘Love them forever, as much as I will love you forever.’

Then, somehow, as if all her remaining energy was summoned for one last act, she raised her hand to his face and ran her fingers softly across his lips as he tenderly kissed them.

When he finally placed her hand back down on the bed by her side, he knew she was gone.

In his agony, he didn’t notice the small figure standing in the doorway, blinking and looking on uncomprehendingly. His youngest son. Will had just witnessed his dear and beloved mother die in her bed, because she had had a baby and developed an infection. This moment would stay with Will forever.
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Bishop’s Cleeve, Cheltenham, August 1914

Arthur Tustin-Pennington gazed through the tall sash windows of the master bedroom on the first floor of Woodmancote House. At the back of the house, on the far side of the manicured lawns and landscaped garden, backlit by the bright sunshine of a perfect August day, stood the majestic coastal redwood that Grace had climbed to the top of at the age of seven. Sequoia sempervirens was one of the tallest species of tree on Earth and his youngest daughter had scaled it effortlessly and fearlessly, sparing no thought whatsoever for the dangers or possible consequences.

He remembered hearing her before he saw her, her whoop of delight. ‘What’s she up to now?’ he’d said to Dorothy, his wife, before he strode out into the garden on his crutches. She had asked if she could spend the morning with Clive, the head gardener, and taking an interest in nature was a reasonable enough pursuit for a girl, even in her mother’s eyes, who frequently despaired of her boyishness. ‘Grace?’ he shouted. ‘Grace?’ but there was no sign of her, just the sound of a giggle being suppressed, and then not being suppressed anymore, becoming the joyous laughter he recognised so well. He let his eyes follow the sound of it, up the gnarled trunk in golden red, where, high among the branches, in one of the summer dresses that Dorothy insisted she wear, Grace was waving down at him.

Dorothy had been apoplectic. What was Grace thinking? She could have fallen and been killed. Where was Clive? How could Arthur be so cavalier a father as to allow a seven-year-old girl to expose herself to such peril? The row that had ensued was the latest in a catalogue of similar parental arguments about Grace’s impulsive and impetuous behaviour.

Arthur smiled now at the recollection of it. Grace had been perplexed at the scale of her mother’s reaction. What was all the fuss about? It was just a tree. She had climbed most of the others on the estate and her mother didn’t even know. Besides, it was a relatively easy one. Lateral boughs every few feet and fronds and needles reaching out like cupped hands to catch her and cushion her fall if she slipped. But she would not. She never had. Sure of foot, strong and lithe, she found it almost as easy as climbing the grand oak staircase inside.

As Dorothy had tutted and cursed about the hazards and repercussions of this apparently daredevil feat, Grace had blinked back and absorbed the tirade.

Her mother was forever fretting and worrying about such little things. She worried about the children going out in the rain, lest they catch pneumonia. She worried about them wearing insufficient clothes in the winter, swimming unattended in the lake at the bottom of the hill, not getting enough sleep, having dirty fingernails or greasy hair. She had forbidden them from riding the horses without the grooms present and tried to limit the time they spent playing tennis on the lawn or playing football in the paddock for fear of injury. Dorothy was a born worrier, a woman full of anxieties and complexes, who found things to agonise over even when no risk was apparent. Arthur had once confided in Grace after yet another stern telling off that if Dorothy was not worrying about something, she would more than likely become agitated and fretful about that in itself. She would convince herself that there might be something that she had missed and imagine some impending doom about to befall the entire family. There were seven children and that was a lot to worry about.

The boys had become accustomed to their mother’s foibles and fussy ways and generally did whatever they wanted while pretending to be cautious and careful in her presence. The activities they confessed to enjoying were certainly at odds with the truth. But boys would be boys of course and as far as Dorothy was concerned they were, within reason, much more able than the girls to fend for themselves.

Girls were the gentler, weaker sex. Their behaviour, comportment and roles in life were expected to be poles apart from that of the boys. Dorothy had been brought up in a manner completely separate to that of her brothers. She had not been permitted to play sport, to wear casual clothes, to consort or compete with members of the opposite sex. This mindset was ingrained in her, this unshakeable conviction about how her daughters could conduct their lives.

As far as her eldest daughter Amy was concerned, it was not an issue. Three years older than Grace, Amy was happiest wearing her pretty frocks, experimenting with different hairstyles and playing with her dolls. But from the moment Grace could stand and totter, she was adventurous and restless, on one occasion having to be rescued from falling into the roaring log fire in the living room when the grown-ups had taken their eyes off her for just an instant. Not interested in the usual girls’ things, she dressed like a boy, played like a boy, and in most sports either competed on equal terms with her brothers or surpassed them in athletic ability.

Her mother simply could not understand why Grace would harangue Douglas the gamekeeper into letting her drive the car around the grounds and tinker with the mechanics of its engine.

While Dorothy worried about her difficult and disobedient daughter, Arthur watched her development and accomplishments with growing interest and admiration. Grace was an explorer, a risk-taker, an intriguing and enchanting gamine. She was bright and intelligent, curious and determined. She was not brash and loud, full of swaggering bravado like her brothers, but quietly efficient, confident and capable. She was also, her father noted, very feminine at the same time. She moved as her name suggested, light on her feet, supple yet strong. Her smile lit up a room and she giggled and laughed easily with the boys. Tease her though they might, she was more than an intellectual match for any of them.

Now, as Arthur looked at the giant redwood, he could still picture her waving her red silk neckerchief at the house from her precarious perch 120 feet up.

Grace was simply extraordinary. Unstoppable, uninhibited, charismatic Grace. Grace the rebel.

Arthur would never openly admit that she was his favourite of the seven children. And now she was leaving him, doing what he had hoped none of his children would ever do.

*

He had known war himself. The Boer War, cruel and bloody, and all for the greedy pursuit of gold and diamonds. He had held his friend Alfred’s hand, while a field doctor did his best to wrap a bandage around his bullet-shattered shoulder. There had been very few nurses around and so he’d stayed there himself, listening to the screams, knowing for the first time what a bullet did to a man, what an awful thing it was to pull a trigger. Alfred had had his arm amputated, but it had made no difference. The rot had set in. The conditions weren’t sanitary and there were not enough doctors and nurses. He died in agony. Arthur was sure that could have been avoided.

Months later, how relieved he had been to head back home. The voyage from Eastern Transvaal was long and uncomfortable and he couldn’t wait to get back to his beloved estate in rural Gloucestershire where he could concentrate once again on running the farm, the mill and his new and exciting industrial enterprises. It had been months since he’d seen the children and he had missed the comfort, care and homely domesticity of his loving wife.

On the troopship which had brought him from the Cape the news of Queen Victoria’s passing had been announced. It was the end of an era.

It was also the end of his service in the British Army. And that of his family’s. No son of his would ever go to Sandhurst, join the military and fight as an officer for the British Army like him. That was his solemn promise.

He had nearly suffered the same fate as Alfred. The lancinating pain he felt in his phantom limb as the vessel pitched and rolled did nothing to lift his spirits, the result of a Boer marksman’s bullet fired at Stormberg one year earlier, where the British were defeated. The missile had shattered his femur, and the tissue damage and resulting infection had left the surgeon with no alternative but to amputate. The convalescence had been stormy and he owed a debt of gratitude to the army blacksmith who’d fashioned an excellent copy of Dubois L Parmalee’s original prosthetic limb creation of 1863. The New York inventor’s socket had been devised to attach to the residual limb by atmospheric pressure and he had used India rubber to make the connection of limb to prothesis more comfortable and adjustable. It was by no means perfect, but it was a significant improvement on any previous type of artificial leg and at least it allowed the major to get about independently and attend to the administrative duties the Army still expected him to fulfil before his discharge. He refused to use a wheelchair, and got around with crutches. His triceps were thicker than they had ever been.

The whole campaign in South Africa had upset and disturbed him. So much so that it had forced him to confront his entire philosophy on life. He saw now how immoral the initial annexation of Witwatersrand had been, the British grasping for the lucrative gold and diamond mines recently discovered there. The British Army, almost unchanged since the days of Wellington half a century before, proved itself overconfident, under-prepared and unable to adapt to the dry and barren terrains of Natal and the Transvaal. It had been no place for cumbersome artillery units nor the complacent upper-class officers who’d spent far too long mixing in social circles and far too little time in military training.

Had any of the generals been prepared to adopt the mounted infantry tactics advocated by enlightened soldiers such as Canadian Lieutenant Colonel George Denison, whom Arthur much admired, the Army might well have had more success, but entrenched personal interests had prevented any meaningful or major reforms.

And so 22,000 men, regulars and volunteers alike from Britain, New Zealand, Canada and India, had died; 75,000 men incapacitated by disease had been repatriated; and 23,000 like Arthur himself had returned home wounded or crippled.

He was a soldier and a military man at heart, but he passionately believed in fighting for peace, justice and preservation of the land and its people above all else. That is why he had vehemently opposed the scorched-earth policy to which the Army had resorted. The mistreatment and death of 26,000 women and children in concentration camps sickened him to the stomach. The mental images of the men under his command who had been unnecessarily killed or maimed would be forever seared on his memory.

As Portsmouth Harbour finally came into view and his new life in the bosom of his family beckoned, he reiterated the pact that he had formally made with himself.

He would never allow any son of his to go to war.

*

So far, he had managed that. No son of his had enlisted. As he thought about Grace now, he turned away from the window and dabbed at the tears running down his cheeks with his sleeve. He could not afford to let Dorothy know he was wrestling with contrasting emotions. It had been hard enough dealing with his wife’s distress and despair at Grace’s departure and he did not want to make matters worse.

She was barely sixteen. Mature beyond her years and every bit a woman, she was still his precious headstrong daughter. His paternal love screamed at him to protect her. But Arthur knew that love meant many different things, and that it also included giving the people you loved their freedom. While Grace was just a little bird, vulnerable and dainty, her feathers were simply too bright, her spirit too wild and her song too sweet to be caged any longer.

Dorothy had broken down when they saw her off at the railway station in Cheltenham. ‘Please don’t go, Grace. I forbid you. I’m your mother, you must—’ Arthur had put his free arm around her and said, ‘Now, now, let her go. She’ll do good work and come back home afterwards.’

‘Yes, Mummy,’ said Grace, kindly, though Arthur could hear her impatience. ‘Please listen to Daddy. I’ll be back before you know it.’

Wearing her bright-red military-style tunic top and long khaki skirt she had looked every part the proud nursing professional. Her silky chestnut hair cascaded down her back and across her shoulders, and she clutched the leather valise they had purchased for her as if she would never let it out of her sight. That one precious case held all her essential nursing equipment together with a few personal items she had carefully selected for her adventure. Arthur privately cursed the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry group for tempting her away from him. At the same time, he was immensely proud of her convictions and sheer gutsiness. It had never even crossed his mind that it would be a daughter, not a son, who would steadfastly defy his wishes.

He and Dorothy had tried hard enough to talk her out of the caper. But Grace had been utterly determined. Despite the many accolades she’d won both academically and otherwise at Cheltenham Ladies’ College, she had left school as soon as she’d felt it had nothing further to offer her. She’d obtained her Nursing Association qualifications one year later. Then, making full use of her considerable horse-riding skills, she had joined the FANY and was now heading somewhere on the border of France and Belgium where the British Expeditionary Force had been sent to repel the invasion by the German aggressors.

The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry had been founded seven years ago as a first-aid link between field hospitals and wherever any fighting was and, as a Yeomanry regiment, its members were mounted on horseback. This aspect had appealed to Grace just as much as being able to rescue the wounded and giving first-aid treatment on the spot.

The lecture she had attended given by the two formidable women who ran the organisation, Grace McDougall and Lillian Franklin, had inspired her. After all, a single rider could reach a wounded soldier much faster than any horse-drawn ambulance. This was exactly the kind of adventure she craved.

Arthur would never forget his last sighting of her. He was proud, and he knew how vital her work would be. She would save lives – she would save limbs, he thought, as his left leg twinged. But, selfishly, he wanted her to stay. As the train had pulled slowly away from the platform her innocent heart-shaped face with its beautiful, wide cheekbones appeared at an open carriage window to blow them a kiss goodbye. Those sparkling green eyes and that sweet button nose. That broad generous smile and that flash of perfectly white teeth. It pulled on his heartstrings.

Though he was apprehensive, he didn’t seriously consider that his beloved daughter could be in any great danger. According to his peers in the local community and in Westminster most people imagined the skirmish in Europe would be over by Christmas anyway.
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Chiswick

Clara had rarely felt so low and conflicted, not since her husband Harold had died from pulmonary tuberculosis two years before Evie passed away. She knew what it was like to feel impotent against diseases like that and to witness the weight loss, the increasing breathlessness and the exhaustion in someone who was loved and who had once been so strong and vibrant. That had been devastating, but she had built a new life, going back to work in the school she had left upon getting married, and in her free time working hard to support her brother and the children. Here was an opportunity to become a surrogate mother to Kitty, still a babe-in-arms, and to Jack and Will, who needed her just as badly. She gave up her house nearby and moved in with them, sharing a bedroom with young Kitty in her cot.

Yet now, after she’d done her best to coax her brother from the depths of despair and the terrible possibility of him taking his own life, he had enlisted in the Army and seemed to be willing to offer up his life to the aggressive enemies in France.

*

Even as Evie’s body lost its warmth, Robbie had been unable to accept her death, pleading with Dr Bradstock to do more to intervene, begging the vicar to summon help from God and the midwives to find some trick or device to revive her.

Eventually, they’d had to lead him downstairs on weak legs, his arms around their shoulders, where he had sat for days with neither food, drink or sleep to sustain him.

He became oblivious to the boys, incapable of talking to them, and so focused on his grief that the world around him had effectively ceased to exist. In the days and weeks that followed neither his mood nor his capacity to carry on with his life improved.

Clara knew all too well that such feelings could endure for weeks, months, even years. The initial disbelief, denial and anger are common, as is the longing and searching for the person who has gone. The pain is always there, especially on special occasions and on anniversaries, but, in most cases, it fades and is gradually dissipated with the passing of time. Those left behind slowly adjust and come to terms with the vacuum that remains inside their heart.

But Robbie was stuck fast with his grief. For him, the agony had never gone away, none of its acuteness assuaged by the support and love he had received from those around him – from his sister, his workmates or members of his church. Even his beloved boys and his beautiful newborn daughter had been unable to lift his gloom and melancholy.

Robbie had, to all intents and purposes, died along with his wife. And it seemed as if nothing and nobody could change that.

*

Previously a reliable and hard-working dockhand, a willing member of any team, Robbie returned to work a different man after three weeks. Surly and uncommunicative, sullen and absent-minded, he failed to complete the simplest of tasks and frequently made basic mistakes, including one time when he let a crate slip out of his hands to smash down onto the ground below him. The foreman, standing a metre away from where the wooden crate split open, screamed up at him that he had nearly killed him, that he would dock every penny of the damaged goods from his salary. Robbie nearly took another crate and slung it down towards him, but he bit his tongue and shouted down an apology.

‘An apology wouldn’t bring me back to life if you’d taken my head off with that thing, you useless piece of sh—’

Robbie walked back to the hold and continued offloading. The men around him considered him carefully. He was becoming a liability.

The dockyard had always been a rough place in which to work and fights were common. Robbie was formerly a natural peacemaker and a calming influence in inflammatory situations. Now he sought out disagreements.

So, it came as no surprise that after a third brawl in the warehouse started by Robbie he found himself in the foreman’s office.

‘It pains me to be the one to tell you this, Robbie,’ Doug the foreman said. ‘You’ve been a good worker here at Thames Ironworks and Ship Building for fourteen years. You’ve been reliable and popular with the lads.’ He paused. ‘I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.’

Robbie looked at the floor, scuffing his feet, knowing full well what was coming.

‘But it’s been over three years. The bosses have had enough. I can’t keep making excuses for you.’

He looked at him. But Robbie remained impassive and silent. A man whose spirit had deserted him.

‘Your timekeeping. The mistakes. The disappearances and the fighting.’

Robbie looked up then, calm, defeated. ‘You’ve done your best, Doug,’ he said. ‘I don’t blame you.’

‘These are the wages you’re owed. You’re paid up until today.’

Robbie took the thin brown envelope and tucked it into the pocket of his oily overalls. How far would that go to feed his children and buy them clothes?

The silence between them was only broken by the mechanical ticking of the clock on the wall.

‘Get yourself some help, Robbie. You can’t go on like this.’

‘I don’t want to go on like this either, Doug,’ Robbie snapped, and then in a more subdued tone he added, ‘To tell you the truth I don’t really want to go on at all.’

Doug knew that this was not a turn of phrase but instead a matter-of-fact statement of desperation. But what could he do? He had 250 other men to look after and supervise. He could not be there for them all.

And so, leaving the foreman struggling to find any more words, Robbie slowly got up and left the room.

*

Clara, back permanently at the house in Chiswick and juggling the needs of a four-year-old girl and two teenage boys, only discovered the truth about Robbie’s redundancy when he failed to leave home for work the next day.

‘Are you not going to the docks today then, Robbie?’ she quietly asked. When she received no reply, she went and sat next to him and asked him the same question again.

‘Not today or any day,’ he replied. ‘They’re finished with me, Clara. And I’m finished with them.’

She looked at him, inviting further explanation.

‘Maybe I’ve just finished full stop.’

‘Oh, Robbie, come on now, don’t talk like that. The children need you; I need you. They need you to be their dad again. They love you. I can’t do the things they would want their daddy to do.’

As he listened, he started to weep. Hunched over with his head in his hands, his shoulders shook with heavy sobs as the tears spilled down his cheeks. Clara drew near and put a comforting arm around him.

How often had he talked about the pointlessness of life? How often had she worried that she might hear that he had jumped from a bridge or fallen under a train? Worse still, that she would come home to find him pale and lifeless in his chair, a knife or razor on the stone floor by his side?

*

When Robbie found another way to flirt with death, when he enlisted in the Army and went off to war, he neither mentioned it nor discussed it. He left only a hastily scrawled handwritten note.

Clara took it from the envelope behind the clock on the mantlepiece and read it again.

Clara, war is upon us and men will need to fight and die.

I owe you everything for all the time and love you have heaped on Kitty and the boys and I know that you will look after them. You have been everything I could not be. I have lived with pain, it seems, forever. If God should send a bullet my way to end my existence, perhaps that would be best for everyone. Tell the children I love them so dearly anyway and that I am sorry. Far better for me to risk my life in conflict than some more deserving fellow with everything to live for. If I can do something for the common good, then perhaps I will feel peace.

Your loving brother, Robbie.

*

Since then, she had heard little from him. A brief note in December to say he was fighting with his Company somewhere called Neuve Chapelle and then a more official letter written by an officer called Drake to say he had been wounded but was recuperating in a field hospital behind the lines at Amiens.

Clara didn’t know much about army life and war, only what she gleaned from the newspapers she read assiduously at the public library in Dukes Avenue. But she could only imagine how a man already so mentally traumatised and damaged could cope with the carnage and brutality of war.

She worried that almost certainly he could not.
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Givry, 1914

Grace walked out of the front door of the Hotel Dauphin in Givry and onto the steps. She leaned back against the cold granite brickwork, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She had never felt so tired. True, she had craved adventure and excitement, but she had never imagined it would turn out to be like this. From the moment she had arrived in Belgium, a country she knew little about, it had been a baptism of fire, and she had entered a physical and spiritual challenge that had tested every sinew and shred of resilience in her body. And so far, she hoped, she had risen to it.

Only three weeks ago her small group of nurses had travelled by train to Folkestone, happily sharing their carriage with a boisterous and buoyant cohort of men from the 1st Battalion of the Royal Berkshire Regiment.

On departure from Victoria Station, she had walked through the train to find her seat and in front of her she spotted another nurse in the FANY uniform being harangued by a bunch of leering, overexcited soldiers making loud and suggestive comments.

‘How about sitting on this?’ yelled one of them, pointing to his lap.

‘How about sitting on this?’ the nurse replied, holding up her middle finger, whereupon all the other men fell about laughing.

Grace found herself laughing, too. She now had to run the same gauntlet, however, to get to her own carriage and as she followed the feisty nurse in front of her and approached the same group of men, she readied herself for similar treatment.

‘Bet you’ve not seen a bayonet as big as mine!’ said the same idiot, swigging from his hip flask.

‘Penknife more like, I should think,’ answered Grace, holding up her pinky and then swiftly tipping up his hip flask to spill liquor all down the man’s shirt.

‘What the hell!’ he squawked, jumping up from his seat as the other fellows around him laughed uproariously.

‘Calm down,’ said the other nurse to the fool, winking at Grace as she did so. ‘I’m sure it won’t be the first time you’ve wet yourself.’

And with that, the two girls left the commotion behind them and moved two carriages further along where the atmosphere was altogether more relaxed.

They found their seats next to each other and made themselves comfortable.

‘My name is Jenny. Jenny Jenks.’

‘I’m Grace. And that was a masterclass in control. You’re a girl after my own heart.’

‘You weren’t so bad yourself. Pouring a man’s liquor down his front takes guts.’

‘Yes, well. He deserved it.’ She smiled.

As the two chatted, several more FANY nurses arrived, stowed their bags in the luggage racks above and took their seats.

A whistle blew outside, the steam engine chuffed and the train slowly moved forward before gathering speed.

Grace liked Jenny immediately. They discovered they had a lot in common. Horses, of course, which is why they had both joined the Yeomanry nurses’ group, but they also came from large families with agricultural and commercial interests. And, as seemed to be apparent, they both possessed looks and figures that attracted interest from members of the opposite sex.

Jenny explained that she was from Kent, near Canterbury, and Grace told her she was from Gloucestershire, near Cheltenham. ‘My parents have a farm and a sawmill there on a big estate,’ she said.

‘Oh! My dad is a horse breeder,’ said Jenny. ‘He’s been working flat out for the last few years, convinced the Army will need every horse they can get their hands on. He is obsessed with it.’

‘How many horses does he have?’

‘Around 700 at the last count. Hot bloods for speed and endurance for the cavalry and cold bloods for slow heavy work like pulling field guns and the like. Mules and donkeys as well.’

‘We’ve got horses too,’ said Grace, ‘but nothing like as many as you. Sixty-two, to be precise, and I love every single one of them. From what you say it sounds like we should breed more.’

‘You should. Dad just had to sell most of his stock through the compulsory horse mobilisation scheme. But I think he did all right out of it. He thinks we will need thousands. Tens of thousands. He’s even got me trained up as a farrier.’

‘A farrier?’

‘You should see me with my hammer and anvil at the forge, nippers and clinchers in my hands.’

Grace giggled at the image. ‘I’d like to! You must teach me. Do you ride yourself?’

‘Since I was four, though it feels like I was born on a horse. I used to do dressage competitions and a bit of racing, but nothing lately. I got a bit side-tracked.’

‘By what?’

Jenny paused, then smiled. ‘I joined the circus.’

Grace laughed out loud. ‘What were you doing in the circus?’

‘Standing on a horse’s back in a skin-tight glittery costume, riding around the ring and juggling ninepins at the same time.’

‘That’s amazing!’

‘Well, it was for a while. But living out of a gypsy caravan wasn’t much fun and my parents really didn’t approve. Thought it was frivolous.’

‘Nothing wrong with a bit of frivolity, surely?’

‘Well, they wouldn’t agree! So, I trained as a nurse in Tunbridge Wells. And here I am.’

As Grace filled Jenny in on her own enrolment in the profession, they paused to take stock of their surroundings and the army personnel sharing their carriage.

Neither young woman had ever seen such a fine body of men. Lean and tanned chaps in their twenties, each confidently believing he was equal to at least four Germans. ‘How lucky are we?’ one of them boasted. ‘We’ll be among the first there. Home for Christmas if we’re lucky with medals on our chests.’ Their eagerness and excitement was contagious and soon, despite the matron-in-chief’s disapproval, the entire carriage was sharing stories, playing cards, laughing and joking.

‘Another thing you should know about me,’ said Jenny, watching the men.

‘Yes?’ said Grace.

‘I’ve already got one of those waiting for me at home,’ she smiled. ‘Reggie. Though I’m not sure he’ll be staying at home, with all this going on.’

‘Tell me about him,’ Grace said.

The time passed so quickly with their easy conversation that they found themselves arriving in Folkestone before they knew it. Later, when night fell, Grace and Jenny hunkered down on cushions on the deck of the ship taking them to France. There they compared notes on their nursing training and shared their apprehensions about the adventure they were both embarking upon.

*

The FANY had boarded three other trains before arriving in the early morning at a main dressing station about a mile from where the fighting was taking place in Givry.

Much to her surprise, Grace discovered that a small but elegant hotel long since vacated by its staff and guests had been requisitioned for the purpose of a hospital, and inside over one hundred sick and wounded soldiers lay on beds or floors awaiting treatment. Lengthy though the journey had been, there was no time to rest, and Grace was put straight to work. Upon arrival on the first morning of duty the matron quickly apprised the FANY of what was required. They’d relied until now on the services of a motley crew of Belgian doctors from both civilian and military backgrounds, local nurses, and volunteers and nuns from a nearby convent. Matron seemed more than relieved to be able to welcome a number of trained British nurses into the fold. She explained as best she could in the crowded canvas mess tent erected outside the hotel the nature and scale of the task they would be facing. Yet nothing she said adequately prepared them for what they witnessed in the next few days of their work.

It started on the first day with duties in the former hotel restaurant area. Grace, along with her colleagues, stripped off the mud-caked khaki uniforms of the injured men, cleaned them up thoroughly and made them comfortable. Most of these men’s wounds were largely superficial. There were ankle sprains and back strains, torn muscles, septic fingers and sore blistered feet. Some strapping here, a suture there, and ice traction compression or a poultice were the order of the day. It was a never-ending task, but most of Grace’s patients were subsequently examined by a doctor and sent straight back to their units. Grace was tired after her fifteen-hour shift but felt satisfied with her efforts and slept reasonably well.

During her training, Grace had been tutored to carry out all the routine duties of a general nurse on a dormitory-style hospital ward, such as tending to a patient’s personal hygiene, renewing dressings, changing bedlinen, observing and making notes on the patient’s vital signs and fluid balance, organising tests, taking blood pressure and administering medicines. The majority of the patients had been ill with infections such as gastroenteritis that caused diarrhoea and vomiting; pneumonia, with fever, coughing and breathlessness; and skin infections with redness, blisters and ulceration. Sprains, dislocations and fractures were the usual bread-and-butter: everyday challenges caused by mundane incidents such as falls or collisions. Serious and catastrophic trauma was irregular.

The second day started innocuously enough with Grace performing a routine ward round dishing out the pain relief (such as alcohol, morphine, cocaine and acetylsalicylic acid as directed by the doctors), reassuring the anxious, sympathising with the aggrieved and mobilising the incapacitated. Straight after lunch, however, she was urgently summoned into the ballroom to attend to an influx of soldiers all horribly injured and maimed. Casualties were being brought in while the shells still whizzed through the air and exploded ever nearer to the camp. Her matron had tried to warn them all about what to expect, but nothing could have prepared any of the women for the sheer noise of the bombardment, for the maelstrom of death and destruction that would whirl around them. Quickly assigned to a doctor, Grace was instructed to stick to his side like glue and carry out his orders to the letter. She was more than happy to do that. She had never seen such wounds, such grievously hurt men. All the initiative would have to come from him.

She learned fast. This soldier would need a compression bandage to stem further bleeding. That one a surgical debridement to remove macerated muscle tissue and prevent infection. The one over here with a piece of artillery shell in his stomach would need to be prepped for surgery. And the man next to him for an above-knee amputation. The one over here she was just to make comfortable. He could not be saved.

As she followed Dr Christian Williams around the room, a gentle man of about fifty, greying at the temples, with a weary and haggard-looking face, she felt a sense of hopelessness and inadequacy. Just one of these difficult cases would have kept the entire staff busy back at the infirmary in Bristol, but in front of them were countless numbers of brutalised men and a mere handful of experienced medical personnel to care for them. They worked fast but methodically, triaging and categorising patients in order of priority for treatment and dispensing doses of morphine wherever appropriate.

They worked through the night, only pausing for an hour or two’s much-needed sleep when relieved by the nuns or volunteer local civilians.

On the morning of the third day, Grace was asked to assist in theatre and get scrubbed up. It was a day she would never forget. Fourteen amputations were performed that morning alone, the severed limbs thrown unceremoniously into a large wooden crate lined with a tarpaulin in the corner. Grace tried to avert her eyes from it. Pink and disarticulated, they resembled a collection of accessories you might expect to see in a doll-maker’s spare parts cupboard. The surgical guillotine used for the amputations was employed for speed, as anaesthesia was not always reliable, and had been carefully cleansed of its blood and sterilised fourteen times by Grace. She would never entirely forget the sound of its descent in its track and the sharp crack of the bone through which it was slicing. Back home in Bristol, she’d had the regular theatre nurse’s discipline of counting swabs and tidying instruments drummed into her. That day in Givry, her main priority was mopping up gallons of coagulated blood and sweeping up the spicules of bone strewn over the theatre floor.

Some of the seriously injured were just too sick to be moved. Any attempt to transfer them in their current state would be catastrophic. Most would die anyway from blood loss, shock or sepsis. Grace had been working flat out for thirty-six hours and was exhausted. She had been instructed to go and rest, but how could she desert these poor men with their terrible injuries and their wounds, so many of them disfiguring and life-threatening? She could not bring herself to walk away. Not while she had an ounce of energy and reserve still left in her body.

As she worked, she learned more about what had caused the damage to these men. The retreat from Mons, which had begun a fortnight earlier, had been a hasty and dramatic affair. Since then, it had been one headlong rush to flee before a ruthless and advancing enemy. Trench after trench was evacuated and many of the severely injured had to be left behind. What became of them, Grace could only imagine. Whether they would fare better as prisoners of war or be abandoned and neglected to die, she could only guess. It pained her deeply.

*

Grace was redeployed from one casualty clearing station to the next, sometimes only spending a few days in each at a time. The nurses did their best to make up for what they lacked in basic equipment with compassion and skill, but providing medical treatment on the hoof was proving to be increasingly inadequate. Grace and her colleagues were forever arriving, setting up, working, packing up and moving on. It was tiring and demoralising, and her colleagues would frequently burst into tears the moment they were away from their patients and could drop their guard. But they never questioned that there was a better way to be operating, and never contemplated throwing in the towel. If anything, the terrible state of the men they were caring for drove them to even greater efforts.

Now, standing there on the steps of the hastily adapted hotel, she found it impossible to stop dreadful images of the scenes she had already witnessed from flashing through her mind. It was pitiful to see so many broken, tired, hungry, unshaven, filthy men staggering in or brought in on stretchers. Many had walked endlessly for miles, their uncomfortable boots falling apart and their feet bruised and bleeding from the effort. Many had discarded their boots altogether and had wrapped puttees around their feet or were simply walking barefoot or in their socks. Several had thrown away their greatcoats in the melee or were shirtless. They were asleep on their feet, abjectly miserable and barely able to talk.

The roads and thoroughfares were a mess, too. The heat was stifling and there was no semblance of order or organisation anywhere. Refugees wandered about, having run from the advancing German Army with whatever meagre possessions they could muster, carried in all kinds of contraptions: wheelbarrows, prams, handcarts and even wooden trailers drawn by cattle or dogs. They often begged for food, which was not often available, and Grace feared for the dishevelled and starving children and the elderly as they silently ghosted by. Soldiers who had not been able to march any further arrived on horses’ lumbers and handcarts and often had to be helped to the ground they had so little strength. And yet those soldiers were expected to move on after the briefest of respites. Grace was shocked at how quickly a tough, highly trained body of fighting men had been so reduced. Their injuries were awful enough, but the general poor state of the troops was striking.

Grace’s reverie was interrupted by a scream from a first-floor window. Another limb amputation being performed. How many had she seen or assisted with? Hundreds, now. And with no letting up. Half the problem appeared to be the delay in getting the wounded to the hospital in time. The horse-drawn ambulances did their best to ferry the men, and every minute counted, but so many lives had been lost to the blue pus infection that seemed to contaminate and complicate the majority of deep wounds. No matter how hard Grace toiled away at cleaning the macerated and torn tissues with Lysol antiseptic, infection was forever a threat. Gas gangrene was a hideous and ghastly condition. At least twenty of the soldiers in the hotel in which she stood were showing the classic signs. First, a deep penetrating wound with widespread destruction of muscle tissue or bone by shrapnel or bullets. Then clostridium, the common soil-borne bacteria, would get into the wound, where it thrived in the oxygen-starved necrotic flesh. Poisonous toxins produced by the germs would gather and invade the body, producing gas in the muscle planes and fascia which could be clearly felt with light pressure from an examining hand. The sound and sensation was akin to a dense sodden sponge being squeezed dry. Crepitus, it was called. And it crept. Unless the limb or infected tissue was urgently removed, with all organisms eradicated, it was only a matter of time before septic shock and death would inevitably follow. Grace shivered at the thought of it.

Since arriving, she had used every bit of nursing knowledge at her disposal and although she herself would never be satisfied with her efforts she had undoubtedly saved many lives. But no matter what she did, many men could not be saved, and this tormented her. Maybe if she had changed the dressings a little more often? If she had nursed the patient in a different position? If she had insisted on a blood transfusion for this man rather than another? Could she have saved more? Could she have plucked this one or that one from the jaws of death? Could she even have given more in the way of succour and comfort to the younger ones who, petrified and alone, were crying for their mothers? She could not shake off the questions but nor could she waste her concentration on them. There was too much to do.

Thankfully, there were plenty of injuries that didn’t go this way. Bullets that had passed clean through a wrist, elbow or shoulder. Cautery, anti-sepsis and splinting would often suffice. Flesh wounds and other superficial lacerations frequently mended themselves. Among the worst casualties, however, were the abdominal injuries, head wounds and facial impacts. Projectiles through the gut posed a particular problem. There was no alternative but to operate. It had to be done to prevent the inevitable peritonitis that would result from the coliform bacteria and waste inside the intestine poisoning the rest of the body. And with chloroform in short supply for anaesthesia it was a logistical nightmare. How can one console a man with his manhood shot away? The patient she saw in that state could not be restrained or pacified even with morphine. He just kept pulling his bedcovers away and looking at the gaping hole and the missing parts. It was pitiful. He saw no purpose in staying alive and had begged to be left to die. The men in adjacent beds considered themselves lucky in comparison.

*

At one of the advanced dressing stations behind the lines at Givry she attended a French cavalry officer who had been mortally wounded in a mounted attack in the German lines near Maroilles. The mounted Uhlans of the Austro-Hungarian Army had charged the British trench previously and been beaten back. Viscount Xavier Moreau had ridden up shortly after at the head of his cavalry squadron and with a huge grin on his face had boasted to the soldiers of the South Staffordshire Regiment hunkered down in their trenches that his fine men would soon ride over the hill and show the enemy what a troop of properly trained horsemen could do. In their bright red trousers and electric-blue tunics, they certainly looked the part. But their tactics had been woefully naïve and as they came together to squeeze through a beckoning gap in the hedge at the crest of the hill, they were decimated by enemy machine-gun fire. Some of the horses had galloped back riderless but were terribly maimed and had to be put down. Grace shed a tear when she heard that. Men could wage war voluntarily, but these poor creatures were innocent.

Grace nursed her patient for four days before he died. Viscount Xavier Moreau was aristocratic and debonair in manner. She had never before seen such a handsome man and his looks were only matched by his chivalry and charm. He had been struck by five bullets in all. He might have recovered from the effects of three of them, but one had passed through his liver and another the left side of his chest. Both injuries were life-threatening and inoperable. He was triaged and categorised as an SI or ‘serious injury’ and put into a bed on his own in a side room on the top floor. Grace was assigned as his personal nurse.

‘I know I am dying,’ he said, ‘but I could not imagine a more belle femme with whom to spend my last hours on earth.’

He grinned at her then: a beautiful, beaming smile exposing a row of gleaming white teeth. His long, jet-black hair was gathered in a ponytail behind his neck with an expensive-looking gold band featuring some sort of family coat of arms. He was uniformly tanned with a dense bristle of stubble on his handsome face and his eyes were as blue as the azure sky of August. His lips were soft and full, and his cheekbones were wide and prominent, much like her own. Grace had come top of her class in French at Cheltenham Ladies’ College so knew the meaning of his words exactly.

‘Severely injured but still fit enough to flirt?’ she teased.

‘I am stating just a simple fact.’

‘Vraiment?’

‘I look at you and my pain goes away …’

Grace smiled and cocked her head sideways. It was flattering and a much more sophisticated form of flirtation than anything to which she had previously been accustomed.

Nevertheless, she had heard of it occurring.

‘The other nurses told me to be careful of you brave Français.’

Now it was Xavier’s turn to smile, albeit ruefully. Grace returned to the job at hand and reverted to her professional duties.

‘Can I bring you anything?’ she continued.

‘Champagne! One small vintage bottle of Veuve Clicquot. That’s all I need.’ He laughed softly. Then flashed that utterly disarming grin again.

‘What is your name, mademoiselle?’

‘Grace.’

‘Oh, mon dieu. It’s a beautiful name. The name of an angel who can take me to heaven.’

‘Oui,’ replied Grace playfully. ‘But if I am an angel, sir, you are a little devil.’ Again, a gentle chuckle from the bed.

‘Champagne is the drink of choice for the devil.’

‘And your liver?’ chided Grace.

Xavier looked down at the dressing around his torso, soaked in his own blood and bile.

‘My liver is already broken. Finished. What harm can it do?’

Clean drinking water was hard enough to come by, let alone champagne. Even if the man was serious.

‘Why don’t you begin by making yourself comfortable
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