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Dedication

This book is for my husband Bob,

my hero, who has always given me the freedom and space to write

despite whatever else has been happening.

With my love and gratitude always.
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PART ONE

The Barrow Boy
 London

1884


ONE

James Lionel Falconer, commonly called Jimmy by everyone except his grandmother, was out of breath. He came to a sudden stop in the middle of the road going towards Camden Lock. The wheelbarrow he was pushing was heavy and grew heavier by the minute, at least so it seemed to him. He rested for a few seconds, leaning against the barrow, trying to catch his breath.

It was Thursday 12 June 1884, and last month, in late May, he had celebrated his fourteenth birthday. He felt very grown up now. After all, he had been working with his father at their stalls in Henry Malvern’s covered market in London’s Camden Town since he was eight. That was part-time until he was ten, when he began to go there every day. He loved the haggling, the negotiating, the wheeling and dealing about prices, just as much as his father did.

His father called him ‘my clever lad’, which pleased Jimmy. He admired his father, endeavoured to emulate him. Matthew Falconer, who was thirty-seven, dressed neatly to go to work, and so did Jimmy. His father never forgot to ask his regulars how members of their families were, and neither did Jimmy. It had been inculcated in him.

Even his grandmother, Esther Falconer, had noticed, since his early childhood, how he copied his father in most things. It frequently brought a smile to her face, and sometimes she even gave him a threepenny bit for being a good boy. She told him to save it for a rainy day. He did. He paid great attention to her.

Straightening, blowing out air, Jimmy picked up the two handles and started pushing the barrow once more. He walked at an even pace, knowing that this main road got a bit higher after it branched off on both sides.

He stayed on the main road, puffing a bit harder, perspiring; it was a warm day. He was almost at the market when he experienced a sharp, stabbing pain in his chest, and came to an abrupt stop, startled by the intensity of the pain.

Holding onto the handles of the barrow tightly, he kept himself upright even though he thought he might fall over anyway. Slowly, the pain subsided. He was still short of breath; sweat covered his face. He couldn’t imagine what was wrong with him. What had just happened?

‘Jimmy! Jimmy! Are you all right, lad?’

He recognized Mrs Greenwood’s voice and turned around. She was a neighbour, a cook who worked in a big house in a terrace near Regent’s Park. 

‘I’m fine,’ he answered, and he did feel better. Whatever the pain had been about, it had gone away. He just felt a bit warm on this sunny day, and breathless. 

When she arrived at his side, Mavis Greenwood peered at him intently, her warm, motherly face ringed with concern. ‘You stopped suddenly, and looked a bit odd. I can’t help thinking something is wrong.’

‘No, it isn’t. Not really. I just got out of breath and felt hot.’

She nodded. ‘Let’s not complain about the weather. It’s been raining cats and dogs for days.’

Jimmy laughed. He liked Mrs Greenwood. She often brought them some of her baked goods, as she called her marvellous concoctions, and he was especially partial to her gooseberry tart.

‘Where’s your dad, Jimmy? He shouldn’t let you push this barrow. It’s almost bigger than you.’

He grinned at her; then his face quickly changed. His expression sobered as he explained, ‘Dad’s taken Mum to see Dr Robertson. She says it’s just a cold, but me dad thinks it might be bronchitis, or – worse – pneumonia.’

‘Oh, I do hope it’s not, lad. They’re serious illnesses.’ Placing her handbag on top of the sack covering the contents in the wheelbarrow, she got hold of one of the handles. ‘Come on then, Jimmy, take the other handle, and I’ll help you push this to the market.’

Jimmy was about to refuse her help, but changed his mind at once. It would offend her. He did as she said, grabbed the other handle, and together they pushed the barrow, keeping in step with each other.

When he had first rented a stall at the Malvern Market, Matthew Falconer had made up his mind to be successful – and he was. The owner, Henry Malvern, soon took an interest in him, realizing what a good merchant he was, and when a new stall became available, it had been Matt who’d been given the chance to rent it. He did.

The Malvern was one of the few covered markets in the area, and because of its glass roof and stone walls, it was protected when the weather was bad. This meant the stalls were open to the public all year round; every stallholder appreciated this.

Jimmy and Mavis Greenwood pushed the barrow through the big iron gates, to be greeted by Tommy, the caretaker, who lived in the gatehouse. Then Jimmy and Mavis headed towards the area where the two adjoining sheds were located.

Once the shed doors were unlocked and folded back, Jimmy opened the doors of the storage rooms, which were like two small shops. Mavis Greenwood helped him to pull out the wooden sawhorses and the planks of wood which made the stalls when put together.

As she assisted Jimmy, she wondered how Matt Falconer had expected his son to do this alone. It baffled her but she remained silent. She knew it was best to mind her own business. 

Once they were finished with the stalls, she picked up her handbag from the barrow, smiled at Jimmy. ‘And what treasures are hidden under that old sack, then?’

Jimmy pulled it off and showed her. ‘Copper kitchen utensils me dad got at an estate sale last week. From a big house up West.’ He pointed to a few items. 

‘Look at ’em, Mrs Greenwood. Copper moulds for jellies, blancmange, salmon mousse; all the things you no doubt make at that big house where you’re Cook.’

She nodded and picked up a few items, looking them over carefully. ‘Lovely pieces, Jimmy, I’ve got to admit. How much is this mould then?’ she asked, taking a fancy to one.

‘Dad forgot to give me the price list, but you can have it for sixpence. I think that’d be about right.’

‘Sixpence! That’s highway robbery, Jimmy Falconer!’

‘Oh! Well, perhaps I made a mistake. A threepenny bit? How does that sound, Mrs Greenwood?’ He gazed at her, smiling. After all, she had helped him to get there. She deserved a bargain.

Mavis opened her handbag and took out her purse. She handed him the coin, gave him a big smile, and put the mould in her bag. ‘Thank you, Jimmy. You’ve been very fair. Now I’d better be getting off or I’ll be late for work.’

‘Thanks for helping me, Mrs Greenwood. Can I ask you something?’

‘Anything you want, but best make it quick, lad.’

‘Can you have a heart attack at fourteen?’ he asked, staring intently.

She stared back at him and exclaimed, ‘Don’t be daft, Jimmy! Anyway, you’re as fit as a fiddle. You must be or your dad wouldn’t expect you to push that heavy barrow up here.’ 

Once he was alone, Jimmy began to arrange the copper moulds on the stalls, following his father’s instructions to always put tall pieces at the back, graduating them down in size because the buyer’s eye would look at the first grouping and then move their eyes up to the taller items. 

He worried about his mother as he did this task almost by rote, also wondering where his father was. How long would it take at the doctor’s? Now and then he turned around, looked down towards the gates into the market. It was still quite early, and stallholders were already there, doing the same job as him. Thoughts of Mrs Greenwood intruded, and he felt a sudden rush of guilt. She had blamed his father for his predicament on the road, but it was his fault. He had filled the wheelbarrow too full, piled in far too many moulds and a variety of additional items. He must explain that the next time he saw her. He didn’t want his father to look bad in her eyes.

Jimmy had just finished arranging the wares on the stalls when he spotted his father coming through the iron gates, hurrying towards him. His first instinct was to rush forward, but he restrained himself, as he had been taught from an early age – control yourself, be dignified. And so he waited. 

Matthew Falconer approached his son, smiling, and drew the boy close to his body for a moment. ‘She’s got a very heavy cold,’ Matt explained, at once noting the worried expression in Jimmy’s blue eyes. ‘She’s back home in bed. The doctor gave her some good cough mixture. She’s to stay in bed, be kept warm and given lots of liquids.’

Beaming at his father, filled with relief, Jimmy said, ‘I’m thankful it’s not bronchitis or pneumonia.’

‘You can say that again. I’m as grateful as you, Jim. Now, I want you to go to your grandmother’s. I need her to give you a bottle of her raspberry vinegar concoction and some camphor bags, as well as any special advice she has. Lady Agatha won’t mind you going, if she’s still there. Your grandmother told me the family is going to France for the next two months, leaving today.’

The boy nodded. ‘I’ll go now. Shall I take the things home to Mother?’

‘Yes do, my lad. Grandmother will no doubt give you a sandwich and perhaps some food to take home for your mother.’

‘But what about you, Dad? We forgot to make our snacks before we left this morning.’

‘Don’t worry about me. The pie man usually comes around hawking his goods at one o’clock. I’ll manage.’

‘I’ll come back, after I’ve given Mother her lunch.’

‘No, no, don’t do that! It’s not worth it for an hour or two in the late afternoon. Stay at home, look after Rossi and Eddie, and make sure they have something to eat. Now, off you go.’


TWO

James walked out of the Malvern, without a backward glance, feeling happy for various reasons. He was glad his mother did not have some deadly illness and that she was safe at home in bed. He was relieved his father had lost that worried look. Matthew had been whistling when he left the stalls. And he was thrilled to be going to see his grandmother.

He hurried along the road, wanting to get there as fast as possible. His grandmother, Esther Marie Falconer, was the most important and influential person in his life. As he was in hers. That he knew to be an absolute certainty, because she had told him so. Although she was careful, discreet, not wanting to hurt his siblings.

James loved his parents, emulated some of his father’s mannerisms and way of dressing; he loved his sister Rossi, now twelve, and his little brother, Eddie, who had just had his ninth birthday. And then there was his wonderful grandfather, who kept an eye on them all. Philip Henry Rosewood Falconer had taught him a lot, especially about geography and the rest of the world. He had even given him a globe on a stand, which James treasured.

Nonetheless, his grandmother was at the top of his list. She was his guiding light; she had taught him to read and write by the time he was four. When he had gone to school in Rochester at that age, his first teacher had been truly impressed by his ability and his intelligence.

James realized, as he headed down the road leaving Camden behind, that it was as busy a morning as usual. There were crowds of men hurrying up to the Malvern, who were obviously stallholders, and women, too, customers out for a bargain. 

Mornings and evenings were generally hectic during the week, the streets filled with men and women going to their workplace, and then returning home at the end of the day.

Some of the men waved to him, and he waved back, smiling hugely. These were the stallholders who had their setups near theirs. James had a genial nature and a ready smile. He liked people and made friends easily. In turn, they were attracted to him because of his charismatic personality and handsome appearance.

His grandparents were in service near Regent’s Park, and it was not too far away. James knew he would soon be there, once he had crossed Chalk Farm Road. He was headed in the direction of Marylebone. 

He liked Marylebone and knew a lot about the area. His grandmother had told him that the region had been planned and developed by the great Regency architect, John Nash, around 1818, and that his overall architectural scheme had included Regent Street, Regent’s Park, and the beautiful terraces and streets of elegant townhouses close to the park.

It was there that Philip and Esther Falconer lived, in one of those formally designed John Nash townhouses facing Regent’s Park, belonging to their employers, the Honourable Arthur Blane Montague and his wife, Lady Agatha Denby Montague, daughter of Lord Percival Denby, the Sixth Earl of Melton.

Esther Falconer had been born in the Yorkshire village of Melton, which was not very far from the great northern seaport of Hull. At twelve, Esther had been pretty, clever and ambitious, and through her mother’s connection to Lady Agatha’s aunt, she was given a job at Melton Priory. 

Esther had been trained to be a lady’s maid, specifically to look after Lady Agatha, the Earl’s youngest daughter, who had then been sixteen. At seventeen Lady Agatha had come out as a debutante, had been presented at Court, and had her first Season in London.

Esther had been with her mistress ever since. Forty-four years, to be precise. Over the years she had risen in the ranks; now she was the head housekeeper at Lady Agatha’s current residences in London and Kent, and proud of her position.

Philip Falconer, a Kentish man, had also gone into service. He had started out as a junior footman, aged sixteen, in the employment of the Honourable Arthur Blane Montague at the latter’s country manor, Fountains Court in Kent. He had also worked at the Regent’s Park house which Mr Montague had purchased several years before his marriage to Lady Agatha.

Esther and Philip had met at this beautiful Nash house in London, where they had soon fallen in love. They had been married from the house and had lived there ever since. Their employers valued them far too much to let them go. Lady Agatha had transformed a set of rooms at the back of the house into a flat for Philip and Esther. It was still their main home, although they had the same kind of quarters at Fountains Court in Kent where their three sons had been born and brought up.

Esther was crossing the back hall when she stopped abruptly. Somebody outside was repeatedly banging the brass door knocker so hard it sounded like thunder.

Rushing to the service door, she opened it to find herself face to face with her favourite grandchild.

Momentarily taken aback though she was, she instantly smiled, reached out and drew him into the house. Then the smile slipped when she asked swiftly, with a small frown, ‘Is there something wrong? Why are you here in the middle of the day, James?’

‘There’s nothing wrong, Grans, not really. Mum’s ill. Dr Robertson says she has a heavy cold, and he gave her a bottle of medicine. He said she should go home to bed. That’s where she is now. Dad sent me for some of your raspberry vinegar concoction, as he calls it. Oh, and some camphor bags.’

‘I understand,’ Esther said, her sudden anxiety dissipating. ‘I’m sure the doctor’s right. Unfortunately summer colds are hard to get rid of, James.’ Putting her arms around him, she hugged him to her. He hugged her back, then stepped away, and said, ‘I’m sorry if I frightened you, Grans.’

‘I’m all right. Though I thought you were about to break the door down with your knocking.’ She gazed at him, her eyes roaming over his face. It had been only ten days since she had seen him, and yet he looked more mature; he was now an inch taller than she was.

Staring back at her, he asked softly, ‘What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?’

Esther shook her head and a faint smile crossed her face. ‘You’ve changed a bit, and you seem to be, well, more mature. You might be only fourteen, but you are growing up rapidly.’

He smiled at her, and then laughed. And she was dazzled by him … the even white teeth, the natural charm, the most stunning blue eyes, filled with sparkle and life. Women are going to fall at his feet, she thought.

Brushing incipient worry to one side, she now said, ‘Let’s go down to my parlour and I’ll tell Cook to make the raspberry vinegar concoction. She’ll also make you something to eat.’

Esther led James down the long corridor where her parlour was located, Philip’s office, as well as the kitchen and the wine cellars. Showing him into her room, she went to the kitchen to speak to Cook.

Left alone in the parlour, James went and sat in a chair near the window. He liked this room. It was comfortable, nice to be in and full of light. 

There was a fireplace, a sofa and chairs, and his grandmother’s desk. She had once explained that it was Georgian, a very good antique piece which Lady Agatha had given her. Basically, the room was an office where Esther did her menus, her household accounts and other paperwork, but she could also relax here between her many duties.

His grandfather’s room was a few doors down the corridor. It, too, had a desk, and was full of books, mostly about wine and the vineyards of France. 

Philip Falconer had become an expert on wine over the years, and Mr Montague had allowed him to create a wonderful cellar. 

James knew how lucky the whole family was, because of Philip and Esther Falconer. Their very long service in the Montague household protected them all. His father and two uncles worked and made decent livings, but there was, most importantly, the reassuring knowledge that the older Falconers were there for them, should they need help of any kind. Lucky indeed.

People giving over their entire lives to one aristocratic family was not unusual, but James knew his grandparents were kept on also because they were excellent at what they did. In a sense they had become part of the family, were often given many small privileges which were much appreciated. James’s grandparents had many perks because the Montagues thought so highly of them. His grandmother had recently confided that Lady Agatha had told her that she was not the best, but better than the best, and so was Philip. Esther had sounded very proud and pleased when she recounted this to him.

James looked across at the door as it opened and his grandfather came in, a huge smile on his face. Jumping up, James ran to him. They embraced and Philip kissed his cheek before releasing him.

‘What a nice surprise to see you, my boy. I notice that you’ve shot up since I last saw you.’

‘That’s what Father says.’

‘Your grandmother told me your mother’s not well; that’s why Matthew sent you for the raspberry vinegar. He’s all right himself, isn’t he?’

James nodded. ‘Fighting fit, he says.’

Philip seated himself on the sofa, and James took the chair opposite. ‘Has Lady Agatha gone away then?’

Philip smiled, knowing how much James enjoyed the way Her Ladyship fussed over him. ‘She has indeed, with the Honourable Mister and Miss Helena and Master William, plus two maids, the valet, and enough baggage to fill two coaches. Gone to the Riviera to enjoy the sun and the festivities by the sea. They will stay in Nice and then progress to Monte Carlo. They will return in September, unless the Honourable Mister wants to come back in August for the grouse season.’

Esther arrived and announced, ‘Let’s go to the staff dining room and have a bite of lunch.’ Beckoning to them, she went on, ‘Cook has made a cottage pie, and she’s now preparing another one for you to take home, James, and an excellent chicken soup for your mother. Nothing like chicken soup to cure a sore throat.’

Philip and James followed Esther as she hurried down the corridor and into the staff dining room, where they sat down together. They would have it to themselves for the next hour, while the other staff cleaned the house and went about their duties.

For a long time Esther had wanted to discuss the future with her grandson, eager to know if he had any special plans about his work. This was a great opportunity to bring up the subject.

Turning to look at him, her pale green eyes filled with love, she began. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you if you intend to spend your life working at the market with Matthew on the two stalls. Or whether you might have other ideas, perhaps?’

Taken by surprise, James stared at her, his eyes wide, his expression quizzical. He did not answer for a moment. Finally, he said, ‘I don’t know, not really.’

‘It has occurred to me, from time to time, that you love architecture, and I know how intrigued you are about John Nash and his Regency buildings. Grandpa and I would be prepared to send you to school to be trained in architectural drawing, if you want that,’ Esther announced, and sat back in her chair, looking at him expectantly. 

He shook his head vehemently. ‘No, I don’t want to be a draughtsman, Grans, but thank you for offering to send me to study – and you, too, Grandpapa. That’s generous of you.’ He was sincere, and this echoed in his voice.

‘What about school in general?’ Philip asked, leaning forward, his entire focus on his grandson. He was aware James was a special boy, highly intelligent, with the kind of class that was bred in the bone. He also had enormous charm and looks, and he was an achiever.

When James was silent, Philip added, ‘There is no pressure from us, James, but think about it, maybe something will come to you. We just want you to understand we are here to support you. The world is opening up for you.’

James nodded, looked at his grandfather intently, thinking how smart he was in his black jacket, pinstriped trousers, pristine white shirt and silver silk tie. The perfectly dressed butler.

His glance was now aimed at his grandmother, also well attired in a long, navy-blue skirt and matching blouse, with a white collar and cuffs. Her luxuriant silvery hair was piled up on top of her head. To him, she was the epitome of tailored elegance.

He knew she was fifty-six, but she didn’t look her age. And neither did his grandfather, who was now sixty. They have worn well, he thought, and suppressed a smile, wondering what they would say if he told them this.

Straightening in his chair, taking a deep breath, James decided to tell them the truth about his dreams. He plunged in. ‘I want to be a merchant,’ he confided. ‘By that I mean I want to own a shop like Fortnum and Mason, or an arcade of shops like the Burlington Arcade in Piccadilly. I want to be the most successful merchant in London! In the world!’ His voice had risen in his escalating excitement and, as he sat back, taking a deep breath, he realized his grandparents were staring at him in astonishment.
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PART ONE

The Battle of the Somme

Picardy, France

June–July 1916


ONE

In August of 1914, when Germany declared war on France, Britain came to the aid of its ally and declared war on Germany.

At that time, David Lloyd George, the British Chancellor of  the Exchequer and later Prime Minister, said, ‘I felt like a man standing on a planet that had been suddenly wrenched from its orbit by a demonic hand and  that  I  was  spinning  wildly into the unknown.’ He was right. The storm of the Great War would  be violent, merciless and destructive beyond measure.

James Falconer was in the Fourth Army, and proud of it. Tonight, 30 June 1916, he was sitting in a corner of his trench, thinking. His seat was a crate full of Fray Bentos tins of corned beef, and he smiled to himself at the very idea of this. But you made the best of it in the trenches. He knew that.

He glanced up at the sky. It was ink black, littered with stars, and there was a full moon. A beautiful night in an awful world, and eerily quiet. No sounds of bombs exploding, or guns being fired. Odd, he now thought, and stood up.

At this moment, two of his officers, Lieutenant Stead and Captain Lister, came back down the ladder and walked along their trench towards him.

‘What’s it like out there?’ Major James Falconer asked as the two men came to a standstill in front of him and saluted.

‘All quiet on the Western front, sir,’ Stead said.

‘Quiet as a mouse,’ Lister added.

‘Some mice indeed,’ James shot back. ‘I get suspicious when there are no sounds, no noises. Anyway, did you get it done?’

‘We did,’ Stead answered. ‘Perfectly.’

‘How did you manage that?’ James asked, looking pleased. 

‘Very carefully.’ Lister grinned. ‘We cut the barbed-wire fence attached to the iron stakes at one end, using our best wire cutters. Then we took a piece of chain and slotted it through parts of the freed barbed wire. Together we then pulled the chain until we had made a big enough gap to let ten soldiers through at once. Best we could do, Major.’

‘You did well. Now we’re all set for tomorrow morning.’ 

‘Zero hour,’ Lister murmured, and added, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ He hurried off and turned left, going down another trench amongst this maze of connecting trenches. These housed more soldiers, were used as kitchens, latrines, and for checking any minor wounds and blisters on the feet. Marching in heavy boots caused problems for Falconer’s lads. He sighed under his breath at the thought of the weight his soldiers had to carry when they went out to fight the enemy. Not only a large bag over one shoulder, but a water bottle, a Lee-Enfield rifle, a haversack, plus ammunition. About sixty pounds altogether. No easy feat, but they did it well and with stoicism, and fought with precision.

Stead, leaning against the side of the trench, cleared his throat, and said, ‘I’ll be glad when tomorrow comes and we start fighting. Get it over with, sir.’

James nodded. ‘Not so sure it will be over quite so quickly, Lieutenant.’

Jack grimaced. ‘I know.’ He fell silent, then took out a packet of cigarettes and offered one to Falconer.

‘Thanks, but not right now, Stead.’

A silence fell between them, and James studied the lieutenant’s uniform. Comfortable to wear, and the khaki wool was ideal camouflage in the field. The four pockets on the tunic held lots of personal items, plus a soldier’s pay book, and an inside pocket at the end of the tunic contained a first-aid kit.

We’ve got the best designed uniforms in the world, he decided, believing his own tailored khaki jacket, double-breasted, riding breeches and polished brown boots to be elegant as well as practical.

He also carried a large bag, a water bottle and a baton. His Webley revolver, the Mk VI, was in a holster on  his  left  hip. This was a standard side arm for British troops. His rank insignia of a major was on each sleeve, and also on his steel Brodie helmet.

The sudden return of Captain Lister carrying a brown basket brought James out of his reverie. ‘What’s in that basket?’ he asked, his surprise apparent.

‘Some bread and cheese, sir, and sausage, brought up from the village by one of the women. A treat for us all. Sergeant Cox   just handed it to me. She was still there, explaining what they were.’

James nodded, a smile touching his mouth. ‘How very nice those village women have been to us all these weeks. I hope you thanked her, showed your gratitude on our behalf.’

‘I did, Major, and in French,’ Lister answered.

Grinning, Jack Stead murmured, ‘Boasting again, Captain!’

Ignoring this comment, made in jest, Lister took the cotton cloth off the top of the basket and showed the food to them. ‘Plenty for the other lads, you know. Let’s dig up a few.’

As far as James Falconer was concerned, the British Expeditionary Force, as it was in 1916, was the most remarkable military formation ever created. Especially the Fourth and Third Armies, which had already taken the field here.

When the Fourth Army had moved up from Amiens, they occupied both sides of the River Somme. A large piece of flat land on the right side of the river, an enormous field, in fact, became home to a big part of the British Army. They instantly made it their own territory and, once ensconced, James had organized the task of digging the trenches.

The Royal Engineers and the Territorials, plus seasoned Regulars, helped to build the intricate network where the soldiers lived, rested, ate, slept, and fought.

On the Somme, the trenches were well made. Food was sent up from the nearby villages; the chaplain was there to comfort those in need, and military doctors were at the ready for the wounded. And there was a great deal of camaraderie between the Tommies and their officers.

The French troops were living in their trenches nearby. The Germans, the enemy, had three lines of defence opposite the British.

By the beginning of the month, James Falconer and the other officers knew that the great attack was coming. Plans were being made; messages were coming in from General Haig, and the infantry began to drill incessantly. For the men, exhausted and ground down by over two years of war, single combat had ceased to be an option. There were only  three  sorts  of  encounter  on the field of the Somme: artillery versus artillery, artillery versus infantry, and infantry versus infantry.

When he had first joined up, James had been swiftly spotted  by his superiors as a leader – an intelligent, efficient and educated man. Officer material, in fact.

James became an extraordinary soldier and led his men well. He cared about them, just as they admired and cared about him and his welfare.

Deep down, James did not care whether he lived or died.

At 7.30 a.m. on the morning of 1 July 1916, Major James Falconer went up the ladder and out of his trench, accompanied by Lieutenant Jack Stead and Captain Allan Lister. These two seasoned soldiers were always close by, ready to help him in any way they could, and had been with him since 1914.

James was taken aback as he walked over to the barbed-wire fence. There were already thousands of British troops massed together, leaning forward slightly, as they all did when heading into battle. With bayonets fixed on their rifles.

His comrades were equally surprised. James reminded them that, on General Haig’s advice, one hundred thousand Tommies had been assigned to Picardy, Amiens, Champagne, and the areas beyond. Many were billeted in the local villages, looked after by French civilians.

Falconer took a deep breath, then went through the barbed-wire fence they had cut open earlier, followed by the lieutenant and captain. Immediately behind them flowed the battalions in the division.

Hundreds and hundreds plunged into the fighting with their major at the head. All around James and his men, the new Lewis machine guns ratter-tattered incessantly. Cannon boomed. Tanks rolled. The air was thick with smoke from the smoke bombs thrown by the Royal Engineers into no-man’s land to screen the soldiers now entering the area. The smell of cordite, blood and human waste floated around them. But all were unaware, determined as they were to win. Defeat was not a word in their vocabulary.

Many of the men were killed instantly. Two hours into the battle, James was hit in both legs by machine-gun fire. He fell, still clutching his baton. He felt the bullets hit him and the pain was intense, unbearable. He wanted to touch his legs but couldn’t sit up. He groaned, and at that moment he knew he was going     to die. What a way to go, he thought … on a foreign field because of a useless war. He closed his eyes as a wave of agony gripped him.

Half an hour later, it was Lieutenant Stead who found him and pulled him as far away from the fighting as he could. James was unconscious, his skin clammy. The lieutenant felt for a pulse and was relieved that the major had one, weak as it was. A few seconds later, Captain Allan Lister was on the scene to assist him, along with two stretcher-bearers and a stretcher.

Together, dodging through the crowds of fighting soldiers, they carried James to the Casualty Clearing Station, a large medical tent. A team of army doctors took over at once. They could give no reassurance to the lieutenant and the captain that their major would live, despite their efforts.

James’s injuries were considerable. Assessed by the  doctors as at risk of dying from blood loss or losing both his  legs unless  he was lucky, he was sent immediately to  a  British  military field hospital in northern Picardy. After coming to, but delirious with pain, he knew little of the waiting, or the ambulance that transported him, images of the  past  haunting  him:  memories of his parents, and his beloved late wife, Alexis, playing in his mind.

James had joined the Army for two reasons: genuine love of country and king, and an enormous sorrow. Alexis had suffered several miscarriages, and had died in childbirth sixteen years earlier. The baby, a son, had also died.

At the field hospital they removed some of the bullets, before they decided that Major Falconer should be taken by a British military medical ship across the English Channel to Southampton. From there he was driven by ambulance straight to another military hospital in London for further operations on his legs. Drifting in and out of consciousness, James thought of his men, so many left dead on the field of the Somme. They had fallen      in their hundreds around him, many killed instantly, but others enduring horrific wounds, trapped on the field or in no-man’s land.

The moment the declaration of war was announced, James Lionel Falconer had dashed to enlist in the Army, along with many of the men who worked for him. So did thousands of other men across England, men of all ages and from all walks of life.

It seemed to James that it was an unheard of, even mystical, rush of eager patriotism that had never happened before.

Groups of men, who worked together, calling themselves ‘pals’, joined up and added the word ‘Pals’ to the names of their regiments. For example, there were the 1st Barnsley Pals (13th York and Lancaster, 31st Division) and the 10th West Yorks (Pals), which Falconer joined.

He had joined up despite being older than many, in his forties. He had been quickly promoted and, after two years of hard fighting in France, he had become a major, leading his own battalion by 1916. Now he wondered, as he lay awake sweating with the pain during the night, what had become of it, who  was left to lead it.

James was moved as quickly as possible so that his wounds  did not fester. Once he was settled in the London hospital, surgeons removed more of the many bullets and also the shrapnel, remnants of the bullets, embedded in his legs.

James endured the tricky operations as best as he could, always cooperating with the medical teams, thankful for their aid. But it was a strain and a huge trial for him; the pain was horrific and he knew that he might have to have a leg, or even both legs, amputated, given that the wounds were so bad. The thought that he might never ever walk again remained in the forefront of his brain. His sleep was restless from worry and the terrible memories of the war, nightmares returning night after night to haunt him.

What would his future hold now?

The other thing that his mind returned to again and again was a young woman.

His daughter.


PART TWO

Finding Sanctuary

Kent, England

June 1917


TWO

One year later, on a June afternoon in 1917, James was sitting in the garden of a military hospital in Kent, enjoying the sunshine and the rustling of the trees under a faint breeze. He was alone in the garden and, as he glanced around, he focused on the pastoral loveliness. Nowhere else like this in the whole world … only a garden like this in England. Beautiful, tranquil, peaceful, and so reassuring. Home. His homeland.

A few lines from a poem ran through his active mind.


If I should die,  think  only  this  of  me: 

That there’s some corner of a foreign field 

That is for ever  England.  There  shall  be 

In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware 

Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,  

A body of England’s,  breathing  English  air,

Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.



The rest of the poem slipped away. He could not remember it exactly. Rupert Brooke got it right, James thought. What a great poet he was.

It had been many months of pain and waiting for small improvements, but he was now able to get around on a pair of crutches. And he was positive his legs would not be amputated, and that eventually he would walk normally.

The doctors had explained that he was a good healer, and he believed them. A little bit of the wear and tear of a bloody and violent war had dissipated, and he felt better as each day passed. He found it hard to believe he was now forty-seven years old. 

He had been moved to a military recuperation hospital in Kent, a county he knew and loved, despite its bittersweet memories of the time he’d spent there with Alexis.

The comfort of the hospital, the constant care of the skilled doctors, and the kindness of the lovely English nurses had worked wonders for him. He felt safe at last in the Sanctuary, as someone had once called it. The name was apt, and it had stuck.

A sudden flurry of noise interrupted the quietness. Nurse Jackson came hurrying out, smiling as she almost ran towards him down the path.

James sat up straighter in the wheelchair. Before he could get   a word out, she told him he had a visitor. ‘A lady, Major Falconer. A Mrs Ward. Should I bring her out to the garden?’

Thunderstruck though he was, James managed to say she should bring her out, and sat back in the wheelchair, staring after Nurse Jackson as she hurried away.

Unexpectedly, a small rush of pleasure trickled through him. Georgiana Ward. After all this time. She had been very special    to him years ago. And she was also the mother of his only child. At the reminder of Leonie and his neglect of her, James shrivelled inside and pushed that thought away.

Then there she was, Mrs Ward, walking down the path, accompanied by Nurse Jackson, and looking as beautiful as ever. The nurse pulled over a chair for his visitor, and promptly left, a smile on her face.

They sat staring at each other, neither of them speaking for       a moment. Falconer was struck afresh by her beauty, which  hadn’t changed, despite the fact she was ten years  older  than him. The raven-black hair contained threads of silver now, but was as luxuriant and stylishly coiffed as ever, the deep blue eyes, sparkling and full of life and intelligence. He suddenly remembered their first real encounter. He had been seventeen, and she twenty-seven. Bewitched: that is what he had been then,  and what he was again at this moment.

For her part, Georgiana Ward was thinking how weary and tired James looked. Always tall and slim, he seemed thinner in his pyjamas and dressing gown; gaunt, even. The fair hair of his youth was tinged with grey, but those piercingly blue eyes were the same. And focused on her now.

She spoke first. ‘Hello, James. I’ve worried about you a lot over the past few years, when you were fighting in France. So I struck up a friendship with your sister, Rossi, and was able to keep track of you, especially once you were wounded. I needed to know you were still alive.’

In an odd way, it pleased him that she had been worried about him. He was surprised about this admission on her part. They hadn’t seen each other for many years and he knew she would lay the blame for that with him. Which was only right.

He said now, with a wry smile, ‘I suppose you went to her shop in Malvern Arcade and bought a shawl or two …’ He suddenly grinned. ‘That must be how you talked to Rossi.’

Mrs Ward nodded. ‘You’re correct, James. I’ve got quite a few, in fact.’ She shrugged. ‘They make great Christmas gifts or birthday presents. And it was worth it for peace of mind.’

‘It was kind of you to be concerned about me, Georgiana. Thank you.’

‘But I care about you!’ she exclaimed, and could have bitten off her tongue for blurting this out. She felt herself blushing.

He stared at her, his chest suddenly tight, and he felt a desire to hold her in his arms. But he couldn’t get out of the wheelchair without help. Damn and blast, he thought, and cleared his throat. 

When Georgiana regained her composure, she looked at him intently, and said, ‘There has always been this bond between us, James, since the first time we met. I often think how amazing it was that we just … well, flew at each other, fell into each other’s arms.’

James nodded. ‘And in a raging  storm, at  that.’  He  reached for her hand and held it in his, tightly, as if never to let it go. ‘When I was celebrating my twenty-first birthday, you asked me to come to Ascot. You said you had something important to discuss. And I met my daughter Leonie. Do you remember that day?’

‘Of course, I do,’ she replied, her violet-blue eyes focused on his. ‘Why would you doubt that?’

‘Because that day you said you were part of my past, not my future … do you recall that?’

She merely nodded, continuing to stand in front of him.

He said, ‘I have done a lot of thinking over the past year. I’ve changed. Leonie has been on my mind. I want to know if you    are only part of my past, or perhaps you could both be part of   my future? What do you think? Would she like to meet me?’

She looked away across the gardens, only saying, ‘Let us see what happens between us, when you are better. I think it would  be lovely if we could resume some kind of friendship.’

He looked at her. She was wearing a deep-blue dress that brought out the colour of her eyes. ‘Sapphires!’ he said. ‘That’s what your eyes always remind me of.’

She smiled. ‘And I …’ She broke off as Nurse Jackson came hurrying towards them, carrying a tray of tea and sandwiches.

The intensity between them was broken by the arrival of the nurse. Instead, they talked about James’s time in the Army, the horrifying news from Europe and the entry of the Americans into the war. Neither wanted to break their fragile, newly restored friendship by discussing Leonie too much. But later that afternoon, just before Georgiana left the hospital, she decided to plunge in and ask James a critical question.

Looking across at him, she said, ‘I have a suggestion to make, James. It occurs to me that when  you  finally  leave  here, you will still need looking after for a while. Would you  consider being my guest at my house in Ascot? I have plenty of staff,     and the country would be better for you than foggy, smoke-filled London. From what Rossi tells me, you live  alone  apart  from the servants.’

He did not answer, just gazed at her with those vividly blue eyes of his, fiercely bright at this moment.

She stared back, asking herself if it was reluctance she saw reflected there. Or was it doubt?

After another long moment, he said, ‘I would like to come to Ascot. Your house is beautiful. But I will need help … some looking after for a while. Will you hire a nurse?’

Taken aback for a second, she remained silent. Then she said  in a firm voice, ‘I shall look after you myself, James. You  will   be in my capable hands for as long as it takes. If you feel you need a nurse, we’ll organize that too.’

James gave her one of his long looks. ‘Then, in that case, I shall be happy to come and stay with you.’ As he spoke he couldn’t help wondering how it would  work  out.  Being  in close proximity might not be a field of dreams for them. Would  it bring him back into his daughter’s life? After years of neglecting Leonie, he had no idea. Wait and see, he told himself sternly.

He was mulling Mrs Ward’s visit over the next morning, when he saw Nurse Jackson approaching, walking swiftly down the terrace. When she came to a stop, she gave him her usual big smile. She handed him an envelope. ‘You have a letter, Major.’

As he took it, he smiled back at her and thanked her. She nodded, and immediately rushed off in a hurry.

After opening the envelope and glancing at the signature, he was delighted to realize that it was from his great friend Peter Keller, who had joined the Royal Navy at the onset of the war. They had not seen each other since, their periods of leave never coinciding. Peter was now home on leave in London and was planning to come and see him with Irina, his wife.

After reading the letter again, Falconer put it in his jacket pocket and leaned back in the chair, full of cheer at the thought   of their visit later this week.

How strange life is, he suddenly thought, and how strange and complex we human beings are. Two old friends in one week. 

Peter and he had worked together and played together. Memories of the past rushed back, took hold of him. Quite unexpectedly, he remembered the awful night when he and Peter had been jumped by a couple of thugs in a dark side street in London. They had been to dinner and were taking a shortcut when the bruisers had attacked them. How they had fought back and knocked the thugs out, in fact. James nodded to himself. They had been a good team.

Perhaps, if this infernal war ever ended, they would be a team once again.
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The world first met Blackie O’Neill, lifelong friend of Emma Harte, forty years ago in A Woman of Substance. In A Man of Honour, the true Blackie O’Neill is revealed for the first time …
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