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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.
 


 
THREE

‘When do you think this bloody awful war will finally be over?’ James asked, his bright blue eyes focused intently on Peter Keller.

‘God knows, and he won’t split,’ Peter answered, shaking his head. He had arrived exactly four days after his letter, and he had come alone.

‘I’m so sorry Irina couldn’t make it,’ he now said. ‘And so is she. But she works for Commander Walton at the Admiralty, and he just couldn’t let her have today off. But she will come with Natalie next week, I promise.’

‘I understand,’ Falconer answered, and shifted slightly in his chair, knocking his crutches over with his shoulder. ‘I’d like to hear how she is, but first tell me about you, and your war.’

Immediately, Peter Keller was on his feet and picking the crutches up, placing them against the wall. The two friends were seated at one end of the communal sitting room at the Sanctuary, close to the window. It was still warm for September, but it had been drizzling all afternoon.

‘It didn’t surprise me when you joined the Royal Navy,’ James remarked, his eyes on one of his closest friends. ‘I know how much you’ve always loved the sea. That was apparent when you were in Hull. I suppose war on a battleship is rather different from war in the trenches, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Because we are attacking with guns and cannon from a ship, not doing hand-to-hand fighting like the artillery and the cavalry. But war is lousy no matter what, whatever service you’re in.’

‘I know. By the way’ – he raised an eyebrow – ‘you’re looking very dashing in your naval uniform. I bet lots of women look you over, give you a double-take, and perhaps a winning smile.’

Peter grinned. ‘I don’t notice. To change the subject from me, what was it like in the trenches? How did they work? More importantly, how did you all manage? You were literally living in deep ditches.’

‘We learned to make the trenches work extremely well. There was one very long front trench, guarded by barbed wire. This faced the German’s three lines of defence. We fought from there. But behind the front line, there were many other trenches, opening off, going back.’

‘Why? What for?’ Peter sounded puzzled.

‘Those trenches were where we lived. Other officers and all those wonderful Tommies. Young they were, too. Their faces made my heart break almost, when they looked at me with such devotion, and trust. They trust us officers, look up to us. Anyway, behind the front line of attack and defence, there was … well, a maze of trenches. You know, like a maze in a garden made of clipped yew trees. That’s the best way I can describe them. Do you understand?’

‘I do indeed. I can see the maze in my mind’s eye. So you slept back there when you were able to?’ Peter asserted.

‘Slept in them, yes, when we had a chance. One trench was a latrine, full of buckets. Another, off in a different direction, was for preparing the food we got, real food brought up by the women of the nearby villages. Another trench was for taking care of small injuries, wounds, aches and pains, and helping each other with our feet. Those army boots are great, but heavy. The lads get a lot of blisters.’ James let out a sigh. ‘God bless my lads, I can’t help worrying about them. All the time.’

‘I know what kind of man you are, James, and I’m certain you were, and are, a dedicated commander. I can imagine how you feel.’

James remained silent for a moment, then said, ‘Those young lads, my soldiers, were the flower of English youth, and still are, those still at the front …’ He paused, suddenly choked up, filled with emotion.

After a moment, staring out at the garden, he was able to continue. ‘I’m afraid not many will be coming home. Sorrowfully, we’ll be a country of women and old men.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Peter replied. ‘I’ve talked about that with many of my sailors. We Navy lads might do a bit better, though. Millions of Englishmen have died fighting, not to mention civilians as well. However, we just won’t be the same country—’ 

‘Damned right!’ James exclaimed. ‘England’s broke by now. I feel sure of that.’

‘With all of the armies depleted, German and French, as well as ours, the war has to come to an end soon.’ Peter lifted his hands and gave a shrug. ‘Sooner rather than later, I believe, hope and pray.’

‘I agree.’ James took the cigarette Peter offered, and went on, ‘I worry a lot about two of my men; very close, we were. Lieutenant Jack Stead and Captain Allan Lister. I was told later, after I was wounded, that Stead found me, and Lister came with stretcher-bearers. The two of them got me out of the fierce Battle of the Somme, and saved my life. I wish I knew where they were. Alive, I pray.’

He turned to Peter and leaned forward for his friend to light the cigarette. ‘Now, let’s change the subject. I want to talk about Malvern’s. My company. It’s hanging on in there without us to run it – but from what I hear it’s been tough going. Now that I’m home and nearly ready to leave this place, I’ve got to think about how to keep my business afloat amid this mess.’

‘I’ll come back there, once I’m out of the Navy, after the war; I promise you that, James.’

‘I know, Peter. What I will have to do is get money from … somewhere, and work like bloody hell to revive Malvern’s—’

‘You’ll do it!’ Peter cut in. ‘There’s no doubt in my mind about that.’
 


 
FOUR

James Lionel Falconer had an open, easy-going personality and a great deal of natural charm. These characteristics, plus his height, his good looks, and his piercingly blue eyes made him irresistible to women.

James liked women and got on with them well, but he was not a ladies’ man, and anything but a philanderer. In fact, he was very much a man’s man, which was actually the way it was in this era.

It was decidedly a man’s world: men dined together at restaurants and private men’s clubs, went to the theatre, the varieties and the horse races. They were always together. Wives were treated kindly, lovingly, but stayed at home. Weekends were reserved for them.

James had four close male friends. There was his brother Eddie, as well as William Venables, his cousin, with whom he had spent much of his youth in Hull; Cornelius Glendenning, the husband of Claudia Trevalian, who had been his late wife’s dearest friend; and Peter Keller, of course, his closest workmate.

His thoughts were on William on this lovely September morning. William was coming to the Sanctuary and bringing a picnic lunch. When he had told Nurse Jackson about this, she had not only been startled, but rather chuffed, liking the idea. ‘Nobody’s ever done that before,’ she had explained yesterday, adding, ‘Very nice, and a bit posh. I like that.’

James had laughed at her response, and so had she. Now he was sitting in a chair on the terrace overlooking the hospital gardens, waiting for William. 

He had been at the Sanctuary for six months, and he had healed well. His doctors were hoping he would be able to leave by the end of the year. He was looking forward to that. These days he was convinced he would soon have his old life back, working, building his company back to success, enjoying a few pleasures, and most importantly, seeing old friends. Being normal, in fact. 

A moment later he heard William’s voice and recognized Nurse Jackson’s laughter, as she led his dearest friend out onto the terrace.

William was smiling as he strode in, carrying a wicker hamper marked Fortnum & Mason. ‘Here I am, James, right on time, bearing food from your favourite shop.’

‘So I notice,’ James answered. ‘And it’s great to see you, old chap.’

‘You can put the hamper on this table, Mr Venables,’ Nurse Jackson said, ‘and just let me know if you need any china or utensils.’

‘Thanks, Nurse Jackson,’ William said. ‘But I do believe the hamper has everything we’ll need. A nice pot of English breakfast tea would be welcome a bit later.’

‘Of course. I’ll see to it whenever you want.’

‘Thank you,’ William said, giving her one of his biggest smiles.

Once they were alone, James settled back his chair and looked across at William, seated near the round table, his hand resting on the hamper. ‘I was tickled to death when you said you’d bring lunch, but a bit surprised when the hospital allowed it, though.’

‘Anything for you, Jimmy lad. You’re a great war hero. And from what I hear from that nurse, you’re also everyone’s favourite among all the nurses.’

‘Not so sure about all this you’re saying, William. I’m just glad to have your company. I’ve missed you.’

‘Me too. I’m sorry I couldn’t get here earlier this summer. But I really was jammed with work. Now, when do you want lunch?’

As he spoke, William opened the hamper and lifted the lid. ‘I’ve brought us a drink. Don’t tell the nurse but it’s a good claret. How about a glass now? There are two glasses here, and everything else we need, as well as the food.’

‘You’re right, I think the doctors might disapprove of booze. I have to tell you, they are very pleased with my progress. I’m learning to walk again, sometimes just with one crutch. Getting better at trotting every day.’

‘You’ll get back to normal,’ William said in a positive tone, handing James the glass of wine. ‘No doubt about that.’

There was a small silence and then William said in a low tone, ‘I need to talk to you about the Malvern Company. But also about Georgiana Ward.’

‘You sound odd. Is something wrong? She is all right, isn’t she?’ James sounded anxious.

‘To my knowledge, yes, but I’ve done a lot of thinking since you told me in your letter that you’re going to stay with her in Ascot. And you can’t do that, you really can’t.’

Falconer sat up straighter, staring at his closest friend, a look of puzzlement on his face. ‘Why ever not? It’s a great place for my final recuperation. And there’s nothing between us again, at least not at the moment.’

‘Maybe so. However, just think how it will look! People will think you are living together—’

‘But there are lots of servants there,’ James cut in, disappointed.

‘So what? They don’t mean anything, nothing at all. People think the worst, you surely know that. To the outside world, it would be something to gossip about—’

‘I don’t care what they say,’ James replied heatedly.

‘It would look as if you are living in sin. And you can’t afford to have that sort of tittle-tattle circulating in London. You are a famous businessman, a tycoon of some repute, for God’s sake, and something of an icon to many people. They look up to you. And as you start to prepare to return to the business, you need to make sure nothing could damage that.’ William paused, then added, ‘You must think about Malvern’s, your company. Don’t do anything that might damage it, put it at risk.’

James sat frowning at William, an expression of hurt in his eyes.

William took a deep breath and went on, in a gentler voice, ‘I know you like her around, like her company, but you have to look at the situation objectively, how people will see it, how they would talk. To some extent, we’re still living in the era of Queen Victoria, even though it is 1917. Old-fashioned rules live on.’

‘A lot of bigots, I suppose, and hypocrites,’ was James’s mumbled comment. He let out a long sigh. ‘I thought this bloody war might have changed things. But I suppose you’re right, Will. I can just imagine the talk.’ A deep sigh again. ‘I give in. You are always looking out for me, have my back. I’ll go to my house in South Audley Street when I leave here in December. Perhaps Georgiana can come and look after me there – and I do mean visiting, not living there. I got your message loud and clear.’

William couldn’t help laughing. ‘I knew what you meant, you didn’t have to clarify. And I know you’ll want to see her. You’ve been lovers, off and on, for years.’

James also laughed. ‘Since I was seventeen.’

‘In Hull, very sneakily. Don’t forget I was there. I was a bit puzzled at first, and so were others, because she was older than you. Some think she’s not a very good match for you. But she was a very beautiful woman. And your lovely wife, Alexis, was also older than you by eight years.’

‘I guess I like older women, and maybe I’ll figure out why one day.’

‘I’d be all ears. But I think you might want to be careful about getting tangled up with her all over again. Now, lunch.’ William pulled out the list of items in the hamper and then began to read it aloud. ‘Pork pies with chutney, egg salad sandwiches, smoked salmon on brown bread. Pickles. Sliced tomatoes and gherkins. And finally, jam roll. How does that sound?’ 

‘Great. My mouth’s watering. I’ve had nothing that good since I came back to Blighty.’

‘Mine, too.’ William took the hamper and put it on the floor. Within minutes, he had placed all the food on plates on the table.

James had enjoyed being with William and, within minutes of his departure, he was missing his best friend. Although William had been unable to sign up to fight, owing to poor eyesight, he had done his bit for the country by keeping the family shipping business going. This meant he hadn’t been able to visit James as often as he would have liked. It felt like a very long time since they’d had lunch together; his early visits to James’s bedside had been brief and marred by James being in pain.

Friend of a lifetime, James thought, and family too, after all these years. James put great store in having a family. A big one, if possible. He had grown up in one, knew how important it was to be surrounded by people who loved you and cared about your welfare. It was a bitter irony that he was now alone in his own life.

There had been his Falconer grandparents, Philip and Esther, who had been in service; the latter had been the biggest influence in his life. Of course there were his parents, Matthew and Maude, who kept their little house in Camden full of love, even when money was tight; his sister Rossi and his brother Eddie, as well as his uncles, George and Harry. A loving, cosy group that was totally committed to each other.

Although only Eddie and Rossi were alive now, they were caring and close. They saw each other as much as possible. Eddie was five years younger. He had failed the military medical test because of weak lungs and so had not been in the war. Married to a lovely young woman, Christina, they had twin sons, Ian and Andrew, who were fourteen. 

Eddie, always artistic and painting pictures as a child, had surprised them all when he announced he wanted to be a lawyer. James had paid for his education and Eddie had proved to be a legal eagle.

Rossi, busy sewing when growing up, had her own shop in the Malvern Arcade on Piccadilly, near Trafalgar Square. Her greatest sellers were the unique shawls she made, which had become famous. She and her husband Charles Randolph, a banker, had a daughter of eighteen, Lavinia. They had a good marriage, as did Eddie and Christina. 

His thoughts went back to William. James now recalled how disappointed William had been that they were unable to join up as Pals together.

William was married to Natalie Parkinson, James’s former assistant; they were a great match. Together they had produced a son, Clarence, named for William’s late father. William had taken over the running of the Venableses’ shipping company in Hull, but he and Natalie spent much of their time in London. William, a clever businessman, had grown the company and opened a London office. James also had come to spend most of his time in London before the war, rarely going to Hull.

He suddenly smiled to himself, thinking that he did have quite a large family, after all, even if some were not blood relatives. Most, actually. Even if he no longer had a wife, nor the children they had longed for, he was surrounded by a lovely bevy of marvellous people who knew they were his, and who relied on him for so much. And they gave back endlessly, staying close to him. As he faced life without the Army, the country still caught in this awful war, he would need them all.
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‘Goodbye!’ James Falconer shook the doctors by the hand and pressed Nurse Jackson’s hand particularly warmly. He was so grateful for all that the hospital – rightly, he felt, known as the Sanctuary – had done for him. But he was glad he was leaving at last. Freedom! Yes, he was free to do anything. It was January of 1918, and Major James Lionel Falconer was being fully discharged from the military hospital in Kent and also from the Army. The terrible wounds in his legs had finally healed, and he had learned to walk properly again. Although he needed to use a cane, because his left leg was weaker than his right, he was well-balanced and steady on his feet. Confident in himself again, he was longing to get rid of that cane; he promised himself that he would, one day. Just as he would go back to Malvern’s and return it to its old glory.

It was Georgiana Ward who came with her motorcar to take him home to London. Now that the time had come, James was happy he had listened to William’s advice and was in fact going back to his own house on South Audley Street in Mayfair, not to Georgiana’s. His staff had run it efficiently during his time in the Army and the hospital. They were anxious to greet him, according to Mrs Ward.

James was quiet as they travelled, thinking about the future. He was sure the war would finally end that summer. Armies were depleted, millions of soldiers dead, and civilians killed also. The great British Empire had fallen and was no doubt up to its neck in debt. The entry of the Americans now made victory seem possible, but the world had paid a great price.

He had done a lot of thinking, alone in his hospital bed over the past year, had made a promise to himself. He would start over, take proper charge of his business empire, and mend a few fences. And then there was his daughter, his only child, borne by Georgiana. He must win her over, make up for his disgusting neglect of her. Lionel Georgiana Ward, known as Leonie. 

After the first meeting with Georgiana Ward, he had written her a letter, asking about Leonie. She was twenty-eight now and a clever businesswoman, according to her mother. She was engaged to a seemingly very appropriate man by the name of Richard Rhodes. However, he was a man Mrs Ward did not like. Georgiana wanted his opinion of Mr Rhodes, and of their daughter, as well. Now, looking out of the window at the wintry Kent countryside, James felt impatient. He couldn’t wait to meet them both.

Georgiana had told him he was in for a battle, that Leonie would not be easy to make friends with. She apparently resented him, did not want to know him on any level, and did not care that she was, in fact, heir to his enormous business empire.

His only child had told her mother she could never forgive him for the way he had abandoned her when she was in her teen years, never attempted to see her as she became a young woman. Leonie said she felt lost, almost as if she did not exist sometimes, at least to her father.

He had asked Georgiana how to approach the situation, and her answer had been a shake of her head, and a whispered, ‘I’ve no idea.’

But later she had confided that he had to do everything in his power to make amends, to get her to come into his life willingly. That he must make Leonie feel she was his daughter; somehow prove that he loved her.

And he had promised Mrs Ward he would do that, no matter what it took. He was sincere about this.

The months after his return home passed swiftly. In November of 1918 the war was finally over, and peace declared. James hoped it would be a lasting one. His memories of the fighting, the dying and the chaos of the last few years never left him, however hard he tried. He plunged himself into running his business empire once again, to take his mind off the memories.

After Alexis’s death, years before, he had inherited her late father’s business, the Malvern Company, which he had managed for Henry Malvern since his youth. The South Audley Street house had become his too.

Now, on this November morning, he sat at the desk in the library and suddenly found himself gazing at the photograph of Alexis. How carefree and happy she looked, he thought, a slight smile settling on his lips. And very beautiful. Then the smile faltered. How she had suffered, and all because of him and his desire for her. Because of his lust for her, his need of her. And she had responded with great emotion.

Her first miscarriage had been in 1892, in the early part of their marriage. She had been thirty then. Another miscarriage when she was thirty-four. In 1900, she had died in childbirth, as had their baby, a son. He lost them both. A tragedy which haunted him.

His darling wife had died aged thirty-eight, far too young. Guilt settled on him, and he fell down into himself and his troubling thoughts. Even the business he had plunged back into running, the Malvern Company, had been set up by her father. It was where they had first met.

A moment later his head came up, and he looked at the door as Brompton, his butler, knocked and came in.

‘Sorry to interrupt you, sir, but Cook would like you to look at the menu for the supper on Friday, and let her know if you approve it.’

Brompton walked to the desk and handed the menu to James. ‘Thanks,’ he said, read it quickly and nodded. Handing the menu back, he added that everything sounded delicious as usual. He was giving a dinner party to celebrate the end of the war.

Once alone again, James’s gaze went back to the photograph of his late wife. He had been a widower for many years now. Alexis had died when he was thirty. Now he was forty-eight. And yet it seemed like only yesterday when she had been mistress of this house, running it with her usual efficiency and flair. In his head, he could hear her laughter, her lilting voice. They had assumed they would fill it with children, live a happy life together. 

He had never met another woman he wanted to marry, had never fallen in love again. As the years had passed, there had been a few relationships, because he was a normal heterosexual man and needed the company and comfort of a woman. All those friendships had been fleeting and had ended eventually.

On the other hand, he had one true, good female friend, Georgiana Ward. He had come to rely on her care and kindness, after he had left the military hospital in Kent. It was to her he owed his better health – and his sanity, in a sense. When he was seventeen, she had become his mistress, and when he was twenty-one, she had introduced him to his daughter, Leonie, then two years old. What a surprise that had been.

Since his return, his daughter had refused to see him. If she was visiting her mother, she refused to admit him, and she never replied to any of his letters.

His mind focused on Georgiana. They hadn’t seen each other for six weeks while he was away in Hull for business. She was ten years older than him, but did not look it. If anything, she appeared younger than him. And so had Alexis, who had been eight years older. He smiled to himself. Funny how he liked older women. His dearest friend, William Venables, actually his cousin, often whispered that he was always on the lookout for a delectable older woman for him.

And now James remembered that the last time William had said words to that effect, he had shot back that he already had an older woman in his life, and had then stopped short, gaping at William. His friend had been quick to answer, asking him if he was romantically involved again with Mrs Ward. James had told him the truth immediately. No, he wasn’t, but he did love her in a certain way. When William pressed him further, asking in what way, he had not responded. He was loath to go any further.

After a short while of intense thought, James rose and stood in front of the mirror, staring at himself, weighing up his appearance. Well, he didn’t look too bad for a man of forty-eight. A few lines around his eyes, but his eyes were still piercingly blue and clear. Good food and the comforts of home had smoothed away the anxiousness of war that had clouded his face for so long. And he was still six feet two and as slender as he had been at thirty.

No, not bad at all, he decided again, turning away from the mirror. She might still fancy me.

She? Well, Georgiana Ward, of course. Who else? What other woman was constantly on his mind? What other woman could he possibly want? Did he want her sexually again? He didn’t know. And if he did, what if he failed her? He wanted Leonie in his life. How would getting involved again with her mother affect that? All of these questions ran through his head until William arrived to take him out to lunch. Don’t confide in him, James warned himself, as they left together. And he didn’t.


Brompton, the butler, opened the door, leading into the drawing room of James Falconer’s South Audley Street house. He announced her name as he did.

Georgiana Ward murmured her thanks to the butler and stepped forward alone.

James stood at the far side of the room, opening a bottle of champagne. The cork popped, and he turned and smiled at her, then walked across the floor, still smiling.

Her heart tightened and she felt a rush of excitement. It was always like that when she saw him for the first time after he had been away for a while.

Six weeks in Hull, working hard, and he looked wonderful. He was tall, much taller than most men of her acquaintance. Six feet two, very slender, and extremely handsome, with those piercingly blue eyes. As he drew closer, she noticed his face was a bit fuller, and this added to his youthful aura tonight.

He grasped her arm, drew her closer, bent down and kissed her cheek, then focused on her intently. ‘You look beautiful, Mrs Ward; more so than ever, I do believe.’ His expression was admiring.

‘And you look as if you’ve been on a long holiday, Mr Falconer.’

He grinned. ‘I know I’ve put on a bit of weight. It shows in my face. It’s all that Yorkshire pudding and roast beef they kept feeding me. But come, let’s have a glass of bubbly and toast the peace.’ He swung around and walked back to the table where the champagne stood in a silver bucket.

She followed him slowly, cringing slightly as she noticed how hard he was trying not to limp, and not doing too well. It was his pride, of course. She wished he would use the cane, but he usually tried not to when he was with her. What did it matter, that limp? He was alive, wasn’t he? That’s what mattered. And in good health, thank God.

As he poured the champagne into two crystal flutes, he said, ‘I heard from Peter Keller today, and he has recovered from the Spanish flu. He sends you his best.’

‘Thank you for telling me, James. And he’s one of the lucky ones. So many people have died in this awful epidemic.’

‘Only too true, I’m afraid.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m devastated that it took two of Peter’s relatives.’ James gave her the flute of champagne and touched his glass to hers, a smile replacing the serious expression on his face. ‘It’s so nice to see you; I’ve missed you, Mrs Ward.’

‘Likewise,’ she answered, merely smiling, not trusting herself, knowing she might blurt out something inappropriate if she wasn’t careful. Since that first meeting at the Sanctuary a year before, after not seeing each other for years, they had stayed friends but no more, a careful distance between them. 

‘I’ve got something for you,’ James announced, putting his flute down. ‘I hope you like it.’ He stepped across to a table and retrieved a package, wrapped in silver paper and tied with silver ribbon. He handed it to her. 

Georgiana was both surprised and pleased that he had bought her a gift, and thanking him profusely, she opened it swiftly. Inside the box was a purple shawl, made of the lightest, softest velvet which was edged in silver. It rippled in her hands. ‘Why it’s just gorgeous!’ she exclaimed. ‘Thank you!’

He drew closer to her, took the shawl from her, placed it around her shoulders, and then stood back, appraising her intently.

‘It matches your purple dress,’ he said. ‘And it suits you, but you
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