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September 1905

The three of us, Paul Cartwright, my wife Lucinda and I, had enjoyed a night in a hotel in London, courtesy of Brigadier Dickenson. As Lucinda said, it was the least he could do. He also provided us with 1st Class tickets for the train north to Liverpool. We managed to secure an empty compartment, although, in truth, the train was far from full. The train lurched and chugged out of Euston station and we headed north. While Cartwright, my batman, went to the buffet car for some refreshments, I finally told Lucinda what the brigadier had said. She heard my words and then stared out of the window, watching the land fly by, masked a little by the smoke from the engine. I knew she was not looking out of the window to see the little houses crammed closely together and wreathed in their own smoke, she was marshalling her thoughts. I had married a very clever woman. I still could not believe that she had agreed to marry me.

Eventually, she turned around and said, “You could resign your commission, Griff. You do not need to be used by men like the brigadier.”

I sighed, “I am a young man. What would I do?”

“There are many things that you could do. I am sure that there is some position out there for you.”

“I am a soldier. That is all that I have ever done. Sandhurst was my university.”

She smiled and patted my hand, “You may not have noticed, Griff, but I did not attend university. That is not the be all and end all of having a profession. You could write.”

I said, “My father is the writer. He became a writer because he could no longer be a soldier. I am still a soldier.”

She sighed and pecked me on the cheek, “You will get no arguments from me. I have seen, first hand, just how good you are. The soldiers like Sergeant Reed and Alf Tupper sang your praises. They are not easily impressed.” She suddenly said, “Lord Kitchener! He is a friend of your father’s is he not?” I nodded. “Then get your father to write to him. He is powerful enough to do something about your situation.”

“The last I heard he was in India,” I shook my head, “no, I will have to wrestle with this problem myself.”

She shook her head, “You have a wife now and your problems are mine. We shall put our heads together.” I kissed her. “Besides, I think we have both earned some time to visit our family and just be together.”

Just then Paul Cartwright entered with a tray and a pot of tea, cups and some biscuits, “They have a very nice service on this train.”

Lucinda said, “And I think I am now ready for some food.”

I remembered that, before we had left the hotel she had spent rather longer in the bathroom than was normal. She had barely eaten any breakfast, “Are you unwell?”

She shook her head, “The voyage and the change from sea to land made me a little queasy is all that is the matter. I am fine. Do not fuss.”

Paul poured the tea and placed it on the table that folded out from beneath the window. He sat with his back to the engine and sipped his tea. We sat in companionable silence as the train headed north. I said, eventually, “Paul, the brigadier told me that I would not be returning to the regular army and that I should hold myself in readiness for another,” I said the word as though it was distasteful, “task.” He nodded and sipped more of his tea. “The thing is, you didn’t sign on for that. What is it that you wish to do?”

He emptied his cup and before pouring himself a second said, “Do you need a top up?” We both shook our heads. He poured his tea and added the milk and sugar. As he stirred he said, “It is very kind of you to make the offer, Sir. You are, unlike many other officers I have met in my time, a true gentleman.” He smiled. “If I may be candid with you, Sir, I quite enjoy your little adventures. I understand that you will need time to rest and recover from your wounds and to see your family.” He suddenly beamed a smile, “Which I confess I am looking forward to most of all. If you are happy for me to continue to serve you then, believe me, I am more than content to share your life. I feel as though you have given me a new lease of life. If I did not serve you, Captain Roberts, then what would I do? Live in some awful little room with a landlady who has a face like turned milk, eking out my pension, trying to find things to occupy me and all the time, wasting away? No thank you, Sir, so long as you have need of me, then I am more than content to serve you.”

Lucinda said, “There, it is settled.” She put her hand up to touch the scar on my forehead. “Paul’s judicious use of honey appears to have helped to heal the wound to your head.”

“Don’t worry, Aunt Sarah will spot it and I expect the Spanish Inquisition.”

Paul shook his head, “Your aunt is a delightful lady, Captain.” He regarded my family as the family he would have chosen if he had a choice.

“I know, Paul, but she has an incredibly low opinion of the army and the effect it has on my family.”

We watched the land slip by as we headed north and west. Paul had returned the tray to the buffet car and was sitting reading a newspaper when Lucinda said, “I am just a little concerned that the house may not be big enough for three extra adults.”

“We coped before.”

“Before it was a short visit. This may be six months.” I had not thought of that. “We still have a home in Grasmere. It is not a palace but it is more than big enough for the three of us.”

Paul smiled, “I do enjoy the majesty of the lakes. Is it a large house?”

“My uncle lives in the village and when he helped me to settle my father’s affairs, he helped me to buy it. As I recall, for I only saw it once but it seems big enough.”

I was also keen to see the house but my family came first, “First, we get home. I am anxious to see my family.”

“You sent the telegram?” She asked me.

“Of course, and I told them the time of the train although I do not expect them to meet us there.”

Lucinda laughed, “I do.”

My wife, of course, as with all wives, was right and my father and Aunt Sarah were there at Lime Street Station. When I limped down the platform I saw the frown replace the smile on my aunt’s face. My father never changed his expression. It was pride. I was still the little boy trying to live up to his hero, the man who had fought at Rorke’s Drift and Omdurman, the man whose boots I could never fill, no matter how much I tried.

Part One

A new job
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


When we reached Aunt Bet’s home in the Liverpool suburbs we found that my aunt and great aunt had laid on enough food to feed a platoon. It was not what the men in my troop would have called ‘fancy food, it was homely and not only filling but tasty. We had a rabbit pie made with vegetables and mushrooms. With homemade bread to mop up the gravy, it was the best meal I had enjoyed in a long time and that included the dinner in the London hotel. The apple and blackberry crumble served with custard made me fear I would burst the waistband on my trousers. The prodigal son had returned and the family were going to celebrate. 

Jack and Victoria were now adults. In the time I had been away they had changed from being little more than adolescents to becoming grown-ups. While we ate the feast I enquired about their lives and was told that both were courting. The word, in the north west of England, was a closely defined one. It meant that the two were, as they said, walking out with their prospective young partner. Holding hands was permitted but nothing more. There was an acceptance from all the parties that, eventually, there would be an offer of marriage but that would have to fulfil certain conditions. The men would have to be earning enough to support their wives. In Jack’s case that was easy. He had a good job and a healthy income. For someone his age he was considered well off. I had known before that Victoria had a young man but for Richard, Victoria’s beau, it was not so easy. He was a teacher and they did not earn much. As much as I wanted to offer financial help I knew that it would be wrong to propose such assistance. For one thing Jack and Emily needed no financial help and I could not offer one without the other. Richard and Victoria would have to plot their own course. I had confidence that my cousin would do so.

“That was a wonderful meal, Aunt Sarah. You need not have gone to so much trouble for us.” My wife appreciated the effort they had taken.

“Lucinda, you are family and it is no trouble.”

My father unbuttoned his waistcoat, “I have told the two of them to employ women to help them in the kitchen. Goodness knows we now have the money.”

“And I have told you that we are both happy with the arrangement. I am not ready, yet, to spend all day with idle hands. It is not my way.” Aunt Sarah had waited patiently until we had explored, fully, the romantic entanglements and now that it was done and the matter of servants dismissed, then she smiled at Lucinda, “So, Lucinda, we know the plans of Jack and Victoria but what does Griff here plan to do with his life? Has he bled enough for his king and country or does he intend to become a cripple, like his father?” Aunt Sarah did not mince her words.

My father was easy going but his face darkened, “I am not a cripple, Aunt Sarah. My injury does not impair me in the slightest.”

Lucinda sensed an argument and, smiling, said, “Griff is not leaving the army and as the brigadier has given him some time off to recover we do not need to worry about having to bear arms. We thought to spend it here with you, unless, of course, that might inconvenience you.”

I saw Aunt Bet smile. She was normally the one caught in the arguments between my father and his aunt. Lucinda had played a beautiful point. Aunt Sarah immediately changed her demeanour and said, “Of course, you must stay. We adore having you here.”

My father said, wryly, “Even though he is a soldier?”

“Now then, Jack, we have a cease fire. Let us not resume hostilities, eh?” Paul had said little but he had enjoyed the meal. Aunt Bet continued, “And you, Paul, are you happy to stay with us, too?”

“If you would have me then I would be delighted. This home has always seemed to me to be a haven of peace and calm.” I could not tell if Paul had his tongue in his cheek but Aunt Bet could not keep the smile from her lips.

She beamed as she said, “This Sunday, Victoria and Young Jack, you shall bring your young lady and young man to tea. It is time they met another hero from the Roberts family.” Once more, it was the right thing to say for Aunt Sarah would be too busy planning the menu to worry about my future.

The ladies began to clear the table and Paul insisted upon helping. The result was that I sat with my father and cousin. My father lit his pipe. I noticed that Jack now smoked cigarettes.

“Now that the ladies are apart and it is just the men, I hope that you can tell me of your adventures. As I have finished my third novel I need inspiration for my fourth.”

I smiled, “Of course, but Jack,” my cousin looked up, “for your ears only.”

“Of course.” He said earnestly.

I told them the tale. My father would make it into a more exciting story when it formed part of one of his books but Jack thought my account was exciting enough. I timed it to finish just when the ladies and Paul returned from the kitchen. The ladies were laughing when they re-entered the lounge. As Paul was just smiling I deduced that it was something he had said. He was a witty man with a dry sense of humour. He could tell a story with a dead pan face and his timing was always impeccable.

“And your books, how are they going, Dad?”

My father tapped his pipe out on the hearth, “Oh, you know, Son, now that we have three books in publication, we are doing quite well.”

Jack laughed, “Do not listen to your father. His is incredibly successful and he is doing very well. He has a steady income and his publisher says that his readers are demanding a fourth. He has enough money to invest in his already fine portfolio.” Jack was like his father, a man who understood money, stocks, shares and finances. He handled my father’s investments for him.

My father was a modest man, “As I said, we are doing quite well.”

“And the Strand magazine has a short story from him coming out soon.” Jack said eagerly.

“Yes, but there is little money in that one.” My father fiddled on with his pipe. He was ever a modest man.

Jack leaned forward, “Your father does not understand advertising and finance. The magazine is sold in America now, too, and it will bring his work to a wider audience.”

I smiled, “I am really pleased for you, Dad.”

He began to fill his pipe again, “Yes, who would have thought that someone like me could be an author that people wanted to read? It is quite humbling, really.”

Aunt Bet nodded, “And, your father has given me something to stretch my mind now that my chicks have grown and are about to fly the nest.”

“You still type for him?” I asked.

She nodded, “I fear, Lucinda, that you may be awoken by the click clack of my typewriter.”

“Do not worry, Bet, I am an early riser.” Bet always thought that being called Aunt made her seem ancient. She preferred us to use her diminutive.

My father had his pipe going once more and I saw the contented look on his face as he sank back into his armchair. He was remarkably skilled at filling the pipe one handed, tamping it down and then lighting it with a spill from the fire. The end of his index finger was as hard as steel “Not only do my publishers prefer a typed manuscript, thanks to Bet there are fewer errors.”

Aunt Sarah asked, as she sat down, “And you, Lucinda, do you have plans?”

“Well, we will need to visit my home in Grasmere. It has been empty for some time. The house will require some work there before next winter and then,” she shrugged and looked at me, “despite the danger that we endured in the desert, I did keep a journal and, when the nights draw in, I thought to put down my thoughts. I should like to write a paper.”

“A good idea. I am sure that your conclusions will be more valid than those written down by that pompous ass, Teal.” I had not liked the professor whose actions had almost lost men their lives.

Aunt Bet nodded, “And I would be more than happy to type up your paper too, Lucinda.”

“I would not wish to put you to the trouble.”

“Believe me, it is no trouble. It stimulates my mind and I should be interested to read something that is not fiction.”

My father shuffled uncomfortably in his chair, “Fiction based on fact and on real people.”

Aunt Sarah leaned forward, “I have read your books, Jack Roberts, and recognised you in them. You write about others as heroes and not yourself. If that is not fiction I know not what is. If you do write about Griff’s adventures it will be interesting to see how he is portrayed. You show Lord Kitchener as some sort of military genius but if that were so he would have a higher rank in real life. It is fiction, Jack, and your stories keep people entertained.” She turned to me, “Your father has many letters from those who admire his work and I reply, as him, of course. I know the worth of his stories. He is admired because he does not use the flowery phrases of some writers but makes the stories race along.”

My father hated this sort of attention and said, as he tapped out his pipe, “So, plans for the morrow, Griff?”

“We thought to go into Liverpool. I need to see if my back pay is in the bank and, with winter coming, we shall need warmer clothes. I have been used to the desert for too long.”

“Then the day after you shall sit with me and I can write down the details of your adventure.” He glared at Aunt Sarah and Bet, “That way there will be more fact and less fiction than some are used to.”

Bet rose and kissed my father on the forehead, “Jack, you are too sensitive. No one is disparaging your work.”

Lucinda took my arm, “And it is late. These young people, unlike us, have work to attend in the morning.”

As we lay in my old room, in a bed which was just large enough for the two of us, we cuddled. I said, as she lay in my arms, “If you do plan on going to Grasmere then it should be sooner rather than later. When winter comes to the lakes then the door is slammed shut.”

“A good idea. Tomorrow we shop, we have Sunday to enjoy, let us say, we go a week tomorrow, Tuesday?”

Aunt Sarah came with us to Liverpool, along with Paul. While I went to the bank with my batman, the ladies went to do the tasks that they had planned. It seemed strange to me that my wife did not need the services of my batman and me to help carry their purchases. It seemed the two ladies did not need us. We arranged to meet at Yates’ Wine Lodge which lay in the heart of the shops.

The pay was in my account and Paul took the opportunity to set up a savings account for his pay. I already had one and I was more than happy with the way it had grown thanks to the interest which accrued. The stipend from Lord Clifford, paid before we had left had helped. We both withdrew some cash and managed to complete our shopping in less than an hour. We took the opportunity to walk to the Pier Head and see all the ships there. It was the gateway to America and a vibrant place. We reached the pub well before the allotted time. We arrived after the breakfast rush and before lunchtime diners entered. Yates’ Wine Lodge was renowned for its sweet and powerful Australian wine but we were in England and Paul and I wanted beer. We took a table in the lounge and as it was before the lunch time rush, it was quiet. Paul, like me, did not smoke and it was pleasant to sit and drink our beer in a smoke free environment. I knew that as soon as the smokers arrived a thick veil of smoke would descend. The two ladies arrived half an hour earlier than planned. They had purchases but fewer than I would have expected considering the time they had taken. By that time the room was thick with smoke and the conversation too loud.

Aunt Sarah coughed and glared at the large man with the cigar who had just blown a plume of smoke in our direction, “Come, we have finished our shopping and we have no need to endure the stink of the baboons who come here.”

As I rose the large man looked to stand up and said, “Who are you calling a baboon, Lady Muck?”

I pushed him to his seat and put my face close to his, “She was just talking about ill-mannered men who do not behave in public but I am calling you a baboon.” 

He took in my tanned skin and the scar on my face. He feigned a smile, “No problem and, if you don’t mind, we will take your table.”

I followed the ladies out and Paul watched my back. Once outside Lucinda laughed, “What would you have done if he had become violent?”

Smiling I said, “If I cannot deal with an overweight man who smokes too much then it is time I did resign my commission. Do you wish to find somewhere else for lunch?”

My aunt flashed a look at Lucinda and shook her head, “No, we are tired and have had a busy morning. I have some good bread and fresh cheese. With the ham in the larder we can enjoy a pleasant ploughman’s.”

Once we reached the house Aunt Sarah made sure that Lucinda sat down and while Paul put our purchases away she said, “I will get lunch.” She nodded towards the study where we could hear Bet’s typewriter. “I will let them know it is time for a late lunch. I do not doubt that they will have forgotten that they need to eat. Your father works best in the morning and he uses every minute to write. Bet has followed his pattern. I will leave you two alone.” She went to the hall and shouted up the stairs, “Paul, come and help me in the kitchen when you are done.”

“I shall be there momentarily.”

I used the tongs to put a little more coal on the fire and then the poker to wake it up. September in England was not particularly cold but to us, having been in the desert, it felt like winter. I sat down and was aware that Lucinda was studying me.

“What is amiss? Do you need more coal putting on the fire?”

She smiled, “No, I am becoming used to the climate once more.” She paused and reached over to take my right hand in her two. “Griff, Aunt Sarah and I went to the doctor this morning.”

I suddenly started with fear, “Aunt Sarah is not...”

“No, it was I who saw the doctor.”

I suddenly remembered her illness in the London hotel. I knew that diseases abounded in the Middle East. Had she fallen foul to some debilitating plague?

She saw my face and squeezed my fingers, “It is nothing to worry about.” She paused and then said, quietly, “I am with child. I shall give birth in February or March.” 

I raised her to her feet and hugged her. Then I realised what I had done and I sat her down, “I am sorry, I...”

She laughed, “I am not a China doll. The doctor says I am fit and well. He even encouraged me to stay active.”

The thoughts that raced around my head confused me. I wanted to run into the street and tell total strangers that I was to be a father. I wondered about the conception, in the desert with danger all around. Would the baby be affected? Then the thought came into my head, what if I was abroad serving the brigadier when the baby was born? At the same time I worried about the living arrangements. 

“I shall have to resign my commission.”

She laughed, “Why? Do not overreact, Griff. When we married we knew that children would come along. You are a good soldier and a leader that men will follow. I understood that when I married you. I know this news has come as a shock but no hasty decisions, eh?”

When Aunt Sarah came in with Paul, it coincided with Aunt Bet and my father entering. Aunt Sarah put her hands on her hips and began to laugh, “I see you have told him then.”

Lucinda laughed too, “Yes and you were right about his reaction.”

My father asked, “Reaction?”

Lucinda said, “Yes, for you are to become a grandfather. I am to have a baby.”

The joy was unbounded and lasted until after Victoria and Jack had returned from work. I enjoyed the congratulations but I found myself reflecting on the changes it would bring. 

My father said, while the table was being laid for tea, “Griff and I will go to the pub for a pint.”

Jack said, “I’ll get my coat.”

My father shook his head, “Griff and I.” He wanted to be alone with me.

Aunt Sarah said, “Don’t be too long. The food will be ready in an hour.”

My father smiled and said, patiently, “And we will be back in fifty-five minutes.”

We put hats and coats on for the evenings were getting chilly. As we left and headed the few hundred yards to the pub he said, “I watched you all afternoon. You have worries.”

I stopped and stared at him, “How...”

“I had the same worries but the difference was I did not find out as early as you. I was away and...well, you know.”

I nodded. My father had always been honest with me and told me everything. He was not proud of what he had done and he had many regrets. I was not one of them but my mother’s death still haunted him. He had often spoken of returning to Wales to put flowers on her grave. Perhaps that was something that the three of us could do now.

“I was terrified of being a mother and a father to you. That was where Auntie Sarah and your nan came to my rescue. Aunt Sarah regards you as the child she never had.”

“I know.”

We had reached the pub which, being early, was relatively quiet. “Two pints of bitter, Bill.” We stood by the bar until they were pulled. My father handed over the coins and we went to sit by the fireplace.

“Here’s to my first grandchild.” We drank and he continued. “I wanted a talk with you because, well, I know you are thinking of jacking in the army.” I was about to speak and he held up his hand. “If you are truly sick of it then all well and good, but don’t do it because Lucinda is going to have a baby. You are a good soldier. You are better than I was.”

“Never...”

“I know because others have told me. Paul Cartwright is a clever man and an honest one. You have done things that I could never have done. What I am trying to say is that it is not the same as with me. Your child will have a mother and there will be another three of us, at least, who will be on hand to do the right thing. You choose what you want to do for the right reasons.”

I drank some more of the beer. I saw Bill, the landlord, watching us as he polished glasses. We had kept our voices low and he could not hear our words.

“Now, am I right or have I spoken out of turn?”

I smiled, “You are spot on, as usual. You are right, I do think I am a good soldier. I don’t like what Brigadier Dickenson has me doing but...”

“Nor do I but despite the way he uses people what I will say about the brigadier is that he does what he does for king and country. It may not be work that a soldier would choose to do but I believe that if he asks you to do something then it is worthwhile. From what you told me about the dig there was foreign involvement. I have no idea what is behind it but it cannot be good for us. We have the largest Empire the world has ever seen and other countries are not only envious, but they will also try to destroy it if they can.” He began to fill his pipe. It was to give me time to digest his words.

I drank some of the beer. It was good to listen to my father. He was not jingoistic and blindly patriotic. He was thoughtful and clever.

He had his pipe going and as he threw the match into the fire he said, “And if you do leave the army, what plans do you have?”

“That is just it, I don’t know. I suppose I could always teach.”

He nodded, “When Richard comes on Sunday that might be a good question to ask of him. Would you be suitable as a teacher?”

“Suitable?” My mind had already taken in that I would be taking a sort of step down and I assumed that any school would be grateful for having me on their staff.

He smiled, “Griff, the things you know are not suitable for teaching to children. You can plot your way across a desert. You are able to sniff out an ambush. You can ride a camel and you can shoot well. The only skill you could teach children might be Arabic and I don’t think there would be much call for that, do you? Not in England anyway?”

I downed my beer and said, “Another?”

He emptied his and said, “And then we head back. Let us not incur the wrath of Sergeant Major Sarah!”

The simple act of bringing the beer seemed to clear my head. “You are right, as usual and your words echo Lucinda’s. We plan on going to Grasmere next week to sort out the house and perhaps walking on the fells might give me clarity.”

My father nodded, “When I was training in Wales and we had our marches in the mountains I always felt closer to God. There is something about this land in which we live that does that. The streets of St Helens and Liverpool might be mean and somewhat dirty but once you get into the land which is unsullied by man then you can breathe and think as a man is supposed to do.”

I drank half of the beer, “You sound like you would like to move away from such places.”

He nodded, “I would.” After putting his pipe on the table he leaned forward, conspiratorially, “I have a plan. I now have a great deal of money. The house in which we live was my brother’s. Jack has money too and he has his eyes on a fine house closer to the centre of Liverpool. Richard and Victoria cannot afford much on a teacher’s salary. I have spoken with Bet and Aunt Sarah. We thought that, when they wed, we would let them have the house. I will buy a property but not in the suburbs, out in the country. I want somewhere that is peaceful and large enough for all my family to visit.” He downed his beer and stood, “Not a word about this to either Jack or Victoria. We don’t want any upset.”

This day was proving to be a day of revelations and I was not sure that I could take many more.

I told Lucinda, of course, about my father’s plans and she approved. “I think that is wonderful news. Your father deserved a reward not only for his service to his country but for the transformation from soldier to author. Bet told me how successful he has become. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle is the only author who outsells your father and he does not produce as many books. Your father works hard and it is good that he enjoys the trappings of success.”

The Sunday tea was a joyous occasion. Richard Fowler was a charming and intelligent young man. He was most interested in me and my adventures. It turned out he was a history teacher and my tales of the ruins had him enthralled. He soon punctured my balloon when I asked him about teaching. He shook his head, “Captain, I have seen many who come into the profession as an easy job thinking that all they have to do is stand in front of a class and bark at the boys. Those men are unhappy in the job and the boys even unhappier. If you truly felt that it was something you wished to do then I would say go for it but, and if I am being presumptuous then let me know, having spoken to you for a brief time I think that teaching would be settling for something.”

He was astute. I nodded, “Thank you, Richard, and it is Griff, not Captain.”

He beamed, “I am honoured. For an historian like me your family is the best that I have ever met.”

Emily was stunning. Like his father Jack had an eye for a beautiful lady. Having said that Emily was as sweet a person as I have ever met. Like Richard, she appeared to have taken to the whole family. The tea was an enormous success. I think that Jack and Victoria had conspired together for they both said that, with Bet and my father’s permission, they would announce their engagement just before Christmas. It was, of course, given.

When the four had departed we sat and spoke in glowing terms of the two who would be joining our family. Aunt Bet said, “Have you told Griff of your plans, Jack? Does he know about the house?”

“I did and he does.” 

“Good for I thought to tell both Jack and Victoria the news before Christmas. It will ease a worry from Richard’s mind.”

Aunt Sarah poured herself another cup of tea, “I just pray that it does not cause dissension between the children.”

It was my father who shook his head, “Jack has a sensible head upon his shoulders. I can see more of you in him than my brother, Bet.”

“Thank you for that but I believe he has his father’s eye for business.”

“That he does and he already has a property chosen for him and his bride. He might have affection for this house but he wishes to have a home that he has chosen. All will be well. There is no sibling rivalry.”

On Tuesday morning the three of us headed north. The train to Windermere was a revelation. We passed along the beaches of Formby and Ainsdale before crossing the Ribble and then passed the Forest of Bowland. Neither Paul nor I had ever been there and we watched the landscape passing with the wide eyes of children unwrapping presents. After the brownness of the desert the autumnal colours seemed to almost assault the eyes. The lush green was punctuated with splashes of colours from yellow to bright red. It seemed to have been painted by God and I felt humbled by its majesty. We reached Windermere at noon.

We were in Lucinda’s hands and she knew exactly what to do. A cab was hired to take us the nine miles to the cottage. The carriage ride was exquisite as we drove along England’s largest lake to pass through the vibrant market town of Ambleside and then the twisting roads which passed Rydal to Grasmere. Once we had left Ambleside we had the looming presence of Helvellyn always in view. I said nothing for I was engrossed in the magnificence of the place.

The cottage, when we reached it, lay at the northern end of Grasmere and was to the west of the River Rothay. There was a jetty and a boathouse. As we watched the cab trot away I said, “You did not mention the beauty of the house.”

She smiled, “My father bought a house just like this one for my mother but she died within a year of moving to it. She loved it but I have mixed emotions. My father would often sit and smoke his pipe and watch the waters. There are many lakes in this part of the world and they are all beautiful. I think he expected my mother to rise like a water nymph from the mere and be reunited.” She shook her head, “Do not be misled by its beauty, there is work aplenty for us. It has been some time since I have been here and there is no caretaker. There were enough spiders when I was last here but I suspect that they will have proliferated since that time.”

She was right. The door fought against its opening and inside there was a damp musty smell. There was no electricity but Lucinda pointed Paul in the direction of the candles. We had a whole afternoon to work but when dusk came then the north to south aspect of the valley meant that the sun would set dramatically. We needed to be ready. Once the candles were lit and judiciously placed, Paul and I brought in the bags. There were three bedrooms and once the bags were placed in two of them then we could begin the daunting task of cleaning the house. Lucinda was right about the spiders. While the two of them attacked the webs and fought the dust I went to fetch in logs from the log store. One advantage of the lack of use was that the logs were bone dry and would burn well. I made up fires in the downstairs rooms and the two bedrooms we would use. I also fetched lake water to fill the water butt in the kitchen. I took jugs upstairs to the bedrooms too. The bedding felt damp and Lucinda took it from the chests and hung it before the fires in the bedrooms.

She smiled, “I do not know about you two but I am ready for food. I suggest we walk into the village. There are two inns. One, The Swan, is too far to walk. It is a mile away and on the main road from Keswick to Ambleside. It has better food than The Lion but we only have a short walk if we choose to eat there.”

I nodded, “Then, The Lion it is.”

We wrapped up for the nights were drawing in and we would, in all probability, be returning in the dark. We walked down Red Bank and I reflected that the journey back would be harder. The inn was a delight. The food might have been plain but the welcome from the landlord was effusive and the beer was good. We sat and chatted about the plans for the house.

“Well, Griff, what do you think of it?”

“I think it is wonderful. It would make a lovely home although I doubt not that life here in winter might not be so idyllic.”

She looked pleased, “You have eased my mind. And you, Paul?”

He looked surprised, “Me? I think I have never seen so perfect a house in all my life.” 

I smiled, “Then I think that we are decided. Whatever money I have shall be used to make this a home for the future. We shall hire a caretaker. It will be worth it to save the battle of the spiders each time we visit.”

That was something I could do. I could organise. By the time we left, five days later, we had a pair of caretakers Lucinda had found. They were husband and wife. They had a small sheep farm towards Loughrigg and as it was just half a mile from our home it was perfect. We met Walter in the pub and he took us to meet his wife, Jane. They had two young children and were a lovely couple. I knew that the money we paid, a pittance to us, would be a fortune to them. When we left to return home Lucinda and I were most happy. Paul was the one who looked wistfully back as the cab took us down the road to the station.

Paul and I had enjoyed some fine walks. The one we liked best was the Coffin Walk from Grasmere to Rydal. It helped that there was an inn at Rydal. We did the walk twice and I knew that I would do it regularly when we used the cottage. It meandered through forests that teemed with red deer and red squirrel and then burst out to give a vista of Nab Scar and the majesty of Windermere. We sat on the stone slabs that were there for the coffins and just took in the beauty of the land.

It was as we boarded the cab to take us to Aunt Bet’s that Paul spoke for all of us when he said, “That cottage and the land around it are as close to heaven as a body could hope for. Thank you, for taking me with you.” He tapped his chest, “For the first time in a long time I feel content in here. No matter what is expected of us, Captain Roberts, I am sure that we will cope knowing that there is a sanctuary nestling close to Helvellyn.”
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Chapter 2
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The letter that plopped through the letterbox was ominous. Firstly, it was addressed to me and not my father. I had little mail sent to me. Secondly, it used my rank and thirdly, it was in a brown manilla envelope. Even before it was opened I knew that it came from the brigadier. I took it into the kitchen where the others were enjoying breakfast. My father saw the letter but said nothing. I took a kitchen knife and slit it open. The relief must have shown on my face for my father said, “News, Griff?”

I nodded, “It is from the brigadier.” My aunt started as though she had been stung. “I have been enrolled, it seems, on a short course at Liverpool University. I am to learn German. I have to attend from Monday to Friday for four weeks beginning this coming Monday.”

Aunt Bet said, “German?”

Lucinda said, quietly, “There were Germans when we were attacked near to Siwa and when we were at Petra. I think the brigadier is preparing Griff for future events and I think I see another web being spun by Brigadier Dickenson.”

I thought the same but I made light of it, “Another language cannot hurt and learning Arabic has proved useful.”

Paul poured me a cup of tea, “And from what I read in the newspaper, the Germans are unhappy about this new class of battleship being built, the Dreadnought.”

Aunt Sarah burst out, “Not another war! Did not the South African debacle show this government that war is not the answer to everything?”

There was no support for her viewpoint as three of us had army connections and Lucinda knew from personal experience that standing idly by and hoping that your world would not change was not an option.

I arrived at the university promptly and met the teacher. Hans Bruckner was an earnest young man. He was clearly very clever and spoke impeccable English. His mother had been English. He was clearly over qualified to be a tutor. He functioned as an assistant to a professor. I never met the professor but had the impression from Hans that he was not as good as he thought he was. Hans gave little away during our lessons which lasted from 11 until 2. It coincided with long lunches for the professor and a tutorial when he would not need the young German. However, I was becoming better at what my father called reading people. I became a magpie gathering snippets of information he let slip. He was open about his mother whom he had clearly loved. His father, in contrast, was someone he rarely mentioned and when he did it was with a sneer. His father had treated his mother badly and I deduced, had been a womaniser. When Hans had become eighteen years old and at Heidelberg University, his mother had killed herself. The reason that was given was depression but Hans did not believe it. After a year he left university to come to England. I think he knew that his father had driven her to it. Hans was also a political animal. His father was a Prussian aristocrat, he sounded much like the blue bloods from Sandhurst, and it made Hans something of a socialist. It was only by the time the course finished that I learned all this. He was also a very good teacher although he did say that I had a propensity for languages and he encouraged me to learn others. I will not say that I was as fluent in German as I was in Arabic but I could hold conversations and, more importantly, understand everything that was said in German. Despite his somewhat cold and clinical manner I liked the young man who was clearly very lonely and I missed our conversations when the lessons ended.

I learned things through Hans’ dislike of the military, about what he called the Prussian war machine. I learned that there was a class of Germans who would have fitted in nicely with the Blue Bloods who had made my life such a misery at Sandhurst. They were proud of their titles but even prouder of the Prussian army. It helped that he spoke of such things for through it I learned the ranks in the German Army. I could not believe that Brigadier Dickenson would send me on a course to learn German just to facilitate a holiday to Bavaria!

The lessons coincided with the preparations for Christmas and as there were momentous announcements to be made, not to mention celebrating the first Christmas at home for Lucinda and me, it was a hectic time. I was keenly aware that she was growing as the healthy portions fed to her by my two aunts gave her a rosy glow not to mention an increasing girth. She seemed content, almost joyful, but I was constantly worried. I had lived in a world of men and the world of women seemed, somehow, almost alien. There were too many things I did not understand.

The necessary arrangements were made for my cousins’ engagements and my father announced that we would hold a joint party at the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool, three days before Christmas. He arranged the menu himself; I think he liked the idea of being a patriarch. The night before the party, as he and I were enjoying a pint in the pub, he told me the reason. “Your mother, Annie, had few pleasures in her life. I still feel badly about how little I did for her. She is gone now but I hope she is in heaven and looking down. We did not celebrate your wedding as much as we should have. I like to think that Annie, had she been alive, would have loved sitting at the head of a table in a grand hotel being waited upon. These are my brother’s children and I will do everything I can for them and, when your child is born for him or her. For my part I do not particularly relish the fuss that accompanies these things but Bet and Aunt Sarah will both enjoy the event and, as I have the money, then why not enjoy it and let others enjoy it?”

The writing had changed my father’s life in more ways than anyone could have imagined. 

The party, of course, was a roaring success. The new in-laws were duly impressed by both the venue and the fact that their children were marrying into the family of a successful writer. It set everything up for a good Christmas. The siblings enjoyed the celebration at home and, certainly in Jack’s case, I knew that it would be his last one. He had bought a house already and was making it a home fit for his bride. We enjoyed cigars, good port, a fine goose and Aunt Sarah’s famous Christmas pudding. As 1906 hove into view and we celebrated New Year I was feeling as happy as a man had a right to. I should have known that behind every blue sky, there is a black cloud threatening. That black cloud was Brigadier Dickenson.

The first that I knew was when there was a knock on the door and when I opened it I looked into the face of Sergeant Reed. I liked him and my first reaction was to give him a huge smile and say, “Sergeant Reed, come in, Mrs Roberts will be delighted to see you.”

He shook his head, “Sorry, Captain Roberts but the brigadier is waiting for you at the Adelphi. This is a flying visit, you might say, and he needs to see you, Sir, now. I have a cab waiting.”

Lucinda and my father had appeared behind me having heard the voices. Lucinda beamed, “Sergeant Reed...”

I said, “I have to meet Brigadier Dickenson in town.” I saw the cab waiting and added, “I am guessing by that cab. I will just get my coat.” I went to the cupboard to fetch my greatcoat and hat. January could be a chilly month. I heard the buzz of conversation at the door. I pecked Lucinda on the cheek as I headed out of the door into the cold, “Don’t worry about lunch...” I looked at the sergeant, “or dinner. I have no idea how long this will all take.”

The sergeant said, “You will be back this afternoon, Sir.” He saluted my father, “Good to see you again, Sir. I enjoyed your latest book. A real page turner that was.” He took Lucinda’s hand and kissed it, “Looking radiant, as always, Mrs Roberts.” He then turned and headed to the cab. I followed. Once in the cab he said, “Congratulations, Sir.”

“Congratulations?”

“Well, Mrs Roberts is having a baby isn’t she?” I nodded. “When is it due?”

“By the end of March.”

The hint of a frown creased his face and then disappeared. “It is good to have so many of the family around to help, eh Sir? I remember when my eldest sister had her first. There were six women, including my mother, aunt and nan to help. It made it easier.”

“What is this about, George?”

He shook his head, “Can’t say, Sir. You know the way he is. Don’t let the left hand know what the right is doing. The brigadier will tell you.”

He was silent. I would get nothing from him. “The brigadier came all the way to Liverpool just to speak to me?”

“Not really, Sir, we were in America at a conference and the ship docked yesterday at Liverpool. We are getting the night train back to London.”

When we reached the Adelphi I was recognised by the doorman, the manager and the maître d when we entered the dining room. I had tipped them all generously when we had had the party. It ensured a warm and effusive welcome. The brigadier had just gotten older with more grey in his hair and moustache. He still had the same sharp eyes and he missed nothing, “Well known, eh, Roberts?” The waiter held out the chair for me and the brigadier said, “I shan’t need you for an hour or so, Sergeant.”

He saluted, “I shall return by two, you will be in the lounge, Sir?”

“Probably. The captain and I have much to discuss.”

The waiter came over, “Can I get you drinks, Brigadier?”

“A couple of pink gins.” He beamed as the waiter left, “Became used to them on the voyage over here from America.” That was the brigadier all over. He did things his way. He engaged in small talk until the drinks arrived. He then waved to the waiter, “I will signal you when we are ready to order. We do not wish to be disturbed.” The brigadier knew how to give orders. It came as second nature to him.

“Yes, Brigadier.”

“Cheers.”

I said the words but to me they were hollow. A clandestine meeting did not suggest a rapid return to the regular army.

“Now, first things first, how did the German lessons go?” Something told me that he already knew the answer but I answered him anyway. 

“He was a good teacher and I seem to have some skill in the acquisition of languages.”

“Good. That will come in very handy. Spanish would have been useful too but time and tide and all that, what?” He took a large swallow from the glass. I saw that they were at least doubles. His eyes and nose were redder than I remembered. He had become a drinker. He lowered his voice, “Now, I dare say you have heard of this new battleship being built in Portsmouth.”

“The Dreadnought? Yes, Sir, my father has been reading about it in the newspapers.”

“Whatever it says in the newspapers the world is in for a huge shock when it is launched next month. It will revolutionise sea warfare. Every nation with a navy will find their vessels to be obsolete.” I was going to say something when he smiled, “And what is an army brigadier doing concerning himself with naval matters? I can see your mind working already. You are a sharp fellow and that is why I need you.” His voice became even lower and I was forced to lean forward to hear his words, “Germany wants an empire. The lands we have in Africa would be a continuous line of colonies but for German East Africa. They have also begun to build a fleet.” He shook his head, “Their ships cannot compare to ours but their imperial ambitions are a worry. They are seeking to make political alliances. There is to be a conference in Algeciras, Spain at the end of the month. It might last until April.” I registered the date. By then my child would be born. “Ostensibly it is about Morocco and the French influence there. The French are our allies and we support them. The Germans, on the other hand, are seeking to persuade the Americans to ally with them. Last year the Kaiser visited Morocco and as a result the Sultan subsequently rejected a set of French-proposed governmental reforms and asked for a conference of other nations to discuss the matter. The Germans are plotting and I need someone to go to Algeciras and not only protect our diplomat there but also use their eyes and ears so that when they return they can report to me. You are to be that man.”

“Protect, you mean like a bodyguard?”

“I suppose I do. You would go as military attaché to Sir Arthur Nicholson. He has a civil servant to advise him on other matters but you will be there to watch over him. I do not put it past our enemies to attempt something. It would be portrayed as an accident. There have been bombings and assassinations and our nation is seen as a target. I dare say one of these anarchists we read so much about would relish the chance to kill a senior British diplomat. Make no mistake, Roberts, it is a possibility. I want you as my eyes and ears. I am too well known to the enemies of England but a lowly captain will not attract attention. You will be able to hide yourself in plain view and do what you do best.”

I knew that was not true; my best involved riding in the desert swathed in robes and leading good, honest soldiers. I finished my gin and the brigadier waved over the waiter, “Two more gins and then we shall order.”

I looked at the menu but it might as well have been spiders crawling over it for all that I read. When the waiter came back the brigadier said, impatiently, “Come along, I am more than a little peckish.”

I said, “Why don’t I have the same as you, Sir?”

That seemed to please the brigadier who said, “Splendid!” and he ordered both the food and the wine.

I sipped the gin and said, “And then back to the army for me, Sir?”

He shook his head, “There is little support for the army in Parliament at the moment. South Africa and the losses there are still a raw wound. We were forced to begin to dismantle many of the regiments who served there and other losses meant that we do not have as many battalions as we did at the start of the century. You are still on full pay. Many other officers in your position are on half pay.” He saw my face fall and smiled, “It will not last. The mood will change and you shall return to the ranks. Military attaché is just the first step. You will be back home before you know it.” He locked eyes with me, “Until I need you again, Captain. I have plans but this is enough for now as I see our repast is on the way.”

The food arrived along with the wine chosen by the brigadier. It might have been a fine wine but I barely tasted either it or the food. I was thinking about the new problems brought to me by the brigadier. This was not the desert. I would be in a completely different environment. I would be in a modern city. Men would wear suits and not uniforms. I would be working alone. A thought struck me, “Cartwright, Sir, what about him?”

That the brigadier had already thought about it was clear for he barely paused, “He will, of course, go with you. Oh did I forget to say, he has been promoted to sergeant with the attendant back pay from September?” He smiled as his fork hovered before his mouth, “A reward for long service and he may prove useful, eh?”

I had hoped to leave the gentle man at home. Paul Cartwright would be pressed into danger once more. 

I declined dessert and I only drank one glass of wine. As the brigadier tucked into cheese and crackers I asked, “Where do I leave from and when?”

“You need to be in London by the end of next week. Report to my office. Sergeant Reed will give you the details. He will give you a travel warrant for the two of you. I think the best thing for you is to stay at the Army and Navy Club in London. I have purchased a membership for you and reserved a room for you and your batman. It will only be for a few days at most.” He went back to devouring the cheese.

I looked at my watch. It was almost the middle of the afternoon. I said, “If you no longer need me, Brigadier.”

“Of course. Reed is outside, waiting patiently I dare say. I shall see you on the 15th.”

I stood and nodded to the waiter and
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