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Chapter 1






January



Helles
Sector, Gallipoli

Thomas
opened his eyes and peered blearily
across the beach. He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt
this bad. His mouth was swollen, his tongue coated in something
unpleasant, and his head was pounding furiously. He would never
drink again… well, not until later anyway, when his fellow officers
were asleep and he was sure he was alone, alone with his thoughts
and his guilt about Sebastian. Thomas had known Sebastian was
suffering and yet he had still ignored his letter, convinced that
his friend had shot himself in the hope of being sent to Egypt, not
only away from the fighting, but closer to Thomas. He could still
see himself throwing the letter in the bin and vowing to answer it
when he felt less angry. And why on earth had he been so furious
with the man he loved? Thomas felt sick with shame when he
remembered his own thoughts, how he had chosen to listen to the
commander warning him about choosing his friends more carefully and
how he had actually quite enjoyed being in Egypt, away from the
intensity of trying to keep their relationship a secret. Even after
he had been told that Seb was dead, having had his leg amputated,
his main concern was whether his friend had been indiscreet, not
that he was never going to see him again.

Thomas
rubbed his unshaven chin and
shook his head. Well, he no longer needed to worry about his
secret. It had died with Seb. Thomas felt the tears forming and he
blinked his eyes quickly. He would have given anything to spend one
more day with Seb, to listen to one of his friend’s sarcastic
comments, to feel his body next to him… It wouldn’t have been quite
so bad if he could mourn his friend properly, but he couldn’t.
There wasn’t even anyone he could talk to about how much he missed
Seb. Thomas closed his eyes and was about to give in to more
self-pity when he realised that he was wrong. There was someone who
might understand, who wouldn’t judge him. He would have to be
careful what he said, but he could write to Henrietta. He gave a
wry smile. It was a strange world, when the only person he could
turn to for sympathy over his lover’s death was his
wife.

 


*******

 


Turnberry,
Scotland

Eddie stared
out of the hotel window at
Ailsa Craig, a small island sticking out of the sea several miles
away. He was still congratulating himself on escaping the front, at
least for the time being. As an officer, Eddie was living in the
large hotel in which sat halfway up the hillside in Turnberry and
overlooked the aerodrome and the sea, while the other ranks lived
in twenty five huts around the edge of the airfield. The hotel was
luxurious with a large palm court full of flowers, and Eddie
couldn’t quite believe his luck. Like the other officers, he paid
three shillings and sixpence a day and was treated like a private
guest. He enjoyed the best of Scottish meals and, that very
morning, he had dined on kippered herring with eggs, and cereal
with treacle on, in the main dining room, which was now known as
the Officer’s Mess. There were about two hundred officers staying
there and alcohol flowed freely, because there wasn’t much else to
do when they weren’t training. The nearest resort was Girvan, about
six miles away, which they had to walk to, because there were no
trains.

They were there
because the hotel’s golf course had been turned into an aerodrome.
Situated on the coast by the headland, the airfield was overlooked
by hills to the east and was complete with bunkers, traps and a
brook that circled the field. The prevailing wind came off the sea,
which was fine for take offs, but made landing very difficult as
the pilots had to fly down the steep hillside and make a short
landing to avoid the stream and other hazards. There were three
runways; two were rather short, with the approach over the water or
down low over the hills, and the other was longer and ran parallel
to the ridge. There were four aircraft hangers, two sheds, one for
repair and the other for salvage, sixteen Bessonneau canvas
hangers, plus workshops and training huts.

Other than
the strict red tape which ruled the place, because of the youth of some of the officers, Eddie’s
only real problem was making sure no one knew he was back in the
country.

 


*******

 


France

Lettie
yawned widely and tried to
remember the last time she’d had a good night’s sleep or even a
good day’s sleep. She had spent the last couple of weeks driving
her ambulance around France with the Germans trying to kill her. At
least, that’s how it seemed to her. Of course they had no idea who
they were shooting at; her vehicle was just another allied truck
driving through the darkness, a legitimate target. Except they also
fired at her during the day too, when there was no excuse for not
seeing the large red cross painted on the roof and front of the
ambulance. It sometimes seemed to Lettie that the injuries suffered
by the young men she was ferrying around were growing worse,
although she knew that probably wasn’t true. From a lifetime spent
hating men, Lettie had suddenly discovered compassion and it was a
strange feeling that didn’t always sit easily with her suffragette
past. Lettie smiled. At this rate, she’d be wanting to get married
and have children. The idea was almost enough to make her laugh out
loud and she was about to dismiss her thoughts as the result of
exhaustion, when she suddenly remembered the rather interesting
stretcher bearer she had splashed with muck a few weeks earlier. He
had been very handsome, even under the coating of thick glutinous
mud in which she’d deluged him… and he had made her laugh. Charles,
Charles Brody he had said his name was. Lettie shook her head and
sighed. The chances of seeing him again were quite remote. There
must be thousands of stretcher bearers out here, just like there
were thousands of ambulance drivers. She had more chance of bumping
into Florrie.

At the
thought of her friend Lettie
smiled. Florrie had been full of surprises. She had shown an
astonishing aptitude for nursing and the last Lettie had heard from
her, she was being trained as a theatre nurse. Perhaps Lettie
should feel pleased with herself after all. Without Lettie, Florrie
would still be working in a flour mill in Hull, so her suffragette
activities had helped at least one woman, although there was still
plenty of fighting to be done after the war ended. That’s if she
survived, of course. Her thoughts turned to Frances and she
wondered what her friend was doing. Probably sleeping without a
care in the world. For a moment Lettie envied Frances, and then she
remembered how fed up she’d been in Yorkshire. No, on balance, she
preferred to be here in France, being shot at. At least she
couldn’t complain of being bored.

 


*******

 


Helles
Section, Gallipoli

Thomas hadn’t had
time to write to Henrietta, as within hours they’d been given the
orders to evacuate, and he’d been too busy. He stared out over what
was left of the Royal Naval Division and shook his head. They had
failed yet again and were in the process of another ignominious
evacuation. The majority of the men had been taken off the beaches
earlier, leaving only a few thousand infantry, some divisional
engineers, a few men from the medical and signals units, plus
divisional and brigade headquarters. He peered into the distance
and wondered if the enemy were aware of what was going on. From the
little he’d heard, over twenty thousand troops had been evacuated
from Sulva and Anzac Cove before Christmas, and the Germans and
their Ottoman allies had not been aware of anything happening until
it was too late. Although they had taken precautions to ensure the
enemy didn’t become suspicious, he doubted the same thing would
happen this time. They would be doubly cautious after being caught
on the hop once already, and as if to prove his thoughts, there had
been a massive bombardment the previous day and an assault that the
RND had successfully repulsed.

Despite this,
the RND had continued doing
their best to make it look like business as usual. They were
careful to light all the normal fires at night and they had taken
considerable care to ensure that the appearance of the dug outs and
horse lines remained the same. All the tarpaulins, water proof
sheets and other covers had been left in place, they had replaced
all the full ammunition boxes with empty ones, and all the supplies
and stores were still in position. From the air everything should
look exactly the same but only time would tell if their subterfuge
had worked.

Thomas
was now waiting on the cliff
with four hundred men and a machine gun while below him the rest of
the battalion were holding the line from V beach to Hunter-Weston
Hill. The majority of the division were due to evacuate at eight
o’clock that night, leaving just one gun in position until the ship
arrived to pick them up at ten o’clock. They had been given orders
that anyone who became detached from their unit was to make their
way to the dressing station on the beach, marked by a Red Cross
lamp. Once everyone had been taken off the beach, a trawler would
be sent to pick up any stragglers and the demolition
parties.

Thomas
watched as the last of the
men disappeared from sight, then settled down by the gun. He wasn’t
due to be evacuated until the following night and he knew he should
probably be worried, but he was still mourning Sebastian too much
to care what happened to himself, which was why he’d volunteered to
remain behind until the last minute. If only he hadn’t listened to
Sebastian, his friend might still be alive. Instead he was buried
in this God forsaken place and, once they left, the chances were
that Thomas would never come back. All the time they had remained
in the Dardanelles, he could feel close to Sebastian, but now he
was leaving… Thomas reached into his pocket for his hip flask and
drank deeply. He knew he should remain sober, but it was only the
alcohol that was keeping him going.

 


*******

 


Belgium

Len had woken
up in hospital, several hours
after collapsing in the trench, with no recollection as to how he’d
got there, and had immediately asked about Jack. To his relief, his
friend was alive, although having breathing difficulties, as were
many of the other men on the ward. Len was also having problems
with his chest, but he didn’t care too much, he was just relieved
to have survived, without any visible injuries. He hadn’t died a
virgin after all.

They had
spent Christmas, New Year and
the first week of January recovering, eating good food and being
well looked after and were both feeling relaxed and
cheerful.

‘About time we
were out of here.’ Jack dealt another hand of cards. They were
sitting at the small table in the middle of the ward where they’d
been most of the day. Len nodded. Although he wasn’t in much of a
hurry to go back to the fighting, he was getting bored. He was just
about to say that when the doctor appeared.

‘Well lads,
you’re both considerably better now, so we’re sending you back to
your regiment. There’ll be someone coming to pick you up in an
hour.’

Len
grinned. ‘That’s great.’ He
slammed the cards on the table and stood up, the game forgotten.
‘I’ll get dressed.’

Jack was
already heading towards his
own bed space and the doctor smiled. It was rare to find anyone who
actually wanted to go back to the fighting. Most of the men
accepted their fate, but there were some who tried to find ways of
avoiding being sent back, hence the reason they rarely gave them
too much notice. It left less time for arguments.

Len
dressed quickly, his thoughts
already on where he would be going. He didn’t know where the
regiment was now, so it could be anywhere. He sighed. Wherever it
was, the fighting would be the same. He would just have to make
sure he was a bit quicker putting on his gas mask next
time.

‘Ready?’ Jack
was already dressed. Len nodded, and the two men made their way
outside the tent and waited for their lift back to the
front.

 


*******

 


Helles
Sector, Gallipoli

Thomas
peered up at the ruined fort, all
seemed quiet, so he followed the other men as they crept carefully
through the wire fence on the Sedd-el-Bahr road. They had left
their positions only a few feet from the Turks sometime earlier and
were now making their way along the lines. The last few hours had
been nerve wracking. Thomas had jumped onto the firing step at odd
intervals and let loose some shots to cover the shuffle of the
men’s feet as they evacuated and at one point, a Very light had lit
up the sandbags. Thomas and the men had immediately frozen until
they were once again engulfed in blackness. Eventually they had
reached the gateway to the road and, after the men had crawled
through, Thomas stopped and peered anxiously into the darkness. If
his instructions had been correct, there should be members of the
embarkation staff waiting for them but he couldn’t see anything. He
shivered. The night air was cold; his pack, blanket and waterproof
had gone the previous night, leaving him in shirt sleeves with a
narrow white band on his right arm to identify him to his own
side.

Thomas was
just beginning to wonder where everyone was, when a man appeared out of the darkness and held
out his hand for the list Thomas was carrying, detailing the number
of men in his party. Thomas breathed a sigh of relief and handed it
over. The man telephoned the list through to the embarkation staff
on the beach and a few moments later, another man appeared and
indicated they should follow him. Eventually, panting heavily from
the effort of not making a sound, Thomas and the rest of the men
reached the RND mustering point, marked by the letter
‘A’.

‘Wait here
until there’s a boat. Absolute silence,’ the man whispered quietly
in his ear, and Thomas nodded. He passed the word back to his men
and then stared around at the beach. If he concentrated, he could
just make out other groups of men waiting for rescue. There was no
sound, other than the waves breaking gently on the shore and the
occasional shells fired from the enemy batteries behind them.
Thomas gave a wry smile. Thank goodness the Ottomans had no idea
what was happening on the beach. If they began firing on them now,
he and the rest of the troops would be sitting ducks. He wanted to
feel smug that the whole force was being evacuated right under the
enemy’s noses, but he couldn’t. All he could think about was
Sebastian, all alone, buried in a hole somewhere outside the camp
they’d left behind, while the British and their allies crept away
in the darkness.

 


*******

 


Theresienstadt Prison,
Bohemia

Nedeljko
Čabrinović was the first of
the surviving conspirators to die. Having heard that Čabrinović had
expressed his regrets during the trial and had sent his apologies,
the two oldest children of the Archduke, Sophie and Max had written
to him, telling him his conscience could be at rest and that they
completely forgave him for his part in their parents’ deaths. The
letter had been taken to Čabrinović by the same Jesuit priest who
had given their parents the last rites, Pater Anton Puntigam.
Ernest, the youngest of the children, did not sign the letter. On
23rd January 1916 Sophie, Max and Ernest received word that
Čabrinović had died of ill health.

Grabez and
Princip were also unwell, the
harsh conditions aggravating their tuberculosis. Princip had
already tried unsuccessfully to hang himself with a towel and
continued to maintain that the Great War had nothing to do with the
assassination.

 


*******

 


Pemberton
Estate, West Riding of Yorkshire

Frances
stretched her arms above her
head and gazed out of the bedroom window. The bare trees, with
their thin layer of frost, were shimmering in the early morning
light. Down there somewhere was the man who kept invading her
thoughts and dreams, although she knew there couldn’t possibly be
any type of future with him. Even as she thought about Giuseppe,
she felt warm inside and a smile crossed her lips… the expression
on his face when he looked at her, the burning desire in his eyes,
his gentle smile. Frances sighed. At first she had been sure the
whole thing was in her head and she had been ashamed and
embarrassed, but then, one freezing cold day between Christmas and
New Year, she had realised that Giuseppe did feel something. They’d
been working together as usual when something made her glance in
his direction. Giuseppe been staring at her when he thought she
wasn’t looking and the intense longing in his face had struck her
like an arrow. Frances had looked away, but it was too late; the
damage was done. His desire had pierced her heart and magnified her
own feelings, which were now spiralling out of control. She had
never felt like this before about anyone, certainly not Eddie. It
was all she could do not to run down to the lodge and throw herself
into Giuseppe’s arms. Frances blushed as she imagined his reaction…
but what if she was wrong? She would never be able to face him
again and that would mean the end of working closely together and
probably the end of the contract to supply horses to the army,
because she couldn’t envisage being able to trust anyone else as
much as she did Giuseppe. He was the perfect choice for the job,
right down to his very enlightened attitude towards
women.

Frances frowned. That
reminded her. She needed to see if there was any financial slack in
the contract which meant she would be able to raise the workers’
wages. She couldn’t offer the women equal money to the men or there
would be an outcry, and she couldn’t risk alienating the few men
left on the estate, but if she could afford it, she would give both
the men and women a pay rise, so they were receiving better wages
than elsewhere. It was the best she could think of. Her other task
was to expand the sale of fruit and vegetables in the surrounding
villages. If she could do that she might be able to get reserved
status for the remaining men. As things were, some of the younger
ones were in danger of being called up now conscription for single
men had come in.

Frances turned away
from the window and headed upstairs to the nursery. She always went
to see the children first thing in the morning, before tackling the
estate issues. It wouldn’t be that much longer before Bertie was
eighteen months old; she could hardly believe the time had gone so
quickly. He was growing up fast now, probably due to the influence
of his cousins, Emma and Jessica. Frances smiled. She could see the
girls were going to be a real handful when they were older. Even at
their young age – not quite two – they had somehow realised
everyone had trouble telling them apart and Jenny had found them
swapping their coloured ribbons the previous day. According to
Nanny, she’d had to undress them to see which girl was which,
something they could only tell by the small mole on Jessica’s
tummy. They must take after Henrietta, because Frances could never
remember either her or Thomas being naughty, but they hadn’t been
twins of course. The temptation to fool people was bound to get
stronger as they grew older. Still, that would be Henrietta’s
problem, not hers! Henry was too young yet for them to see what
type of personality he would have. Frances frowned. Try as she
might, she couldn’t see any resemblance to her family in Henry at
all and he didn’t look like Henrietta either. Perhaps he looked
like one of her sister-in-law’s distant relatives? She would have
to ask when Henrietta came back from Ireland.

Thinking of
Henrietta, Frances’ thoughts moved automatically back to the
contract. Hopefully her
sister-in-law had found lots of horses for sale. Frances had set up
enough appointments for her, mostly in the north of the country,
but some further south too, despite her father’s misgivings.
Frances sighed. She hoped Henrietta wasn’t having any problems with
the farms in the south, where nationalism was more prevalent and
the Fenians more active. Perhaps she should have listened to her
father and concentrated their efforts in the north?

Frances reached the nursery and forgot all
about the horses as Jessica,
followed closely by Emma, launched themselves at her. Bertie wasn’t
far behind and, as she hugged them, she wished she could have
another child. But that would mean Eddie coming home and she was
enjoying her life without him too much to want anything to change.
She had half expected him to have had some leave by now, but
perhaps he had and had chosen to spend it elsewhere. Frances gave a
wry smile. If she was honest, that suited her perfectly. The last
thing she needed was Eddie interfering in her contract and her way
of running the estate, not that he would probably be that
interested, but there was no point tempting fate. No, expanding the
nursery would just have to wait until after the war. In any case,
the thought of Eddie pawing her now made her shudder. Knowing how
she felt about Giuseppe, she couldn’t ever imagine a time when she
would welcome her husband back into her bed, even it was the only
way she could give Bertie a brother or sister. She sighed. If only
she could have children with Giuseppe instead of
Eddie.



*******

 


Belfast, Ireland

Oliver stared
out of the sitting room
window and wondered where on earth Henrietta could be. It was over
a month since he’d received her letter and gone into a panic, and
there was still no sign of her. He knew he should probably be
relieved that she hadn’t arrived, but instead he was becoming
increasingly worried that something had happened to her. He knew he
should never have allowed himself to fall in love, but it hadn’t
been planned. Henrietta had blown into his life like a breath of
fresh air nearly two years ago and he’d been almost powerless to
resist her charms. At first Oliver had fooled himself into thinking
he could have some fun and then forget about her, but to his
surprise the relationship had suddenly become serious, and now he
knew he wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of his life with
her. Unfortunately, there would be no happy ending, not all the
time he had a job to do, and he couldn’t abandon his work. Too much
time, effort and planning had been expended already, and there was
too much at stake. He might not be married, like Henrietta, but he
wasn’t a free man, not yet anyway.

Oliver sighed
and wished he knew what to do for the best. After he’d recovered
from his initial shock on
reading her letter, he’d immediately set about pretending to be
ill, so no one would become suspicious when he disappeared from
sight, which he would have to do upon her arrival. Unfortunately,
he hadn’t been able to think of any good reason why Henrietta had
to remain hidden, when as far as she was concerned he was single
and they were in Belfast where no one knew her. Having paced up and
down all night trying to think of an excuse, he’d eventually
decided that he was going to have to give her a version of the
truth – not the whole truth because that would be too dangerous –
but close enough so she didn’t ask any questions.

And then she
hadn’t turned up.

At first
he had been relieved but
then, as the days had passed and there was still no sign of her,
and there wasn’t even a note or letter of explanation either, he’d
started to worry. Normally calculating and decisive, Oliver was
suddenly paralysed by indecision. Logically, he couldn’t continue
his work until he knew where she was, but neither could he carry on
pretending to be ill for much longer. But if he went outside, he
would have to resume his activities, and if Henrietta then arrived,
there was a real danger of her seeing or overhearing something she
shouldn’t. Oliver gave a heavy sigh and turned away from the
window. He would write to the London address and post the letter
tomorrow. Hopefully Henrietta’s absence had a simple explanation.
Perhaps her husband had suddenly come home. Then why hasn’t she written to you?
The nagging worry that she’d had an
accident or was ill wouldn’t go away. If only he could turn back
the clock… but then he probably wouldn’t have met Henrietta. Oliver
sighed, reached for some paper and his pen, sat down at his desk
and started writing.

 


*******

 


Isonzo,
Italian/Austrian front
line

Antonio arrived back
on the front line to find things hadn’t changed that much. There
had been another battle at the end of the previous year which, as
far as he could make out, had turned out to be a repeat of the one
in which he’d been injured. The tactics had been identical,
probably because the same people were in charge. The only
difference had been the weather, which had turned from rain, fog
and mist, to ice, hail and heavy snow, making fighting almost
impossible. The regiment was now full of people he didn’t know,
replacements for those killed, and Antonio was careful not to get
too close to any of the new recruits. There was no point making
friends when the chances were either he or they would be killed in
the next battle.

Rumours still
abounded that the Austro-Hungarian army was short of shells,
ammunition and machine guns, but Antonio doubted anything he heard
was true. According to Lapo Esposito, one of the only survivors of
the last three battles, the few prisoners they had taken had proved
that enemy morale was high. Unlike the soldiers who had faced the
Russians, and had little enthusiasm for the fight, these men
considered the Italians to be traitors and were convinced they had
right on their side. But even more worrying, they were sure they
were winning. Antonio was pleased Lapo was still there. The two men
hadn’t been particularly good friends, but they were now drawn
together by their previous experiences and Antonio realised he
needed to have some friends, or life would be even worse than it
already was. He was bitterly regretting his rash decision to join
up and he wondered whether Mussolini felt the same. Probably not,
as his friend’s first attempt to enlist had been rejected because
of his political leanings.

Antonio thought back
to the letter he’d received from Mussolini before Christmas
complaining that his political opponents were making plenty of
capital out of the fact that he was staying at home, whilst
encouraging his countrymen to go to war. Benito sounded furious
that, despite speaking to friends in Parliament, he would still
have to wait until his age group conscription later in the year
before being allowed to enlist. Unfortunately, he now had typhoid
fever and was back in Milan in hospital. Mussolini had ended the
letter by saying how much he had enjoyed listening to Lucrecia
sing, that he was sure Antonio must be very proud of his sister,
and he would love to meet her.

Antonio frowned.
According to his latest letter, which had just arrived, Mussolini
was still in Milan convalescing and spending his time back at the
offices of Il Popolo d’Italia. Antonio had heard other rumours that
suggested Mussolini was receiving treatment for syphilis and that,
while he’d been in hospital, there had been a fight between two
women who both claimed he was the father of their children and
wanted money from him. Antonio’s frown deepened. He liked Mussolini
but, given his reputation with women, he was hardly the type of man
he wanted his sister to associate with. On the other hand, given
how possessive Tanzi was with his wife, Antonio doubted Mussolini
would ever manage to be alone with Lucrecia. Tanzi wouldn’t even
let her see her own family, so he was probably worrying about
nothing. Antonio reached for some paper and a pencil. He wanted to
continue his friendship with Mussolini, because the man had
promised him a job when the war ended. It wouldn’t do to offend him
now.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Pemberton Estate, West Riding
of Yorkshire

Jenny placed
the latest letter from Sid
under her pillow, sat on the bed and smiled to herself. She would
write back to him that night when she’d finished work. After Len
had run away to join the army, she’d been so unhappy. Not only had
he made a fool of her, she’d also been sure he was the father of
Concetta’s baby. But then she’d begun knitting socks for the troops
and started writing to Sid. He seemed like such a nice man, much
better than Len and at least he was doing his bit for the country,
unlike Giuseppe and John. Determined to punish Concetta for
stealing her boyfriend, Jenny had sent Giuseppe a white feather,
but a few days later, Giuseppe had been wearing an armband saying
he was in a reserved occupation and the servants had been warned
about sending any more feathers. Jenny frowned as she remembered
Lady Hemsworth lecturing the female staff about sending white
feathers to the men, saying that the estate was doing its bit to
help the war by training horses, so anyone trying to encourage men
to leave to join up was guilty of not helping the war effort. Jenny
had stared at the floor and hoped her expression had not given her
away. But she had been furious that her plan hadn’t worked, so,
after thinking about it, she’d decided to target John. He was only
a gardener after all, hardly doing much to help the war effort, so
she’d sent him one instead. But she’d been more careful this time,
slipping it under the door of Concetta’s home in the village during
the night, rather than giving it to him at the estate; that way it
could have come from anywhere. Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked
because he was still here and she had no idea if he’d told
Concetta, because Jenny never saw the ex-kitchen maid now she was
married. Jenny could have called in to see Concetta on her
afternoon off, but it would look very odd if she did, as they had
never been friends.

Jenny glanced
at the clock, leapt up and headed to the door. Goodness, she would be late for the nursery if
she sat there any longer and she didn’t want to get into trouble
with Nanny. She loved her new job looking after the children. It
was much better now the two Ashbourne girls, Emma and Jessica, and
their brother Henry were there with Bertie. Looking after four
children was much easier than one as they all played together, well
all of them except Henry, who was still very young. Jenny pulled
the door closed behind her and hurried down the stairs to the
nursery, her thoughts full of what she could write to
Sid.

 


*******

 


Ashbourne
Residence, London

James
read the newspaper and breathed a
sigh of relief that there was no mention of any further problems
with shells. He was still haunted by the events of the previous
year when George Logan-Wright, Henrietta’s father, had cut costs
and time to try and produce shells more quickly, and had not
bothered to test some of the batches that had been sent to France.
This had resulted in shells exploding when fired, dropping short or
not exploding on impact. He still daren’t think how many of their
own men his shells had killed. But that wasn’t his only nightmare.
To cover up their incompetence when the War Office investigated,
George had somehow managed to find an innocent German – one who
hadn’t been interned – and accused him of sabotage. To James’
horror, the man had been found guilty and hanged. When James had
expressed his disgust, George had reminded him that the man was a
German and therefore probably guilty of something and, anyway, they
were at war and James should be pleased there was one less to
fight.

Not for the
first time James wished he’d
never become involved with George. The man’s reputation should have
warned him, but the temptation to make some money to improve the
family finances had been too much to resist. Ann-Marie would be
horrified if she found out, as would Frances. And Thomas? After
everything James had accused his son of, he would never be able to
look him in the eyes again, especially as Thomas had become a hero,
receiving a Conspicuous Gallantry Medal for bravery in Gallipoli,
and had been promoted to an officer. ‘Midshipman Kelfield’ sounded
so much better than ‘Able Seaman’. James sighed. Obviously he had
been wrong about the boy. Perhaps now he was an officer, he would
be separated from his friend… James
shuddered. Thank goodness no one had found out his son’s secret.
Marrying Henrietta had been a godsend, especially as she’d already
been pregnant with Eddie Pemberton’s bastards and now she’d had a
son too. James decided to ignore his doubts about the parentage of
his grandson. Perhaps there was hope for Thomas after all… unlike
him, for whom there was no redemption for deliberately sending an
innocent man to the gallows to save his own reputation. The only
good thing was that no one knew what had happened, except George…
and he was hardly likely to tell anyone.

 


*******

 


Milan,
Italy

Aldo
folded the newspaper and placed it
on the table. He would have liked to throw it away, but Lucrecia
always read the war news and he couldn’t think of a good reason to
stop her, not yet anyway. He smiled to himself. He had some good
news for his talented wife and he couldn’t wait to see her face. It
had taken him a while, but he’d finally found her an excellent
position in an opera house in Rome, a long way from her peasant
family and that interfering priest. They would move there in a few
days, but he was determined to leave it until the last minute to
tell Lucrecia. If he gave her too much notice, she would want to
spend time with her family and he wasn’t going to allow that just
in case they talked her out of going. Not that he thought they
would be able to, but there was no point in taking silly chances.
Lucrecia was his meal ticket and he had no intention of letting her
family, or the priest disrupt his plans. Lucrecia would have just
enough time to pack her clothes, call in to see her family, and
make her farewells. Then they would be gone and he could start
having some fun again. He was bored playing the faithful husband,
but it had been too risky to find other amusement all the time
Lucrecia could run home to her family. Once she was in a different
city, it would be much easier to control her.

 


*******

 


Falmouth, Cornwall

Grace
finished the ironing and glanced at the clock. It was far too early for the post
still, and anyway, there was no guarantee she would hear from Jed
today. She gave a wry smile. Waiting for the post had become an
important part of her life now. She couldn’t help the sense of
anticipation that built slowly until the postman had been, and then
the feeling of desolation if there was no news, or the unbridled
excitement if there was an envelope with the familiar large
handwriting. If she was lucky, she would pounce on the letter and
try to eke out the pleasure a little longer by placing it carefully
in her apron pocket and making herself wait as long as possible
before reading it. It had started as a game she played with
herself, something to savour when Gabe had gone to bed. But somehow
the game had become something more serious… a form of insurance to
make sure nothing happened to Jed, or to spoil their happiness. She
suddenly realised that she’d subconsciously persuaded herself that,
if she made herself wait to open his letters, Jed would remain safe
and her secret would stay hidden. If she gave into temptation and
opened it immediately, something terrible would happen… either to
Jed, or someone would find out the truth about her bigamist
marriage.

Grace had
just turned away from the window when something caught her eye. She spun back and saw a
shadow on the path. Her heart began to beat faster with excitement
and she glanced up. The crushing sense of disappointment almost
took her breath away as she realised it wasn’t the postman; it was
Julia. Grace forced a smile and walked slowly towards the door. At
least it wasn’t Father Stevenson. Grace opened the front door just
as Julia knocked and was taken aback by the strong gale that raced
through the hallway.

‘Hello, Grace.
Hello Gabriel… I thought we might go for a walk.’

Before Grace could
close the door, Gabriel had rushed past and thrown himself into
Julia’s arms. ‘Aunty Julia!’

Grace smiled
as Julia hugged him tight.
‘Come in quickly and close the door. It’s freezing out,
Julia.’

‘Bracing is
the word I think you’re looking for.’ Julia laughed, her face
flushed red from the wind. ‘It’ll do you both good!’

Grace
laughed. ‘I’m not sure you’re
right, but I’ll get our coats and hats anyway.’ At least it would
stop her waiting for the postman. She handed Julia Gabriel’s boots
and coat and began changing her own footwear.

‘Don’t forget
your scarf and gloves…’ Julia knelt down and dressed him while
Grace put her own coat on. ‘Have you heard from Jed
lately?’

Grace
blushed. ‘I had a letter a
few days ago… I’m hoping there’ll be one today.’

Julia
smiled up at her. ‘I’m so
pleased you sorted things out…’ She fell quiet, not wanting to say
too much. Her interfering had nearly had the complete opposite
effect to the one she’d intended, so now Grace and Jed were
together, she wasn’t going to risk upsetting the apple
cart.

Grace
breathed a sigh of relief that Julia wasn’t going to ask any
more questions. She didn’t
want to lie to her friend, but she couldn’t risk telling her that
she and Jed had secretly married the previous year. Julia might be
offended that she hadn’t been invited, but more importantly, she’d
never be able to keep the news to herself. She checked her hat in
the mirror on the hall stand and made sure the pins were secure
before turning her attention back to Julia and Gabriel. ‘So am I.
Come on then, let’s go.’

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Vienna, Austria-Hungary

Rosa
finished packing the last of
her clothes and placed the suitcase carefully under her bed. It
wouldn’t do to let her mother see it, or she would start asking
questions and she might even try to stop Rosa leaving. Rosa gave a
wry sigh. Fortunately Katherina had no idea what she was planning.
She struggled with the notion of letting Rosa out to buy food, so
there was no way she’d agree to her daughter going to Austrian
Galicia to hunt for Ludwig. Not that Rosa could blame her. The idea
sounded mad to her, even if the area was now back in Austrian hands
and the Russians were in full retreat and, if it wasn’t for
Dedrich, Johannes’ friend, she might have changed her mind. But his
letter before Christmas, stating that the army had given him
permission to look for captured POWs, had galvanised her into
action. He had sworn her to secrecy because the army had no idea
she was going with him, and the last thing she needed was to draw
attention to him, not when he was being so helpful. Rosa smiled.
When he’d first come to see her after her brother’s death, she had
been in the depths of despair, but his company had helped
considerably and she was looking forward to spending time with him
as they hunted for Ludwig and the other captured
prisoners.

Rosa was just
waiting for a letter from
Dedrich to tell her when to meet him, so it was really important
her mother didn’t get wind of what was going on. Now all she had
left to do was to sew some jewels into the hems of her garments. If
they were hidden, they’d be less likely to be stolen, and that way,
she’d be guaranteed to have some emergency funds if she needed
them. Then she would write a letter to Katherina explaining where
she was going and why and impressing on her mother how important it
was that she didn’t contact the army. Rosa frowned. On the other
hand, maybe she shouldn’t mention Dedrich?

 


*******



Lille,
France

Max sat back
on his bed in their latest billet on the edge of the town and began
writing.

My darling Stefi,

I still can’t
believe I am to be a father and have to pinch myself every now and then to make sure I am
not dreaming. I so wish I was with you to watch as you blossom
while our child grows inside you. Then I could paint your picture
while you are carrying our precious baby. In fact I could do
several paintings showing each wonderful month, so we would have a
permanent reminder, something to look back on in the future and
remember how happy and excited we are. Unfortunately, that is not
to be, so I will have to content myself with hoping I will be
allowed some leave to come home and see you when he or she makes
their arrival into the world. If it remains quiet in this sector
that may be possible. As you can see from my address, we are near
Lille and able to go into the town regularly.

Max sighed.
The army had arranged for
special wagons to bring large quantities of beer to the front to
help raise morale and ensure the men received their daily half
litre ration. Unlike Adolf, who never drank, Max enjoyed the beer,
although he would have preferred draught rather than bottled and it
would be better if it wasn’t warm, but any alcohol was better than
none. The rest of the regiment also enjoyed their ale and many
drank to excess, including a butcher from the Alps who’d been
arrested for assaulting a guard in Santes. Max grinned. According
to the records he’d seen in headquarters, the man had drunk between
six and seven litres of beer and a third of a bottle of cognac. Max
wished he could be as reckless, but he liked to be in control of
his actions while he was in a hostile environment, so rarely drank
to excess. He would save that until he was back home with his
lovely wife.

He glanced
down at his letter and
wondered what else he could say. He didn’t want Stefi thinking he
was taking advantage of some of the extra entertainments Lille had
to offer. He had been tempted several times, just to feel the
warmth of a woman’s body next to his, and to feel a connection to
someone who wasn’t soaked in blood was appealing. So far he had
resisted and he didn’t know why. Max gave a deep sigh. Yes he did,
he was concerned about catching something.

There were several
rumours flying around that the French doctors didn’t bother to
treat their own prostitutes, so they could infect the German
soldiers. Max had no idea if that was true, but for once he was in
agreement with Adolf, who was very dismissive of his fellow
soldiers using prostitutes, as were several of the other married
men. There were already separate wards in army hospitals behind the
front for men suffering from VD, and Max had seen records in
headquarters containing the names of men who had been given the
reusable condom but who had still ended up in hospital, infected –
thus making it obvious they hadn’t used them. He gave a wry smile.
As they were made of rubber, needed washing after use, and were
quite thick, he wasn’t surprised that the men preferred not to wear
them. However, these men were then punished for not protecting
themselves and, although there were rumours that the condoms
sometimes broke, it wasn’t something they could easily prove.
Despite his health concerns, Max didn’t have any moral objections
to using prostitutes; if he had been single he would probably have
thrown caution to the wind and indulged himself, although he would
have made sure he used the condom he’d been issued. But it wasn’t
only that. He also knew it wasn’t because he cared that much about
being unfaithful to Stefi. After all, he’d not thought twice about
sleeping with Rosa behind her back. Max frowned and tried to work
out what was holding him back and then it hit him. It wasn’t about
Stefi at all, it was the thought of sullying what he’d had with
Rosa. He’d accepted they could never be together, not now, not when
they were both married. But in his head Rosa was still his one true
love, a love that was not affected by either of their marriages.
But that love wouldn’t remain pure if he used
prostitutes.

He sighed. It
was ages since he’d had any
sex… he shut the thoughts down and tried to concentrate on his
letter.

We sometimes
go to the Lille theatre de
l’opera where a Deutches Theatre Lille has been set up. The
performances are quite good, and I have enclosed some drawings. I
thought it would make a change from death and destruction and show
that we do have some respite from the war. I hope you find them
more to your taste too.

Have the food
shortages lessened now? I worry that you and the baby will not get
enough to eat and that you will be cold if there is not enough fuel
for the fire. I wish there was something I could do to help, but I
think I might get into trouble if I started sending you our
rations.

Max
put the pencil down and shook
his head. It was no good. Thinking about sex had put the idea
firmly in his mind. He needed a drink, or something to take his
mind off what he was missing. Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to go with a
prostitute once… maybe he could find one who didn’t look like she
was too experienced… He sighed. No, it was too much of a risk, even
if he used the condom he’d been issued. He frowned. If only he
could find a French lady friend, someone from a reasonable family,
he wouldn’t have to worry about VD. His heart began to beat faster
and he forgot all about his letter. Maybe that was the answer… Then
he glanced down and sighed. No, it wasn’t. And not just because of
Rosa. He still loved her and always would, but she was a part of
his past. Stefi was his present and his future, and, although he
didn’t feel the same about her as he did about Rosa, he did love
her in his own way. He was also looking forward to being a father.
Was he going to ruin all that for a few moments of lust? He’d
already been unfaithful to Stefi once by sleeping with Rosa when
he’d gone back to Vienna before the war, and then he’d lied to her
on his return, implying he no longer felt anything for Rosa, rather
than telling Stefi that Rosa was married to someone else. It had
taken ages for her to forgive him. He couldn’t take the risk of
upsetting her again.

 


*******

 


France

Florrie
carefully wiped the forehead of the army surgeon who was busy
amputating yet another limb
and turned her attention back to the operating table. She could
hardly believe she was now a trainee theatre nurse and enjoying
every moment of her life. She knew it was rather a strange thing to
say when all around her were dead and dying men, not to mention
those severely wounded or suffering from various diseases. But, for
the first time in her life, she felt needed and as if she was doing
something worthwhile. The last year had been awful and, at one
time, she’d thought she would never get over the death of her
sister Marian and her best friend Ada. She still couldn’t believe
her sister had killed all those men, as well as her father. He had
been an evil man who’d abused his daughters for years and he’d
deserved to die. Florrie wished she’d had the courage to kill him
herself. But her sister had paid the price for protecting Florrie
and had hanged for her crimes. Marian had refused Florrie’s plea to
tell the truth about their father, not wanting everyone to know
what he’d done so that Florrie could live a normal life without
people gossiping about her. Marian had hoped Ada would be released,
but no one would listen to Florrie’s friend’s declarations of
innocence, so she too had hanged and Florrie had sworn to get
revenge for her.

Florrie
smiled under her mask. After
several weeks of despair, she had finally taken Marian’s advice.
First she had found Nell, or Lettie as she was really called and
Lady Hemsworth had offered her a job as a nursery nurse to her son,
Bertie. Nanny had become ill and Florrie had taken over looking
after the boy on her own. Then Lettie had decided to join the
Voluntary Aid Detachment. Florrie had panicked and asked to go with
her, not because she hadn’t liked her job on the estate but because
Lettie was the only person she had left from her old life and she
wanted to stay with her and continue spreading the word about
women’s suffrage.

To Florrie’s
surprise, joining the VAD was
the best thing she’d ever done. She proved to have an aptitude for
nursing and, when Lettie began training to be an ambulance driver,
she was no longer scared of being on her own. After several weeks,
the ward sister had suggested she train as a theatre nurse and
Florrie finally felt she had found her calling. She could do so
much more to help the suffering men than she would have believed
possible and she intended to learn everything she could before the
war ended.

Florrie
frowned and wondered briefly
what would happen then. Would she be expected to go back to working
in a flour mill… to living at home with her mother? The thought
made her feel momentarily sick and light headed. She swallowed and
cleared her throat. Surely not? She could never go home… if she did
she would be tempted to… She could feel her heart beating faster
and she tried to clear her thoughts. The last thing she needed to
do was to faint, or they would think it was because of the surgery…
She took a deep breath and then suddenly remembered Lady Hemsworth
had promised to give Florrie her old job back after the war if she
wanted it. Florrie felt the blood rush back into her body and she
slowly relaxed. She would prefer to keep nursing, but at least she
had an alternative.

 


*******

 


Milan, Italy

Tadeas finished Mass
and walked slowly to his office. He had attended the opera the
previous night and, seeing Lucrecia on the stage, listening to her
incredible voice filling the auditorium, hearing the tumultuous
applause and watching the standing ovation had only brought his
loss home to him even more. She had been married to Aldo Tanzi for
over a year now and she still seemed just as much in love with him
as she had when she’d first met him. Tadeas couldn’t understand why
Lucrecia couldn’t see through the man. His face darkened. Unless
she could, but she was too scared to defy him. Lucrecia barely
visited her family at all, even though she was in Milan every day.
If only he hadn’t introduced her to Tanzi… but he had, and there
was nothing he could do about it. In any case, Lucrecia could never
be his… he was a priest and could never let her know how he felt.
The only good thing to come out of her marriage was that her
brother Antonio was no longer so antagonistic towards him. The two
men had joined forces against their common enemy, Tanzi, which
meant there was less chance of Antonio ever finding out about his
terrible mistake with Fiorella.

 


*******

 


Falmouth,
Cornwall

As they came closer
to the house, Grace could feel her spirits rising. The walk along
the beach had been bracing and she was ready for a nice cup of tea,
but more important, the post would have been by now and there might
be a letter from Jed on the other side of the door. Gabe ran ahead,
kicking the small ball he had found abandoned by the
shoreline.

‘I think I
know what he’ll be playing with for the next few days.’ Julia
laughed.

Grace
nodded. ‘I’ll have a terrible
job getting it away from him.’

‘Just tell him
it’s an outside toy and he can play with it again tomorrow when we
go out.’ Julia glanced at her. ‘If you want to, of
course?’

‘I’d love to…’
Grace sighed. ‘I am missing Jed and it’s not good to sit inside on
my own every day.

Julia
breathed a sigh of relief.
‘I’m sure he’s missing you just as much.’

Grace
nodded. They reached the house and
Grace opened the gate. ‘Bye, Julia. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Gabe
gave Julia a hug and then rushed forwards, the ball bouncing on the
path. Grace gave a brief wave and turned to the front door. Her
heart was racing and she could barely contain her excitement. She
opened the door carefully and felt a fierce jolt of disappointment.
There was no post at all, so no letter from Jed. Grace sighed and
tried to cheer herself up. There was always tomorrow…

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


 Outtersteene, France

Charles
looked at his new fur skin
coat and watched wearily as they were issued to all the infantry.
He was currently attached to the 6th Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers, of which Winston Churchill
was Colonel. The latest billet was comfortable enough, although for
some reason he couldn’t understand, the Sergeant Major had taken
away the extra blankets the men had been issued. This had caused a
lot of bad feeling, as there hadn’t seemed any need for their
removal, but the Sergeant Major was not very well liked by the men
and was always doing things to make himself even more unpopular.
Charles wondered why anyone would go out of their way to be
disliked, but couldn’t really come up with an answer, unless it was
just that the man liked having power over people. Still, at least
they were in reserve and it looked likely they would remain so for
some days to come. Charles gave a wry smile. He would have been
delighted by this news, except that all the time they were in
reserve, he had no chance of bumping into the ambulance driver
who’d made such an impression on him. Lettie Jenkins…

He grinned.
Lettie was the first woman who had interested him since he’d finally accepted that
that Henrietta would never love him in the same way he loved her.
He wanted to write to Lettie, but first he would have to find out
where she was stationed. It shouldn’t be too difficult. He would
ask one of his friends at HQ if they could find out for him. He
frowned. On the other hand, maybe writing to her was too forward?
It would be better if he could just meet her accidentally, but the
chances of that were quite unlikely, especially as either Lettie or
he could be moved anywhere along the Front line. Rumours were, he
would be moved next to either Armentières Nieppe or
Ploegsteert. Perhaps he should take the opportunity and write to
her before he was too busy. The sound of bombs exploding and
machine guns firing broke into his thoughts, but for once he wasn’t
worried. The field next to their billet was a training area and
bomb range and was used day after day by large numbers of men and
officers practicing their skills ready for the next battles. He
sighed and wished he could block his ears. It would be nice to have
some respite from the noise of fighting, even if it wasn’t
real.

Charles glanced
around the empty billet. It was strange not to have Ben to talk to.
His friend was lucky enough to be on special leave, the names
having been drawn out in a ballot. Unfortunately the Sergeant Major
didn’t like Charles very much, so the chances of him getting
special leave were rather remote. As the noise of the machine guns
grew louder, Charles made up his mind. He might as well use his
time wisely and do what he had been dying to do for the last few
weeks… write to Miss Lettie Jenkins and then speak to his friend
about finding an address for her. If the worst happened, and he was
not able to get her address, he could always keep the letter on him
until he met another ambulance driver who knew Lettie. It wasn’t
the greatest plan in the world, but it was the best he could come
up with.

 


*******

 


Munich, Germany

Stefi
finished the last of her steak and potatoes and smiled across the table at Bruno. ‘I don’t
know what I would do without you… feeding me, looking after
me…’

Bruno sipped
his beer and smiled back. ‘I
can’t let you starve. You and the baby…’ He took a deeper drink and
replaced his glass on the table. He didn’t know how he felt about
the fact she was pregnant. If anyone had asked him last year, he
would have said he was perfectly content to be Stefi’s friend and
to look after her for Max, but for some reason the baby was
different. When Stefi had first told him her news, Bruno had made
all the right noises, congratulated her, and told her how delighted
he was. He’d been touched that she’d told him before she’d written
to Max and had briefly felt even more protective towards her. But
as he had watched her stomach slowly swelling a new feeling
overtook him, one that had taken him ages to identify as jealousy.
He had no idea why the baby should make so much difference, but it
did.

‘What do you
think of Max’s new drawings?’ Unaware of his thoughts, Stefi
glanced down at the latest sketches Max had sent her. ‘They’re
certainly different.’

Bruno nodded, pleased
to be back on safer ground. ‘Yes, they make a nice contrast to the
others and show what the men are doing when they are not at the
front.’

‘Do you think
they will sell?’ Stefi stared down at one of some dancers and felt
slightly uneasy.

‘I’m sure they
will. It must be nice for you to know that Max is at least having
some fun?’ Bruno watched Stefi carefully. He was sure he’d seen
something in her face, it had only been there briefly
but…

‘Yes, of
course.’ Stefi suddenly didn’t sound so sure. Her first thoughts
when she’d read his latest letter were that at least he wasn’t in
danger for the moment, but then she’d examined the drawings and
started to worry that Max might be enjoying himself too
much.

‘You don’t
seem too convinced?’ Bruno frowned.

‘Sorry…’ Stefi
sighed. ‘I’m horrible, aren’t I? I should be pleased he has time
away from all that death and destruction, but…’ She fell silent,
not willing to put her jealousy into words.

‘But you worry
he might have found someone to keep him warm at night?’ Bruno
wondered if he’d said too much but although Stefi looked shocked,
she didn’t deny it. She reached for her beer and sipped it
slowly.

‘Yes… it’s
silly, isn’t it?’

‘No, I think
it’s probably only natural… you’ve been apart a long time… he is
facing death every day…’ He reached across and took her hand. ‘I’m
sure Max would never do anything to hurt you, Stefi.’

‘No, I’m sure
you’re right.’ Stefi wished she could sound more convincing, but
the memory of his first proposal, when he’d told her about the girl
in Vienna, wouldn’t go away. Max would probably do whatever he
wanted to and she wouldn’t know… She suddenly realised Bruno was
squeezing her hand and wondered if she should pull away, but his
touch was reassuring and made her feel safe, so she left her hand
where it was. ‘Perhaps I should just not think about
it.’

‘Can you do
that?’

Stefi
shrugged. ‘Not if we keep
talking about it.’ She removed her hand.

Bruno
gave a wry smile. ‘How about
another drink?’

Stefi nodded and held
out her glass for him to refill, her thoughts still on
Max.

Bruno
filled his own glass and sat
back in his chair. He was grappling with his conscience. He’d seen
a chink in Stefi’s marriage and he knew a true friend wouldn’t
exploit it, but for the first time since Stefi and Max had got
together, he felt a glimmer of hope.

 


*******

 


Milan, Italy

Paulo
closed Anastasia’s bedroom
door and walked slowly down the stairs. He loved his granddaughter,
but he wished Lucrecia was a more frequent visitor. Fiorella had
suggested more than once that they visit his daughter instead of
waiting for her to come to them. He’d told Fiorella that it was
difficult to get time off work, which it was, but that wasn’t the
real reason. If he was honest, his pride was hurt. Lucrecia should
want to come and see them, especially her daughter, but once she’d
married Tanzi, she seemed to have forgotten all about them. Deep
down he knew that probably wasn’t true and that the reason she
wasn’t visiting was because her husband wouldn’t let her. But that
presented another problem. He was concerned he wouldn’t be able to
keep his temper with Tanzi anymore, not after the stunt he’d pulled
the last time, pretending to be ill so Lucrecia couldn’t stay. And
the more time that passed without him seeing Lucrecia, the more
angry he became, which increased the likelihood of him saying or
doing something he might not be able to undo. So, he’d made the
decision to stay away and rely on Tadeas to keep him informed
instead. But he missed her so much.

Paulo
sighed heavily. Although
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