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      I dedicate this book

      with sympathy, gratitude and understanding.

      To

      Doctors, nurses, soldiers, their families and all those loved ones who

      fought the brutal battles on or off the battlefields

      and suffered the silence of The Great War
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      Sophie’s story begins in the early 1900s in Italy, a young girl growing up on her family’s silk farm. Her father moves his family to Derby, England, to manage the silk mill, leaving his brother to look after the farm in Italy.

      However, tragedy befalls the family and Sophie is forced to take a maid’s position at the prestigious Sackville Hotel in Bexhill-on-Sea, Sussex, England.

      Seeking more purpose in her life, she leaves the hotel to train as a nurse. When The Great War ravages London, Sophie vows to serve her country as a nurse in war-torn Europe.

      It is now 1919 and the war is over, leaving tragedy in its in wake, and Sophie is back at the Bartley Hospital, resuming her nursing career in London, after serving in Passchendaele.
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        Hushed is the silence and then we pause …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Yesterday I visited the battlefields of last year. The place was scarcely recognisable. Instead of a wilderness of ground torn up by shells, the ground was a garden of wild flowers and tall grasses. Most remarkable of all was the appearance of many thousands of white butterflies which fluttered around. It was as if the souls of the dead soldiers had come to haunt the spot where so many fell. It was eerie to see them. And, the silence! It was so still that I could almost hear the beat of the butterflies (y’s) wings.”

      

      

      
        
        Unnamed British officer, 1919

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Sophie’s Escape

          

        

      

    

    
      May 1919 - Lucca, Italy

      Escape. That was the only word Sophie could think of that explained why she was sitting at the kitchen table in her villa in Lucca, Italy. Her family home, the place where she grew up, fell in love, but had not set foot in or, for that matter even thought about, for seven whole years.

      The end of the war was supposed to bring a sense of relief, peace and hope, along with opportunities for new beginnings. Sophie felt none of these things. It was the overwhelming feelings of guilt, anxiety and silence that consumed her emotions, gripping her insides so tight she could barely breathe. The silence. This by far, was the worst. The guns and bombs were silent and that had brought relief. But now, the other quietness, the silence beneath the grief, fear and helplessness. She saw it daily in the eyes of her patients and it was more than she could bare.

      It had been over a year since the doctors had declared her fit enough to return to nursing, not to the front as a war nurse but to the Bartley Hospital. Her injuries from the bomb blast, although healed, meant she would not pass the medical to return to Passchendaele. She had always intended to resume her career at the Bartley, so she accepted it had just happened sooner than expected. And then, the war ended only a few months after Sophie took up her position on the Women’s Ward.

      At first, she enjoyed being in solid buildings and not under canvas. Living at River House with young probationary nurses was refreshing; reminding her of those early days as a probationer and the friendships that had bonded with Hillary and Trixie long before they served in the war. And, now they were back at River House, no longer probationers but fully qualified and experienced nurses and Hillary a medical student.

      She relished walking to the hospital every morning with Hillary, who had continued to live at River House as a paying boarder when she entered university to study medicine. Sophie felt a great deal of pride in her friend as she bravely, and against all odds, studied medicine to become a doctor. Trixie’s circumstances had forced her back to the Bartley and River House before the war ended, after her secret marriage to pilot Christopher Belingham was revealed.

      As time went by, Sophie began to feel more discontent. She tried to talk to Hillary, but she had spent the war in medical school and, despite witnessing some horrible scenes in the London air raids, had not seen the battle fields, nor the despair Sophie witnessed in her patients at the Bartley. Others just brushed off her concerns and worries, making her conclude that she was losing her mind.

      Sophie’s life had been full of tragedy and trauma, none of it her own doing, and yet she always managed to find a way to stay confident and move on, until now. She was frightened. One more demand was going to tip her over the edge. Perhaps she had not healed as well as she had thought. Andrew, her fiancé and a psychiatrist, had assured her that her reactions were normal. He at least recognized she had been through more than most. Healing the mind took longer than the body, but she felt unheard and, coincidentally, it was the great silence that haunted her the most.

      She couldn’t or didn’t want to make decisions, even important ones she was expected to make about her career, treating patients and her personal life, including Andrew’s increasing urgency to set the wedding date. Not only was she not sure about Andrew, but she questioned her desire to marry at all. She felt a deep and passionate friendship with Andrew, but was that enough?

      

      What made Sophie snap should have been a good thing and ultimately was, but in that moment, she could take no more. Matron called her to the office and told her she had a promising career and had recommended her for a teaching assistant position, working with the incoming probationary nurses. Her ambitions had turned towards furthering her nursing career and this was an opportunity, a stepping stone towards becoming a staff nurse or even a sister. Sophie heard Matron’s words and stared at her, overcome with self-doubt. Unbidden tears filled her eyes and her mind went blank. A sudden yearning for comfort flashed an image from her distant past; her late mother and the villa in Italy appeared. She frowned, stilling the flutter in her heart as the shadow of a young man reflected in the kitchen window. It was brief, no more than a second or two, but quite clear. It was a message, a warning that if she didn’t escape, she would never recover.

      Creases of concern knitted Matron’s forehead as she spoke. “Nurse Romano, are you quite well? Do you have a fever or symptoms of influenza?”

      Sophie shook her head. Her throat hurt from holding back tears, but she didn’t feel feverish. Matron leaned towards her, placing the back of her hand against her forehead. Relief flooding her face that Sophie was not suffering from influenza, but Matron saw the truth in her tear-filled eyes.

      “I understand what ails you and it is not physical.” Matron gave her a reassuring pat. The same shadow of contradiction showed in Matron’s expression. They both wanted to trust and believe in the new world, but knowing the reality, the depth of the scars of war, curbed any willingness to celebrate either the end of the war or looking to the future.

      Sophie took a raggedy breath. “I’m broken. I can’t do this anymore, Matron.” Hearing her own words, she realized she had just ended her nursing career.

      Irregular breaths were the only sound in the room. Matron’s expression softened and her cheeks plumped into a half smile. Her voice just a whisper, she said, “Believe me, I empathize and this will pass. You need rest so I’m putting you on leave for two weeks.”

      Sophie croaked, “Thank you Matron.” She accepted, wondering if Matron was being kind but believing she had lost her mind. Afraid to ask what might happen at the end of two weeks, she decided she would deal with that later. For now, she had to leave London.

      River House, the nurse’s residence and the place she called home, was quiet. Even the housekeeper was out. Sophie quickly packed a bag and wrote a note to Cook with a little grin as she wondered why no one ever called her by her name. She certainly was the cook and a good one too, but she had taken over as housekeeper and housemother after Mrs. Wilderby’s untimely death. A freak accident from the force of a bomb blast that threw the cellar door off its hinges, landing on and killing, poor Mrs. Wilderby. Sophie was a young probationer at the time and took it very hard. Having lost her own mother when she was a child, it brought back painful memories. She sighed. Going to Italy would bring her comfort and closer to her mother.

      Sophie pinned a second letter to Hillary’s door, telling her she had been called away and would write soon. Undecided what she should say to Andrew, she slipped her pen and note paper into her bag and telephoned a taxi. The cheerful cabbie asked where she was going and she answered with ‘the fastest way to cross the English Channel.’ He informed her there was a train leaving for Dover in half an hour from Victoria Station. Having made no plans, Sophie couldn’t believe her luck and thanked the driver, asking if he could get her there in time for the train. The urgency of rushing to catch the train filled her with excitement. She needed that to cover her doubt at such irrational behaviour, especially her decision to return to Italy. Travel was not recommended, a second wave of Spanish flu was thought to be imminent. With that in mind, she took the muslin face mask from her pocket, and tied it around her face. She needed to be careful.

      

      The port of Dover was bustling, mostly with ships full of troops returning home with many more to come. The first available crossing to Calais was early the next morning. She paid for a third class ticket and wandered around the port. She needed to find a cheap hotel. Grateful she had had the sense to bring all her money with her, she found a scruffy looking place and pulled the muslin tighter round her nose and mouth. She ventured in, hoping it looked better inside. The landlady gave her a big smile, “How can I help you, miss?” the woman asked. Peering around Sophie, she frowned. Sophie wasn’t sure if it was the face covering or that she was alone.

      “Do you have a single room for the night?”

      “On your own, are you?”

      “Yes.” Sophie hesitated, not sure what to say next. “I’m booked to cross the Channel in the morning.”

      The landlady gave her a sympathetic look. “Looking for your man, are you?”

      Sophie realized the landlady had interpreted her hesitation for grief and worry about her beau or husband. She went along with the assumption, easier than explaining.

      “Yes, they said he might be in Italy.”

      “That’s a long way, lass. You must love him a lot. Here’s the key to Room 2, top of the stairs. That’ll be ten shillings. Lavatory is down the hall.”

      Sophie climbed the stairs, turned the key in the lock and opened the door slowly, letting out a breath of pleasure at the smell of disinfectant. The room looked tired and worn but spotlessly clean. The bed only creaked a little when she sat on it. A jug and washbasin sat on the washstand. The room reminded her of her first job as a maid at The Sackville Hotel in Bexhill, long before she started nursing. Memories tumbled into her head, making her ask why was being pulled to her roots in Italy and why now? A knock on the door jolted her from her thoughts.

      Mrs. Jones stood, holding a cup of tea. “Here, lass, you look as though you could do with a cuppa.”

      “Thank you, that is very kind of you.”

      Mrs. Jones gave a nod and left.

      Sophie placed the cup on the dresser, noticing two biscuits in the saucer. She sat on a very wobbly chair, and sipped the tea, nibbling the biscuit. She was hungry and, reluctant to spend money on dinner, very grateful for the tea and biscuit, especially as such things were scarce. Fumbling in her bag for her handkerchief, her pen and note paper caught her attention. She must write to Andrew and post it before she sailed in the morning.

      
        
        Dear Andrew,

        

        I hope this reaches you before you worry and wonder where I am. I had to get away. I took the train to Dover and will cross the English Channel tomorrow morning. I have decided to go to Italy.

        I cannot explain why, but I need to connect with my roots. I told you about the villa my father left me in Lucca and that’s where I’ll be.

        Matron must have seen my distress and has put me on two weeks leave. I might have destroyed my nursing career, but I just could not continue in such turmoil.

        Please don’t worry. I’m sure rest and solitude is all I need.

        

        Affectionately,

        Sophie

      

      

      She addressed and sealed the envelop before tucking it away in her bag. The next morning she woke early having slept soundly. She crept down the stairs and headed to the port. Across the street from the port, she spotted a busy café, mostly full of sailors and young men in uniform. She squeezed her way through to get a cup of tea and bun, pulling the mask to her nose. Avoiding the crowd and cat calls, she took her tea outside and sat on a wall to eat. At last, the ship’s horn blasted noise and steam, telling passengers to board. Deciding it was safer to stay on deck, Sophie waved to no one in particular as the ship pulled out of Dover Harbour.

      

      It had taken several days to get to Lucca. Few trains were running and angry demonstrations made it difficult to get from the port to the train station. Dawn was breaking the morning sky when the train finally pulled into Lucca Station. She hailed the only taxi to take her to the villa. The drive was much longer than expected. She had forgotten the farm was several miles outside of the city. They finally passed through a small hamlet she recognized. The driver stopped abruptly.

      “This is as far as I going, Signorina,” he said, his eyes on the rusty, ornate iron gate twisted off its hinges and leaning towards the overgrown driveway. “Those craters will damage my motorcar.”

      Sophie looked at the road or what was once a road. “I understand.”

      He frowned as she placed money in his palm. At first, she thought he was questioning the payment, but his expression was that of concern.

      “Signorina, are you sure this is the right address? I don’t think anyone lives here.”

      “I live here, at least for a while. Grazie, Signore. I will be fine.” She smiled, as the driver opened the motorcar’s door and handed her bag.

      Sophie watched the taxi pull away and stood at the gate, feeling like an abandoned orphan from a tragic novel. She pushed her cloche hat tighter as the morning stillness broke into a strong breeze. At the same time she loosened her woollen coat, too warm for the Italian sun.

      In front of her, the red tilted roof of the villa rose above the tree tops. She turned to look behind her, toward the small row of houses, as though she needed to know there was a way out.

      What was she doing here? Suddenly it didn’t seem real. Was she dreaming? The aroma of baking bread filled her with warmth and hunger. She felt her mother’s hand in hers, a little girl walking to the bakery. A bell tinkled and she glanced up to see the bell perched on the door. The door that she had opened. What is happening? How did I get to the bakery? Panic rose in her throat. Am I having hallucinations or am I going mad? “No!” She said aloud.

      A voice from the back called, “Who’s there? We’re not open.”

      Attempting to bring herself back to the present, Sophie realized she had not slept or eaten in twenty-four hours, which would explain her behaviour.

      “Hello!”

      A weary looking man appeared, pulling back a grubby looking curtain. “Si Signorina, we are closed,” he said wiping his hands on a once white apron. Sophie explained in Italian that she had just arrived from England. The baker shrugged his shoulders and turned to go back to his baking.

      “Please, sir!” Sophie recognized him and wondered if he would remember her mother. “My name is Sophie Romano.

      “Romano!” He looked suspiciously at her. “Alberto’s daughter!?”

      “Si, Signore!”

      “Bella, bella!” Suddenly he threw his arms in the air, kissing Sophie on each cheek and then, just as suddenly, his face turned to sadness. Shaking his head, he added, “Such tragedy.” He frowned, taking her hand. “Why are you here? The silk farm is gone.”

      “I know, but the villa is mine. Papa put the title in my name before he died. So much has happened, not to mention the war. This is the first time I’ve been back.”

      “Si a longo!” A long time.

      Sophie smiled, trying to think of the Italian expression for the bread smells good, “Le pane profumo!” She laughed, knowing that her Italian grammar was sadly lacking and then asked if she could buy supplies.

      He shook his head with a frown, gesturing to the empty shelves and then suddenly smiled. “Uno momento.” He disappeared into the back and returned with a small bag of coffee, a loaf of bread, still hot from the oven, and two thin slices of ham.

      “Grazie!” Sophie said. The smell of the food making her mouth water, she waved goodbye, knowing it would be all around the hamlet that the Romano girl had returned.

      Clutching her treats from the bakery, Sophie enjoyed the fresh air and sense of freedom, picking her way through over grown bushes and deep holes in the once gravel driveway. It was quiet, except for the chirping insects, birds and the occasional rustle of leaves from scurrying animals.

      The red tiles of the villa peering through the tall cypress trees made her breath shorten and freedom turned to fear of what she might find. Long ago memories of fun summers with her aunt and uncle arose. Then there was falling in love with Carlos, unrequited love, even though their paths had crossed many times since. She felt the hurt of his letter, not only informing her of the ruined silk farm, but breaking their engagement. Even now, it made her eyes prickle with sadness.

      Her steps slowed in anticipation of what might confront her as she turned the corner. She tried to brush away irrational visions of destruction; dead silkworms and the bodies of her murdered aunt and uncle. To her relief and surprise, there was no evidence of either, just over grown Mulberry trees. The villa looked strangely as she had left it, but her aunt’s house, hidden by the massive pomegranate bush, was falling apart, windows broken and the door bashed in.

      Climbing the steps to her villa, she hesitated, sensing she was being watched from inside. She glanced expectantly at the empty window, and turned the key in the rusty lock until it released. The door opened, stiff at first, the hinges creaking either welcoming or objecting. She didn’t know which until it was fully open.

      A musty smell greeted her and dust motes lingered in the air but everything looked the same. Nothing had been disturbed. It was as though they had never left or visited, and yet she remembered it as though it was yesterday.

      She walked, leaving footprints in the thick dust as she entered the bright sunny kitchen, the red and white cloth, dusty but undisturbed, covered the kitchen table. There was wood in the box by the stove, ready for the fire, and clear water ran freely from the taps. The kettle, once rinsed, was ready. She wandered into the lounge, dark and cool, and opened the shutters, usually closed to keep out the heat of the summer. The May sun made it a pleasant space. Excitement filled her and she ran upstairs to her old bedroom with pictures and dolls and teddy bears. The family had moved to England when she was twelve, although she had visited many times after the move, but had always stayed at her aunt’s house. Her parents’ room seemed even quieter than the rest of the house, filled with a big bed and heavy furniture.

      She ran downstairs, made coffee and tore a chunk of bread from the warm loaf and ate hungrily. It had been too long since she’d eaten.

      A familiar voice, husky but warm and audible said, “Benvenuto, Sophie, bellisoma.” There was her mother, leaning against the cupboard, welcoming her home and looking as young and pretty as she remembered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Andrew’s Dilemma

          

        

      

    

    
      May 1919 - London, England

      Andrew had a bad feeling about Sophie. She hadn’t been herself for some weeks now. He had tried to reassure her, but she had withdrawn and wasn’t talking. He stamped his foot, annoyed with himself. He was a psychiatrist, a doctor of troubled minds and yet he had not seen how troubled she was, or if he had, he’d conveniently ignored it. Now she’d disappeared.

      He called at River House to speak with her best friend Hillary who was not at home. Cook said Sophie had left a note to say she was away but it contained no details. She invited him to wait in the common room. Overly anxious and restless, Andrew declined, choosing to pace outside River House while waiting for Hillary.

      Trying to stay calm, he replayed his time with Sophie during the last couple of weeks. He’d ignored the signs. She was always so strong. Guilt seized him for not seeing the symptoms of battle fatigue, even shell-shock. No, he thought, Sophie was too strong for that. What am I missing? Is it our relationship? I don’t understand why she won’t set the wedding date. He gave a long sigh and rubbed his forehead, as if it would stop the questions without answers.

      “Hello, Andrew. What are you doing here?” Hillary said, surprised to see Andrew pacing and obviously upset. He was normally so calm.

      “Oh gosh. I didn’t see you coming. I’m waiting for you! Have you heard from Sophie?”

      Hillary put her hand in her pocket and pulled out an envelope. “Yes. She left me a note to say Matron had put her on two weeks leave and she was going away. Why do you ask? You look worried.”

      “I am worried. She didn’t say anything to me. I know she hasn’t been herself,” Andrew said.

      “I am surprised she didn’t tell you and I agree it is sudden, but I think a break is what she needs.” Hillary’s expression changed as the concern in Andrew’s voice matched his agitation.

      “Did she say where she was going? Perhaps I can join her.”

      “No, actually she didn’t, and that is odd too, but she did say she’d write when she was settled. Now you have me worried. But if there is one thing I know about Sophie, she can take care of herself.”

      “Normally I would agree, but…” Andrew hesitated. “She’s been different lately. I should have known something was wrong.” Andrew pulled his watch from his waistcoat. “I have to go. Maybe she sent a letter to my digs. I’ll check the afternoon post. Thank you, Hillary.”

      “Try not to worry. I’m sure she’s all right,” Hillary called after him. She re-read her own note and frowned. She too had the feeling things were not quite right.

      

      Andrew ran the four blocks to the house where he rented a room. Pushing the door open, he let out a long sigh of relief seeing a letter address to him on the hall stand, post marked Dover.

      “Dover!” he said aloud. “What is she doing in Dover?”

      Normally calm and rational, the panic in his own voice startled him and all kinds of medical diagnoses about Sophie’s state of mind crossed his thoughts. He had known she was troubled and, deep down, he’d known it was more than the after-war melancholy so many were feeling. He saw it every day with his patients. Why hadn’t she come to him? It was irrational, but he felt hurt that she had not confided in him. Then he chastised himself because he should have seen the signs. He was the professional. He considered following her, the thought of her travelling alone frightened him, but he sensed she would not thank him for appearing unannounced. He didn’t even have an address but perhaps there would be one in the letter. His stare fixed on the postmark. Reluctant to open it, he continued to stare.

      “It won’t read itself,” the landlady’s voice called from the kitchen, making Andrew’s heart jump into his throat.

      “No, no, of course not. Good afternoon, Mrs. Humphries,” Andrew blurted, his voice cracking. “I’ll be back for dinner but I have to go somewhere.” He shoved the letter in his inside jacket pocket and ran to his car. Cranking the engine seemed to bring him back to reality. He drove to his office at the Spring Gardens Convalescent Hospital where he was treating shell shocked officers. Staring at Sophie’s photo on his desk, he took the letter from his pocket and opened it.

      “Italy!” he said, reading the letter. Glancing at the date on the post mark, he added, “two days ago.” He turned the letter around, looking for an address, but there was nothing. He couldn’t even write to her. He re-read the letter and consoled himself that she sounded quite rational. She was right, rest was good, but the solitude might not be. He remembered her talking about Lucca and a terrible tragedy, long before he met her. The physician in him didn’t think going to the scene of a tragedy was a good place for Sophie to be in her current state of mind. He wished he’d paid more attention to her history. He racked his brain for more information and the only name that came to mind was Carlos Wainwright. That’s where she’d met him, on the family silk farm. Did Carlos have something to do with her departure? He shook his head, more to shake off the feeling of jealousy. Carlos was an honourable man and had walked away, but Andrew was no fool. Carlos was in love with Sophie. Could he be sure of her feelings? Of course, she had accepted his proposal. She wore his ring. Andrew turned his thoughts back to Sophie’s state of mind and her travels. He assumed she would be in Lucca by now. All he could hope for was a letter with an address.

      

      Having slept little and unable to contain his worried thoughts, the next morning Andrew drove to the Bartley to see Matron Hartford before starting his rounds at Spring Gardens.

      “Come in!” she called as he knocked on her door. She smiled as he entered, pointing to the chair across from her desk. “Take a seat. I was expecting you. You are worried about Nurse Romano?”

      He nodded. “She’s gone to Italy. I’m not sure it is safe to travel. Italy is reporting more cases of Spanish flu and she is troubled.”

      “If anyone can take care of herself, it is that girl.” Matron grinned knowingly. “I didn’t know she was heading to Italy. I just granted her leave. But she does speak fluent Italian and maybe she has relatives to go to.”

      Andrew shook his head. “No, her mother died when she was a child and her father passed away in a tragic fire when she was only sixteen. But she does own a villa in Italy that her father willed to her.” Andrew took a breath. Frowning he asked, “Why did you feel it necessary to grant her leave?”

      “Nurse Romano is one of the best nurses I have ever come across in my career. I had asked to see her to discuss her future here at Bartley. I’m not a psychiatrist, Dr. Cuthbert, but I know my nurses, especially the sensitive ones. Nurse Romano has been showing signs of stress, even battle fatigue, for some time. The ordeal she suffered in Passchendaele left scars, compounded by her work here. She needs time and that’s what I’ve given her. I’m afraid I can only help with the nursing responsibilities. It is up to you to help your fiancée deal with the personal ones.” Matron’s eyes seemed to pierce into Andrew’s, making him uncomfortable and unsure how to reply.

      He coughed and cleared his throat. “Yes, Matron.” He hesitated for a moment. “Should I find out where she is and join her?”

      “My advice is to write to her and only visit if invited. Nurse Romano is strong willed and if she needs time alone, bursting in on her will not end well.”

      “You’re right. I don’t even have an address to write to.”

      “Then wait until she writes again. I only gave her two weeks. That’s not long to wait. Be patient, Dr. Cuthbert.”

      “Thank you. I will.” Andrew gave a nod, adding “if you hear from her, would you let me know?”

      “Of course.”

      

      “Italy. Lucca,” Andrew muttered under his breath. Matron’s words reassured him. Sophie could take care of herself. He’d witnessed her strength in Passchendaele and he pushed away the thought that everyone had their breaking point. He should know. He’d seen many of his patients, strong seasoned military men, crack like eggshells. And yet, if he was honest, he believed Sophie to be stronger than ten men. What was it he was not dealing with? Most of all he couldn’t shake off the sense that things were not right. He could not grasp or understand why she’d left without telling him and Italy of all places. He glanced at the big clock in the hospital lobby and hurried to his motorcar. He was late for rounds at Spring Gardens. He gave a chuckle. Matron Mills was quite the opposite to Matron Hartford, as tough as nails and obsessed with punctuality. Andrew’s stepmother had been the same, but she was cruel. He didn’t think Matron Mills was like that. She could be tender when needed, but her strictness often evoked unpleasant memories, annoying him.

      Matron believed that strict routines and schedules helped the patients to recover quickly. Andrew thought there might be some truth in it, but compromise with disturbed, battle fatigue and shell shocked men was necessary in some instances. This was an ongoing battle between Andrew and Matron and he braced himself for the reprimand as he pushed open the double doors. Matron Mills was standing in front of him, arms folded, with a look that would terrorize the bravest of soldiers.

      “Matron! Is something wrong?” Andrew squeaked out, clearing his throat.

      “It’s a disaster! Come into my office.” It was a command, rather than a request. “And why are you late?” The latter was said with pursed lips. In spite of his concern, Andrew had to keep a smile in check.

      The door slammed behind him all thoughts of Sophie banished. Matron moved to her desk, sat down, and with her finger pointing to the chair said, “Sit!”

      Andrew blinked, but did as he was told, feeling like a pet dog who had left a puddle on the carpet.

      “My apologies for being late for rounds. I was detained by Matron Hartford at the Bartley but I am here now. How can I help?” Andrew attempted to sound conciliatory and helpful.

      “Dr. Cuthbert, we have a situation. Influenza.”

      Andrew felt panic and understood Matron’s distress. “How many?”

      “Just one so far. Major Lambeth, admitted two days ago.”

      “I met with him yesterday. A severe case of battle fatigue with episodes of aggression. Has he been in contact with other patients?”

      “No. In fact he refused to come out of his room. Normally, I would have insisted,” Matron Mills pursed her lips so tight Andrew was surprised she could speak. “I was not informed until the ward sister expressed her concern about the fever last night. I immediately limited access to one nurse and ordered face coverings at all times.”

      “Thank you, Matron. How is he today?” Andrew didn’t wait for a reply. “It’s possible he has an infection and it’s not influenza,” he said hopefully. He was only too aware of the complications ‘flu’ would be to staff and patients, not to mention the effect the illness would have on the malnourished and sickly patients.

      “Will you accompany me on rounds this morning?” Andrew said, hoping Matron had other duties to attend to.

      “Of course. It is imperative infectious protocol is followed at all times with staff and patients.” As irritating as Matron could be, Andrew had to admit that her obsession for stringent order, rigorous compliance with rules of hygiene and a draconian view to non-compliance, were perhaps their only hope of keeping the Spanish ‘flu’ out of Spring Gardens, or at least containing it.

      The morning rounds went well. No fevers or flu-like symptoms were detected. There were only two outbursts from Matron. The first fell on poor unsuspecting staff, not wearing face coverings. The second was the result of objections from two patients being forced to wear masks, citing their rights to freedom. Matron quickly quashed that with reference to the war they had fought and won. Andrew was glad of the muslin tickling his nose as it hid his smile when big strong men, brave soldiers, and many high ranking, buckled under Matron Mill’s glaring posture.

      Spring Gardens was a big Victorian house, the London residence of a wealthy duke, that had been commandeered by the War Department towards the end of the war. The big reception rooms and dining room on the ground floor were perfect for wards and housed twenty officers; although, during the war, there were three or four times that many crowded into the rooms. The garden was large for a London townhouse and offered peace and tranquility to shell shocked patients. Having completed rounds, Andrew took the stairs to visit the severely ill patients who occupied the more private bedrooms. Today the Major was the only occupant on the first floor, which alleviated some concern regarding the spread of flu.

      “Good morning, Dr. Cuthbert,” a nurse said, peering through a muslin mask and wearing an extra grown. Her voice sounded young, but it was hard to tell.

      “How is the Major?” Andrew asked, tying a second mask around his face.

      The nurse shook her head. “His fever is high and he’s having difficulty breathing.”

      Andrew opened the door to find the Major propped up on pillows, wheezing and glassy-eyed. There was no doubt that he had Spanish flu. He no longer had the energy to be aggressive and Andrew doubted he would last the day.

      “Has the family been informed?”

      “He only had his mother. His brothers were both lost.” The nurse’s eyes were wet with tears. “His mother just died of ‘flu’ and I don’t think he knows.”

      “Thank you, nurse. Keep him comfortable and let me know if there is any change.” Andrew stripped off his mask and replaced it with a clean one, washing his hands before returning to Matron’s office.

      

      Major Lambeth died that night and Spring Gardens was spared a ‘flu’ outbreak, mostly because of Matron’s diligence. Andrew never made it to his digs for dinner. Mrs. Humphries would keep a plate warm for him. She meant well but usually, if he was late, the meal was dry and inedible. It was gone 10 o’clock by the time he finished, uneasy, worried and hungry. Needing fresh air, he walked towards the Thames, looking for a pub. He found himself dodging around the nighthawks searching for a good time. The women glittered and giggled, the men laughed raucously and the pubs were lit up with flashing neon lights promising fun. Andrew only wanted a quiet corner, a pint and a beef pie. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed or had fun and realized how much he missed it. However, tonight was not the night to start so he walked to the Embarkment. He leaned on the wall and watched the Thames as the barges drifted on the night tide, wishing he could board a ship to Italy. Sophie filled him with concern, probably because he felt helpless, knowing something was wrong, but he couldn’t decide on what.

      A loud giggle and a woman’s voice said, “Oh darling, that sounds so utterly boring. Fabulous jazz is what I need. Please…” Her partner muttered an inaudible reply. Andrew turned to see the women burying her head in her beau’s shoulder, her voice now muffled, but they were both laughing, a little worse for wear perhaps.

      Listening to the couple jolted Andrew from his morose thoughts and he began to recall how he and Sophie had met. The first time had been a disaster. She had misread the conversation and thought he was suggesting she was unbalanced and needed treatment. Much of the relationship was based on their mutual interest in the study of the mind. Perhaps the problem was the lack of fun. Now he thought about it, they were always so serious. “That,” he said aloud, “has to stop right now.” And, with a determined gait, he marched into the nearest pub, where he thought the couple had just come from and to his surprise the place was almost empty.

      “I walked by here half an hour ago and it was full,” Andrew said to the barman. “What happened?”

      “The club!” The barman shrugged, flipping his finger against his nose. “Posh-like members only, serve fancy cocktails drinks and there’s an American jazz band playing all this week. Country’s gone mad. What’s wrong with a pint and a chorus or two of ‘Pack up your trouble?’”

      “What indeed!” Andrew replied thoughtfully. “I’ll have a pint of ale and a meat pie please?” He pointed to a massive jar of pickled onions. “And a couple of those.”

      Andrew moved from the bar to a table. He suspected the barman was looking for company and he wanted to be alone. He thought about The Club. One of the doctors had mentioned The Kingfisher Club and he wondered if it was the same one. He’d heard references to jazz music but didn’t realize it was popular. A smile broke the seriousness of his face as he decided to take Sophie for a night out and listen to American jazz. Fun, that’s what they needed. He leaned back with satisfaction as though he’d solved their problems. He did his best to ignore the niggling question in the pit of his stomach: Was Sophie really in love with him?
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            Villa di Seta

          

        

      

    

    
      May 1919 - Villa di Seta, Lucca

      The sun poured in through the cracks in the shutters, waking Sophie from a deep sleep. She blinked and stretched, feeling rested and peaceful, something she had not felt for years. Smiling at her favourite teddy bear, who seemed to be staring at her from his chair, she surmised he had a look of ‘why did you leave me?’ At twelve years old she had concluded teddy bears were for babies and decided not to take him to England. She jumped out of bed and picked him up, brushing off the dust. “Sorry, Teddy. I missed you terribly. I wished I had taken you with me, especially when Mama died.” She smiled. “But Mama’s spirit came back to the place she loved and kept you company.”

      Sophie flung the shutters open and took a massive breath of Tuscan air, gazing at the quiet countryside and the sun shimmering on the river. A cloud of dust caught her attention as it moved along the driveway. Someone was coming to the house. Suddenly she noticed the sun high in the sky; she had slept through the morning.

      After running her fingers through her long thick hair, she quickly tied a ribbon around it and smoothed the creased dress she had grabbed from her suitcase. Who would be visiting? No one knew she was here.

      Sophie opened her front door and stood at the top of the steps as a small van with faded lettering on the side gave her no clue as to who the visitor might be.

      “Buongiorno!” Sophie called as a slim young woman stepped out of the van and carried a large wicker basket up the steps towards Sophie.

      “Buongiorno! Signorina Romano, my father sent me with some supplies.”

      Sophie ushered her inside, taking the basket and placing it on the kitchen table.

      “Grazie!” Somewhat perplexed, Sophie lifted the linen cloth that covered the contents, “I think there has been a mistake. I didn’t order anything.”

      The woman smiled. “My name is Paola Bianchi. I help my father at the bakery.

      “Oh yes. I stopped yesterday to buy bread and coffee, but I didn’t order anything.”

      “This is a gift from our family. Papa was so excited to see you yesterday. He remembers your family and is sad. Mama remembers your mother. Such a nice lady. And she insisted I bring you some food.”

      “Oh! That was a long time ago.” Sophie gestured to pay but stopped.

      “A gift,” Paola said, shaking her head.

      “This is very kind and generous of you. Are you sure? I know how difficult it is to get food these days.” She watched Paola’s face full of kindness. “Please thank your mother. Would you like a coffee? I was about to make some for myself.”

      “Grazie. I have to finish the deliveries. Papa is so proud that we have petrol today and can make the deliveries. Tomorrow, maybe not. I will come by for coffee another day. That is if I may?” Paola said, remembering her manners and adding an excited, almost romantic tone in her voice. “I would love to hear about England.”

      “Please come by, anytime. I would enjoy the company. I will be here for another 10 days.”

      “Oh, you are not staying?” Paola said with disappointment.

      “I have not been well …” Sophie cleared her throat, not wanting to say more. “I am a nurse at the Bartley Hospital in London and must return to work.” Sophie was surprised at her own sense of disappointment at the thought of returning to London so soon.

      “I understand. Papa thought you had come back to live.” Paola looked through the kitchen window with a frown. “I was only a little girl when you left for England. Papa told me about your aunt and uncle. He felt sorry for your father who had worked so hard, only to have your uncle destroy it all. I don’t blame you not wanting to stay.”

      Sophie caught a massive lump in her throat at the memory of happy summers with her aunt and uncle. Unbidden, her thoughts added, ‘and Carlos.’

      She audibly caught her breath at the thought of his name and admonished her reaction, twisting Andrew’s ring on her finger.

      “Ciao!” Paola called, waving as she ran down the steps.

      Sophie forced a smile as Paola turned the van around in a cloud of dust.

      Quite suddenly, as if someone was calling to her, her eyes were drawn to her aunt’s house, opposite the villa. The pomegranate bush, twisted and overgrown, stretched across the weed covered path leading to the once red door. Its redness was now a pale pink as it hung at an angle, half closed.

      Sophie slowly descended the villa steps and walked up the path into the house. A squawking bird fluttered past her, making her jump. The place had a stale and rotten earthy smell, dark shadows hiding in the corners. The only light came from the kitchen window above the sink. Dishes sat on the draining board, waiting to be put away, the only sign of normalcy. The kitchen cupboards had been emptied, contents scattered and broken. Empty drawers and furniture were smashed. She stepped carefully around holes in the floor where even the floorboards had been pulled up. Sophie shuddered when her foot rolled over a shell casing. The stained floorboards made her stomach turn. Could that be blood? She swallowed hard, feeling the violence of desperate people.

      Sophie ran out of the house, gulping the fresh spring air and found herself under the mulberry trees, staring across the land towards the neighbour’s neat rows of grape vines, such a contrast to the chaos she was facing. The outbuildings, where the silkworms had lived, were nothing but piles of rotting wood with the occasional wisp of raw silk caught on a rough board. There was no evidence of the caring sericulture farm her ancestors had handed down from one generation to another. 
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