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1 

November 1919 

The man startled awake and stared at familiar bubbled paintwork on the 

ceiling, but the more he tried to grab for the dreamlike memories, the 

more they drifted away like gossamer spider-silk floating on a breeze. The 

night terrors left behind a telltale marker, though: an acridity that he could taste in his throat. It carried the 

metallic tang of blood, the sickening stench of rotting flesh and human waste, the pervasive charcoal aroma 

of gunpowder, or of old tobacco, sweat . . . but mostly the chilling, acidic taste of fear. he was assured by 

those caring for him that he was reliving life in the trenches – It's common enough; Don't worry, it will 

pass and other kindly placations – but none helped to stop the recurring nightmare. 

He shivered beneath the hospital sheet, printed in blue at one corner with the name of his present home, 

Edmonton Military hospital. The blanket was rough and insufficient but his small iron bed was near the 

radiator. he felt comforted by its ancient, wheezing presence and wondered how many other men had lain 

in this very bed and why. To the casual observer he looked well enough. The injuries had healed sufficiently 

and now a limp was the only visible indication that he'd sustained an injury on the front line. It was the 

invisible scar that he carried inside that was far more sinister. 

He couldn't remember how he'd been injured and, because he'd been delivered as a 'missing soldier', the 

medical team couldn't tell him either. They'd agreed that given the timing of his injuries, and the particular 

crisscross style of his bandaging, he must have spent a period in a field hospital, perhaps in Flanders, before 

a stint at a base hospital, most probably at Rouens in France. And so he had come to accept that he'd likely 

fought at Ypres. 

Repatriated several months earlier, he had been brought here to London. Through most of that time he 

had been unconscious from serious concussion, as well as intermittently rattling with fever from infection. 

he could recall nothing prior to June 1918, other than the vivid images in his sleep that fled as soon as he 

surfaced. His first clear memory was waking up on a ship as it crossed the channel to England. It was 

summer – July, he recalled. Men were singing, smoking, talking quietly in corners, while others groaned 

from their wounds. Everyone was as hot as he felt and preferred being out on the decks but no one 

complained. They'd all experienced hell and survived it. He remembered staring blank-faced at the scene 

around him, confusion his only emotion – he simply couldn't remember what they were all trying to forget. 

'Morning, Jonesey.' A bright voice cut into his exasperation, bringing him back to the present. 'Brrr . . . it's a 

cold one.' 

'Good morning to you, Nancy,' he said, finding a smile for the nurse who never seemed to lose her 

humour. 

'How are we?' She began checking his pulse. 

'We are just fine,' he said, mightily impressed by the blinding whiteness of her starched pinafore apron that 

contrasted with the navy-black uniform beneath. Both provided a monochrome backdrop for her hair, 

painted from a fiery palette. Nancy wore her nurse's hat as far back as she dared and ringlets of golden-

flame curls escaped. She wouldn't turn heads, but he defied anyone not to find her attractive. Her 
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perkiness was seductive; it shone through even while she counted, looking at her fob watch with its 

upside-down face. 

'You certainly look fine,' she finally said. 'And, may I say, very handsome too in spite of that beard.' She 

winked. 

He rubbed his jaw, still refusing to remove the unruly growth that had emerged dark and un-greyed. 

'Perhaps someone might recognise you if you shaved,' Nancy said archly, plumping his pillows. 'Are you 

going to get dressed?' 

'Is there any point?' he said, mimicking her cheery tone. 

She gave him a play slap. 'Yes, Mr Jones. For a start I'd love to know your real name. You certainly don't 

sound like you belong here.' 

'Where do I belong?' he asked, standing for her so she could arrange his bedclothes. he strolled to the 

window, trying to disguise the way the slipper on his left foot dragged on the lino like a soft sigh. 

'Oh, some posh place down south, I suspect,' she answered. 

He pondered this. 'Maybe I'm a great actor.' 

'I'd have recognised you.' She shook her head, frowning. 'I think you were a solicitor, or a banker,' she said. 

'I'd definitely go on a date with you then.' 

'Did I ask you out?' he said, swinging around, embarrassed. he fiddled with retying his dressing gown. 

'No, but I am waiting for an invitation now that you can walk and we're finally in peacetime.' She gave him 

another knowing glance. 

Peacetime. It was meaningless to him. 'What's the date, Nan?' 

'November nineteenth, although you won't be the first to ask that today, I'm sure. I think the whole 

country is still in a state of hangover.' She laughed, shaking her head. 'I keep pinching myself it's over. Four 

years . . .' She sighed, snapped her fingers. 'And over just like that. What was it all about?' 

He was the wrong person to ask. he turned to gaze back into the well-kept grounds of the hospital – he'd 

been told that glorious shows of flowers had once adorned the front entrance but the garden beds had 

served as vegetable plots for the past few years. Next spring bright petals would erase that patch of history 

as they burst into bloom once again. he was in a wing they dubbed the sanatorium, a remote part of the 

hospital that had been enjoyable when there were four of them but his three companions had been 

claimed, returned to their families, and now the sanatorium's distant location only heightened his isolation. 

Another small garden outside was still ringed by barren, thorny rose bushes. The lawn looked crispy with 

frost and he saw a robin perched on a near-naked bush, where it had found space amongst the burnished 
orange of rosehips and was warbling his melodious tune. he presumed the songster was male from the U-

shape of the olive-brown forehead. How do I know that? He thought. The robin looked as lonely as he felt 

and its tune, reaching him through the glass, sounded as plaintive as his mood. he understood, knowing this 

bird liked the quiet as much as he did. 

'Right, Jonesy. I'll be back shortly. Will you have showered by then?' 

'Definitely. I'd hate to disappoint you.' 

She squeezed his arm. 'If only all patients were as easy as you. You're welcome to stay forever.' 



Her words chilled him. He knew she meant them kindly, but he revolted at the jest. 

'You're one of the lucky ones,' she added. 'You see that pretty woman there?' She nodded beyond the 

window and he saw a dark-haired woman in a navy suit and tan gloves walking down the pathway that cut 

past his wing. 'I heard today that she lost her brother a little while back. he'd be about your age; she said 

he was thirty-three. She sounded so broken over it . . . as though it happened yesterday.' 

'Lost?' 

'Died in action but no information about it – his body left behind, buried as another nameless soldier in 

1915. Ypres, I think she said.' 

He blinked. 'Where I was?' 

'We're assuming you were from there,' she said, waving a cautionary finger. 

The woman had disappeared behind the hedge. 'Who is she visiting?' 

'No one, as such. You know, where you sit out there, all grumpy most days, is also the delivery entrance.' 

As he nodded Nancy shrugged. 'She was dropping something off to the hospital director. She must have 

waited for him in the tearoom. I overheard her talking about her brother.' Nancy became matter-of-fact 

again. 'Right, into the shower and then you can join the communal breakfast —' 

'Oh, Nancy, I'd prefer —' 

'Yes, Mr Jones, I know what you'd prefer but . . . hospital orders.' 

'What about the Spanish flu?' 

She blinked, looking momentarily distraught. 'We lost another two through the night. And two more 

nurses – that's four of our girls now.' 

'Nan, I'm so sorry,' he said, feeling ashamed for ruining her mood. 

'It's a dreadful thing, not choosy at all. Beth Churcher was a great nurse – we all loved her. She died in two 

days. That's all it took. One moment healthy, the next that awful lavender-coloured skin pigment that 

would have told her she had a death sentence.' he shook his head with regret. He didn't know Beth, but he 

could see Nan was heartbroken. 'And young Joey Nesbitt. He was going home in a week or so. I didn't 

know the other gentleman or nurse but we were briefed at the meeting this morning. And they won't be 

the last,' she said, her expression mournful now. 

'All the more reason, surely, for me to remain here,' he tried. 

Miraculously, Nan agreed. 'This end of the hospital is quite deserted. You probably are protected, and I 

haven't worked the same wards as Betty – one in which Tommy and the other fellow died.' She dug up her 

smile again. 'All right. You stay here. I'll bring some food in shortly. But don't forget, tomorrow's the peace 
party. I've had your spare shirt laundered. Everyone's putting on their best clothes. I'll leave a razor.' She 

winked again as she left him. 

He couldn't imagine how a party could be deemed wise given the flu epidemic that was sweeping the 

nation. Only last week while sitting in the garden he'd heard through the privet hedge a family passing by. 

One of the children was singing a rhyme and he suspected she hardly understood the macabre words: 

I had a little bird 

Its name was Enza 



I opened the window 

And in-flu-Enza. 

Spanish flu, as it had been nicknamed, was on a grand killing spree, and had no sympathy that Europe had 

already lost a generation of young men. It was now going to kill their parents, their grandparents, their 

sisters and brothers, their aunts and uncles and cousins . . . their friends. 

Some were saying this disease was worse than the Black Death and slaughtering faster than any war could. 

He'd read that it had begun in the trenches. Soldiers who didn't succumb on the battlefield took the illness 

home – some believed it erupted in Scotland and headed on a murderous path south, killing in the 

thousands. he'd read a figure that by October more than one quarter of a million Britons, most of them 

formerly healthy, were dead from Spanish Flu. 

And now they'd begun dying here in the hospital. 

He returned his attention to the path that had carried away the bereaved young woman. The sound of her 

heels on the bricks echoed dully in his mind, and he felt envious of her freedom to walk away from this 

place. 

  

The dreams were now worse, filled with a yellowy-green killing mist and men stumbling around blinded, 

dying of suffocation, bowels emptying in a final pitiful humiliation as bodies sank in slimy mud that was 

knee-deep. No one had names, uniforms gave him no clue, and his companions had no faces – some had 

been blown away, others unrecognisable. 

Today he woke resentful, hating that he was no one. He belonged to someone, surely! 

He showered briskly, secretly still thrilled at the novelty of being left alone to his ablutions. he wet the 

cake of soap that Nan had left with the razor, which was already screwed together and enclosed a new 

blade his experienced thumb told him, though where he had gained such experience was anyone's guess. 

The soap was dry and cracked from lack of use. Nevertheless, its flaws smoothed out the moment water 

came into contact and as he lathered up his beard, the sharp, medicinal odour of coal tar filled the small 

bathroom. For just a fleeting second the pungent fragrance whisked him somewhere and he was sure he 

was a child, sitting in a bathtub with the impression that a uniformed older woman was smiling approvingly 

as she wrapped him in a big white towel. And then the vision was gone; his awareness hadn't lingered on 

her face but the large hands, with sausage-like fingers and no rings, were achingly familiar, the distant voice 

beloved. Then, he couldn't find that memory again, couldn't hear her soft mutterings any more – no matter 

how much he inhaled the strong, oily smell. 

Jones snatched a flannel to wipe the steam from the mirror. The old glass had tarnished, its silvering 

breaking down in the bevelled edges and particularly where the holes for screws had been made. Small 

metallic pinpricks peppered one side of his reflection, which he stared at moodily. By almost smothering 

half of his face in an odd shadow, it seemed to mock him. he was only half a man; the other half – the side 

that knew itself and who he was, where he came from – was a ghost wandering the battlefields of Ypres . . 

. if that was even where he'd been. 

Why couldn't he recognise who was looking back at him with the flop of shiny, near-black hair and those 

haunted eyes? They match your school blazer, he heard in his mind, but who had spoken those words? Which 

school had he attended whose pupils wore indigo? The bathroom pipes suddenly juddered loudly, and he 

flung down the razor into the sink where the metal clattered against the enamel and the pieces fell apart, 

echoing how he felt inside. Broken. Dismantled. 

Instead of shaving he rinsed his face, drying it roughly in a low rage of frustration, the petrol-like soap smell 

still clinging to his beard. Nancy would not be pleased. He dressed obediently in the freshly laundered and 



ironed shirt that had been returned. His only suit – a hand-me-down from who knew where – was old, 

worn at the knees and faded at the elbows, frayed on two of the buttonholes. It offended him on some 

level but in truth it served its purpose and fitted him well enough. he had no genuine grounds for 

complaint, especially as most returned wounded soldiers were given an instantly recognisable saxe blue 

suit, with oddly white lapels and a bright-red tie to wear. Nan, who'd taken such an interest in him, had 

brought this suit from home. Her cousin's friend didn't need it any more. He had not asked the obvious 

question but had wrinkled his nose at the faint whiff of coal. 

'Wear it more and air it out,' Nancy had suggested with a soft punch. He knew she liked touching him 

playfully. 'Then that mothball smell will disappear.' 

Perhaps naphthalene would chase off the Spanish flu bug, he thought humourlessly now as he straightened 

the jacket. 

He immediately headed into the small garden outside his ward. Fresh air, he was sure, would lift his spirits 

and blow away the smell of the coal tar. It was milder weather today, possibly even planning to rain. 

Moody clouds were assembling like a gloomy council, but he stepped outside anyway, after ignoring his 

greatcoat on the hook near the door. He loathed that coat. It had been cleaned but still it stank of death. 

Instead he'd put on a woollen jumper beneath his jacket that one of the volunteers had knitted for him. He 

liked its mossy colour and hoped she'd see him wearing it at last. 

He waved to one of the nurses passing in the near distance – she was older but he responded to her no-

nonsense ways. 

'How are you feeling today, Mr Jones?' 

'Oh fine, fine,' he said, giving the stock answer. 'Looks like rain,' he added, moving to the next stock item of 

conversation. 

She looked up. 'You'd better not linger out here.' 

'I shan't. Everyone seems busy,' he added, pleased he'd found something fresh to remark on. 

'It's the peace party – we've finally got around to it. We can look forward to the happiest of Christmases.' 

'Plenty to celebrate this year,' he agreed, and then regretted it because so many would be mourning 

precious family members. 

'Yes, too true,' Sister Bolton replied, lifting a cheery hand in farewell. 'See you at the party. There's a new 

parcel of Tuxedo arrived from our American friends. By the way, a shave would be nice.' 

He nodded as he waved; he could use a fresh supply of tobacco. Memories may desert you, he thought, but 

oddly, addictions don't. He obviously needed to taste a cigarette right now because just talk of Tuxedo 
made him want some. He lit one of the last cigarettes he'd rolled, inhaled deeply and felt the nicotine hit 

the back of his throat, its earthy taste reminding him – just for a heartbeat – of being buried. But there was 

no point in chasing that strand; he'd learned it was pointless teasing at a notion and he forced himself to 

trust the doctors' advice that his mind would yield its memories when it had healed. 

'It's just like your leg wound, Jones. It needs time.' one wit – Nancy, he realised it must have been – had 

suggested that another bump to his head might bring his memory back. He sighed at how easy that 

sounded, and considered asking Nan to bring in a hockey stick and see if her theory worked. 

Being outside had begun to weave its magic. At least he was no longer upsetting himself. The doctors had 

assured him that memory loss was being seen in injured soldiers suffering from something they termed 

'shellshock'. He'd talked with a psychiatrist as part of his recuperation and Dr Vaughan had suggested that 

his devastating fracture of memory, though uncommon, was on the rise and not surprising given reports of 

what Allied soldiers had faced on the front lines. 



So why had he been left feeling like some sort of malingerer? If he could remember, he would, damn it! He 

wasn't looking for sympathy; he was sure he wouldn't have used memory loss as a way out of the seeming 

hellhole they'd dragged him from. Well, he wasn't going to spend another day in this place being mentally 

prodded and looked upon with pity, waiting to be recognised – to be found and claimed like lost luggage. It 

was time to make a decision. 

As the notion slotted into place, a robin – perhaps the same one – began a melodious song, and in that 

instant, breaking cover from behind the bushes and surprising him, was the pretty woman of yesterday. he 

habitually reached for a fob watch which was no longer there, but he decided it had to be about the same 

time. Today she was dressed in grey but the traditionally sombre colour looked anything but gloomy on 

her; the suit was fashioned precisely, fitting her body perfectly. She wasn't wearing the billowy war 

crinoline that most of the women he'd seen outside of uniform wore. Instead, clean lines prevailed on a 

skirt still long enough to be considered demure, with neat pleats to allow an open stride, but the fine 

styling made it possible for him to imagine the curve of her legs, which were neither especially long nor 

short. He wasn't sure why he noticed her outfit so keenly or why he had concentrated sufficiently to 

remember yesterday's navy ensemble. Perhaps he'd been involved with clothing or cloth before the war? 

Before the abyss, as he'd begun to think of it – the place into which all of his memories had been tipped 

and buried with the rest of the dead. 

Without permitting so much as a heartbeat to censor himself, he called out, 'Er . . . excuse me, Miss?' She 

paused, turned his way. Now he'd done it. 'Pardon me for interrupting you.' 

'Yes?' she asked. He liked her voice. It was slightly husky. 

'Er, do you have a light?' he said, glad that his cigarette had gone out. 

She shook her head. 'I'm sorry, I don't.' No, it wasn't husky, he thought. It's smoky. He liked it even more 

now that he could see her mouth front on. It was generous, with clearly defined lips as precise as the cut 

of her suit. 

He shrugged. 'Do you have a minute to give me instead, then?' The mouth he'd been admiring widened 

slightly into a small smile. 'I don't bite, I promise,' he added. 

'How can I help you?' 

'Will you sit with me for a few moments?' 

She held her head to one side, as if weighing up his request, then looked around, checking to see if anyone 

else was nearby. She was probably wondering whether he was sweet or just plain strange. Sweet obviously 

won out, because she approached. Either that or a wave of pity had swept through her. 

'I can stand with you for a few moments,' she offered. 'You have a lovely spot here amongst the rose 

bushes.' 

'It was a perfumed nook just a few months ago,' he admitted. 'But then I see myself as a man of winter, so 

perhaps the bare rose bushes suit me.' He held out a hand. 'I'm Jones,' he said, feeling suddenly and for a 

rare moment grateful to be alive in the presence of luminous beauty. 

Dark eyes, lamp-black in the glum light, nevertheless sparkled with internal amusement. She shook his hand 

gently. 'Just Jones?' 

Her clear complexion was neither pale nor olive – somewhere in between – and the cold had pinched her 

cheeks so they blushed attractively. Hair the colour of a moonless Flanders night was pinned behind her 

head, and she wore a hat tipped jauntily with a striped feather pointing backwards from the hatband. 

'I'm afraid so,' he said, desperate not to let go of her, but he did. 'I say, I do like that rakish feather.' 



She grinned. Its effect felt like he'd walked in from the cold to a warm hearth. 'You've lost your name?' she 

remarked with slight incredulity. 

'And my memory with it,' he added and wished he hadn't. he had wanted it to come out as a cheerful, 

plucky remark. Instead it sounded helpless. 

'Oh.' Now she looked mortified. 'I'm sorry, I didn't mean to —' 

'Please don't apologise.' he cringed. 'I'm tired of people feeling sorry for me. I have everything to be 

thankful for,' he said, lying to himself. But he decided in that single tick of his life that he shouldn't lie to 

her. 'Actually, that's not quite true. I don't feel all that grateful but I do feel glad in this instant that I 

survived.' 

She nodded, as though immediately understanding his dilemma, and joined him at a modest distance on the 

bench they now shared, which pleased him. 'My brother didn't survive unfortunately.' 

'So I hear.' 

'Pardon me?' 

He flicked the ash from his cigarette and in what appeared to be another habitual motion he put the barely 

smoked cigarette back into his pocket, carefully saving it for later. 'One of the nurses heard you talking 

about your brother in the tearoom.' 

She blinked. 'His name was Daniel.' 

'I'm sorry.' 

'I am too. I miss him terribly and my father misses his son desperately. I'm not sure I'm enough.' 

'Oh, I can't believe that. You would be for me.' 

She gave him a startled glance. 

'I'm sorry again. I don't know why I said that. I've clearly been a long time out of the company of beautiful 

young women, or my injuries have scrambled my filters . . .' 

His admission made her smile again and he saw it warm up her gaze. Her eyes were the darkest chocolate, 

he noted, not nearly black as he'd originally assumed. 'So, what is to be done with you?' she asked. 

He shrugged. 'Who knows? I have only a nickname, and no clues to where I hail from, which company I 

fought with, or even where I was fighting. I gather my uniform jacket was missing when I was discovered or 

they'd have some clue. I just keep hoping that some family is going to walk up and gasp with joy that 

they've found me.' 

'And you have nothing at all to go on?' 

He shook his head. 'I don't know what I used to be. I don't even know how old I am. I do remember a dog, 
though – a fox terrier, I think.' 

'Well, there's a start,' she said, her tone brightening. 

'I'm told I could be recalling the cigarette dog that roamed the trenches or even the ratters we were 

apparently all grateful for, so it's not really a clue to my background.' 

'Oh dear,' she said, and for some reason – probably awkwardness, he thought – his explanation made them 

both chuckle. 'Any other options?' 



'Obviously I don't wait for anyone to come looking,' he said with a sardonic grin. She waited. 'May I ask a 

favour of you?' he added, again without giving himself time to lose his courage. 

'It depends what it is.' 

'Would you help me escape?' 

Alarm was back in her expression now, her gaze shrouding with worry. 'Surely you should —' 

'They have no idea what to do with me. I've been here nearly five months and no one has been able to find 

even a remote connection for me.' 

'It's early days. The war is only just —' 

He shook his head. 'I think I really will go mad if I have to stay another night here. I've made a decision to 

leave. I'm going today, come what may. But I have no idea of where I'm going. I don't even think I know 

how to catch a bus or a train. I certainly have no money to do so.' 

'But what can I do?' 

'Just point me in the right direction. If you can get me even a few miles from here, I shall be fine. I simply 

need to get out of the hospital's reach so it can forget about me – another casualty of the war.' 

'I'm sorry, Mr Jones, I really don't think —' 

'Please.' It was embarrassing to beg. 'I doubt I'll ever have a better chance than today.' 

He saw her resolve give behind those kind eyes. Maybe she was thinking of Daniel. 

'I'm a fully grown adult, in case you hadn't noticed,' he added, and it broke the tension. She looked at her 

gloved hands, but he caught the grin as she lowered her head. 'I'm sure I was perfectly capable of looking 

after myself before the war, so I shall just learn to do so again. I know I'm not helpless. But in here I 

certainly feel that way.' 

She regarded him again and it wasn't pity he saw. Instead he sensed her own ambition and strength, and 

perhaps she felt it was right that he was allowed to be independent. 

'All right. I can't see how it is a crime to help a war veteran.' 

'Really?' 

She nodded. 'How do we do this?' 

'It's the peace party today.' 

She nodded, waiting for instructions. 

'You see, everyone will be distracted once the festivities begin. Just take my arm and walk me out of the 

compound. I will not trouble you beyond the end of this path. If you could tell me in which direction to 

head, I should also be grateful.' his attention was caught by a glint of gold amongst the bushes. A wind was 
gusting up and had blown some leaves away. 'Hang on a moment,' he said, rising and limping across the 

lawn, realising it was a coin that had rolled against a naked, thorny rose bush. 

'Aha!' he said, triumph in his voice. 'A half sovereign. Now I have means. It was meant to be.' he returned. 'I 

know someone is missing this, but they say what goes around comes around.' 

She gave him a wry glance. 



'And in the same spirit, one day I will pay you back for your kindness. If you make my dream come true, I'll 

do the same for you one day . . . I promise.' 

She shook her head, amused by his whimsy, but held out her hand. 'It's a deal. I'm Eden. Eden Valentine.' 

Even her name was lovely. 'Thank you, Miss Valentine,' he murmured and kissed the soft suede of her 

glove. 

 


