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ABSTRACT 

Befbre Peter Pal, before the crocodile. and before the loll y Roger, Captain James 
Hook was simply 'James,' a typical teenage boy from London who attended school, 
flirted with girls, and played cricket. Soon after he graduates from the prestigious Etor~ 
College, Britain is swept up into The Great War (WWI) and James finds himself falling 
for a girl his father doesn't approve of. How does he choose between duty and love, 
honor and happiness? 

We all know James' ultimate destiny, but his path to piracy has never been 
explained. What is it that causes him to commit his first crinle of many-growing up? 
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Chapter 1 

James was slouched in his mother’s old upholstered chair, the one that expelled a cloud 

of dust every time he flopped down in it, deep in thought over a book of John Donne’s poetry 

that he was carefully consuming, word by word.  

 Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare, / Where we almost, nay more than married are. / 

This flea is you and I, and this / Our marriage bed and marriage temple is.” 

 To him it was all a load of nonsense—flea bites and mingling blood were not the basis 

for a marriage—but he liked the way the words rattled around in his head.  

That was the way James viewed most poetry—the sentiments were practically 

meaningless to him, only striking home when his imagination was turned on and tuned carefully 

to that point between disbelief and fantasy. It was during times like those that he could relate to 

the wide spectrum of poems speaking of courtly love and loss, jealousy and disappointment, 

ecstasy and the pastoral.  

The gentle ticking of the pendulum clock and an occasional pop from the wet wood being 

consumed in the fireplace were the only things that could be heard, until the front door slammed 

and a voice boomed, “James! I need to see you at once!” 

He had only been home for a few weeks, freshly graduated from Eton with his future 

awaiting him, but the familiar sound of his name mixed with anger had been used so frequently 

during this time that it stopped James mid-phrase. He untangled his mind from the words in front 

of him and slowly turned his head towards the parlour door where he knew his father would find 

him. James had come to practically live in there of late, and Jasper joked that he was always 

hiding out in his “cave,” trying to start a fire with his mind. His father relished vague analogies 

and considered himself quite clever when he came up with them.  
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As if summoned, Jasper flung open the door moments later and harrumphed over to 

where James was seated. He had his hat under his arm, and though he was clean-shaven and 

orderly in dress, he had a gruff look about him. “Is there something you would like to tell me, my 

dear boy?”  

He said dear as if he only half meant it, and spat boy out so forcefully that James 

flinched. He ran over his behavior over the last few days in his mind and it was surprisingly 

devoid of mischief. “I have no idea what you are referring to, father.” He almost said father in 

the same way Jasper had said boy, but thought better of it when he saw the mad-dog look in his 

eyes.  

“A piece of mail came today that is of great importance—the results of your Upper Sixth 

Form exams. Would you like to take a gander at how you did?” Before James could open his 

mouth, his father was pushing on. “Terrible, that’s how you did. Abysmal. Look at this paper.” 

Jasper held it in front of his son. 

“I’d say that’s actually higher than average.” 

“Not for my son it isn’t! You are a Rabier and destined for greatness. How many times 

have we been over this?”  

To his credit, James remained calm. “But I learned a great deal. Isn’t that the point of 

going to school?” 

“Why yes, but people also expect tangible results, not just the ability to spout off random 

facts like the succession of the ancient Egyptian dynasties! How do you expect to get into a 

reputable law school with these results? No university is going to be impressed with this.” And 

he tossed the paper into James’ lap. 
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James looked at him with a blank face. “Well, I’m sorry this little piece of paper does not 

show results up to your standards. If you want tangible results like you say, you’re going to have 

to find some way to peer inside my mind,” and he went back to reading his book.  

Jasper was glowering by now and out of the corner of his eye James watched him 

struggle to control his temper. He had never ceased to be shocked at his father’s anger. It always 

seemed to be over things that James personally found trivial—in the grand scheme of things, a 

jam stain on the rug, a late train, or a broken umbrella in the rain were minor things; so was 

getting an average result on an exam. But to his father, perfection was everything. 

It didn’t help that Jasper had attended Eton too, just like his son, and he expected the 

same stellar results from him that he had been able to produce, solely based on the fact that they 

shared the same blood and last name. But James Rabier had discovered a love of subjects that his 

father did not find respectable or practical and so he did not excel in the classes his father chose 

for him, and thus neither of them were happy.   

Poetry was James’ passion. He loved reading The Greats, even if their sentiments 

sometimes befuddled him or were unrelatable; for James had never Loved. He had loved 

plenty—his blue rubber galoshes when he was five, the game of cricket starting when he was 

seven, Lucy Turnpipe when he was twelve, and Cadbury chocolate éclairs his entire life. But he 

had never Loved. He considered it a notion sometimes sweet and other times ridiculous, but 

always elusive.  

His father stood there viewing his book of poetry with disdain, and James gently shut it, 

marking the page with a paper-thin daisy that he had pressed into a bookmark last week.  

“James, we need to talk.” Seeing that his son was less than interested, he decided to go 

for a shock tactic. “I’m very old and close to death.” 
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James’ initial surprise faded away into annoyance. “You are perfectly healthy, father.” 

“No, I am not,” Jasper pouted. He felt incredibly healthy, he had to admit to himself, but 

he was trying for sympathy and it didn’t seem to be working. “The grey on my head cannot be 

ignored anymore, my knees creak when I rise to approach the bench, and my sniveling junior 

partner is eyeing the practice. I need to retire.” 

“But you know how I feel about law.” 

“Yes, yes—more school, boring subjects, mounds of memorization, the fine line between 

case law and code law… But it’s a respectable profession and I will not let you lollygag for the 

rest of your life.” 

James risked a glare—a double power how dare you do this to me glare—and made a 

show of opening Donne again and continuing to read, though he was only staring at the page and 

waiting for his father to leave.  

“James,” Jasper said warningly. Seeing that he still didn’t have his attention, he muttered, 

“Oh for heaven’s sake, fix your collar,” and reached out to smooth down the starched wing.  

James jumped up and closed the book with a sharp smack. “I’m going for a walk,” he 

said, and he hurried from the room.  

 

 Jasper slowly sat down in the chair that James had just risen from and wished that he 

could understand that boy. He was his son but he didn’t know him. He had never known him. 

Jasper wanted to inhabit James’ skin like he inhabited his chair, so he could figure out why the 

boy was distant half the time and icy the rest of it. He owes me the respect that is due to me as 

his father, he thought. He can fight me all he wants, but he will obey me.  
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His eyes moved from the fire to the painting above the mantle, a beautiful watercolor 

landscape. The chair seemed to curve around him and he settled into its cushions. Looking at the 

brushstrokes and sweeps of color, he imagined that if he had had the opportunity to receive the 

proper instruction, he would have become a great artist. But his father, the grand George Michael 

Rabier Esq., had also been practical and insisted that Jasper pursue a “genuine career”—law. 

Jasper had recognized the wisdom in his father’s decision, but even decades later he felt a small 

twinge of regret every time he beheld a beautiful work of art. 

 You would think that Jasper would have given his son the freedom to pursue the career 

he wished solely based on knowing firsthand the anger and disappointment associated with being 

told that your dream isn’t good enough, but Jasper unfortunately propagated his father’s belief 

and demanded that James put aside poetry and instead focus on a “genuine career”—the same 

phrase his father had used on him.  

 Law was Jasper’s ideal choice for his son because it would give him a sense of pride to 

see him follow in his footsteps; and besides, the day of his retirement would eventually come, 

even if it was fifteen years from now, and he would need to leave the business to someone. His 

junior partner, Crosby, was an incompetent opportunist and a fop. There was no hope there—his 

sole option was his son, and that worried him.  

 This painting that held his attention brought particular pain to Jasper, for two reasons. 

The first was that it reminded him of a distinct hill near the town of Helston in Cornwall that he 

had loved as only a child can love a hill. He had visited Helston frequently with his family when 

they had gone on holiday; it was a favorite spot of his parents’ because it was so close to the sea. 

The second reason was that his wife had bought that painting from a gallery in Venice when they 
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were on their honeymoon. She had been most particular about its placement, and he hadn’t been 

able to remove it since her death. 

 Jasper was startled out of his reverie by the slamming of the front door and the sound of 

James’ feet on the steps. What to do about that boy? he thought. What to do? 

 

Chapter 2 

 James shuffled down the sidewalk, his hands in his coat pockets and his shoulders 

hunched to protect his neck from the wind. Leaves nipped at his ankles but he paid them no 

mind. His thoughts were on his father and their arguments, which seemed to go round and round 

like a carousel and were never resolved. How many times had James tried to tell his father about 

the life that he wanted to lead, and how many times had Jasper insisted he choose a different 

path? In their conversations James always pretended that his father’s distance didn’t matter to 

him, and he hid behind his quick wit and practiced nonchalance, but underneath his confidence 

James was genuinely worried that his father would forcefully send him off to study law. And 

despite his anger at his father and the idea of becoming a barrister, in a remote corner of his heart 

he felt like a failure for not wanting it.   

Shaking off the sticky-cobweb feeling he always got when he disagreed with his father, 

James slowly began to whistle a tune that got merrier with each step. Before he knew it he was 

walking down Guilford Street, and he realized that his feet had a mind of their own and were 

leading him to his friend Charles’ house, a schoolmate from Eton that he had developed a lasting 

friendship with due to a shared love of cricket and different tastes in girls.  

 As he stood with three or four other people on the curb, waiting for the horse drawn 

hansoms and the few automobiles to clop and chug down the pavement so they could cross the 
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wide street onto the perpendicular Judd Street, James recalled drunken evenings playing the 

piano and singing duets with Charles to the delight of whoever had decided to join them in 

debauchery that night. James would inevitably show off his baritone voice and Charles assumed 

the part of the woman and trilled in a high falsetto, often accompanying the notes with feminine 

hand gestures and batting eyelashes. Charles was a great goof, and James enjoyed the evenings 

of good music and strong ale. To him, the poetry of music was just as good as poetry on the 

page, and he devoured music with an appetite. He was always grateful that Eton had encouraged 

him to learn an instrument.  

 James noticed a girl on the other side of the street smiling at him. Or was it a woman? 

Judging by her straight posture, beautifully styled red hair, and manner of dress, she was a 

woman. But with that girlish sparkle in her eye and the hint of mischief playing on her brow, it 

was impossible to say for certain. He decided that she was one of those people in which it is 

impossible to guess their age—not a girl, not a woman, but a Betwixt-and-Between.  

She was still smiling at him. Or at least in his general direction. He tried to subtly look 

around to see if a person next to him was perhaps raising a hand in greeting, or if the man to his 

left was tipping his hat. But everyone was staring down the road to make sure there were no 

more approaching hansoms and petrol guzzling cabs. 

 Before he was ready for it, the tiny herd around him was stepping down from the curb 

and James had no choice but to walk quickly and stay in the crowd. His eyes flicked from the 

street to the sign post to his gloves, only once resting on the smiling Betwixt-and-Between.  

They locked eyes and held the gaze until they had passed, James blushing as he reached 

the other side. And then, as if their interlocking eyes had synched their brains, they 
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simultaneously turned around to look at each other and broke out in huge grins when they 

realized that they had both been caught trying to sneak a second glance. 

James turned away quickly and continued walking up the avenue, resisting the urge to 

turn around once again, ready to believe that he had been mistaken about the whole thing. He felt 

giddiness fluttering inside of him, and a disbelief that a woman had found him interesting. Or 

noticeable, at least. It couldn’t have been that she found him attractive—he stopped to look at his 

reflection in the window of a small store that sold ribbons and hats and noted that his tie was 

crooked and the brim on his hat was threadbare and worn. He looked down at his jacket and 

brushed off some clinging fuzz, and then peered back at his reflection. His pants didn’t fit him 

that well either. In fact, he looked quite goofy, almost like a child playing dress up in his father’s 

clothes. That thought amused him, and with a quiet chuckle and a tune on his lips he continued 

on his way.  

 

Charles opened the door seconds after James rang the bell, his blonde hair mussed and his 

cheeks flushed, and James had a suspicion that he had bounded down the stairs to answer the 

door. Charles’ six foot four inch body was a large presence framed as he was by the doorway, 

and he quickly ushered James through it.  

“You were supposed to come over yesterday. Where were you?” 

“My father made me go to some stupid luncheon and it lasted all afternoon. Old ladies 

everywhere, asking me about school and what I wanted to choose for a career, and such 

tedium… Several times the desire for suicide came over me and I almost grabbed one of their hat 

pins and stabbed myself through the heart.” 

Charles gave him a sympathetic look. “That bad?” 
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“Worse.” 

Judging by the smile on Charles’ face, all was forgiven. “So what do you want to do?” 

James shrugged. The sound of raised voices tumbled down the stairs and bled through the 

ceiling. 

“Well I’ve got to get out of this house, my folks have been having a row all morning.” 

James saw a rainbow kite propped up next to a small pair of buckle shoes by the stairs. 

His mind was made up. “Let’s fly that kite.” 

Charles looked skeptical. “That’s my kid sister’s. We can’t borrow that.” 

“Why not?” 

Charles gave him a serious look. “James, we’re eighteen years old. You seriously want to 

fly a kite?” 

“Why not? It’s windy, a perfect day for kite flying. And you are the one that needs to get 

out of the house so badly.” 

“Yeah, but I was hoping you’d suggest we go to a pub or something.” 

“We can do that anytime, come on,” and James picked up the kite and walked out the 

front door. 

Seeing that he was defeated, Charles threw on his coat and followed him.  

It was a short walk to Brunswick Square but James hadn’t been exaggerating about the 

wind. It pushed at their backs as if urging them on, and threw leaves at them as motivation to be 

quick about it. 

Since Charles was only mildly enthusiastic about flying the kite, James was put in charge 

of launching it. He let out a length of the string and jogged along until he felt a gust, then threw it 

to the sky. The wind scooped it up in its arms and let it soar.  
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Charles sat cross-legged on the dry grass and absentmindedly plucked at a few blades. 

“So I was thinking we should go out drinking tonight.” 

“Can’t,” James said, eyes on the glider in the sky.  

“I’m so bored.” Charles said the word as if it was the greatest tragedy of the decade. 

James wound the rope around his hand another time as the wind began to fight him for 

possession of the kite. “Then get up here and fly the kite with me.” 

He made no answer, just continued to sit there and tear up the grass. 

“What if we go out tomorrow night?” James offered. 

“Yeah, maybe.” 

“Charlie?” James asked. He knew he hated being called that but he was trying to liven 

him up. “What’s eating you?”  

“Nothing. Everything.” He sighed. “It’s my parents.” 

James let out a breath that was half laugh half sigh. “When is it not your parents?” 

“They’re nagging me about what I’m going to do now that I’ve graduated from Eton.” 

 James took his eyes off the kite for the first time and looked at Charles. “You too? My 

dad practically talks of nothing else.” 

Charles made a noise of disgust and rose from the ground, brushing the torn up grass 

from his pants. “Gimme that.” 

James handed it over and Charles made sure the rope was taut. The kite was beginning to 

dip dangerously close to the trees and he slowly started walking towards the middle of the park, 

where the Foundling Hospital was. James followed behind him and they both observed the 

children playing between the Hospital’s red-bricked west wing and chapel, heavily supervised by 

matronly women with dour faces and scrutinizing eyes.  
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The Hospital was less of a hospital and more of a temporary home for abandoned 

children. James’ father had gone to benefit dinners many times for the Foundling Hospital, and 

in the rare letters he sent to him at Eton the paragraphs explaining the events of the evening 

always had a slightly bragging tone to them, as if Jasper felt philanthropic and saintly by 

purchasing a twenty pound dinner.  

The children closest to them were all girls, clustered in groups of three and four and 

attired in black dresses with white aprons and huge white triangle collars. James noted they 

looked about the age of Charles’ sister, seven or eight, and appeared to be bored out of their 

minds. He decided to approach them. 

“Hello, ladies. You want a turn at the kite?” 

They seemed unsure and flicked their eyes between one another, all unwilling to be the 

one to make the decision.  

“It’s a kite, not a dragon.” He gave them a reassuring smile. “Would you rather stand 

there and stare at the grass?” 

A girl with her wavy hair in pigtails stepped forward confidently and muttered a barely 

audible “thanks” before taking the string from Charles’ hands. He was instructing her on how to 

wind up the string or let it out, depending on the tug of the wind, when the dourest matron of the 

bunch hurried over to them with minced steps.  

“Young men, what do you think you are doing?” 

James looked at her as if he was trying to figure out whether she was blind or just an 

idiot. “Teaching them how to fly a kite.” 

Charles stepped forward to back him up. “Don’t you have toys for them, or anything?” 
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The woman scrunched up her nose. “Our founder established this place for the ‘education 

and maintenance of exposed and deserted young children,’ and that is our primary concern. We 

are a charity organization and as such can barely afford to keep them clothed and fed, much less 

entertained with the latest baubles and trinkets.” 

James and Charles exchanged a look but the woman didn’t see it as she was looking at 

the kite herself. “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to let them fly it a little bit,” she said, and with 

a couple sharp flicks of her hand motioned over a few more of the older women, undoubtedly to 

chaperone.  

The rainbow kite gradually drew in more and more of the children, boys and girls alike, 

and as Charles reveled in his new role of instructor James moved to the fringes of the small 

crowd and lay on his back in the grass. His head resting on the palms of his hands, he watched 

the rainbow diamond of cloth fluttering and swooping in the air and wished he could be up there 

with it. His desire went beyond yearning for the ability of flight; he had the strangest urge to be 

tiny, the size of Tom Thumb, so that he could be strapped to the kite and dive and dip along with 

it.  

“Did you see the paper a few days ago? Austria-Hungary has declared war on Servia. 

They still think the Servian government was responsible for the Archduke’s death, though it 

happened in Bosnia and the assassin was some radical student.” 

The voice was coming from his left and he tilted his head to better see who was speaking. 

Two women had their arms crossed over their chests, and though they weren’t facing each other 

and their eyes wandered over the field as they monitored the children, they were clearly having a 

private conversation. 
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The second woman shook her head. “This bodes ill. I don’t think it will stop with them; 

too many countries have reasons to get involved.” 

This was the first that James had heard of the assassination. His father was the one who 

read the paper every morning, while James stuck with his poetry.  

“Yes, you’re right. My husband said that Russia is not only allied with Servia but with 

France too, so they’ll probably also get dragged into this war.” 

“Pray to Saint Michael that England doesn’t have to get involved.” 

The women eventually called the children in for supper and the two boys were left alone 

again. As evening approached, the wind gradually died away until the kite could remain aloft no 

longer and plummeted to the earth. They sat talking until the first fingers of twilight stretched 

through the trees and then they parted, with James agreeing that he’d meet Charles at their 

favorite pub in two nights’ time.  

 

Chapter 3 

Two days passed and Saturday dawned, a clear day with just enough nip in the air to 

invigorate the body and put a skip in the step.  

James came downstairs just after nine and sat down at the dining table across from his 

father, who was reading the paper. Their cook and housekeeper Maggie immediately came out 

with a plate of poached eggs, sliced tomatoes, and toast with orange marmalade. She returned 

seconds later with a steaming cup of tea.  

Jasper pushed the sugar bowl and tiny milk pitcher across to James without taking his 

eyes off of the paper. “Germany’s declared war on Russia.” 
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James was salting his tomatoes but paused mid-shake. “Since when did Germany get 

involved in all this?” 

“They underestimated Russia and were fool enough to offer support to Austria-Hungary. 

Or perhaps they know what they’re doing after all and are taking advantage of the situation. Who 

knows.” 

James remembered the conversation he had overheard at the Foundling Hospital. The 

woman’s prediction had come true. “Does England have any reason to get involved?” he asked 

around a mouthful of egg.  

“James, manners. You remind me of a cow chewing her cud.”  

James ignored him and doctored his tea with the milk and sugar. “Well?” 

“I don’t think so, at least not immediately. The problem is that France is just across the 

Channel from England, and France has promised allegiance to Russia.” 

James counted on his hands how many countries were now involved in this war—

Austria-Hungary, Servia, Russia, Germany, France—that made five countries who had declared 

war on each other in less than a week. Europe was falling like dominoes. England hadn’t been 

involved in a war since the Second Boer War which had been fought in Africa, far enough away 

from home to not be a concern to most English citizens. It had had ended in 1902, when James 

was six years old and ignorant about the whole affair, so the prospect of a war close to home 

both thrilled and terrified him.  

He scarfed down what remained of his breakfast and hurried upstairs to his room to grab 

his coat and hat. As he was lunging back down the stairs two at a time his father asked him 

where he was going, and James shouted back that he was off to the British Museum, and 

promised to be back soon. 
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The British Museum was a hop, skip, and a jump away from their home on Bedford 

Place, and James was a frequent visitor, often there right when they opened their doors at ten in 

the morning. It wasn’t that he delighted in relics from the Far East, antiquities from ancient 

Greece and Rome, or even artifacts from the Americas; inside the Museum was the British 

Library, his source of poetry and the fuel for his reading fire.  

Before he knew it, he had navigated the sidewalk crowds along Great Russell Street and 

was walking through the spiked-iron gate in front of the museum. He lightly hopped up the front 

steps and passed the ionic columns into the library, breathing in the scent of paper, wood, and 

dust—the scent of knowledge. He perused the neat rows of shelves until he found what he was 

looking for—an anthology of war poetry. The domed ceiling and large glass windows of the 

Reading Room were not suiting to his mood and current imaginings of the glory and valour of 

battle, so he decided to escape to his favorite place in London—Kensington Gardens. A cab ride 

soon brought him to his destination, he fished out a few coins from his trouser pocket, and then 

searched the park until he found a bench out of the way where he could lose himself in his book. 

He settled into the hard wood and began to read. But little did James know that a fairy 

was hiding under a leaf by his shoe, holding in a sneeze. He, being a human, did not know that 

fairies lived in Kensington Gardens, but he knew that he was drawn there like water flowing 

downstream, following its natural course. The inherent attraction was due to a subconscious 

feeling that joy was to be found here amongst the trees and hedges, in the fountains, and along 

the pathway. It is the fairy presence, you see. 

Everyone knows that fairies are born out of laughs.  

Not just any laugh, but the first laugh a baby ever makes. When the first baby laughed for 

the first time, its laugh broke into a thousand pieces and they all went skipping about, and that 
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was the beginning of fairies. So now when a baby laughs for the first time, it shatters and skips 

about and at least one shard will plant itself in soil. When nourished in an atmosphere of love, 

laughter, and imagination, all three of which are palpable in the air to fairies (for they are 

sensitive creatures), then it begins to bud and grow into a flower. When it is fully developed (and 

if it is not picked by grubby child hands or a young lover) a fairy is born; it emerges from the 

inside out, its frail, clear wings heavy with pollen and the flower petals turning themselves down 

into a gender-neutral tunic, though it is very clear that if you are a boy baby you will have a boy 

fairy, and a girl will have a girl fairy. In the olden days (which I’m sure you’ve heard your 

grandparents speak of at least once), when people lived near forests, farmed great expanses of 

land, and had dirt-floor houses, fairy birth was easy.  

But now, because of man’s lust for development and urbanization, there’s less land about. 

The laugh shards are lucky if they can find the soil of a nearby potted plant to root in. The 

existence of plants in nurseries has been attributed to providing clean air for the baby—as plants 

exchange carbon dioxide for oxygen—but don’t be fooled; plants are kept in babies’ rooms so 

that their fairy might be born. But now, with belief in magical beings quickly slipping away, 

parents often forget to put a plant in their baby’s room and most laugh particles die on the rugs of 

the nursery. A few will latch on like burrs to the nightgowns and jumpers of babies, or to the 

slippered feet of nursemaids, and wait to burrow in the soil in parks like Kensington Gardens 

when babies are taken there for “strolls” in their perambulators.  

This is why parks are full of fairies—hiding under benches, between leaves, and mud 

bathing on the edges of ponds. In addition to being born there, they are waiting for their child to 

come claim them. By the time they flower, which takes several days even if their growth if 

fueled by a lot of kids’ laughter as they feed ducks and run down hills, the child has left the park. 
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When they invariably return, next day or next week it matters not, the fairies don’t know who 

their child is. It’s all very tragic.  

Queen Mab has set up a grand court in Kensington Gardens, so most fairies decide to stay 

and frolic about. During the day they hide about the garden and spy on the quaint games that 

children make up, once in a while pulling on the hair of a child they think is not playing fairly, 

but it is at night when they really come alive. When the gates are locked at dusk, they dart 

around the gardens searching for children who were forgotten by their nursemaids and left 

behind, so that they might mischief them and trap them in fairy rings where they will be doomed 

to an eternity of slavery.  

Once the garden is double checked for any tots, they quickly preen and flit off to the ball 

that the Queen holds every night. Most are quick to join in on the dancing (if they are not obliged 

to play an instrument) which lasts all night and usually only ends when their wings droop from 

exhaustion. It is a sight to see them whir around in their petal and leaf dresses and suits, 

indulgently drinking nectar and careening wildly, but I would not recommend staying in the 

garden after hours to see if I am lying or not—I have already warned you of the consequences of 

drawing the fairies’ wrath. Many of the older fairies who groan about their old bones and tired 

feet (though they are usually only fifteen years old and still quite spry) like to sit on warmed 

toadstools and marvel at Queen Mab and her court. She foregoes flower petals and is instead 

dressed in the finest of spider silks—every evening she stands still and her own team of golden 

orb spiders scurry over her, weaving a sleek, glossy, gossamer dress that is unique each time it is 

made, and shimmers wonderfully in the moonbeams.  

Most fairies can continue in the jollity and playfulness for years, but the pain of seeing 

children every day and not knowing who they belong to eventually wears on them, and most 
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decide to leave for the Island (which they call Ennis) when they realize they have been forsaken. 

They are drawn there because a hint of magic lies just under the surface of the island. 

Remember, they are very sensitive creatures—because of their small size, even a tiny emotion 

like annoyance hits them like a brick; imagine how they must be overwhelmed when they feel 

something like happiness! Or fear! However, if you ask a fairy if they’ve ever been afraid, they 

will deny it vehemently.  

Of all this, James was ignorant. Don’t you feel sorry for him now? He sat there reading 

his book as the fairy tiptoed beneath him, dressed in the sharp leaves and tiny white blossoms of 

Jack-by-the-Hedge and arguing with himself about the best way to bring mischief to the human. 

But James’ mind was absent from reality, stuffed full of verses. He especially liked 

Shakespeare’s St. Crispin’s Day speech from Henry V. Clearing his throat, he spoke aloud to the 

garden, and the fairy paused to listen.  

“But we in it shall be remembered—we few, we happy few, we band of brothers. For he 

to-day that sheds his blood with me shall be my brother.” 

He did his best to ignore the anti-war sentiments, but the sheer prevalence of poems about 

soldier’s deaths and burials and the sorrow of it all kept cropping up in the poems of Li Po, 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Stephen Crane, and Walt Whitman. Their pain was hard to ignore 

when he was trying to focus on the glory of war.  

He remembered with a start that he had promised his father he would be back soon and 

rose from the bench just in time, as the fairy had finally decided to tie his shoelaces together and 

was just creeping forward to do so.  

As he walked home, the sentiments still flashed through his head. Expertly maneuvering 

through the crowds on the sidewalks, he flipped open his book and silently reread Tennyson’s 
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“The Charge of the Light Brigade”. Storm’d at with shot and shell, / Boldly they rode and well, / 

Into the jaws of Death, / Into the mouth of Hell / Rode the six hundred. James wished that he 

possessed great bravery; he longed for the chance to charge cannons and fight with sabers, 

annihilating his enemy and gaining renown. But for now he would have to be content with 

charging a grazing flock of birds, and fighting with his father. And getting drunk with his friend, 

he mentally added, as he rushed off to meet Charles at a nearby pub. 

 

Chapter 4 

James awoke the next morning to the sound of his father’s voice downstairs. It was too 

loud, and rising and falling in pitch like he was speaking in musical scales.  

His head lightly throbbed and a stale taste coated his dry tongue. He sleepily recalled last 

night’s debauchery—a chugging contest with Charles before they had even spent fifteen minutes 

at the pub; shamelessly flirting with a girl until his drunken alter-ego called her a wench and she 

slapped him; the two of them lurching from one bar to the next until they found an establishment 

with a piano, and then performing their classic act—James and Charles, baritone-slash-piano-

player and falsetto soprano, singing in drunken harmony much to the delight of the pub. Charles 

had a knack for assuming the playful feminine gestures needed to garner laughs, and as for 

James, well, his focus was on the keys of the piano and pushing away the stupor of alcohol so he 

could play them competently. When Charles, who had been drinking much more than James 

because he had two free hands, finally collapsed into his chair and could sing no more, James 

played upbeat jigs, gavottes, schottisches, and quadrilles until the songs rapidly deteriorated into 

nonsense folksongs and shanties. A hundred years is a very long time. Ho, yes, ho! A hundred 

years is a very long time, a hundred years ago he sang as Charles clapped and stomped one foot 
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from his slumped position in his chair. They used to think that pigs could fly. Ho, yes, ho! I don't 

believe it, no, not I. A hundred years ago. They thought the moon was made of cheese. Ho, yes, 

ho! You can believe it if you please. A hundred years ago. The other patrons played along for a 

while until they tired of the boys’ posturing and demanded the owner kick them out.  

James smiled to himself, his face buried under the sheets as he tried to go back to sleep, 

when his father’s voice intruded once more on his thoughts. It was too panicky for Jasper, and 

James decided to get up to investigate. He was still wearing his clothes from last night and they 

were horribly mussed. He knew his father the perfectionist would be upset at the state of him, but 

James was banking on the hope that whatever was troubling Jasper would outweigh the tragedy 

of a wrinkled waistcoat.   

He groggily stumbled downstairs and followed Jasper’s voice into the dining room, 

where his father was practically wearing out a trench in the floorboards with his hurried pacing 

back and forth. As soon as he saw James he sprung forward and shoved the newspaper in his 

face before his son could sit down at the table. “Britain’s declared war on Germany.” 

“But…” James searched for words. “That’s not possible, you said we wouldn’t get 

involved.” 

“Yeah, well I was wrong,” Jasper muttered, hating to be wrong. 

Maggie walked in with two plates of steaming food. “Mr. Rabier, James, please sit 

down.” Even she seemed flustered by the news—the eggs yolks were broken, the toast burnt, the 

mushrooms hadn’t been washed, and the blood sausage was congealing strangely. They followed 

her request and James smiled at her in thanks, but then pushed away the plate of food when she 

went back to the kitchen.  
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Jasper was alternating between grumbling to himself, glaring at the newspaper, and 

taking massive bites out of his toast. “Everything’s a goddamn mess.” 

James immediately perked up his ears. He could count the number of times that he had 

heard his father cuss on one hand. “So, what happened?” 

“Yesterday Germany declared war on France and started moving troops across the west 

border into Belgium—the middle man. But since Belgium wished to remain neutral and we’re 

allied with Belgium, our Cabinet sent a nice little note to Germany demanding they withdraw—” 

“Let me guess,” James cut in. “They refused?” 

“And so we were left with no choice but to declare war on Germany.” He smacked the 

paper with the back of his hand. “Did you know we’re the only European country that doesn’t 

have a large standing army of conscripted men?” 

“Yes we do—” 

“No, James—we have a small volunteer army, nowhere near the size needed to fight 

Germany. Which means they’ll be asking for recruits any day now.” 

 

Chapter 5 

They didn’t have to wait long. Two days later the Secretary of War, Lord Kitchener, 

called for one hundred thousand men to volunteer for service. James was returning books to the 

library when he saw a massive crowd gathering down the road, and with his curiosity piqued he 

followed the stream of people. A large mass of men had gathered in front of a recruitment office, 

with a few women on the fringes watching their husbands, sons, fathers, and brothers sign up for 

the Army. The men all looked alike in their pants and jackets and perfect white collars, just like 

they would soon all look alike in their tan army uniforms. The only thing that distinguished one 
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man from the next were their hats—straw skimmers, bowlers, tweed newsboy caps, Trilby hats, 

Greek fisherman caps, Panama hats, all bobbing in the brisk morning air as the men jostled for 

place in the crowd as they waited to enter the recruitment office and sign up for service. There 

was an air of excitement in the street that wove its way through the crowd of men, every one of 

them caught up in promises of victory, boasts of prowess, and exclamations of patriotism.  

James stood there for a few minutes ingesting each spark of enthusiasm until he thought 

he would burst, and then hurried home to tell his father about what he had seen. “Men are 

signing up in masses! At this rate Germany will be smashed before Christmas.” 

Jasper looked at him critically. “What makes you say that?” 

“That’s what they’re all saying down at the recruitment office.” 

“Well they’re all fools,” he snorted. “Remember when the colonies in America declared 

their independence? We thought it was a small, treasonous uprising that could be crushed in no 

time, and it ended up becoming a civil war that lasted eight years. Never underestimate the 

impact or length of a war.” 

James rolled his eyes and went back to the recruitment office, worried that he would miss 

something important. He stayed there all day. 

He went back the next day, and the day after that. Men continued to show up en masse, 

and the enthusiasm for the war effort was still at its peak. On the evening of his fourth 

consecutive day spent at the recruitment office, Jasper forced his son to fill out the application 

forms to several universities. It was a futile effort to keep James on track for higher learning—he 

had already had a taste of the patriotic frenzy that stems at the beginning of a war, and it was too 

late to convince him that anything else was more important.   
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When the weekend passed and the initial mad-rush to sign up was over, James was 

walking down the street after meeting Charles for a late dinner and saw a long rickety table 

outside the recruitment office. It was manned by two women and a girl, and took up half of the 

width of the sidewalk. Posters supporting the war-effort and enlistment were either propped up 

on it or were taped to its edges and fluttered in the breeze, and dark blue fliers were in the 

women’s hands. He recognized the one on the left immediately. 

His Betwixt-and-Between.  

Shocked at his good fortune, he decided to be brave and approach her. “Hi,” he said, the 

word coming out in a half whisper. It was all he could think of to say. 

“I remember you,” she said in that happy-to-see-you voice that made James’ heart skip 

three beats.  

The girl who looked around nine or ten and the older woman turned their heads slightly 

to listen to their conversation. With the same color hair, and the I’ll do anything to protect my 

cubs look about the older woman, James guessed they were from the same family—a mother and 

her two daughters.  

“So, what are you doing here? I couldn’t read what the fliers said from back there.” 

She seemed to turn on some switch in her head and began to give a spiel about the 

importance of every man doing his part. James was mesmerized by her—the way her lips formed 

the simplest words, the golden flecks in her bright green eyes, and how her dark auburn-brown 

hair cascaded over her shoulders like water over a fall. He loved her hair—it was long and 

lustrous, and in a time when it was fashionable to have short cropped hair that skimmed your 

jaw, it was refreshing to see her long locks. 
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He interrupted her mid-sentence. “You know, it was smart of the government to have you 

lovely young ladies out here.” He addressed the three of them but was staring at his Betwixt-and-

Between. “No man will be able to resist joining up now, not if the request comes from your lips.” 

She blushed and dipped her head, but not before James caught a smile playing at the 

corner of her mouth. “I think that was their intention,” and handed him a flier. On it was a 

homely woman with dark curled hair and a green shawl on top of her head and over her 

shoulders. The words Have you any women-folk worth defending? scrolled across the top in 

white letters, and the bottom read Remember the Women of Belgium. Join to-day.  

“The women of Belgium?” 

She raised her head again. “When the Germans pushed into Belgium they… committed 

atrocities against the women in the villages and towns they came to.” She couldn’t say the word 

raped. 

James felt like joining up right then and there, anything to garner praise or admiration in 

her eyes, but then he thought of his father and how he would react; the urge to march into the 

recruitment office disappeared in a flash. “Would you like to get a cup of tea?” 

“I’m working right now. Well, I’m not really working but I can’t leave my post…” She 

looked sideways at her mother and James knew that she wouldn’t leave unless she had her 

approval. 

He turned to the mother. “Would you mind terribly if I borrowed your sister for a cup of 

tea? I promise not to keep her very long.” 

The woman grinned from ear to ear and smoothed her dress. “Oh I’m not her sister, I’m 

her mother.” 
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James had doubted Charles when he said that women love it when they are perceived 

younger than they actually are, but now James wanted to prostrate himself at his friend’s feet in 

thanks. Stifling a smile he said, “Pardon me, madam. May I take your daughter for a cup of tea?” 

After the flattery and a quick sweep of her eyes over his clothing, she seemed to perceive 

his wealth and respectability and readily agreed, on the condition that they weren’t gone longer 

than a half hour.  

They walked a couple blocks to a little tea shop that he presumed would appeal to her—

lace curtains, delicate flowered wallpaper, thin china plates, smooth dark wood tables—and she 

loved it all just as he had hoped. James asked for the table in the corner near the window so that 

they could have some semblance of privacy, and they were seated right away. James ordered a 

pot of tea and they settled into their cushioned chairs. 

She took off her small hat with a single white feather poking out of it and sat it atop the 

table. “I don’t even know your name.” 

“How thoughtless of me!” He smiled. “I’m James Rabier.” 

“Pleasure to meet you, James; I’m Moira Feadan.” 

“So you said you were working but not working…what did you mean by that?” 

“My mother and sister and I volunteered to stand out there and encourage recruitment. 

My father works all day with my older brother, otherwise they’d be out there with us.” 

“You have a very patriotic family.” 

“My parents emigrated here from Ireland when they were newlyweds, and England has 

been very good to my family—our neighbors accept us, we live in a good house, my father had 

no problems finding a job and then eventually establishing his own business… They are grateful 
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for the opportunities we’ve been given, and as such they see it as a duty to answer the call to 

arms in whatever way we can serve.” 

“So does that mean your older brother and father are joining up?” 

“My father had polio as a child and his right leg was deformed because of it—he needs a 

cane to walk, though I’m sure he’d argue that he’s still fit for service.” She smiled as she thought 

of the stubbornness of her father. “My brother Sean is nineteen and healthy though, so he’s 

joining up. Not the Army but the Navy—RNVR, the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve—because 

he has experience navigating on my uncle’s boats.” 

“When does he leave?” 

She shook her head slowly. “He doesn’t know yet, he has to undergo a medical test and 

some more training before they ship him out. Are you going to join up?” 

“I would love to, believe me,” he said as he folded his hands in front of him. 

“Unfortunately, my father doesn’t share the same enthusiasm about the war that yours does, and 

I know he wants me to continue my education at a university.”  

The tea came then, with blue cups and pots and pitchers of varying sizes on a large silver 

tray. James deftly handled the strainer to catch the escaping tea leaves as he poured out a strong 

cup for each of them and let Moira add hot water from the other pot to dilute it to her taste. He 

watched as she politely used her silver tea spoon to stir in a cube of sugar. The lace edging along 

her bodice made her look delicate and feminine, and he loved the way her fingers held the spoon 

and made lazy circles in the tea.  

“Come little cottage girl, you seem to want my cup of tea. And will you take a little 

cream? Now tell the truth to me.” He held the small silver filigree pitcher up in offering. 
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“Yes please,” she said and he handed it to her. “Is it your habit to quote Wordsworth 

every time you drink tea, James?” she teased him.  

James looked up from his own cup with his forehead wrinkled in surprise. “You know 

Wordsworth?”  

She felt flirtatious and began fingering a small silver locket that hung around her neck, 

one of her nervous tells. “Why Mr. Rabier, I ate Wordsworth for breakfast! Dickens was usually 

on the menu for dinner, and my father made a habit of requesting Keats for supper.” 

James looked surprised and tried to hide it. 

“Did you think that because my parents were middle-class Irish immigrants that we 

children were uneducated? That we played in mud puddles instead of reading books and going to 

school?” She raised the blue teacup to her lips to hide her smile.  

“Not at all,” James quickly clarified. “I’ve just never met anyone who shares a love for 

literature like I do. It’s pleasant to be able to quote Wordsworth and not have you scratch your 

head in puzzlement like the chaps I used to hang out with did.”  

“I think it is more than just a love of literature.” She cocked her head like a parrot, sizing 

him up. “I think we also share a love of the limitless possibilities that come from imagination.”  

James thought about it for a second as he stirred in another sugar cube. “Yes, I do believe 

you’re right.” 

Over the allotted half hour they shared their thoughts on the war, remarks about the 

weather, and snippets of poetry over several more cups of tea. As soon as she finished a cup, 

James was quick to dump the dregs into the slop bowl and refill it with more tea. After their 

second refill he got up the nerve to ask her about the locket around her neck—he wasn’t sure if 
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that was one of those personal topics that you weren’t supposed to breach with girls. To his relief 

she had no problem with his inquiry. 

“It was my grandmother’s.” She subconsciously reached up to touch it. “The day my 

father and mother left Ireland to come to England, both of their families showed up at the docks 

to see them off—aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents, nephews, the whole deal. They loaded my 

parents up with goodies, knitted sweaters, family heirlooms, and well-wishes. The way my father 

tells the story, when they were getting on the boat my paternal grandmother tottered forward 

with her cane and put this in my mother’s hand, telling her to give it to her first-born daughter. It 

was the engagement gift my grandfather had given her, and it was to always be worn by a 

Feadan.” 

“That’s a nice story,” James said simply. He mentally kicked himself for how dumb it 

sounded, how blasé, but he had truly meant it. 

She patted the heart against her chest. “Yes, it really is,” she replied. 

They stayed there as long as they could, but soon Moira announced that she had to be 

getting back to the recruitment office. They gathered up their hats and slowly strolled down the 

streets, James feeling proud to be escorting her back. Once when they were crossing a street he 

almost offered her his arm. Though he tried his hardest to take small steps, they were back before 

he knew it, and he stopped just short of the table so her sister and mother couldn’t overhear.  

“Can I see you tomorrow?” 

She made no effort to hide her smile. “Yes, I would like that.”  

He returned the smile, and tipping his hat towards the other two females, he walked back 

home with a spring in his step and a song in his heart.  
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Chapter 6 

James stopped by every day at four for a week to borrow her for an hour and take her out 

to low tea. As they ate their scones with jam and clotted cream and swapped stories about their 

childhoods, their affections slowly grew for each other. At the end of the week he got up the 

nerve to ask her if she would like to go to a cricket game with him and Charles. Having heard a 

slew of amusing stories about James’ best friend, she was excited to meet him. And when James 

told Charles about his idea, he too was interested in meeting the girl who had caught James’ 

attention so completely. James was worried that he might have to play mediator and keep up the 

conversation, but Charles and Moira took to each other surprisingly quickly and were teasing 

each other like old friends by the end of the second inning.  

The weeks passed and the war continued to build though James barely noticed. He 

missed the Russian army marching into Prussia; he never heard about the Battle of Tannenberg; 

he failed to notice that Japan declared war on Germany, and France and Britain on Austria-

Hungary. His world had ceased to be defined by school, his father, and the war—instead, Moira 

became his world. He even began to neglect Charles, who became a sort of backup to make plans 

with only when Moira was busy.  

James pursued her with the childish wonder that’s inherent with a first love. Every time 

he saw a blue teacup she popped into his mind; every time they happened to meet by chance at a 

restaurant or in the foyer of a theater he became inexplicably giddy. Smiles bloomed across his 

face when he saw her, and frequently a pink blush spread over her cheeks when they’d meet. 

Their connection was deeper than infatuation yet lighter than love, a bond forged on feelings 

rather than thoughts, on hopes rather than actions. But for both it was enough.  
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Though they were living at the beginning of the twentieth century, James felt like he and 

Moira were a knight and a lady, courting in the Middle Ages. James drew on the Arthurian 

legends for his chaste, over-the-top ideas of romance and chivalrous behavior. He opened doors 

for her, stood whenever she came into or left a room, walked on the street side of the sidewalk, 

and took off his hat when he greeted her. If he hadn’t been worried about what others might say 

he probably would have bowed to her and kissed her hand. It was his only knowledge of what 

love should be like, so though it was outdated, his attentions and courtesies towards Moira were 

genuine.  

 

One day they made plans to walk in the park, and as she lived in a more modest area 

where houses were crammed against each other and there were no grassy squares, Moira came 

over to his house. His father was working at his law office and Maggie was out buying a chicken 

for dinner. When James answered the door he was very proper and welcoming, ushering her into 

the parlour and asking her if she wanted anything to eat or drink before they left. Without any 

adult supervision it felt odd to both of them to be alone in the house, so she declined and he 

hurried upstairs to grab his hat and jacket. 

Moira slowly looked around the room, noting the satin-looking wallpaper and admiring a 

pretty watercolor landscape above the fireplace. But what snagged her attention the moment she 

laid eyes on it was a beautiful concert grand piano, made out of rosewood and resting on spiral-

tooled legs. She moved closer and ran her fingers along the lacquer-finished wood, tracing the 

delicate filigree pattern on the music stand.  

She decided to be bold and sat down on the bench, scooting it closer so her feet could 

reach the pedals. She began the Largo section of Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 3, a piece she 
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had committed to memory when she was a little girl and learning to play at her aunt’s house. The 

first chords came easy, and quietly, her fingers softly pushing the keys. In her head she heard the 

accompanying flutes, clarinets, horns, and strings, and imagined she was playing with a small 

orchestra. The calm melody continued for many bars, until a bass part ran up the keys and trilled 

in the higher octaves, and the song changed style. It rapidly developed into quick rhythms that 

required darting fingers and quick thinking, and she had to stop. Not having seen her aunt in 

years, and having no piano of their own in her parents’ home, she had no way of practicing and 

had forgotten the more complicated sections.  

She heard a noise behind her and a head popped over her left shoulder to watch her 

fingers try to resume the dance. James brought his left hand to the keys and began to play the 

bass part so she could focus on the higher octaves, but she was unsure of herself and continued to 

fumble and hit wrong notes. Their duet was disjointed and unmelodic, so he moved closer to the 

bench to reach both of his arms to the keys. 

His chest was against her shoulders, his cheek touching hers, and his arms boxed around 

hers to rest on the ivories. Both of their hearts sped up and James began at the beginning of the 

Largo. After a few measures she gently placed her hands on his, and when he didn’t object, kept 

them there. To James they were a feather’s touch, but warm and comforting. Even though he was 

the one doing the playing, it was as if her hands were guiding him to the right notes. It felt like 

they were playing together, their hands synched and their hearts racing to join in the music.  

When he got to the hard part, Moira kept up with him as his fingers scurried here and 

there. She was surprised to find the piece coming back to her; she began to anticipate the 

movements his hands would make as they tickled the ivories, and her own hands stayed right 
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along with him. She loved the way it felt, as if she was the one making the great music her ears 

heard and wasn’t along simply for the ride. 

 When the piece ended his fingers held the depressed keys as they faded out, and then he 

straightened up and sat next to her on the bench as she made room for him. “I didn’t know you 

played the piano.” 

“My aunt has a piano at her house, and whenever we would visit her she would insist that 

we play something. This meant that we would need to practice something for a half hour as she 

talked with my parents in the sitting room, and then before we left, my brother and sister and I 

would all have to put on a show.” She stroked the keys fondly as she talked, liking how slick 

they were beneath the pads of her fingers. “What about you?” 

“I learned when I was at Eton College.” 

She smiled timidly, though continued to look at her fingers tracing patterns on the keys. 

She couldn’t remember the last time she felt this out of her element. With their close proximity 

she was struggling to keep up her end of the conversation. “No wonder you’re so good.” 

“I’ve always felt a connection to music. I agree with Shelley—‘Music, when soft voices 

die, vibrates in the memory.’” He felt sort of pompous quoting poetry to her again, so he tried to 

deflect to another subject. “You’re not too shabby yourself. Have you been playing long?” 

“My whole family has always been musically inclined. Did you know that my last name, 

‘Feadan,’ means fife or flute in Gaelic? According to my father it would be inconsiderate of us to 

ignore such a calling to destiny—at least that’s what his father told him and his father before him 

and his before that. For decades the Feadans have learned to play an instrument at a young age.”  

“So who plays what?” 
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She ticked them off onto her fingers. “My father and brother play the fiddle, and Sean 

recently picked up the mandolin. My sister Maeve is still learning the flute, and in order to feel 

included in the family music making my mother tries to play on the Bodhrán.” 

“What on earth is that?” he asked, raising one eyebrow. 

“It’s an Irish drum of sorts; goatskin stretched over a wooden frame. You hold it 

vertically and using flicks of your wrist you hit the head with this knobby stick… That’s the best 

way I can explain it. When it’s played quickly—and well—it creates a really fun dance rhythm.” 

“Like…a jig?” 

“Exactly. Or a reel.” 

James tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear, and though a blush was stealing 

across her face she turned her head to look at him when he asked, “So you learned the piano?” 

“Well, I play a little piano but my main instrument is my voice.” She got a wistful look 

on her face. “I love to sing—there is just something about hearing music coming out of my own 

body…coming from deep inside of me and rising up, into pure, clear notes.” She looked 

embarrassed at how honest she had been, and ducked her head back down. 

James paused, before he decided to be as equally honest. “My mother would have loved 

you.” James had never known his mother—she had died giving birth to him, but somehow, 

unquestionably, he just knew that she would have loved Moira. Perhaps it was because he did. 

And that was the important thing about his statement—although he said My mother would have 

loved you, under the surface lurked I love you, shining like unmined gold.  

Moira knew it, knew what he meant, and as he drew her chin upwards to him with the 

tips of his fingers, she titled her head back and welcomed his lips on hers. The kiss was 

lingering, and electrically charged. They both forgot to breathe. And when they finally parted, 
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their bodies humming with the energy their lips had sparked, they both burst into peals of happy 

(and slightly embarrassed) laughter.  

“I think my mother loves you too,” Moira said, for want of something to say. She began 

fingering her silver locket in response to her giddy nerves.  

“Is that so?” James asked, as he shifted on the bench, wrapping his arm around her waist 

and drawing her closer. She smelled wonderful—like lilac soap. “Do you think she’d let me 

borrow you for an evening? If I promise to bring you back safe and sound?”  

She rested her head on his shoulder and looked up at him in puzzlement.  

“Since you mentioned your love of singing, I was reminded that the Royal Opera House 

is putting on a production of Gianni Schicchi next month—would you like to go see it?”  

His grin was adorable, and lopsided, and she wanted to kiss him again. She dropped the 

locket back to her chest and folded her hands in her lap. “Tell me about it.” 

“It is a comedy written by Puccini—his first comic opera, I’ve heard—and takes place in 

medieval Florence. It opened in Paris and Marseilles last week and supposedly it’s quite good.” 

She gave him a light peck on the cheek before hopping off the piano bench. “I would love 

to see it.”  

They gathered their hats and coats, and with fingers entwined, headed off to Russell 

Square for a leisurely stroll.  

 

Chapter 7 

September quickly arrived and with it came sixty degree days and even chillier nights. 

Except with Charles, James had kept the existence of Moira to himself and never mentioned her 

name to Jasper during their rare conversations. He had been hoarding her as if she was a valuable 
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jewel and his father a common thief, declining to tell him for fear that he would try to spoil her 

luster with a disparaging comment or flat out refuse to let him see her anymore. But with the 

turning of the month, James decided that it was time to tell his father about his attachment to her. 

It was good timing, too, as Jasper had never paid much attention to James’ whereabouts before, 

but was beginning to get suspicious as to why his son was gone so frequently from the house and 

no longer haunted the parlour for hours with his poetry books.  

James decided to broach the subject at breakfast, where they had most of their 

conversations. He ate half of his breakfast before he got the courage up. “Did you know that 

Gianni Schicchi is coming to London soon?” 

“What? What’s Skee-kee?” 

“Gianni Schicchi—it’s the name of a new opera. You like the opera. I figured you would 

want to go.” 

Jasper scratched at his thinning head of hair. “Oh. I suppose so.” 

“I was thinking we could get a box, since there’d be room for three seats…” 

“Three? I didn’t think Charles liked the opera.” 

“He doesn’t, it’s for a different friend. A girl.” 

“A girl?” Jasper froze.  

“Yes, father, a girl. Who I happen to like quite a lot.” James knew he was getting 

defensive when there was no cause for it—at least not yet—but he couldn’t help it. 

Jasper was suddenly aware that this was one of those moments, those important parenting 

moments where he had to say exactly the right thing or the situation would blow up in his face. 

He tried to keep his voice light. “And who is this girl?”   
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“Her name is Moira Feadan, she’s of Irish descent, her father owns his own business…” 

James found it hard to sum her up, wanting to be true to Moira and impress his father at the same 

time—he wanted to show him that she was worthy of the Rabiers. “She volunteers with her 

mother and sister recruiting men for military service, she loves to sing, she’s very well-read in 

both poetry and prose…” And I love her he wanted to add. I love her. 

Jasper had already finished his breakfast and had to shove his hands in his lap to keep 

from pushing around the crumbs on his plate, just for something to do while he thought. “Well, I 

suppose it would be all right. You are an adult now, and I expect you to act like one, so—” 

“Don’t worry,” he interrupted, “I will behave like a gentleman and you can be our 

chaperone; I’ve already promised her mother that much.” 

“Well…good.” Jasper seemed out of words. “I will arrange to get tickets.” 

“Thank you, father.” James meant it, and as father and son looked at each other they both 

knew it was a rare moment of respect and understanding that was passing between the two of 

them. 

Jasper gruffly muttered some sort of acknowledgement and rose from the table to go off 

to work. James sat there until he heard his father gather his things and leave, shouted at Maggie 

in the kitchen that he was going out, and then rushed out the door moments later to go find Moira 

and tell her the good news.  

 

The opening night of Gianni Schicchi arrived before they knew it. The Royal Opera 

House was only a little south of the British Museum and the street on which they lived, so Jasper 

recommended having his driver Trenton go pick up Moira and then return to their house to get 

them. But James felt it would be rude to invite her for the evening without showing up in person, 
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so he insisted on going along with Trenton. Jasper refused to hear of James sitting alone in the 

backseat with some girl he had not yet approved of, and also insisted on going along. So in the 

end Jasper and James dressed early and went with Trenton to pick up Moira. James was nervous 

to meet the rest of her family—her father and older brother Sean—and kept flipping his silk top 

hat in circles along the brim until his father ordered him to stop fidgeting.  

Trenton followed the directions Moira had given James, and when they chugged to a halt 

in front of her house James was surprised at how it contrasted with the other houses in the 

neighborhood. It was a decidedly lower-middle class area, with most brick houses chipped and 

dusty, cracked sidewalks out front and overgrown vines creeping up fences in tangled masses. 

But he could tell that Moira’s parents took pride in their home and worked to maintain it—the 

fence was painted, the hedge along the sidewalk trimmed, the windows washed and sparkling in 

the setting sun.  

James and Jasper went up the short walk and rang the bell, and Mrs. Feadan answered, 

wearing a modest cotton dress and a welcoming smile. She ushered them into the sitting room, 

where the rotund and black-haired Mr. Feadan was sitting in a cushioned chair, reading the paper 

through his half-moon spectacles. The room was small but cozy, lined with faded cream 

wallpaper, a coat rack in the corner near the door to the hallway, and a bookcase crammed with 

novels, anthologies, poetry, and reference books opposite the small window. To James it looked 

like the perfect place to read. When Mr. Feadan saw them he folded up his paper, commented on 

how he was reading about the “war business,” and then stood to shake their hands in greeting.  

After the four of them were seated, with cups of Earl Grey tea and tiny wedges of lemon, 

Mr. Feadan thanked them. “My wife and I don’t enjoy the opera, so it’s nice for Moira to have 

someone to go with.” 
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Jasper had a feeling their dislike also had something to do with the expense of taking five 

people to the opera being too great for their budget, but he played along. “We are glad to take 

her. I have always loved the arts in every form.” He saw James wanted in on the conversation, so 

he added, “My son is an excellent piano player, and enjoys singing too.” 

“Yes,” James jumped in. “And Moira tells me you all play an instrument.” 

Mr. Feadan nodded. “I learnt to play me fiddle as a wee lad,” he joked, drawing on the 

slang of his ancestors for a laugh. He waited till the chuckles stopped. “It just seemed natural to 

teach my children an appreciation of music.” 

Mrs. Feadan touched the back of her pinned up hair, making sure it was in place. “The 

children are upstairs right now. I believe Maeve is helping Moira get ready and Sean 

is…somewhere. They will be right down.” 

Jasper and James both smiled and nodded. James could tell that his father was impatient 

to get going but he pretended not to notice and made sure to sit there without fidgeting.  

The three Feadan children came down moments later, Sean leading the way as if he was 

the standard bearer of the Great Feadan Clan. Behind him was Maeve, who scurried onto her 

father’s lap, much to his delight. And then descended Moira, slowly, as if from a cloud. 

She was wearing a black brocade dress with silver birds and exotic plants imprinted on it. 

Her auburn hair looked more fiery than usual against the dark fabric, and it was pinned back at 

the crown of her head with pearl clasps. She was tightly clutching a small black purse in front of 

her, nervous that her dress was a couple years too late to be fashionable—but it was all she had 

for formal evening wear.  

She needn’t have worried. 
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James rose from his seat when he saw her, holding the teacup and saucer in front of him 

because he didn’t know what else to do with it. “You look absolutely gorgeous,” he praised. He 

didn’t see the look his father flashed him, a look that said propriety, James, and he didn’t even 

notice the raised eyebrows and pleased smiles of her parents. He only had eyes for her. 

“Thank you,” she beamed, “you look quite handsome yourself.”  

He sat back down and self-consciously smoothed the lapels of his tailcoat, pleased that 

she found him handsome. She took the nearest seat which happened to be next to Sean, who 

appeared to be nineteen or twenty and was eyeing James thoughtfully. Her mother served her a 

cup of Earl Grey and James watched Moira politely use her silver tea spoon to crush the juice out 

of a circle of lemon perched on the edge of her cup. 

The adults chatted for about twenty minutes, with the adolescents throwing in a word or 

phrase whenever they felt they could contribute. All-in-all the conversation was steered away 

from the subject of the war and focused on safe topics like the opera. When it came time to 

leave, Mrs. Feadan wrapped her elder daughter in a warm shawl and kissed her goodbye while 

Mr. Feadan enthusiastically shook hands with Mr. Rabier and James. Maeve and Sean held back 

in the doorway but wished them a good time. James offered Moira his arm as they walked to the 

car and she gladly took it, delighted to have an excuse to be near to him.  

There wasn’t enough room in the backseat for three people so Jasper sat up in the front 

with Trenton. He kept his ears perked, though, for any talk that was inappropriate, but James and 

Moira could sense he was eavesdropping and kept conversation to a minimum. The sun had set 

while they were socializing in the sitting room, and as the car bounced down the street on its 

spindly wheels they watched the streetlamps flicker on like lightning bugs preparing for the 
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night. The closed cab kept them warm and isolated from the gusting wind and its repeated 

artillery sprays of leaves.   

The square in front of the Royal Opera House was buzzing with activity, cars and hired 

cabs clogging the thoroughfare as ladies and gentlemen emerged from them, dressed to the nines. 

When Trenton was finally able to pull up in front of it, James helped Moira out of the car and 

onto the sidewalk before going back to shut the door.  

The building loomed up in front of them, an impressive structure made even more 

imposing by the night. It was layered like sediment in striated blocks of red and white brick, 

which were broken up by the numerous windows that looked out onto the street. At the very top 

of the portico stood a statue of a cloaked woman, raising a torch to the heavens.  

James could see that Moira was impressed, and he watched emotions flit over her face 

like sunlight dappling leaves. First there was shock, followed by child-like wonder, and then a 

comfortable settling into what looked like entitled sophistication, which seemed almost like a 

mask of make-believe on someone seventeen and a half years old. When he offered his arm 

again she took it without hesitation, and reached up to fix his crooked white bowtie with her free 

hand. They walked through the canopy and inside, trailing Jasper who was leading the way.  

The rich red velvet and the smell of sophistication greeted them, as ladies skirts swished a 

soft rhythm and acquaintances prattled before taking their seats. The gilded ceiling of the foyer 

was oppressively low but then opened dramatically into the theater, where the ceiling stretched 

so high that its painted cherubs seemed to actually be flying through the sky. A heavily ornate 

chandelier draped in strings of glass drops seemed to be hanging from a thread, and though it 

was quite large and shone brightly, the theater was so expansive that it only cast a soft glow over 

everything.  
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After taking the grand staircase up a few flights, the three were seated on the second tier 

balcony, stage left. James sat on the left, and Jasper recommended Moira take the middle as he 

chose the seat to her right. Their own private box afforded them an excellent view of the stage 

and was a small bubble in which to talk before the show started, without appearing rude to the 

atmosphere of the opera house. However, Moira was so caught up in the sight of it all that she 

had no desire to converse, and instead preferred to lean forward and rest her arms on the smooth 

wood of the balcony railing to spy on the people below.  

Jasper was soon making the effort to engage her in a discussion on the merits of the 

theater’s paintings, and remembering proper etiquette she sat back up in her chair and attempted 

to be a great conversationalist. Try as he might, James could only overhear snippets of what was 

being said so he watched her body language for clues. At first she sat there like a marble statue, 

in what appeared to be a valiant attempt at being modest and demure, but then she began to relax. 

Just as James was casting aside his doubts about his father behaving nobly towards her, he saw 

her stiffen dramatically and then look at her hands in her lap. Before he could ask her what was 

wrong, the lights dimmed, the orchestra began tuning, and the crowd hushed. 

  

Anticipation clutched at Moira as she stared at the lowered curtain, willing it to rise 

quickly. Mr. Rabier had flustered her, and she fought to push their conversation from her mind 

by focusing on the stage. The opening overture was so long she thought she was going to burst, 

but the curtain did finally rise onto a scene of men and women weeping around a bed, and she 

breathed a sigh of relief. 

Moira watched the movements of the characters on the stage and listened to the music, 

bathing in the beauty of the notes. She didn’t speak Italian but it didn’t seem to matter—she 
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gathered there had been a death, and a family feud was brewing because of it. Two new 

characters arrived on stage, a young woman and what appeared to be her father. They were met 

with a cold reception, and angry words were exchanged.  

James shifted in his seat so he could whisper in Moira’s ear. “I only understand a phrase 

here and there, but from what I can gather, Lauretta and Rinuccio are madly in love but his 

family does not approve of her father, and he is upset at being treated rudely.”  

 Lauretta began to sing a soft, mournful tune. She was clutching her father’s hand, her 

words so insistent and full of emotion that Moira felt the deepest need to know what they meant. 

She leaned closer to James. “What is she singing?” 

 He gently whispered, his breath tickling her neck. “Something to the effect of, ‘Oh Papa 

this is the man I love, he is so handsome… We want to go to Porta Rossa to buy a wedding 

ring.’”   

On stage she knelt, crumpling her ornate medieval dress as she implored her father. 

James continued. “‘If we can’t be together I’ll jump off the Ponte Vecchio…and drown myself in 

the Arno River. I am being tormented. I’d rather die. Papa, have pity.” 

Moira looked at him as if it was the most beautiful thing she had ever heard. “I thought 

you said this was a comedy.” 

He smiled. “Do not worry, it will end well.” 

“But you haven’t seen it!” 

Jasper leaned forward then and gave them a reproving glare. Whether it was because they 

were speaking during the performance or because of their close proximity and intimate whispers, 

I could not say. Embarrassed, Moira quickly sat up straight and kept her eyes on the stage for the 

rest of the performance. 
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The opera did end happily after all, with Lauretta’s father providing her with a dowry 

through trickery so she and Rinuccio could marry. No one was happier than Moira, who clapped 

loudly during the curtain call.  

 

James tried to discover what his father had said to Moira to upset her—it had gnawed at 

him all through the performance—but they were never alone for a minute as they exited the 

theater and found Trenton with the car, and he couldn’t find the time to ask her. During the drive 

home the three of them briefly discussed the opera and then drifted off into silence, each lost in 

their own thoughts. 

When Trenton again pulled in front of Moira’s house, they could faintly hear Big Ben 

striking eleven. On the whole, James considered the evening a great success, and strutted down 

the path with Moira on his arm, bidding her sweet dreams when they reached the door and she 

disappeared inside.  

That is, he considered it a great success until he got back into the car with his father and 

asked him what he thought of her. 

“She’s a nice girl,” he responded, as if that was all there was to say on the matter. 

James knew he wasn’t being completely honest with him. “That’s it? She’s ‘nice’?” 

“Yes—she is nice.” 

“You’re not being snooty because she’s a little poorer than we are, are you?” 

“It has nothing to do with the girl herself, or her family, or their wealth,” Jasper finally 

admitted. “I don’t like the idea of you getting attached to the girl.” 

James had a feeling he knew where this was going. “What did you say to her, up in the 

box?” 



 44

“What do you mean?” 

 He was in no mood for games. “I saw her demeanor change in an instant. You said 

something that hurt or offended her—what was it?” 

 “I might have mentioned that the two of you have been spending quite a bit of time 

together.” 

“Mentioned it or said it accusingly?” 

Jasper didn’t answer, just looked out the side window at the houses they were passing by.  

“I’m going to go with b) accusingly.” 

His father turned to him, riled for a lecture. “You should be focused on your studies right 

now, on what university you’re going to attend and the prestigious path ahead of you. You 

should not be wasting your days in frivolity with some girl.” 

“But it’s not a waste—I want to spend time with her!” James felt the anger bubbling 

inside of him and he had to focus on picking non-existent lint from his trousers to stay calm. 

“And she’s not ‘some girl,’ father,” he practically spat.  

“I didn’t say you didn’t want to spend time with her, I said it wasn’t what you should be 

doing.” 

“How did you meet my mother? Surely you didn’t feel she was just ‘some girl.’” 

Jasper stiffened. “Don’t talk to me about her.” 

“Why not?” He raised his voice, no longer caring to remain in control. “You never want 

to talk about her—I don’t know what my own mother was like!” 

Jasper looked hard at James, at Trenton, and then back to James as if to say it was the 

wrong time to be having this conversation. 

“No, don’t shrug me off like that. Not again.” 
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“Enough!” he growled, and even James couldn’t ignore that. 

Jasper had once been a man enamored with beauty in every aspect of life, and his wife 

had gently tempered his habits into healthy avenues. But since her death he had been caught up 

in the trivialities of beauty, preferring luxury to the true forms of beauty found in nature, or in an 

act of kindness. He could not think of her without recalling the type of man he used to be—the 

man of greatness he had been with her, because of her—and it was so painful that he limited 

himself to staring at the painting she had picked out, the one that hung above their fireplace, 

which he did for hours on end. But when it came to his son, Jasper had no tolerance for him. He 

had never truly gotten to know him, and expected the boyish James to act like an adult and 

obediently bend to his will. James was headstrong and a dreamer—like his mother, though Jasper 

would never admit it to him as it would seem like an excuse for him to continue to act as such. 

Though Jasper continually tried to force his son to grow up, James fought it tooth and nail and 

the youth in him always won out.  

As for James, he wondered how he could be so different from his father, how they could 

struggle so and still not understand one another. He liked to think about what his mother would 

have been like, how she would have reacted in certain situations and what she would have said in 

response to the jokes and dreams that his father found so distasteful. Her blonde hair would 

always be playfully mussed in curls, unlike Jasper’s straight black coiffure. She would insist that 

they walk in the park instead of staying cooped up all day, and while her husband preferred art 

she would have advocated for music. She would have been his antithesis in every way, and in 

doing so they would have been at balance.  

When they reached home Jasper thanked Trenton, but father and son did not speak one 

word to each other, just marched up the stairs to their bedrooms in silence. Though earlier they 
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had enjoyed the lovely music of the opera, they were once again ending an evening on a sour 

note.  

 

Chapter 8 

 Jasper and James’ relationship became strained at a level neither of them could have 

anticipated. For years they had always been on the fringes of each others’ lives— planets that 

rotated around the same house but whose orbits very rarely aligned—but with the falling out 

over Moira it was as if they now revolved in totally separate galaxies. Jasper could not 

understand how some girl could be so important to James, and James could not understand why 

his father could not realize how important she was to him. As a result, James was rarely at home 

anymore and Jasper worked even later at his law office. Meals were usually eaten to the quiet 

accompaniment of jangling silverware and the gentle thuds of porcelain and glass, and nothing 

else.  

Moira continued to be the main focus of James’ life, the sun in his newfound galaxy 

around which he rotated. When James tried to apologize for Jasper’s comments the night of the 

opera, Moira dismissed his father’s behavior with a smile and a shrug. And it truly didn’t matter 

to her, since James hadn’t taken the judgment to heart and continued to spend more and more 

time with her. The two of them carried on with their walks in the park, their trips to the library 

and museum, and their tea dates. They even began spending more time at her house, 

commandeering the sitting room from her father so that they could read to each other or play 

ludo, cribbage, and snakes and ladders.  

Moira’s siblings Maeve and Sean sometimes joined in on the games, depending if they 

were active enough for Maeve (who got bored easily) and if Sean was home from work at the 
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family business. For James, who was an only child, the competition and teasing give and take 

that passed between the three Feadan children was hard to figure out at first, though he soon 

realized it was similar to the playful banter that he had shared with many of his dormmates at 

Eton. 

He took a particular liking to Sean, who was only a year older than he was but seemed 

mature and focused. At first, Sean had been distant towards James, undoubtedly sizing him up to 

see if he was good enough for his little sister. But when Sean had seen how nicely the young 

couple complemented each other in manner and interests, as well as the undeniable bond 

between them, he had shucked off the Protective Brother mask and instead donned the Friendly 

Face.  

 

It was during one of James’ visits to the Feadan family that Sean brought up the topic of 

enlistment—the first time it had been spoken of in weeks. They were in the sitting room like 

usual, Moira standing in front of the bookshelf thumbing through an anthology of Irish poems, 

and the two young men were seated on cushioned chairs on opposite sides of the room.  

“Have you given any thought to joining up, James?” Sean asked him out of the blue.  

James had actually given it much thought, but due to his father’s strong feelings against it 

(and James’ unwillingness to create an even larger breach between them) he had filed away those 

thoughts in a remote nook in the back of his head. 

“There’s much need for a young man like you; you could do a world of good fighting for 

Britain.” 

“I don’t doubt it,” replied James. He didn’t know how much more to say without having 

to expose the relationship between him and his father. 
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Sean seemed to sense that James wasn’t being forthcoming for a particular reason, so he 

tried a different approach. “They’re calling this the Great War. The War to End All Wars. Can 

you imagine? Through our participation, our service, we can ensure that our children and our 

children’s children and their children, forevermore, will be able to live in a world without 

warfare.” Sean looked wistful.  

James could feel the pathos creeping into him, steeling his heart with valor and his head 

with images of the noble fight that Sean was painting before him.  

“But it’s up to us to ensure that this really is the last war—it is we who must struggle, 

who must sacrifice, because it is in our lifetime that this is happening. It is our responsibility to 

stand up now and protect those who cannot protect themselves. Will you answer your country’s 

call and serve Britain?” With that question he settled into the cushions and closed his eyes, 

giving James something to think about while he napped.  

James felt the logic of obeying his father slide off of him like a cloak with the gust of 

fresh air that was Sean’s argument. The patriotic frenzy that had peaked during the days he spent 

at the recruitment office came flooding back, and he finally allowed himself to believe that he 

had been right about the need to fulfill this duty, and that his father had been wrong, just like he 

had been wrong about everything else.  

 

Moira had pretended to be flipping through the anthology but had been watching James 

carefully out of the corner of her eye. She saw his forget-me-not blue eyes grow brighter with 

each sentence that Sean spoke, until she could sense James humming with the energy of the 

cause. Moira had always been aligned with her family in support of the war, but for some reason 
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she didn’t like the idea of James getting wrapped up in it. She knew Sean had already become a 

member of the RNVR, but she sensed that he was somehow more equipped for battle than James.  

With a start she realized that she was being selfish. She didn’t want him to go 

because…she loved him. She loved her brother too, but with Sean it was a decidedly different 

sort of love. When she thought about James, feet treading on foreign soil as he charged a man 

with his gun, or firing artillery on a battle cruiser, her patriotism seemed to deflate. This conflict 

of emotions was startling to her, and she tried to get away from the topic of war by hurriedly 

sitting down and flipping open the Irish poetry anthology to a random page. She began reading. 

“I parted from my wife last night, a woman’s body sunk in clay. The tender bosom that I 

loved, wrapped in a sheet they took away.” She immediately regretted not looking closer at the 

content before she began reciting it—a depressing poem about death was not what she was 

looking for right now. She tried to skim down the page, but all she found were sad verses about 

how the left-behind husband is lonely, weeps, and compares his dead wife to beautiful flowers. 

She quietly turned the page and picked out another stanza. She muttered as she read it.   

“My body’s self deserts me now, the half of me that was her own, since all I knew of 

brightness died, half of me lingers, half is gone.” She concluded that this was definitely not the 

poem that she needed to hear right now, and fought to push away thoughts of James bleeding to 

death on some battlefield or being shipwrecked and drowning. She sighed and tried to flip to 

another poem, searching for keywords that would point out something more upbeat, and risked a 

glance at Sean and James. The former looked like he was asleep, and she could see that James 

was no longer listening, his head stuffed with valiant dreams of war.  

She gave up and closed the book in her lap, giving herself up to her own thoughts. 
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When it was time for James to leave, he distractedly said goodbye to Moira and took 

what he thought was a shortcut home. He had let his musings overwhelm him and had lost track 

of the time—the sun had set and his path was barely illuminated by the lamps that were 

staggered every thirty paces down the sidewalk. He wove in and out of unmarked, nameless 

streets, which were mortared with the brittle leaves that had crumbled and been blown by the 

wind into all the tiny cracks and crevasses. He soon lost his bearings but kept walking, more 

wrapped up with his resolve to join the war effort than in where he was stepping.  

He was walking through an alley behind some shops when a fluttering motion caught his 

eye. By the moonlight he saw a poster that was all but pasted to the wall, its bottom corner 

flapping in the fall air, and James stepped closer to see what it was.  

He had seen plenty of posters promoting the war in the past months—especially the 

Secretary of State for War Lord Kitchener’s mustached face and gloved hand pointing at the 

reader, declaring “Your country needs you.”—but he had never seen this particular one before.  

In the forefront was a group of young guys in the tan uniforms of Britain, and they were 

running with their rifles clutched in their hands, their faces perfect masks of determination. One 

of them had a bandage wrapped around his arm, another had lost an eye and was wearing a 

patch, and another had linen bound around his chest but had proudly raised the Union Jack flag 

in the air so that it unfurled in the wind. Despite being wounded, the three soldiers were charging 

into battle. The way they were drawn, it wasn’t just that they were running into battle—it was 

noticeable they were all running together, one giant force of three men, seemingly larger than 

their number because they were united. Even the flag spoke of unity—James remembered one of 

his teachers at Eton lecturing on how the Union Jack was the combination of the English cross of 

St. George, the Scottish cross of St. Andrew, and the Irish cross of St. Patrick. A glorious sun 
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was hanging in the horizon—it was hard to tell if it was a sunrise or a sunset—and in flaming red 

words across the top of the poster it read “To die would be an awfully big adventure.”  

A chill crawled down his spine and settled in his toes. These were young guys, who could 

have been filling out university applications like James had done, getting ready to start a career 

in Physics or Philosophy or Architecture, but they had chosen to do their part in the war. Death 

no longer scared James; instead, it looked like bravery could push it away. In that moment, he 

felt that dying for a glorious cause was better than the trials and responsibilities associated with 

growing up. Thoughts of heroism, valour, and sacrifice rattled around in his brain, snuffing out 

the anti-war sentiments his father had been spoon feeding him.  

He must have stared at that poster for a full five minutes, taking in every detail. This is 

destiny, he decided. His initial excitement over the war, his distrust of his father’s opinions, and 

Sean’s comments that afternoon had culminated into him seeing this poster at this time and he 

wasn’t going to ignore his instincts any longer.  

 

Chapter 9 

The next morning he got up early and headed straight to Moira’s house. He knew Sean 

and his parents would be awake and eating breakfast, and while the two daughters slept upstairs, 

James sat at their kitchen table and told them of his plan. The three of them congratulated him on 

his decision, and Sean clapped him on the back several times in a proud, brotherly way that made 

James puff up with pleasure.  

Mr. Feadan gave his son permission to take the morning off from work at the family 

business, and as soon as Sean finished his toast and tea he led James to the Royal Naval 

Volunteer Reserve office.  
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The building was smaller than the recruitment office for the Army had been, and less 

conspicuous among the shops on that street. The only mark that told passersby its purpose was a 

sign pasted to the door that read “Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve: Join Now.” When James 

stepped through the door he noted that the room was partitioned into two parts by a long folding 

screen. In the half that he could see was a large, mustached man sitting behind a cherry wood 

desk, busy making illegible scribbles on a piece of paper. He was dressed in Britain’s dark blue 

naval uniform minus the hat, which was resting on the desk near his elbow, and the insignia on 

the ends of his long sleeves was a narrow line and loop. A belt strained to hold in his girth, but 

other than that he looked very professional and tidy. Not wanting to be rude and interrupt what 

he was doing, James took a minute to look around the room.  

On the far wall was the Union Jack flag, tacked in its corners. On a poster behind the man 

were the words “Take up the sword of Justice” and a Greek-robed woman floating over the 

ocean with a sword in her outstretched hand, her other hand in a determined fist. Her blond hair 

and red veil of cloth were windblown, and behind her was a sinking steamship. Outstretched 

hands and a few hazy faces peeked from the waves, begging to be rescued. On the opposite wall 

was another poster, also bearing the image of the Union Jack, and declaring “It’s Our Flag. Fight 

for it. Work for it.” 

The scribbling man finished his sentence and looked up from his paper. “Are you here to 

enlist?” 

“Yes sir,” James said, eagerness coloring his voice. 

“Good. Can you swim?” 

“Oh yes. Yes I can, I’m quite good.”  
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The man looked bemused. “Glad to have you then. You’d be surprised at how many want 

to join the Royal Navy who never learned. It’s preposterous. Are you nineteen years of age?” he 

asked, switching gears.  

“Yes sir,” James said again, this time slowly drawing the words out, trying to make them 

believable. He was actually only eighteen, but what were a few months when Britain needed him 

now? Besides, he had heard rumors of sixteen-year old boys volunteering, so if they could get 

away with it then he should have no problem. He was just glad there was no way the recruiter 

could double check him, since they didn’t require you to show a birth certificate or other form of 

I.D. when enlisting—he had learned that from watching the masses of men converge in front of 

the Army office the first week of the war.  

The man smiled and beckoned to him. “Well then come on over, you need to give me 

your information.”  

Sean sat down on a nearby chair and James went over to the man, picked up the 

attestation form, and took a seat by the desk. “I’d like to be assigned to the same ship as my 

friend.” He pointed to Sean, remembering the “Pals Battalion” system the Army had recently 

implemented, hoping that it could be done in the Navy too. It was a clever system—groups of 

men, be they coworkers, fellow sports players, family members, university classmates, or simply 

from the same small town, enlisted in the same battalion. The idea was that men who knew each 

other and were invested in each other’s well-being were more likely to fight well together, and 

fight hard.  

“Would you like to enlist too?” he asked Sean. 

“I already have,” Sean said proudly. “I did it months ago, they just haven’t given me my 

orders yet.” 
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The man shook his head with sympathy. “I can only arrange for that when men enlist at 

the same time—there’d be no way to match you up now.” 

James nodded stoically, and went back to his paperwork. 

The recruiter looked at him out of the corner of his eye, sizing up his clothing and 

manner. The bottoms of his shiny black shoes made a scuffing noise as he pushed back from the 

desk and turned towards James. “Are you a man of formal education?” 

James looked up from the papers. “Yes sir, I attended Eton College.” 

Not only did that simple sentence tell of breeding and superior education at a selective 

school, but it also spoke of family money. The man raised his eyebrows, showing he was 

impressed. “You know, men such as yourself, of the privileged class, are seen as automatically 

suited to apply for a commission as an officer. And,” he added, drawing the word out while he 

organized his thoughts, “as an officer you might be able to pick who you lead, or at least have 

some say about your assignment.” 

This was the first James had heard about this, and he sat up a little straighter in his chair. 

“I’d like to be considered, then.” 

He opened up one of his desk drawers and carefully pulled out another piece of paper, 

reverently placing it in James’ hands. “Fill this out, and I’ll make sure the necessary steps are 

taken.” 

James nodded in appreciation and then bent his head back over the papers, pen vibrating 

in his hand as he wiggled it back and forth while reading over the documents. He spent less than 

ten minutes filling out the proper paperwork, listing his name, address, next of kin, date of birth 

(writing it out as one year earlier, so that he was “nineteen”), marital status, inoculations, 

religious denomination, and military history. For the application to receive a commission as an 
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officer, he filled out some family information and highlighted his classes and experiences at 

Eton, which included fencing lessons. He had to assure the man several times that he was in fact 

nineteen years old and of legal age to enlist. The recruiter gave him the rundown about how he 

could go to jail for six months if the above information was incorrect, but even that threat 

couldn’t stop James from signing off that it was all true. The recruiter followed his signature 

with his own as a witness, and dated the form.  

When that was completed he was sent to the other side of the folding screen for the 

medical exam, where three men in doctorial dress were waiting for him. The first one, a man 

with a narrow nose and sleepy eyes, had him strip down except for his pants and shoes and 

proceeded to measure his height and chest circumference, and check for general health: Did his 

joints work the way they should—ball in the socket; hinge opening and closing? Was his heart 

beating to the appropriate meter? Were his reflexes sharp, and his arms strong, and his motor 

skills skilled enough? He measured his weight, and checked his hearing, his flexibility, and his 

back for scoliosis. Without so much as a word about whether he had passed or failed, Sleepy 

Eyes motioned him on to the next doctor who tested his vision and asked him if he had “fits” of 

any sort, and he in turn passed him on to a dentist who looked down his throat and at the state of 

his teeth and declared him fit. James had no idea what the requirements had been, but the men 

with the measure tapes, eye chart, and stethoscope seemed to be okay with his body dimensions 

and health.  

He hurriedly threw on his clothes and joined Sean at the recruiter’s desk, where the 

dentist and two doctors were signing off on his bill of health. They had marked it with the 

measurements they had taken, as well as his hair and eye color and some general judgments 

about his health. He read the paragraph above the lines for their signatures and was relieved to 
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see that they were all confirming that he did not “present any of the causes of rejection specified 

in the Regulations for Naval Medical Services.” 

“Passed with flying colors, I see,” the recruiter said, trying to make conversation. 

James nodded, watching the last doctor write his hurried signature on the papers that 

would change his life. When he put down the pen the recruiter turned to him.  

“There’s only one thing left to do.” 

At the bottom of his attestation form was a final paragraph that he had to sign off on—

swearing to be true to King and Country and to carry out his duties faithfully. He filled in the 

blank with his name, and then read through the oath: 

 

I, ]tÅxá `tàà{xã etu|xÜ, do make Oath, that I will be faithful 

and bear true Allegiance to His Majesty King George V, His Heirs and 

Successors, and that I will as in duty bound honestly and faithfully 

defend His Majesty, His Heirs and Successors, in Person, Crown, and 

Dignity, against all enemies, and will observe and obey all orders of 

His Majesty, His Heirs and Successors, and of all the Generals and 

Officers set over me. So help me God. 

 

He signed at the bottom of the paragraph, and the recruiter signed and dated below his 

again, confirming for good that James had completed every step. 

When he was done, the man placed a coin into the palm of his hand—a shilling, with the 

profile of George V on one side and the lion and crown on the other. 
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“Congratulations, you’ve ‘taken the King’s shilling’ and are now a midshipman in the 

Royal Navy, though I suspect you’ll be trading up pretty soon. You should get your orders in a 

couple of days.” He shook his hand vigorously, the jowls on his plump face shaking with the 

effort.  

James shook back with an equal amount of vigor, slipping the coin into his pocket while 

beaming at the recruiter, and Sean, and even the silent doctors.  

As the two enlistees parted outside the office, straightening coats and donning hats, 

James requested that Sean not tell Moira about joining up, saying that he wanted to do it in 

person. Sean agreed to hold his tongue. 

The first thing that James did when he got home was read the newspaper—he figured that 

if he was going to commit to the war, he should commit all the way. He found The Times of 

London in the dining room, his father having read it that morning with breakfast, and he took it 

into the parlour so he could read comfortably in his mother’s dust-plagued chair.  

As he sat there, his eyes carefully digesting the black text in front of him, James realized 

he felt grown up for the first time.  

 

Chapter 10 

“Can I have one of the sections you aren’t reading?” The two Rabiers were sitting at the 

dining room table the next morning, eating large plates of poached eggs, fried potato hash, and 

cold cuts of ham that Maggie had brought out for them moments before.  

James looked at his father expectantly. Jasper hesitated, then handed one over. James 

pretended as if nothing was irregular about asking to read the newspaper, and immersed himself 

in its pages. Father looked at son with a mixture of bewilderment and curiosity, clearly a little 
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impressed that James was finally taking current events seriously. Both continued to eat their 

meals. Five minutes later Jasper sighed and flipped to the next page. “Such a shame.” 

“What is?” James asked around a mouthful of ham. 

“The war. Three hundred thousand men volunteered last month—triple what Lord 

Kitchener called for, yet he’s asked for more troops. And people still think the war’s going to be 

over by Christmas.” He shook his head with disbelief. “They’re fools. This whole war is 

foolish.” 

“You think fighting for your country is foolish?” 

Jasper could sense they were on the cusp of an argument and put down his paper. “You 

think it’s smart, this war?” 

“That’s not what I asked, I was speaking about patriotism and service to Mother 

England.”  

“There is more than one way to serve ‘Mother England,’ James.” After a thought he 

added, “Like going to law school and learning to protect and defend its people here at home.” 

James scoffed. “It’s not the same.” 

“Why? Is the wig and robe not a glorious enough uniform for you? Must you be decked 

in epaulets and heavy fabric for you to believe that you’re doing any good?” Jasper was getting 

annoyed and he was fidgeting with his napkin. “Do you really need me to spout off the number 

of innocent people I have acquitted, the number of evildoers that have been sent to jail by my 

hand? And not because I wielded a rifle and a raised fist, but because of my knowledge of the 

law.” 

“When are you going to understand that a career in law does not interest me?” James 

shouted, slamming his hands on the table. 
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Jasper raised his voice to match his son’s. “Fine then! But choose another profession and 

forget this silly idea of becoming a warrior.” 

“I had a better idea once—to become a poet, remember? But that was not respectable 

enough in your eyes.” 

“Poetry is a lovely pastime, I have nothing against it, but you cannot be serious about 

trying to make that your profession. There is no guarantee that you can make a living from your 

pen, no stability of income or lifestyle. And though I may be well endowed, I got that way 

through my law profession, not from sitting on my derriere all day and making up rhymes.” 

James pushed back his chair in one swift motion. “Well you don’t have to worry about 

that,” he spat. “I’ve enlisted.” 

Jasper was stunned for half a second. “You’ve what?” 

James walked out of the dining room and out the front door, still clutching the napkin 

from his lap in a balled fist. He did not want to be having this conversation right now. His father 

had never understood his dreams, had never understood his personality. He never even tried to 

understand me, he thought. He left me to the nanny.  

James recalled the early years of his childhood, with only Mrs. Crawford, his fifty-two 

year old gap-toothed nanny, as a companion. After her were years with the plump and balding 

German governess Ms. Schreiber, peppered with the occasional Latin or French tutor. Those 

women had been his mothers, and his fathers too, seeing as Jasper was only on the outer fringe of 

his life. He would ask a few questions about his son’s day while they ate at the supper table and 

then claimed exhaustion when James suggested a game of chess or any form of evening 

diversion. This went on until he was almost thirteen, when he was sent away to Eton to “receive 

the best education possible” according to his father, but James knew that Jasper was more 
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interested in getting rid of the pesky child who begged to go to the park, to build a sailboat, to do 

anything with his father.  

Now that James had graduated from Eton College his father expected him to act like a 

full-blown adult, to share in his love of art and accept his advice and rules with gratitude but 

without question. James noted with sardonic frustration that though his father expected him to 

have settled into the role of responsible adult, whenever he made a decision on his own it never 

seemed to be the right one in Jasper’s eyes.  

James threw his balled up napkin on the steps as he descended and then picked up a stick 

and struck it noisily against the iron fence bars as he walked, as if his thoughts too could be 

banged out in such a manner. If his father couldn’t appreciate the choice James had made, he 

knew one person who would. 

 

He arrived at Moira’s house forty-five minutes later, having decided to walk instead of 

taking a cab so that he could sort out his thoughts and emotions. When he rang their doorbell his 

enthusiasm about enlisting had risen to its old height, and he smiled when Mrs. Feadan opened 

the door. They exchanged greetings and trivialities until he worked up to the question he really 

wanted to ask. 

“Is Moira home? I have some good news I really want to tell her.” 

Mrs. Feadan opened the door wider and ushered him in. “Of course, she’s upstairs, let me 

get her.” 

James found his way to the sitting room like he had done countless times before, and 

flopped down in the nearest chair. He hadn’t realized how tired he had become, and surmised 



 61

that it was more of a mental exhaustion than a physical one. No matter how often it happened, he 

was always tired from the verbal sparring that passed between him and his father.  

Moira walked into the room and he beamed an automatic smile. No matter how disjointed 

things got with his father, the pressure and stress he felt was always lifted when he set eyes on 

the one he loved. 

“I thought you weren’t coming over until tonight,” she said as she sat down in a chair 

across from him. 

“Moira, I wanted to tell you that I enlisted.” 

She raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything for a few beats. She began fiddling with 

the heart locket around her neck, flipping it over and over between her fingers. “That’s great, 

James. You’re doing a great service.” She paused for another few seconds. “When do you 

leave?” 

“I don’t know yet, I just enlisted yesterday and had the medical exam and everything. I 

applied to be an officer—the recruiter said that because of my education I was already qualified.” 

He leaned forward. “I’m going to request to be put in the same division as Sean.” He reached 

across the space between them and grasped her hands in his. “This way we can look out for each 

other. We can make sure we both return home.”  

Moira forced a smile but James didn’t see that it was inauthentic. If he could have known 

her true emotions, if he could have swapped skins with her for a minute or gotten inside her 

mind, he would have seen that she was relieved that James and her brother would be together but 

dreaded the idea of sending two people she loved off to a war that was escalating week by week.  

Because James had seen her with her younger sister and mother outside the recruitment 

office at the beginning of the war, he figured that patriotism coursed through her blood. It was 
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true that at that time she had been convinced that she was doing her country a great service, but 

in the moment that James said I enlisted she realized that she had been caught up in the 

propaganda too, that she had fallen for the idea of service and sacrifice until it had been asked of 

her brother and the man that she loved. Now it seemed more like a burden that she, and her 

family, and James’ father, had to bear, and the supposed glory of it all fell flat. Being a member 

of a family who would always support the war, she knew that it was her responsibility to do the 

same. Besides, she told herself, he’s already enlisted—there’s nothing I can do to dissuade him 

otherwise, not now. 

She squeezed his hands back, trying to focus on what he had said last. We can look out 

for each other. We can both return home. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.” 

James smiled at her, relieved that someone else agreed that he had made the right 

decision.  

 

Chapter 11 

 Two days after James enlisted, he received a letter in the mail detailing his assignment. 

The Rabier family name and his father’s respected position in society had pulled some weight 

with the bigwigs and James had been granted a commission as an officer “for the duration of the 

war.”  

It was the first time James appreciated his father’s profession as a lawyer. Since the big 

reveal that James had pulled at breakfast the previous morning, Jasper had not spoken a single 

word to his son. James convinced himself he didn’t care.  

There were two places where he could carry out his officer training and education. The 

first was at Dartmouth, over two hundred miles away. The second was in the south part of 
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London, across the River Thames—the Royal Naval College at Greenwich. Naturally, he had 

been assigned to the later one. He was to remain there for an unspecified amount of time, though 

the letter implied that it was going to be a many month process. He was to report there in three 

days time.  

 James was excited to tell Moira the good news and had called her that morning after he 

had opened the letter, recommending they meet in Kensington Gardens as soon as she could get 

away. When she asked him why he couldn’t just tell her the news over the telephone, he insisted 

he needed to tell her in person. Her curiosity piqued, and unable to deny James his fun, she 

agreed to meet him at two o’clock.  

He arrived early so he decided to wander through nearby Hyde Park, where he strolled 

along the Buck Hill Walk that overlooked the Serpentine River, a strip of water that divided the 

Park from Kensington Gardens. He watched a woman walking her dog, a fluffy border collie 

who kept straining at his leash in an effort to attack a nearby flock of pigeons.  

When it got closer to two o’clock he meandered into the Gardens and headed for the 

Basin, a small pond and the location where they had agreed to meet. The Basin was rimmed with 

people—mostly old men and a few children with their nursemaids or parents—who were placing 

sailboats of all sizes in the murky water. James guessed that most of the adults were members of 

the Model Yacht Sailing Association, an organization that had a boathouse in Kensington 

Gardens. The pond was also heavily populated with ducks and a few swans that were 

maneuvering around the boats, all puffed up in the effort to stay warm in the nippy air. He sat 

down on a nearby bench and observed a man help his daughter and son slip a small sailboat onto 

the glossy surface, and smiled as the children clapped their hands in excitement. 
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James caught the scent of lilac soap on the passing breeze and smiled. He turned around 

and there was Moira, walking towards him holding a small brown book and using a folded up 

umbrella as a walking stick. He grinned wider, and she mirrored him with her own smile.  She 

sat down next to him and he rotated his torso so he could face her and put his arm behind her on 

the bench.  

“Is it supposed to rain?” he asked her. 

She shrugged and pointed the tip up into the sky. “Perhaps. It’s also good for defending 

myself against unwanted suitors.” She made a few quick jabbing motions as if one of them was 

in front of her, and looked at him sideways. 

“Ah, but that’s what I’m here for,” he teased back. “To defend my lady fair from dragons, 

sorcerers, and unsuitable suitors.” 

She smiled at his wordplay and rested her head on his shoulder. He pulled her closer and 

laid his head on hers as he fingered a lock of auburn hair that had fallen over her shoulder. With 

his other hand he intertwined her fingers with his and gently rubbed his thumb along the palm of 

her hand, sending delightful shivers up her spine.  

“So what did you want to talk to me about?” she asked. 

“Let’s just stay like this a little while longer,” he whispered. He knew that things were 

about to change, and he wanted to hold onto this moment for as long as possible.  

Despite the fall weather, the sun was out in full force and warmed them into a sleepy 

reverie. They lost track of time as they watched the sailboats glide over the surface of the Basin, 

which were followed closely by nurses in wide-brimmed straw hats and their charges, who 

revolved around the edge of the water. Moira began humming a tune that James didn’t recognize, 

but it was sweet and droopy and perfect for the mood of the afternoon. 
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When the song ended Moira lifted her head from his shoulder and picked up the book that 

she had placed next to her on the bench. “I got this for you the other day when I went shopping 

with my mother.” She handed him a small brown book, its hardcover stamped in the upper left-

hand corner with the words One Hundred Poems of Kabir in neat black letters. “He was a 15th 

century weaver in Benares, India. You seem attached to the classics, but I figured this would 

help broaden your poetry horizons…” 

“Thank you, Moira,” he said, happiness bouncing in his voice like a rubber ball filled to 

its bursting point. “It’s such a nice surprise, especially since it’s poetry.” He left a lingering kiss 

on her forehead and then placed the book in his lap, tracing his fingers over the imprinted title.  

“His poems are all religious devotionals but I think many of his sentiments have such 

beautiful imagery that they can be applied to more than just a love of God.” She gently took the 

book from his hands and began flipping through its pages. “There was a particular one in 

here…if I can find it…” She turned a few more pages and found poem number seventeen. 

“The light of the sun, the moon, and stars shines bright. The melody of love swells forth, 

and the rhythm of love’s detachment beats the time. Day and night, the chorus of music fills the 

heavens, and Kabir says ‘My Beloved One gleams like the lightning flash in the sky.’” 

Silence hung between them—not an awkward void, but a comfortable cushion. “That’s a 

beautiful poem. And a beautiful translation,” he finally said. 

She flipped back to the front cover. “It’s by some guy named Rabindranath Tagore.” 

He could put off the inevitable no longer. “Moira, I received my orders this morning. I 

leave in three days.”  

Her head jerked up from the book in her lap to his forget-me-not blue eyes. “Three days? 

So soon?” 



 66

“I have to do some training beforehand at a school in Greenwich.” He let out a big sigh. 

“I know nothing about being an officer, but I hope I can learn fairly quickly.” 

She felt her stomach flip with the news. Subconsciously her hand rose up to her locket 

and her thumb began polishing the metal as if she could rub out her worried thoughts by 

association. “So this is it then.” 

He looked puzzled. “What do you mean?” 

“You’re going off to war,” to die she mentally added, flashing upon her earlier images of 

James lying on a battlefield, punctured with iron balls and oozing blood, “and I’ll be stuck here 

in London.”  

“It’ll only be for a little while,” he said nonchalantly. “We’ll take care of the Boches in 

no time and be back before Christmas.” 

“You actually believe that?” She shook her head in disbelief. “James, you’re not going 

off to play at fighting—this isn’t a game. This has become a full-scale European conflict and it is 

not going to be that easy.” 

“I thought you believed in the war cause.” 

Moira didn’t know if she did anymore. “I’m just being realistic.” She made sure she held 

his gaze. “I don’t know if you will return, James,” she said slowly. “You don’t get some kind of 

guarantee of coming back when you sign your enlistment papers.”   

He intertwined their fingers again and tried to imbue her with comfort and confidence 

through squeezing her hand. “Moira, even if the war lasts longer than predicted, you have to 

remember that I’m an officer in the Navy, I’m not some common foot soldier in the Army.” 

James secretly hoped to see action—a lot of action—but he wasn’t about to admit that to Moira. 
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“And your brother is going to be right there with me, watching my back.” He gave her his best 

worry-free smile.  

“James, what happens if you’re wrong? Where does that leave me? What am I supposed 

to do then?” 

Behind her questions he knew what she was saying: I have imagined a life with you.  

“James, I love you.” It was the first time either of them had said it out loud without the 

screen of my mother loves you, and she wanted to say it over and over again so she could make 

him understand just how much she meant it. “But,” she began, the ugly word ruining the 

moment, “love and war don’t mix. If you’re going off to war then this is it. I can’t see you 

anymore.” 

He was shocked. “Why the ultimatum? You haven’t stopped spending time with Sean, 

and he joined up.” 

“He’s family, and I love him, but not the way I love you.”  

He understood what she meant—there were tiers of love, and he thought of his own 

spectrum of love that stretched from cricket and chocolate éclairs to what he felt for Moira. “I 

love you too, Moira. That’s why I want to spend as much time with you as I can before I leave. 

Even if we sit on this park bench in silence, you’d still be right here next to me and I would 

consider that a wonderful day.”  

Moira swallowed around what felt like a large stone lodged in her throat. She had to 

lower her gaze—she couldn’t look him in the eyes anymore. “Each time that we’re together I 

feel more and more connected to you. I can’t keep spending these lovely days with you, only to 

have you ship out and never return. I refuse to be left with merely a fistful of happy memories.”  
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“Moira, I think you’re being ridiculous!” He was starting to slip into the channel of anger 

that usually only occurred when he was talking to his father. “Instead of asking What if? all the 

time why can’t you accept the situation for what it is and be glad for the time we have together, 

no matter how long or short it may be?”  

Moira looked hurt and he immediately regretted losing his temper. “I’m sorry. I really 

am.” He tried to hold her hand again. “I think that—” But she pulled away, and faced the Basin.  

They sat in silence, watching the handful of sailboats that were still on the water. All of 

the children and their parents had already gone home, probably to have a bath before their 

supper, and only a few bespectacled older gentlemen stood around the pond.  

James felt the need to say something—he couldn’t leave the conversation where it was, 

floating in this limbo—but he floundered for the right words. He looked around at Kensington 

Gardens, his favorite place in all of London, and knew that he would miss it.  

Is she right? he wondered. Am I being unrealistic to expect the war to end in only a few 

months? Fall was in full swing and all around him nature was preparing for hibernation. Will I 

see this landscape next covered in snow? Or blossoming to life? How many seasons will pass 

before I set eyes on this pond, on this bench?  

His vision caught on a shrub of winter jasmine that was nestled next to the leg of the 

bench. Though the trees had already shed most of their leaves and the grass was starting to fade, 

this plant was thriving. Small yellow buds were just beginning to open up into flowers, which 

sprayed over the bush like a shower of stars. James imagined that the plant had clawed its way 

out of the hardening ground, was stubborn, refused to die off with the change of season. And for 

some reason this small plant gave him comfort. It gave him hope.  
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Still seated, he reached down to the shrub, picked one of its small flowers, and turned 

back to Moira. He sat there twirling it between his fingers as he thought of what to say. He didn’t 

want to say I love you, or Please don’t do this, or I can’t understand your decision, though he 

meant all three. So he said nothing at all, and simply slipped the tiny bud into her hair. She didn’t 

flinch away when he kissed her on the forehead, but she didn’t try to stop him when he walked 

away.  

 

James felt like he was slowly being abandoned.  

His father still hadn’t spoken to him, and didn’t even acknowledge him at meals or when 

they passed in the hallway. It was as if James had morphed into a puff of smoke, something 

barely there and easy to look through, easy to ignore. 

He had been unable to reach Charles when he called him, his mother saying that he was 

out of town with his father, touring universities.  

And now Moira had severed ties with him. When he had gotten home that evening he had 

tried calling her at home, but Mrs. Feadan said that Moira wasn’t feeling well and had gone to 

bed early.  

He turned to the only people he knew would never desert him—authors. Over the next 

several days, when Maggie wasn’t helping James pack up some essentials for Greenwich, he 

could often be found in the parlour or his bedroom, reading. He flipped through old poetry 

books, and his scribbled-in copy of Shakespeare’s plays, but more often than not he found 

himself lost in either the poems of Kabir or the news articles of The Times.  
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Each time he lifted the cover of One Hundred Poems of Kabir and flipped through its 

pages he found new meaning in the words. Not caring that the poet had written his lines in praise 

of God, he applied the phrases of love to Moira.  

When he sat in the parlour in his mother’s old upholstered chair one evening and gazed 

out the tall window at the setting sun, he recited the twenty-third poem: “The shadows of 

evening fall thick and deep, and the darkness of love envelops the body and the mind. Open the 

window to the west, and be lost in the sky of love.”  

When he sat at the dinner table and struggled to control his temper when his father made 

nitpicking comments about the food to Maggie, he remembered the ending of the thirteenth 

poem and repeated He who has seen the radiance of love, he is saved over and over in his head. 

He refused to believe that he and Moira were over—he had felt the intensity of their bond 

and knew that she felt it too. It wasn’t hard to see that she was trying to close her heart because 

of the possibility of pain, but he felt that if he could just slip a sliver of light, of hope, into its 

seam, that she would see the futility of trying to shuck off their love like it didn’t mean anything, 

and had never happened.  

 He continued to call her house frequently. At first he received more excuses—she was 

out to tea with a friend; she had gone to visit her father at his business; she was grocery shopping 

with her mother and sister. But as time went on and the Feadan family ran out of excuses, her 

father was finally sympathetic enough to be honest with him. “She doesn’t want to talk to you, 

James,” he said one evening. “I’m sorry.” James hadn’t called her since. 

 

Jasper, in his desire to know everything about the war and catalogue its progression 

(despite his strong stance against it), had saved most of the newspapers of the last two months, 
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refusing to let Maggie throw them out. If you had asked him why he collected them, he would 

have responded that it was a citizen’s duty to stay abreast of his country’s news, but in actuality 

it was so that he could compare articles and point out factual inconsistencies from day to day and 

week to week. In his mind, this was proof that the journalists were under the thumb of the 

propaganda-slogging government and were not reporting accurately, and for Jasper this was 

tantamount to lying right to his face. This made him hate the “warmongering” (as he called it) 

even more, and as he flipped through the paper every morning he did it eagerly, and gloatingly, 

knowing that it would serve to prove him right yet again. If there was anything Jasper Rabier 

liked most in the world, it was being right.  

He had placed the large stack of newspapers in the corner of the parlour, near the roll-top 

desk where he went through his accounts and paid the bills, and James gathered them all up in 

his arms and moved them between his mother’s upholstered chair and the fireplace so he could 

read in comfort. He settled in, disturbing a small cloud of dust that looked like a rising meteor 

shower in the rays of the sunlight that streamed through the window across the room. He slid one 

of the older newspapers from the bottom of the stack and began to read. 

He caught up on everything he had missed when he had been caught up with Moira—the 

British fighting at Mons, Belgium; the battle between Germany and Russia at the Masurian 

Lakes; both sides digging trenches along the Aisne and Marne rivers; the increase in Britain’s 

fighting age cap from thirty-five to thirty-eight; Turkey entering the war and aiding Germany.  

He was reading about the London Scottish Regiment, about how they were the first of the 

Territorial Army to see action, and how these part-time, peacetime, volunteer soldiers were 

showing extraordinary bravery in Flanders that would make any Britain proud, when a section of 

the newspaper slipped from his lap to the floor. Unperturbed, he waited until he had finished 
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reading the article before he bent down to pick it up. It was the classified section, and he was 

skimming through the personal ads when one in particular caught his eye. 

It was short—it didn’t even span two lines.  

 

 

 

 He must have read through it three times, each time understanding with more and more 

certainty that the author of this advertisement was referring to the war. He had enlisted, or maybe 

he was in one of the peacetime volunteer regiments and had been called up. Either way, he had 

been connected to a girl named Pauline. And it had obviously been a romantic attachment. He 

wondered if they had known each other long. Had they met in school? Had they met at church? 

Were their fathers old friends who had hoped their children would be joined in marriage?  

 He tried not to let himself relate to Pauline, the poor girl who had had her heart broken by 

these two, brief sentences, and instead focused on relating to the writer, who had recognized his 

duty and decided to put all other distractions aside. He made up his mind that he would adopt the 

same attitude. I have no time to be flitting around with a girl, James thought. I have much more 

important things to deal with, things that she could never understand. Through distancing 

himself like this from Moira he was able to feel like their split had been a mutual decision, that it 

was not a painful surprise blow that had been dealt by her hand only.  

He thought about the “ancient race” that Britain was—their history as great warriors: 

How the fearsome tattooed Picts, and naked Celts, their hair bleached with lime, scared legions 

of the powerful Roman army when they faced them in battle. He thought of William Wallace, the 
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knight who led the resistance during Scotland’s fight for independence. He remembered Queen 

Elizabeth, who reigned alone for forty-five years, and defeated the Spanish Armada.  

He would emulate these people. He would forego distraction, he would forego thoughts 

of the future, and he would forego love. Instead, he would focus on the task at hand. James still 

thoroughly believed, like most, that the war would be over in the next few months before 

Christmas rolled around, but he made up his mind to not look at it in those terms. He would dash 

into the “great venture” with a bold spirit and a fearless nature.  

He flopped the paper back down on the stack by his side with a sharp smack of finality. If 

the Fates had predetermined that he would die in this war, he would do so with his comrades, 

fighting it out until the end. Moira had been right—love and war didn’t mix. He would not allow 

himself thoughts of regret.  

 

Chapter 12 

He left the next day for Greenwich. His father was already at work, but Maggie more 

than made up for his absence with her tearful goodbye and well-wishes. It didn’t matter that he 

was still going to be in London for training—he was moving into the dormitories in the Royal 

Naval College and in Maggie’s eyes that seven mile difference from Bloomsbury might have 

been seventy. When she hugged him goodbye he hugged her back tightly, appreciative for the 

first time when he thought of just how much of a stable presence Maggie had been in his life, 

cooking, cleaning, and taking care of him when he wasn’t at Eton.  

The clothes and toiletries that James was bringing with him fit into a small leather 

suitcase, monogrammed with JMR in fancy gold letters, which Trenton put in the storage 

compartment of the automobile before opening the door for James. He waved goodbye to 
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Maggie as Trenton pulled away from home and headed southeast, eventually crossing the 

Thames at Blackfriars Bridge.  

James called it “home,” the place he had shared with his father in the last several months 

and during some of the big holidays off from school, but it had never felt like home to him. 

Maybe if he had a mother to share the rooms with he would feel more comfortable calling it a 

home. But James had lived in the Eton dormitories for most of the last six years, and so he was 

looking forward to that communal lifestyle again, devoid of unapproving fathers but rampant 

with lads who lived for adventure. He craved that camaraderie and hoped he would form a tight 

bond with the other officers.  

When they arrived in Greenwich, James began paying more attention to the view that was 

whipping by his window. The south side of the river was noticeably different from the north 

side—there were fewer green spaces like parks and tree groves, and the houses and streets 

seemed rundown, many in disrepair. But the naval college was another matter. 

When Trenton crested the hill and they got their first glimpse of it, both of them were 

impressed with how expansive it was. The white brick building of the original school was a 

columned corridor of substantial length, and four wings branched out from it towards the north. 

Across the street were the four white stone buildings of Greenwich Hospital, which had been 

taken over by the Royal Naval College in the late 1800s and since used as additional training 

space, especially for officers. The whole complex faced the Thames, and looked like a silent 

sentinel watching over London’s beloved river. 

Trenton maneuvered through Greenwich’s streets until he arrived on Nelson Street, 

between the naval school and the former hospital. He pulled up to the entrance and got out to 

retrieve the suitcase from the storage compartment. James rose from the car onto the sidewalk in 
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front of the school, took his suitcase from Trenton, and received a firm handshake and a ‘good 

luck’ from the stooped driver. Moments later the car pulled away and he was alone.  

He ascended the short flight of steps and shoved open the heavy door at the top. The 

areas outside the building might have been deserted, but its inside was bursting with frenzied 

motion and a drone of noise that made it seem like a bee hive. Men of all ages were stomping 

and shuffling and tapping across the marble floor as they greeted friends and waited in lines to be 

checked in alphabetically. Most had a suitcase at their feet or a satchel slung over their shoulder, 

and a few were gawking at the gilded framework and majestic faux-columns rising to the high 

ceiling. James followed the signs to where the officers were supposed to check in and was 

surprised when he was able to walk right up to the table.  

The man—an officer himself, judging from the familiar loop and lines sewn on his 

sleeves at the wrists—looked up from his paperwork. “Can I help you?” 

“Um, reporting for duty. Sir,” James fumbled. He unfolded the letter he had gotten in the 

mail telling him to arrive there on that date, and handed it to the officer. 

The man scanned it for a few seconds, made a couple of notations on the papers in front 

of him, and handed it back to James. “Do you have any special talents to speak of?” 

“Like what?” James asked, not sure what he meant. 

“Do you have a profession? A valuable skill? Do you speak another language, especially 

German?” 

“I had French and Latin tutors as a boy, and classes at Eton. But yes, I’m fairly competent 

at German,” James remembered. “I had a German governess for many years, and she taught me 

quite a bit. It’s been a while, though…” 
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“That’s great,” the officer said, hurriedly making a note next to the rest of James’ 

information that he had copied earlier. “We need people who know the language—and don’t 

worry, you’ll get additional training here.” 

James shifted his suitcase from one hand to the other. “Okay good. I can do that.” 

“Your quarters are across the street, in one of the old hospital buildings. There’s four of 

them so make sure you go to the second building on the right, ground floor, that’s where your 

room is. But right now you need to go down the hall here, to the left, first door on your right. 

Commander Lang will give you more information about your duties and what’s expected of you 

here.”  

James thanked him and followed his directions until he was in a wide room with two 

dozen school desks bending in perfect arcs in the middle of it. The room was practically full, and 

he grabbed the closest seat along the aisle, sliding his suitcase underneath it.  

The guy sitting next to him looked to be about his age and had rigid posture, seemingly 

not from tension but from habit. He was already outfitted in military garb, though it was slightly 

different from the uniforms James had seen so far from the recruiter he met less than a week ago 

and the officers in the college who had been directing people to their lines. This young man was 

wearing gold epaulets on his shoulders and a high stiff collar that looked like it was choking him. 

His uniform was devoid of fuzz, hair, and wrinkles, and a strange looking hat was on his lap—

tall, narrow, and with a front brim that stuck out and curled slightly at the front, reminding James 

of a chameleon’s long tongue.  

Remembering his wish to become friends with the other officers, he figured this was as 

good of a time as any to start. Turning to him and thrusting out his right hand, he said, “I’m 

Rabier. First name James.” 
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He looked at him for a second before he shook his hand. “Davies. First name Jack,” he 

said, repeating James’ pattern. Despite his naval uniform, Jack looked young and even a tad 

naïve with his long nose, eyes more commonly seen on a Saint Bernard, and a mouth that 

seemed to smile at the corners even when his face was at rest. 

Before they could say any more, a man with a neatly trimmed beard and moustache 

entered and made his way up to the front of the room. The officers could sense he was someone 

important, and quit chatting and fidgeting in their chairs. He set his hat and a briefcase on a small 

table underneath the chalkboard and placed his hands behind his back. “Hello. Welcome to the 

Navy’s university.” 

James suppressed a smile. His father had so desperately wanted him to go to a 

university…but somehow he didn’t think that this was what Jasper had in mind. 

“I am Commander Lang, and am in charge of the officer portion of the training that goes 

on here at the Royal Naval College. Over the next several months I will be teaching you the ins 

and outs of what it means to be an officer—what it means to be a leader. If you have any 

questions, let me know. If you have any complaints, go tell someone else.” He smiled to let the 

group know he was joking.  

“You are here to learn about both the administrative aspects of being an officer as well as 

its practical applications in war. Based on the paperwork you filled out when you enlisted and 

any other skills you mentioned when you arrived here, you will be assigned a series of classes 

based on your knowledge of, and experience in, various fields. But first you must excel in the 

basics of being an officer—for those of you who didn’t attend the Royal Naval Colleges at 

Osborne and Dartmouth when you were thirteen and fifteen, and I know not everyone here has, 

you have much to learn. You are dismissed for the day—go to your rooms, unpack, familiarize 
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yourself with the grounds. Supper’s at eight o’clock sharp, in the dining hall on the opposite end 

from where you checked in. Be sure to show up—you’ll be given your schedule.”  

With that he released the class, who gathered up their luggage and satchels and headed 

over to the hospital buildings to find their rooms. James went to the second one on the right like 

he had been instructed, and after navigating a couple hallways and following the guys in front of 

him who appeared to know where they were going, he arrived at a plush common room that was 

ringed most of the way around with bedrooms. He found his name on one of the doors and was 

surprised to see that he had a room all to himself. That was how it had been when he was at 

Eton—he had been in a house of fifty boys but had his own room—but he knew that the 

midshipmen here were sharing rooms, often with two or three other people. The perks of being 

an officer, James thought.  

His room was small but cozy, only needing to accommodate a bed, dresser, and coat rack. 

He set his suitcase down on the brown duvet that had been precisely tucked and folded onto the 

bed, and unpacked his clothes and toiletries. He made a mental note to find the washroom. When 

he was finished he slid his suitcase under the bed and wanted to flop down on it to take a nap, but 

he forced himself to tour the grounds.    

He started with the building he was in. When he emerged from his room into the common 

room, he saw a few other guys milling about. One of them was the guy he had sat next to in the 

classroom—he wracked his brain for the name. Was it David? Not quite… Davis? Davies! They 

made eye contact across the room and both did a slight head nod to acknowledge the other—they 

would get the chance to talk more at dinner. James looked around the room and noted the plush 

chairs and couches, the fireplace, the chess set sitting on the coffee table, and an antique clock 

resting on the mantle. Two tall windows let in a rich yellow light, and James decided to view the 



 79

rest of the college before dusk snuck in. After locating the washroom down the hall, he grabbed 

his coat from the rack in his room and headed outside.  

The English Baroque style of the buildings lent an interesting amalgamation of tall 

archways and block windows, of stacked stone and stretches of marble, and of squat balusters 

running along spaces too narrow to walk on. There was also a decidedly ancient Greek feel to the 

buildings with the Corinthian columns that lined every façade and the triangle pediments over 

every doorway and colonnade, with smaller ones over the windows. He especially liked the huge 

pediment in one of the side-courts, which depicted a woman robed in classical garb, with a 

helmet resting on the crown of her head and a trident clutched in her hand. A winged woman and 

what appeared to be a merman were placing a limp, or perhaps dead, man in her lap. They were 

surrounded by a lion, a cannon and a pile of balls, maidens, stallions, a cherub, and a few men. 

James became immensely curious as to what it all meant, and as he walked around the grounds 

he composed a story in his head that explained the scene.  

He was hesitant to go inside any of the buildings, worried that he might disturb someone 

or stick his nose where it shouldn’t be, so he stuck to the column-supported porticos that ran 

around the outside of the buildings. Spiky black lanterns hung from the ceiling every twenty 

paces and looked like deadly maces about to crash down on his head.  

He decided to look out on the Thames and as he walked down to the river, noted that the 

grassy lawns, though dying, were perfectly manicured. The water of the Thames was a murky 

blue and the breeze shaped the waves into hundreds of tiny but high peaks that reminded him of 

the meringue topping on lemon pie. He looked back at the grandeur of the college, his eyes 

running over the lines of its architecture. Both of the large blue domes on the two southernmost 

buildings of the hospital had a clock and were topped with gilded weathervanes that shone 
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brightly in the rays of the setting sun. He looked at one of the clocks and decided he had time for 

a nap after all. 

 

James woke up to the sound of his housemates shutting doors and calling out for the 

stragglers to come to supper. Realizing he was one of the stragglers, he jumped out of bed, 

immediately getting a head rush that made him dizzy, and hurried to put on his jacket and 

smooth his wrinkled shirt and pants. The sun had set hours ago and his room was dark, barely lit 

by the sliver of moon that cast a handful of beams through the high, narrow windows. He was 

tying his shoes when he heard the common room door shut—followed by silence. He knotted the 

laces as fast as he could and raced out the door, sprinting through the building to catch up to the 

rest of the officers-in-training.  

The group of them found the dining hall easily enough, which was packed with sailors all 

hankering for a meal. There were easily over two hundred of them, and they were lined along 

tables that had been shoved into long rows. 

They were about to scatter to the available seats at various tables when Commander Lang 

spotted them and hurried over. “You men are to eat at those tables.” He pointed down the hall to 

four vacant tables, situated perpendicularly at the head of the hall. 

They followed his instructions and some of the younger guys jostled for the seats that 

looked out over everyone. James fought down the urge to do the same, reminding himself that he 

was a commissioned officer and should act better than that, and politely took a seat with his back 

to the throngs of midshipmen.  

They chatted as they waited for their meal, exchanging school credentials and stories 

about how they came to enlist in the RN and RNVR. Davies was sitting across the table a few 
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seats down and pitched in with comments every once in a while. When James asked him about 

how he had a uniform already, Davies explained that he had attended Osborne Naval College, 

one of the schools Commander Lang had mentioned, since he was thirteen. He looked up and 

down the other tables and pointed out the other young men who had been his classmates, and 

were dressed the same.  

They heard the volume of conversation from the midshipmen decrease rapidly and James 

turned around to see cooks with trays of food coming out from the kitchen and start serving 

them. After the third round of delivery some of the officers grumbled about how they should 

have had first priority on the hot food.  

About half of the hall had been given supper when Commander Lang came over to their 

tables. “When I call your name, raise your hand and I’ll come by with the schedule of classes 

you will be taking. Over the next several months you will progress based on your performance in 

each of them. For those of you who are taking fencing lessons, which should be most of you, 

they’ve been moved from the field outside into the Great Hall in King William Court. It’s also 

called the Painted Hall—if you walk into the room and don’t immediately understand why it’s 

called that, then you’re in the wrong room.” He gave a small grin, amused by his own comment, 

but it quickly slid off his face.  

“Also pay attention to the schedule of meals at the bottom,” he added as an afterthought. 

“I don’t want to see any late arrivals shoveling down food fifteen minutes before class is 

supposed to start. As you can see on your sheets, breakfast starts at seven. You don’t have to eat 

if you’d rather have another hour of sleep, but I expect you to be in the classroom on time, and I 

don’t want to hear any stomachs complaining of hunger while I’m trying to teach.”  
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He seemed to want some sort of acknowledgement so many of the officers nodded 

several times. He began walking down the row of tables, making sure everyone could hear him 

over the midshipmen’s rising chatter. “By the way, ‘on time’ means you’re five to ten minutes 

early; if you show up at eight o’clock, you’re late.”  

He began calling out the names. Since James’ surname was towards the end of the 

alphabet, he had to exercise his patience while those around him compared their schedules and 

discussed classes.  

When Lang finally called him, the commander glanced at his form and then congratulated 

him on his knowledge of German. “We need more men like you,” he said, making James feel as 

good as if he had just clapped him on the back.  

James read through it once very quickly, and then slower a second time so he could 

digest the times and meeting places. He had been placed in two basic classes—one about the 

Royal Navy in general, the second about being an officer—, a German language class, and 

fencing. He was slightly surprised about the last one, but figured it’d be a good opportunity to 

build upon the little he had learned at Eton.  

When Commander Lang finished and asked if anyone had questions or concerns, a pug 

faced young man wearing a sour expression asked why they, as officers, hadn’t been served 

supper first.  

“Lesson number one—you may be of a higher rank, but your men always come first.” He 

seemed pleased to be teaching already, before classes had officially begun. “You are in charge of 

them and must take that responsibility seriously. They are relying on you to instruct them, to lead 

them, to be their end-all-be-all. This means that you don’t sleep until everyone is cared for. And 

you especially don’t eat until they do.”  
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He looked out at the midshipmen, taking in the motley group like a proud father viewing 

his sons—the sons who would grow up strong and smart, and carry on his mission. “You may 

think you have the toughest job—you certainly have to make the toughest decisions—but it is 

they who have to do the rough, gritty work. Keep that in mind.”  

Their food was served then, and when the commander left to go eat his own supper they 

happily dug into plates of carrots, potatoes, and thick slices of beef, drowned in hot brown gravy. 

 

Chapter 13 

James was back in school but this time he wasn’t being pressured into pursuing a career 

in Law. He had enjoyed most of his classes at Eton, especially the literature and poetry classes 

that he excelled in, but there was a different kind of enjoyment that went along with learning 

about his rank and responsibilities. He felt like this schooling was valuable in a way that a class 

on Chaucer was not—it was vital, it was needed, it pertained to now.  

He quickly grew to feel like he was a part of the community of volunteers at the Royal 

Naval College, and never doubted that he was doing the right thing. He had made a decision, and 

there was no point thinking about it anymore because there was no going back now. Without the 

presence of his disapproving father, and amongst similarly minded young men, he never 

questioned his actions. He felt proud to have joined up and couldn’t wait to get in the thick of it.    

Every day-to-day aspect of life was taken care of so they could focus on their schooling. 

James found the meals hearty, varied, and always ready punctually. Common areas, classrooms, 

and bathrooms were cleaned daily. A large laundry facility was located on the premises, as the 

college employed local women to do the washing and ironing of the men’s clothing. When he 
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came back to his room at night after supper there was often a nicely folded pile of his shirts and 

trousers.  

James quickly fell into a routine that was reminiscent of his days at Eton. It was a rigid 

schedule, but it was familiar. He rose before the sun to have plenty of time to dress and was at 

breakfast at seven a.m. sharp, right when they were bringing out the food. Most of his fellow 

officers sleepily chatted with one another, but James preferred to keep up the habit he had started 

when he enlisted and instead read the newspaper to stay abreast of the war news.  

Because he had no clue about the structure, methods, terminology, or responsibilities of 

the Royal Navy, James was placed in the two remedial classes in the morning where he was 

instructed to catch up, and be quick about it.  

Commander Lang taught both of them, and on the first day he had looked around the 

room and said, “I’m glad to see everyone showed up on time. There’s something else you should 

know—I don’t give out grades, or marks of any form. I’ve never had to, because I teach officers, 

men of high caliber, not twelve-year old boys, and I know you’ll do your work. Right?” he had 

asked with a dangerous tone, daring anyone to challenge him. There had been a few ‘Yes sir’s 

scattered around the room. 

Since then, James had made sure to take careful notes during the lectures and do all of the 

assigned readings. He learned to tell the difference between bow and stern, and port and 

starboard. He was instructed on how to calculate Greenwich Mean Time, interpret the dots and 

dashes of Morse Code, and read the meaning behind the colorfully patterned signal flags and 

pendants.  

Once he had mastered the basic concepts they moved him into more advanced fields. 

They started teaching him how to march, the necessity of flying the Battle Ensign flag when in 
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action, and how to tell the difference between the many types of officers by looking at the colors, 

amount, and width of stripes on their shoulder or sleeve insignia. One day he had mistaken the 

purple and gold distinction lace of an Engineer Commander for the insignia of a Fleet Surgeon, 

who actually has a scarlet and gold lace, and had been severely reprimanded for it. He never 

made that mistake again, and eventually memorized the insignia for all thirty-two types of 

officers.  

He usually had an hour to kill before lunch so he spent it in the place he always felt most 

comfortable—nature. Greenwich Park was right behind the college, a nice stretch of greenery 

that was on its way into hibernation for the winter. Though once again it went unnoticed to 

James’ untrained eye, Greenwich Park had a magical shimmer to it because of the local fairy 

births, though its draw on James was nothing like Kensington Gardens’ with its presence of 

Queen Mab and her Fairy Court. Nevertheless, James took great delight in walking in Greenwich 

Park whilst composing poetry verses in his head.  

After a light lunch at noon, James had his German language class. There were only a 

handful of students in it and all of them were about on the same skill level, so class usually went 

smoothly. James was surprised at how quickly he was able to pick it up again, and even a little 

bit impressed (though he never would have admitted it) that he remembered so many of the basic 

phrases and rules. 

Even though this was the Navy, they were expected to also learn sayings that could help 

them on land. In the evenings he memorized those tricky phrases: “Wo ist die kraftzentrale?” 

Where is the headquarters? “Wo ist die fabrik?” Where is the factory? “Wieviel arbeiter?” How 

many workers? “Wo ist der marktplatz?” Where is the marketplace? “Wohin verließen deutsche 

soldaten den ort? Where did the German soldiers go?  
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The rules of conjugation and the vocabulary words assigned for the day continued to 

swirl around in his thoughts long after class was over. Once, he found himself contemplating the 

proper conjugation of the irregular verb geben, “to give”—ich gebe, du gibst, es gibt, ihr gebt, 

wir geben, ihr gebt, sie geben—when asked to pass the salt at the dinner table. At night he 

dreamed of shouting “Halt!” at the roaming, pecking pigeons in Greenwich Park, followed by the 

command “Hände nach oben!”, the innocent pigeons forced to point their wings to the sky for 

lack of hands. He always wondered why it was pigeons he dreamed of, and not actual Germans.  

If it hadn’t been for his rudimentary knowledge of German, James would have felt 

useless. Most of the midshipmen there were already skilled in a wide spectrum of valuable 

professions including electrician, mechanic, engineer, and those who worked with metal or 

wood. When he wandered around the various buildings and hallways he could often peek into the 

classrooms and see men cutting and welding things in machine shop, brushing up on first aid and 

surgery procedures in the hospital wing, and deciphering codes as fast as they could write in 

cryptography class. There was a large woodworking area for trainee shipwrights, planers, joiners, 

and carpenters. One room even had a scaled-down, wooden, flat-bottomed boat in it, which they 

called a steering model, in which the midshipmen could get hands-on experience in the 

fundamentals of sailing.  

He continued to progress rapidly at German and he felt like that was the only thing saving 

his skin, the one accomplishment that prevented him from being exposed as a phony officer. 

Because let’s face it—James had lived a life of book learning, of memorizing dates and names 

and formulas and rules. He had no practical experience, no time serving on an uncle’s boat like 

Sean had, or an apprenticeship with a local craftsman. He wasn’t the only one who felt out of 

place.  



 87

After about a week of classes, a skinny fellow with a barrage of freckles across his 

cheeks and nose had asked Commander Lang if they were ever going to have classes with the 

midshipmen. His response had been a definitive no, that the officers and enlisted men would 

always be separated. 

The kid had seemed hesitant to continue. “I get that we’re officers and all—or training to 

be officers—but I know as much as most guys out there, if not less, about being in the Royal 

Navy. Wouldn’t it be better if we were all together for these classes? I mean, aren’t we supposed 

to connect to the men we lead? How can we do that if we’re segregated?”  

Commander Lang hadn’t seemed surprised by the questions. In a patient voice, he 

explained, “You are not here to create a brotherhood with these sailors. You are officers, and as 

such you are expected to remain distant from them. It’s not strictly a superiority thing—it’s not 

‘division of the classes’ or a caste system or anything like that—it’s because you have to lead 

them. We cannot allow them to view you as equals because then when the time came for action 

they might not follow your orders. We need them to look up to you, to respect you, and even fear 

you on a small level.” 

James saw several of his fellow officers nod their heads in understanding.  

He eventually came to accept that he was here to learn just like everyone else, and the 

disparity in his knowledge actually pushed him to study harder and memorize faster.  

At four o’clock, after German class, they had low tea. Sometimes James would study 

during this period, or catch up on reading, though he usually allowed himself the small break to 

chat with his fellow officers who he had ignored during breakfast while perusing the paper.  

Tea was the perfect segue into the last class of the day, which was their fencing lesson. 

By five o’clock, James was exhausted with book learning and felt the need to stretch his muscles. 
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His daily walks in Greenwich Park helped, but nothing was quite like the full body workout of 

fencing. The sugar from the scones and shortbread at low tea gave him a kick of energy and 

broke him out of the stupor his muscles fell into from hours of sitting in class.  

All of the officers were expected to know how to fight with a sword; it was more for the 

tradition of it than any practical self-defense need, because who really needs a blade of steel 

when you have artillery and other advanced weaponry onboard your vessel? Because of the 

nature of the rich and privileged upbringing that they had experienced, all of the commissioned 

officers had some level of familiarity with fencing. James had started lessons at Eton when he 

was thirteen though he hadn’t stuck with them, preferring instead to take extra literature courses 

when possible. So when he had seen that it was once again a requirement, he was a little 

reluctant to pick up the fencing foil again, so to speak. 

That first day of class, James had no problem finding King William Court, and like 

Commander Lang had said, it was easy to see why the Great Hall was called the Painted Hall.  

He was immediately entranced by the ceiling in the Lower Hall, which was decorated 

with the complex scene of Peace and Liberty defeating Tyranny, surrounded by the personified 

four seasons, King William and Queen Mary, and the defeated French King Louis XIV. An odd 

mix of Greek figures from mythology—Athena, a glowing Apollo, Hercules—also appeared in 

the frame. James liked how heroic the gods and goddesses looked, holding the frame around the 

portrait of the king and queen, beckoning to servants with offerings, and banishing the Vices. 

The personified four seasons were around the edge of the main oval, along with the zodiac signs, 

and James picked out the four elements—earth, air, fire, and water—shown as gods in the 

corners of the ceiling.  
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In the Upper Hall was the portrait of a queen—James guessed that it was Queen Anne—

surveying the continents of the world, while Neptune proffered his trident, symbolic of naval 

power. On the western wall was George I and his family, and James chuckled at how they were 

all depicted with distracted faces that made them look like they hadn’t been paying attention 

when the portraitist was trying to capture them. Winged cherubs were everywhere frozen in 

flight, weaving in between people and trailing garlands of flowers behind them. 

As he went along the extensive stretch of hallway, walking from the wall with a painting 

of a Spanish galleon to the far wall with a British man-of-war, James observed depictions of 

famous astronomers and representations of things like navigation and geography. The walls were 

lined with large arching windows up high and beneath them was the collection of portraits, battle 

scenes, and pictures of naval prowess that made the Painted Hall home of the National Gallery of 

Naval Art. Everywhere he looked there was a mix of English royalty, symbolism, and classical 

ideals. James was having a field day trying to take everything in.  

His fellow officers had trickled into the hall before the hospital clocks had struck five, 

and were also checking out the artwork. Mr. Trancheal—their fencing instructor, a thin man with 

an even thinner moustache—called them into a huddle in the middle of the room.  

“Today is the first time you will have a true fencer to teach you the art of our forefathers. 

The tiniest tips I can bestow on you will greatly improve your style. It will behoove you to pay 

attention.” His pronunciation of the letter T made tinny, ringing sounds that opened in the air 

with a sharp hit and then fell flat.  

James rolled his eyes, already annoyed with the self-importance this man with a pathetic 

excuse for a moustache was flaunting in his opening statements. He tuned him out and instead 

thought back to his first year at Eton and his introduction to fencing. 
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The boys had lined up in the middle of the wooden-floored hall that was used for special 

assemblies, each dressed in the thick white canvas suit that was their uniform. James had 

fidgeted slightly with his gloves and held the wire-mesh mask tucked into the crook of his arm. 

 The fencing instructor had been a portly sort of man, with small round spectacles and 

bushy sideburns that were beginning to grey. He appeared robust and hearty, though the boys 

doubted that he could move quickly enough to be truly good at fencing. He had the traditional 

fencing foil outstretched in his right hand, his left behind his back, and as he was standing in 

front of them and turning his torso back and forth to look at them all, the nub came dangerously 

close to several of their noses. 

Without further ado he had cleared his throat and boomed, “You can call me Professor 

Coward.” Some of the boys sniggered, but as he still had command of a foil mere inches from 

most of their faces, the laughs were quickly stifled and some of the boys settled for expressing 

their delight by sneaking glances at each other.  

“It has nothing at all to do with implying a disposition for lack of bravery, thank you very 

much—my ancestors were cow herders and the name was bastardized.” James, like the other 

boys, was shocked and delighted at his flippant language.  

“Moving on,” he said. “Fencing, gentlemen, is quite easy.” At being called gentlemen 

every thirteen year old boy in the room stood a little straighter to warrant the name. “The trick is 

to not get hit,” and he gave them an impish grin. “Begin!” 

 The boys just looked at each other, puzzled.  

 “Begin, I said! The foils are on the rack over there, get going!” and with his own foil he 

pointed to the far end of the room.  
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 A few of the braver boys started walking to the rack which gave confidence to the others 

who followed like sheep. Each boy grabbed one of the light weapons, split off into pairs, and 

tried to find a free spot where they could duel without thwacking a nearby boy on the head from 

backlash.  

James partnered with a short freckled boy named Dax and both of them reluctantly 

donned their helmets. The foil felt unevenly weighted and awkward in James’ hand, and he 

gripped it tightly. Uncertain of how to stand, he squared off at first, but on second thought he 

placed his left foot a little behind him to increase the reach of his dueling arm. He and Dax both 

stood there, looking at each other sheepishly, neither knowing what to do next. 

 The first few clashes heard in the acoustic room were weak and effortless, as they knew 

nothing about the techniques of fencing and couldn’t believe a teacher wasn’t going to do his job 

and teach them For Pete’s Sake. But then a few of the more rambunctious lads had dropped all 

pretenses and started banging away at each other as if they were six years old again and dueling 

in their mother’s garden with wooden swords.  

 To the surprise of the other boys, Professor Coward encouraged them with enthusiasm. 

“That’s it! Feel it.” 

 They needed no more encouragement, James included, and all quickly followed suit, 

clashing arms with their opponent and sometimes even with their neighbors as a few zealously 

started battles of three and four. Toes were stepped on and ribs were bruised left and right. Had 

they not been wearing the mesh helmets, undoubtedly an eye or two would have been gouged out 

from all of the flailing.  

 “Go on! That’s it!” repeated Professor Coward, “I can teach you names like parry, thrust, 

and riposte, but unless you feel the raw fight inside of you, you will be no good. No good!” 
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During his reminiscence he had apparently missed the teacher’s instructions and James 

snapped back to reality with Jack Davies handing him a fencing sword and assuming the en 

garde stance to let him know he was ready. No one was wearing the appropriate clothing, or 

even the safety helmets, but Mister High-and-Mighty Teacher didn’t seem to care. 

“I want to see your talent level. Demonstrate what you know.” 

It had been a while since he had held a foil in his hand, but the grip was comfortable and 

the weight felt natural to his arm. The raw fight Professor Coward had said. Facing Jack, he 

didn’t feel anything at all, much less the “raw fight.” James tried to remember what that had felt 

like at the age of thirteen, but it was hard to ignore the sensation welling up inside of him that he 

had no idea what he was doing and was about to be thoroughly walloped. With only a year of 

instruction under his belt, and facing an opponent who had no doubt had rigorous training at 

Osborne, he had to focus on ignoring the desire to give some excuse for why he couldn’t duel. 

Instead, he too assumed the en garde stance and waited for Jack’s foil to slice through the air 

towards him. 

It came a lot quicker than he anticipated, just a brief flick through the air, but to James’ 

surprise he blocked it and made a thrust of his own. He remembered belatedly to crook his left 

arm behind his back, and shifted the weight distribution to his forward right foot.  

Head shots were out of the question because of their lack of wire-mesh masks, but James 

had no problem taking slices at Jack’s arms and legs. Davies blocked him every time but James 

wasn’t discouraged. In fact, a grin began to skate across his face. He continued to go after him, 

opting for a full offensive attack. With every cut and remise and fleche that he made his grin 

widened. He was on the edge of full-blown cockiness when Jack suddenly took a step back, 

tossed his foil from his right hand to his left, and flashed his own grin.  
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What followed was a series of such quick blows that James had to rely on instinct to 

block them all. It took him about three seconds to realize that Jack had been going easy on him. 

He’s left-handed! At first he felt embarrassment; then he felt anger. Not at Jack, but at himself 

for his arrogant swaggering. And you thought you were a first-class fencer, he thought, 

reprimanding himself. Shows what you know. 

Despite his best efforts he couldn’t hold off Jack for long—eventually Davies’ foil 

slashed at his neck, stopping an inch away, and their match was over. James nodded at his friend, 

admitting defeat, and they both sagged into heavy breathing.  

Over the next several weeks James focused on channeling the “raw fight.” Every day 

their instructor started the session with drills. They’d line up in two rows in their white uniforms, 

and Trancheal would stand at the head and call out a sequence of moves. “Parry. Riposte. Bind. 

Cross. Flick. Thrust!” They’d start slow at first, enacting one move at a time, then gradually 

speeding up the sequence until it was pure instinct that guided their arms.   

James was surprised at how he came to look forward to class, since he had only been 

mildly interested in fencing at Eton. Every time he picked up the foil he felt like a swashbuckler 

when he sliced the steel through the air. When they paired up to duel, the conversation between 

the blades thrilled him, especially when he sensed he had the upper hand. With every lunge and 

froissement and dépassement he gained confidence, learning from his mistakes and always 

striving to be unpredictable. He switched partners daily to get a feel for different fighting styles, 

and to discover how to defeat guys of different heights and strengths.  

Two-dimensional swooning maidens glanced coyly at these fencing skirmishes day in 

and day out from the walls and ceilings of the Painted Hall but didn’t bat an eyelash. These 
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women were used to battles, as Greek and Roman mythology were chock full of them. From 

their advantageous spots they could look at the trials of man with a detached air.  

The men’s shoes tapped and flapped and echoed across the floor, which was patterned 

with squares of black and grey marble. Saint George trampled the dragon of Catholicism on the 

north wall, too distracted with his own bout of fighting to pay attention to their scuffles.  

Sunlight streamed through the high arched windows, illuminating portraits of Lieutenant-

Governors, Admirals, and Captains that lined the walls. Over the two hour session the sun 

gradually set, first casting long shadows on the marble floor as the lithe fighters rippled and 

shifted, and then finally tucking its head beneath the horizon. When the room had to be lit up 

with the electric lamps the men knew that class was almost over.  

They had an hour to clean up, which meant a whole bunch of sweaty guys jostled for the 

washrooms, and then supper was served promptly at eight o’clock during which announcements, 

reminders, and changes were broadcast for all to hear. Meat and vegetables were the staples of 

the meal, and every once in a while they were given fruit tarts for dessert.  

James’ plan for befriending all of the other officer candidates didn’t exactly go as he had 

hoped. He found many to be snobbish brownnosers, while the rest of them were boorish and dull 

philistines. All of them except for Jack Llewelyn Davies.  

He was cultured and mannered, and he joked that growing up with four brothers had 

taught him everything he needed to know in life. James fancied their connection was also due to 

the fact that Jack had become an orphan, as his mother had passed away recently. Though Jack 

had had sixteen glorious years with her, the idea of not having a mother was tragic, and James 

liked to imagine the two of them as lost boys without anyone to love or care for them, forced to 

make their way in the world by the skill of their hands and the strength of their backs. Of course, 
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that was less than the truth since Jack was in the care of several guardians and James had his 

father and Maggie, though we mustn’t deny James his vivid pockets of imagination.  

In his wild fantasies, James saw himself as the modern Odysseus, the contemporary 

Aeneas, the present day Jason: crafty, strong, valiant—the natural-born leader. He was an officer, 

and he would earn his place amongst the great names of Perseus and Hector and the Spartan 

general Lysander. Like Theseus, he would battle the Minotaur—the Great War, this War To End 

All Wars—and he would come out of the fray victorious.  

With each day that passed, chock full of training and military tactics and techniques, the 

feeling that he was following in the footsteps of great men grew and grew. His fantasies moved 

out of the realm of classical literature and into real life, latching on to grand historical figures. He 

would sit in class and daydream about destroying his enemies like Leonidas I, showing he was as 

clever as Caesar, conquering like Alexander the Great, being as brilliant a strategist as Hannibal, 

overcoming unfavorable odds like Spartacus, and possessing bravery to rival Richard “the 

Lionheart.” He borrowed Sun Tzu’s The Art of War from the onsite library and memorized his 

teachings on strategy and espionage, positioning and unpredictability.   

James would often have these flights of imagination when he was in the common area of 

their dormitory and trying to study. Because he already had seven years of naval knowledge from 

his time at Osborne, Jack volunteered to help James with understanding the more obscure 

concepts, and to keep him from getting distracted. Jack could often be seen rubbing his finger 

along the groove in his chin whenever he was deep in thought, and James liked the habit as it 

gave his friend the look of a philosopher. Jack became an informal tutor, and their study sessions 

in the evening often led to impromptu games of chess in the common room after they had 
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finished reviewing but were reluctant to head off to bed. As a small token of thanks for Jack’s 

help, James liked to let him win most of the games.  

Every naval student was restricted to their quarters by ten at night, and after a chess battle 

Jack and James were in bed before half past.  

 

With the packed days, there was little to no time to be bored and the weeks passed 

quickly. Because the war was in full swing by this time and Britain needed fighting men as soon 

as possible, classes were also held on Saturdays, but Sundays were the glorious days of rest.  

As representatives of what Fine English Gentlemen should look like, the officers were 

required to show their loyalty to the Church of England and attend a service every Sunday 

morning at nine. For James, the mandatory service took some getting used to, as his father had 

never been a very religious man and only sporadically attended, when he didn’t have anything 

important to do Sunday mornings or was tired of Maggie harping on him to get his “sinful self” 

down to St. George Church, which was within walking distance of their home. Due to his own 

distaste for religion, Jasper rarely insisted that James attend, even while he was away at Eton. 

The Church of England is a crutch for those who can’t stand on their own, Jasper was fond of 

saying. James was indifferent about the whole matter, so he never complained about having a 

few extra hours Sunday morning to read poetry while most of his housemates were at the college 

chapel.  

The Chapel of Saint Peter and Saint Paul was located in Queen Mary Court and was 

decorated just as beautifully as the Painted Hall. James knew this because he often found himself 

analyzing the architecture and admiring the painting when he should have been listening to the 

vicar.  
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The altar was flanked by two sets of Corinthian-style columns, the dark brown pews were 

a wonderful old wood that creaked when you made the slightest shift in posture, and balconies of 

raised seating were along both sides. The floor was a pattern of white and black cut marble, with 

the middle shaped into the befitting design of an anchor and rope. Behind the altar was a painting 

of Saint Paul’s shipwreck on the Island of Malta, but the highlight of the room for James was the 

flat ceiling. 

It was coffered all along the border, and in its middle were large circles, with rings of 

smaller circles within those. The ceiling itself was a light blue, with patterns of honeysuckle and 

lotus twining their way along any open spaces, but the decorations were all gilt in the most 

ostentatious and eye-catching manner. The circles held his attention the most, as he could see 

something new in them every time. They were rings of popped bubbles; they were sea sponges; 

they were flowers with sprays of stamen shooting down. He liked to imagine that he was looking 

at the heavens in all their machinations, planets and moons and stars rotating around the central 

sun. 

It was tricky to get a good look at the ceiling since any blatant craning of the neck would 

have surely drawn the attention of the vicar and his fellow officers alike, so he had to use subtle 

motions—the cracking of his neck, a combined hand and head gesture of praise, etc.—to get a 

good view of it.  

After the service was over and they filed out of the creaky pews to the wheezing sound of 

the organ, James always liked to look at the life-sized statues of Faith, Hope, and Charity in the 

vestibule as he shuffled out the door, saving a special wink for Meekness, whose name had been 

covered up because it was not considered an appropriate virtue for fighting sailors who were 

supposed to be learning bravery. 
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After church they had the day to themselves and a large brunch was served in the dining 

hall. It was buffet style so the men loaded their plates with hardboiled eggs, summer sausage, 

baked beans, mushrooms, fried bread, cold cuts of ham, tuna salad, brie cheese, red onions, and 

soup.  

James usually took his time eating and then headed down to Greenwich Pier, right along 

the front of the college, and read a book. The onsite library on the premises allowed him to check 

out as many books as he wanted, and he often found an uninhibited dock to sit on, dangled his 

feet over the rotting wood, and recited poetry verses to the Thames. When he was feeling 

particularly sentimental he would reread One Hundred Poems of Kabir, though most of the time 

it remained in the suitcase under his bed.  

Dinner was served at the usual time, eight o’clock, and the cooks usually prepared 

something special for the Lord’s Day. Sometimes it was pork tenderloin, steak and kidney 

pudding, or lamb with fresh mint. When it was a classic like bangers and mash, the conversations 

usually ended up revolving around family as it made some guys a little homesick, especially if 

they had had to travel to London to attend the Royal Naval College and didn’t have any local 

relatives.  

Sometimes a group of the guys would go to a nearby pub after dinner to grab a pint or 

two, but they never stayed out late.  

Come Monday the cycle started all over again.  

 

Chapter 14 
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One rainy Tuesday he was sitting around with his fellow officers at low tea when he was 

told he had a visitor. Surprised, he rose quickly from the table and made his way to the foyer of 

the college.  

For a brief instant he allowed himself to hope that his father had come to talk to him 

before he deployed, but when he turned the corner he saw that it was Maggie. She stood there 

holding an envelope, and a relieved grin broke across her face. 

“Maggie how are you?” he asked, embracing her in a quick hug. 

“I’m fine James, just fine.”  

“Would you care to take tea with me?” She looked a little uncomfortable in the grand 

room, their every word darting in echoes, so he gently took her by the elbow and led her back to 

the dining hall to a vacant table. Once they were seated, James signaled to one of the servers who 

quickly brought out a full tea set, complete with finger sandwiches.  

They talked about the weather, about his classes, about her herb garden, and about the 

merits of a fine Battenburg cake with tea, until James finally got up the courage to ask her the 

question he had been thinking every since she arrived.  

“How is father doing?” 

Maggie had been expecting the question, and during the ride over had carefully 

constructed her answer. She hated the fissure that had grown between Jasper and James, but 

knew that it wasn’t her business to get involved. Despite working for the Rabier family for going 

on twenty years, she knew that she had to stay out of the matter. “He is very busy with a case 

right now, a human rights lawsuit.”  

They both left it at that.  

“I brought you something.” She pushed the envelope across the table to James.  
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He picked it up, noting the bulge in its middle and the rustling sound that swished back 

and forth when he tilted it. Across the top was written James in a beautiful fluid script. 

“I found this in our box the other day, with the rest of the post. I had no way of knowing 

who it came from without opening it…” 

He shook the contents of the envelope to one side and in a fluid motion ripped off an inch 

from the other end. Squeezing it, he peered inside. A piece of paper was wrapped around 

something shiny, and he tilted the envelope until a large silver heart on a long chain fell into the 

palm of his hand. He immediately recognized it as Moira’s locket—the one she never took off, 

the one she fiddled with when she was nervous or embarrassed. Before he looked at it properly 

he pulled out the note that had been tucked in with it. In her tiny, beautiful writing she had 

penned a short poem. 

 

No matter where you go, 

No matter what you do, 

This heart of mine forevermore 

Belongs only to you. 

 

His heart skipped a beat with disbelief. (It might have been two.)  

It was a simple poem, but to him it spoke volumes. He remembered Moira telling him 

that her grandmother had been most insistent about the locket staying in the family, and yet she 

had given it to him.  

He looked at it more closely—it was a finely crafted heart with delicate black filigree 

scrolled on both sides. He carefully opened it with his thumbnail and inside was the tiny winter 
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jasmine bloom that he had placed in her hair the day they said goodbye. Its bright yellow petals 

had dried and turned a dull yellow-brown, and they looked so delicate that he carefully snapped 

the locket shut. He couldn’t bear to look at it at that moment, but he didn’t want to harm it either. 

Maggie seemed to understand that this was a personal matter and had politely averted her 

gaze when he was discovering the contents of the envelope, choosing instead to look at the 

smattering of officers who were downing the remainder of a pot of tea.  

James tucked the poem and the locket into his breast pocket and then offered Maggie 

another cup of the strong brew, signaling that she could again direct her focus to their table. She 

politely accepted, but as they sipped their tea the conversation ebbed and flowed unevenly.  

When Maggie finally mentioned that she better be going and James walked her to the 

foyer, she turned suddenly to face him and said, “I watch him, you know—as he moves from 

room to room, and I can tell that he’s lonely there all by himself.”  

James hadn’t expected the conversation to return to his father. “He’s not alone, he has 

you, Maggie.”  

“I’m not his son, though.” She looked up at him with sympathetic eyes. “He’ll come 

around, just you wait.”  

 

James waited for weeks but his father never visited him. He eventually accepted that this 

would be the state of things when he sailed away from Britain. He had hoped that they could 

have some sort of conversation, even if it was just about the weather, so that the air between 

them could become less polluted; but it looked as if that was not to be.  

When James was in a good mood and he thought about the situation, he was benevolent 

and imagined that his father just didn’t know how to form the words that would bring them 
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closer together. During the foul moods he had, he reminded himself that his father was a silver-

tongued lawyer and knew exactly the words to say, he just didn’t want to do it. Once, he 

imagined how sorry his father would be if he were to die in the war, and that gave him a small 

nugget of glee, knowing that it would be too late and his father would have to suffer for the rest 

of his life with the remorse and guilt of losing his only child. 

This was how their relationship had always been, and it seemed like it would be that way 

until the end of time—conflicting emotions, things left unsaid, hurt feelings, a vacuum where 

love should have thrived, and a wall of pride that solidly prevented either of them from throwing 

up the white flag.  

 He continued to carry around Moira’s poem and necklace, unsure of how he felt about 

them. It had been a shock, seeing that Moira still thought about him when she had been the one 

to dismiss him, and he had been trying so hard to forget about her. And the poem—it had been 

the perfect touch in James’ eyes. The only question that remained was if the heart that Moira 

spoke of was a reference to the thundering one in her chest—meaning she still loved him—or if 

it literally meant the heart locket—in which case it seemed more like a parting gift.  

 He didn’t allow himself to hope that it was the former. 

 

Chapter 15 

A week after Maggie’s visit, Commander Lang asked to speak to James and a few of the 

other officer-candidates after their morning classes. They waited until the other men filed out of 

the room and then he motioned for the four of them, including Jack, to gather at the front of the 

room with him.   
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“The standard training time here at the Royal Naval College is around three months. 

You’ve only been here for a little over half of that time, but someone much higher up than I am 

claims to have work for you that just can’t wait. You ship out within a fortnight.”  

Several eyebrows rose in surprise. 

“To make up for this lost time, you’re going to need to learn as much as you can before 

you leave, and as fast as you can, or you’re going to have a severe disadvantage when you get in 

combat situations. I will not allow you to use a lack of time as an excuse. Any questions?” 

James was excited, hyped that there was forward motion. He raised his hand and 

Commander Lang called on him. “Where are we going?” 

“Queenstown, Ireland for starters—that’s where you’re going to be assigned your ship, 

and receive some additional training on how to operate it. After that, who knows.”   

James was thrilled at the prospect of travel. He had never been to Ireland before, and had 

heard it was a beautiful country. He wondered if he would have any free time to explore. When 

Commander Lang dismissed them, he and Jack immediately began speculating as to what their 

post could be but none of them came up with any satisfactory scenarios. They resigned 

themselves to the mystery of it all, and to two weeks of cramming last minute knowledge into 

their hungry brains.  

 

The next day, James was told to report to the onsite tailor to get measured for his 

“working dress” uniform. He found the elderly man in a wide room in some distant corridor, 

shuffling amongst two sewing machines, scrap fabric, a three paneled mirror, and stacks of what 

appeared to be a crude inventory system.  
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Once he removed his jacket, James was ordered to stand up straight with his arms at his 

sides and remain still as the tailor measured the circumference of his chest, waist, hips, bicep, 

thigh, ankle, forehead, and the base of his neck. He let him break his “no movement” policy 

when he crooked James’ arm into a chicken wing and measured its length from the back of his 

neck down his shoulder, around his elbow, and down to his wrist bone. When he measured his 

inseam the tailor’s hand got uncomfortably close to James’ crotch and he had to resist the urge to 

swat the old man’s hand away. He ended with measuring the length of his legs and torso. 

After the tailor hurriedly jot down every measurement that he had been trying to 

remember by muttering the figures over and over to himself, James was directed to another room 

where he told an old lady, presumably the tailor’s wife, his shoe size and she retrieved for him a 

brand new pair of black leather shoes. He knew most of the midshipmen had been given second-

hand shoes, a few of them even missing laces, and James was grateful for the umpteenth time 

that he was an officer. She gave him the spiel about keeping them polished and scuff-free, and 

then he was allowed to go back to his dormitory. 

He was instructed to come back a week later to try on the uniform to make sure it fit 

properly. When he arrived he was handed the garment bag of clothes and told to go into the 

dressing room to assemble the uniform. As he undressed he looked at the pieces, washed and 

starched and ironed, and couldn’t wait to put them on. He started first with a white dress shirt, 

followed by standard navy blue pants. He cinched up a matching tie, and brushed off the low-

brimmed hat and carefully sat it on his head.  

Because winter was peeking around the corner, batting her snowflake-eyelashes, they had 

given him a long, double-breasted overcoat to ensure he stayed warm. It was the dark blue of all 

Navy uniforms, and felt like wool. He marveled at the two rows of gilt buttons running up the 
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torso, and he ran his fingers over their raised pattern, a crown atop an anchor. The shoulders 

were sewn with the insignia of a Lieutenant. As he slipped it on, the black sateen lining slick on 

his arms, he admired himself in the mirror and had two thoughts:  

The first was that J. Baker and Co. made a fine coat.  

The second was that he truly felt like an officer.  

He ran his hands over his chest and lifted his arms to make sure the overcoat fit well in 

the shoulders. On an impulse he cocked his cap at a jaunty angle and clasped his hands behind 

his back in an authoritative pose, pretending he was giving out an order. I am a Commodore…no, 

an Admiral! I am in charge of an entire fleet, and—  

The tailor called to him, wondering what was taking him so long, and James was awoken 

from his daydream. He emerged from the dressing room in his stockinged feet, and climbed up 

the raised platform in the middle of the fitting room so the tailor could see if the cuffs on his 

pants were the correct length.  

The man fussed and fretted and worried over the fabric, but finally decided that the 

measurements were okay. When James got back to his room, he hung up his uniform in its 

garment bag on one of the arms of the coat rack and stood there looking at it.  

At Eton he had felt constrained in its namesake suit, but now he had a fine naval uniform 

to wear. He had exchanged the broad starched collar for a high necked collar, the top hat for a 

naval cap, and the striped trousers for sturdy ones of wool. He had finished once and for all with 

the halls and cloisters of Eton. 

 

Over those two weeks James studied with a frenzy that he hadn’t felt since they had done 

a section on courtly love and chivalry his fourth year at Eton. Before he knew it, the eve before 



 106

their departure arrived and he found himself packing up his few earthly possessions into his 

monogrammed leather suitcase, and checking that his uniform was pressed and hanging correctly 

in the garment bag—he would wear it on the boat the next day.  

 They were given the night off to spend as they chose, so long as they reported to 

Greenwich Pier at eleven sharp the next morning. Most of the guys wanted to spend their last 

night in London with family, including Jack, so James called up Charles to see if he wanted to 

get a farewell pint or two. True to form, Charles, who never turned down a night of drinking, 

jumped at the idea and even offered to let James spend the night at his place since he knew he 

wouldn’t want to go home to his father.  

After dinner at eight, James said farewell to Commander Lang and the rest of the officers, 

gathered up his luggage, and took a cab to Charles’ house where he deposited said luggage. After 

the necessary greetings and How are you?s with his parents, the boys headed out for a night on 

the town. 

Charles and James arrived a little after eight in the southern district of Covent Garden, 

where their favorite pub was—the Lamb and Flag. The brick-building pub was one of the oldest 

in London (some said the oldest), and one of its most beloved. Once called the Bucket of Blood 

because of the bare-knuckle fights that used to be held there, the Lamb and Flag was tucked into 

a narrow alley off of Floral Street and was frequented by the locals. Besides the atmosphere, 

James also loved the place because the poet John Dryden had been attacked by rogues in the side 

alley on a cold December day in 1679. James liked to think that an attack on a fellow poet, even 

if it happened centuries ago, was an attack on him—and as a show of solidarity he insisted on 

drinking at the Lamb and Flag to show the world that poets refused to be frightened away from 

the place, that they had more mettle than that.  
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Once they entered, the boys had to push and shove their way to the bar where they 

ordered two pints of ale. The small place was crowded like always and with the jostling of 

elbows and the occasional spilled beer the place had a homey feel to it, especially with its low 

ceiling and dark oak panels. The crowd was particularly jovial that night with talk of the war, 

and most were congregating around the bar so the boys were able to find a wobbly table in a 

nook towards the back near the fireplace.  

As per their tradition, James gave the toast he always made before they drank—one of 

Dryden’s poems. “Happy the man, and happy he alone, he who can call today his own. He who 

secure within can say, tomorrow do thy worst, for I have lived today. Be fair or foul or rain or 

shine, the joys I have possessed, in spite of fate, are mine. Not heaven itself upon the past has 

power, but what has been, has been, and I have had my hour.” And with a hearty huzzah! and a 

clink of their glasses they drank thirstily.  

“So—” James began when he had temporarily quenched his thirst and set his glass down 

on the wobbly table. “When are you going to don a uniform and put that height to good use? 

Forget a gun—all you’d have to do is stand there and look menacing, and your six foot four inch 

frame would make every German in a fifty mile radius cower in fear.” James knew his height 

was a sensitive topic and loved ribbing him about it.  

“No war for me,” Charles said, ignoring the bait. “I put off making a decision for as long 

as I could, but last week I decided I’m going to Cambridge.”  

“Cambridge? Really? You barely passed your exams.”  

Charles playfully slugged James on the shoulder and James pretended to be in pain. “I 

interviewed there and at Oxford, but my dad went to Cambridge so of course that’s where he 

wants me to go, and mum’s behind the idea too. To ‘walk Trinity Street and marvel at the 
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architecture of King’s College Chapel’ was how he put it. Sounds glorious, doesn’t it,” Charles 

drearily intoned before taking a swig of ale.  

James didn’t know what to say. “Well, at least you’ll learn a heap of stuff.” 

Charles scoffed. “Don’t sugarcoat it. I’ll be stuck in a classroom while you’ll be off 

protecting and defending the cute girls of Belgium.”  

James chuckled. “I’m in the Navy, Charles—I’ll be on a bloody boat and won’t see any 

cute Belgium girls.” 

 “Ah, but when you go into port all the girls—Belgian, French, Scottish, Romanian, you 

name it—will take one look at your uniform and swoon.”  

“Yeah, let’s hope,” James said, but in that moment his mind skipped to thoughts of 

Moira.  

 After three more pints apiece they were thoroughly sloshed and decided they best get 

home. As they stumbled out of the pub, James focused on the wooden sign above the door. True 

to its name there was a prancing lamb and the old flag of England on it, with the latter supported 

by the former’s right hoof. But to James the lamb was marching to battle, waving the banner of 

its country and proudly proclaiming that it was a soldier. Out of respect he saluted it, then 

jumping as high as he could he smacked the sign and watched it pendulum back and forth, 

creaking.  

They wove through Floral Street, Long Acre, and Drury Lane, drunkenly singing the 

beloved Carmen Etonense—Eton’s traditional song dating from the 1800s.  

“Sonent voces omnium liliorum florem, digna prosequentium laude Fundatorem! 

Benefacti memores concinamus, qualis in alumnos indoles fuerit regalis.”  
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Though they were slurring the words, they imagined themselves to be singing the Latin 

with excellent pronunciation and fervor. In their heads they heard the marching tempo of the 

brass and strings and timpani accompanying the strong forceful words praising the founder of the 

college. 

Charles switched to singing the song in English and James followed. They had had so 

many years of the ancient language that they could switch between Latin and their native tongue 

without so much as a pause.  

“So long as kindly light cherishes the shores of England, may Eton flourish!” 

Someone shouted at them from a window to shut up.  

“She will flourish!” James yelled, completing the chorus.  

They guffawed to themselves, setting off a chorus of barking and yipping dogs. They did 

their best to finish the other two verses quietly as they stumbled home.  

Once in Charles’ bedroom, James slunk to the floor and his friend threw a blanket and a 

pillow at him. When Charles had turned off the light and they were settling in, James quietly 

asked his friend, “Will things ever be as great as they were at Eton?” 

“I don’t know,” Charles replied noncommittally, yawning.  

There was a long pause. “Do you think I’m going to make it home from this war?” 

But Charles was already asleep. 

 

Chapter 16 

 James got up the next morning before eight, nursing a headache and unable to sleep in. 

He donned his dapper uniform, woke up Charles who gave him a hearty hand clasp and a sleepy 

“Go kill some Boches,” and then left before Charles’ parents were even up. 
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 He walked the few blocks to one of his favorite cafés, a small place with large windows 

that looked out on the bustle of London. He spent almost all of the money he had on him for tea 

and a hearty breakfast, saving just enough for the cab fare to Greenwich Pier. He knew his ample 

officer’s pay was kicking into effect that very day, so he wasn’t worried about saving money for 

the long run. He ate leisurely, knowing he had time to kill.  

When he had finished and paid the bill he thought about visiting Kensington Gardens one 

last time but decided against it, not ready to see the bench where he had lately sat with Moira and 

unwilling to dredge up those memories. Instead, he took the cab to Greenwich Pier and stood 

there on the docks with his suitcase at his feet, gazing out at the Thames and watching the boats 

pass each other in a game of leapfrog.   

He tried not to think about all of the possible lasts that he had experienced that 

morning—the last look at x shop, the last smell of y food, the last walk along z road—and when 

he slipped into that vein of thought he tacked on until the war is over to the end of the phrase so 

that it didn’t seem so ominous.  

He was standing there composing a poem about the way sunlight looks through the 

canvas of a sail when he heard footsteps behind him and turned around to see who it was. 

Commander Lang was walking along the pier, wearing the only clothing James had ever seen 

him in—his naval uniform—and carrying a sheathed sword at his side.  

“Don’t you have classes this morning, Commander Lang?” James blurted out, before he 

thought about what he was saying. “I mean—good morning, sir!” and he saluted him. 

The Commander chuckled and seemed unoffended. “I brought you something.” He held 

out the sword before him with both hands, offering it to James. 
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James started to reach out for it but then dropped his hand. “You brought me a sword? I 

didn’t think you knew who I was.” 

Commander Lang smiled. “I observe more than I let on. I talked to your fencing 

instructor and he agreed that you are great with a blade. But,” he said, drawing the word out, “he 

noticed you didn’t have one of your own. So from the Royal Naval College at Greenwich to 

you…” and he proffered the sword again. 

This time James didn’t hesitate and grasped the sword, pulling it out of its sheath in one 

smooth motion. It had a solid steel bowl guard that wrapped around his hand, which clutched a 

ribbed handle designed for a strong grip. The blade was rapier-like, designed for thrusting rather 

than cutting, and it was decorated with an ornate pattern of engraving that tapered off as it 

traveled down the blade. It was beautiful, and deadly, and all his. 

And to think that he had made fun of Mr. Trancheal’s enunciated T’s.  

He thanked Commander Lang, transferring the blade to his left hand so he could shake 

with his right, and then returned it to its sheath.  

“Good luck Lieutenant Rabier,” he said. They exchanged a salute and then James 

watched the Commander walk up from the pier to the school and disappear inside a building. It 

felt odd not to be following him. He should be in class himself, learning about some obscure 

naval tradition or how to tie fifteen different knots. He had gotten so used to the routine at the 

college that it was hard to break it.  

Jack arrived soon after Commander Lang left, and after James showed off his sword they 

chatted about how they had spent their last evenings in London. James boasted about his 

drinking episode with Charles, and Jack talked about the large get-together he had had with his 

four brothers—George, Peter, Michael, and Nico—and their grandmother, two uncles, a family 
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friend who was a playwright, and their nurse. George and Peter had become officers in the 

British Army, so it was a farewell party for all three of them. James was a little jealous that 

Jack’s family had made such a to-do about his leaving, though he tried not to let it show.  

The other two men—William and Franklin—came about an hour later but since they 

were two of the snobbish brownnosers that James had hated at the college, he talked to them as 

little as possible. 

Finally, a medium-sized boat pulled up to the docks and an older man motioned for them 

to climb aboard. The Royal Navy had given them travel warrants and arranged for them to hitch 

a ride on a merchant ship, newly clad with iron sides and mounted guns, though they weren’t 

expecting any conflicts along the route they were taking.  

A father and son ran the ship and they pretty much kept to themselves, making sure 

things were running smoothly and keeping the boat in the deepest waters. As the four passengers 

were officers and knew very little about the actual maintenance of a ship, they tried to help out 

whenever possible but usually kept to themselves, chatting about what they hoped was awaiting 

them in Queenstown. 

They followed the current of the snaking Thames east, the river getting wider and wider 

the further they traveled. They finally reached its yawning mouth and spilled out into the calm 

ocean. It was a rare sunny day, the waves rolling with ease and a few gulls swooping and gliding 

close to the fishing vessels scattered in the delta. Once they had cleared the cape they traveled 

clockwise around the bottom of England through the English Channel, and then up St. George’s 

Channel between Wales and Ireland. They reached Cork Harbour five days after their departure 

date, navigating around the trail of islands in its middle to pull into the docks at Queenstown 

around ten o’clock at night.   



 113

It was pitch black except for lanterns that were staggered up and down the pier and at the 

end of each dock, emitting small orange glows. The sound of a bell reached them and was 

magnified by the water, its clanking jarring on their ears. James caught a faint whiff of meat and 

guessed that there was at least one tavern nearby, open for a late-night meal.  

A thirty-something man was waiting for them when they disembarked, wearing a 

checkered waistcoat and a garish tweed jacket instead of a formal uniform. The tweed was the 

color Dirt interwoven with strands of green Sick, and it was unraveling at every hem line—it 

really was quite horrid. James, the newly made finicky dresser, was appalled at his clothing 

choice.  

He greeted the four of them with crinkled, smiling eyes and a firm handshake, his thick 

Irish accent dominating his words. “How do you do there? Long voyage?” He seemed friendly 

but it was clear he wasn’t expecting an answer, just asking to be polite.  

The men thanked the merchant and his son who were anchoring their boat to the dock 

with thick ropes, and then they began walking with the Irishman down the wood-slatted pier. He 

halted all of a sudden and James, who was following close behind, almost stepped on his heels.  

The man turned around with a question in his eyes. “If it’d please, I’d like to show you 

the ladies you’ll be on for the next months. Yes?” 

It took James a second to realize ladies meant ships. He subtly shared a grin with Jack, 

and though it was late and they were tired, all four of them nodded and muttered in assent. They 

had been told nothing specific about their business here in Queenstown, only that they were 

going to receive additional training and be assigned to a ship. Now they were apparently going to 

be given their specific posts, and were curious as to what they were. Their beds could wait a little 

while longer. 
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They walked west along the pier, passing ships and boats and dinghies of various sizes. 

They had names like Luck o’ the Irish, Mo Ghile Mear, Inisfree, and An Faoiléan, which Mr. 

Tweed (who still had yet to introduce himself) said meant “the seagull.” At last they arrived at 

the end of the pier. 

Two medium-sized ships were tethered to the docks, their sails deflated and dropping in 

the still night air. Moonlight shone over their wood, casting them in a strange purple-grey pallor. 

Their prows jutted up in steep angles, looking like salutes to the moon, and the creaking of their 

shifting planks from the onslaught of waves was like a forgotten song, eerie yet familiar. Neither 

of them had a name painted on their hulls.  

“These are three-masted topsail schooners—a tern, we call it—built at the turn of the 

century,” the man with the tweed coat began, chuckling at his pun. “One hundred and twenty-

two feet and six inches from fore to aft. Made of iron, steel, and wood. As you probably know by 

now, we’ve been having problems with those blasted U-boats from Germany.” 

 James remembered reading about the submarines in the paper one morning in Greenwich. 

They had been attacking both supply ships and military vessels, and had done quite a bit of 

damage so far. 

 “Their stealth gives them an advantage, and they’ve been sneaking up on our smaller 

fleets and unmanned cargo vessels and letting loose a few torpedoes before we can even react. 

So we created these fine ladies…” 

James wasn’t impressed. They looked like normal ships, with wooden hulls, sails, rope… 

In fact, they looked very similar to the one they had just traveled on from London. How were 

these simple ships going to stand up to all-metal submarines with torpedoes? James remarked on 

their Spartan appearance to Mr. Tweed, who looked proud of the fact.  
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“These, m’boys, are decoy vessels. They’re Q-ships, named after their city of origin, right 

here in Queenstown,” he said with pride. “They look like your normal merchant ships and you 

fly the flag of a neutral country, so for all the Germans know you’re carrying a cargo of baked 

beans or rubber or tobacco, when in fact you have a cargo of balsa wood and cork so you can 

stay afloat even if they torpedo you. Not to mention you’re gussied up with two twelve pounders 

and a Lewis gun.” He was getting excited and started gesticulating with his hands.  

“Now note that even though I said you’re flying the flag of a neutral country, those damn 

Boches are still going to try to take you down—for your supplies, or just to watch your ship 

burn. So what you have to do is make them believe you’re surrendering—you need to lure them 

to the surface—and then when they’re drawn in, BAM!” He clapped his hands together and even 

the echo was loud. “We bring out our own guns, and the tables are turned.” 

James was confused. “What’s to keep them from just staying submerged and wiping us 

out with a torpedo?” 

“Ah,” Mr. Tweed said, “this is where simple math comes into play. The U-boats only 

carry so many torpedoes, and they’re expensive to manufacture, so if they think you’re not a 

threat they’ll come to the surface to use their deck gun.” 

Mr. Tweed made it seem so simple but James wasn’t fooled. This seemed like a 

complicated cat and mouse game, where strategy would be the most valuable aspect and blunt 

force much lower on the list.  

“Ah, look at these lovely ladies,” the Irish man intoned. “They’re real beauts. Makes me 

wish I was married.”  

When he looks at ships he thinks of matrimony? They remind him of women? James 

thought. He’s a nutter, how’d he get put in charge of training here? 
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Jack seemed to read his mind. “So are you an admiral, or something, sir?” he asked, 

trying to be respectful. 

He chuckled but it came out as more of a choking sound. “Oh no, I’m just in charge of 

their maintenance. I was told to fetch you. You’ll get all the information tomorrow,” and he 

flicked a hand in the air as a dismissal for any other questions they might have.  

The place they were staying at was apparently within walking distance because Mr. 

Tweed just took off down the road, and the four of them followed silently behind, looking for all 

the world like a mother duck and her luggage-schlepping brood. They encountered hardly 

anyone on the walk—only a man leading a horse by the reins—though James had been right 

about the taverns nearby and could hear laughter and voices spilling forth from their glowing 

windows and open doors.  

The headquarters, or whatever they were supposed to call it, was only about fifteen 

minutes down the coast of the harbour. It was obviously a converted house, with white-washed 

walls, a smattering of windows, and even a welcome mat in front of the bright red door, 

illuminated by the porch lantern. Flowerbeds stretched all along the perimeter with thick stems 

of stock and winter heliotrope, clusters of white yarrow, and periwinkle and yellow pansies. The 

original owners had had seven children, and seven fairies had been born in those flowerbeds, but 

now their soil lay dormant with no baby’s laughter to enwomb itself in the rich earth. James 

noted that the house had an actual roof, compared to many of the neighboring houses which only 

had thick layers of thatching. Inside were a large kitchen, a dining room, a sitting room with 

walls of books, two washrooms, and a hallway of bedrooms.  

They had to double up and William and Franklin were quick to claim the only remaining 

bedroom overlooking the street, which was fine with James and Jack who chose a secluded room 
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towards the end of the hallway. Most of the other rooms had been accounted for, assumingly by 

other officers, though it was impossible to confirm that because the doors were all shut and their 

occupants sleeping.   

James flopped onto his bed, mussing his fancy dress uniform, but Jack took the time to 

hang his up right. “I’d love to investigate Queenstown. Do you think we’ll get any free time to 

explore?” the former asked the latter. 

Jack looked at him with his St. Bernard eyes as if he was a little nuts. “James, you’re not 

here on holiday, so no, you will not get to ‘explore,’ you’re working.” 

James sighed in disappointment and heaved himself up to get ready for bed. “Not even a 

little bit?” 

Jack’s silence told him his answer.  

“A pleasant sleep!” Mr. Tweed called to them down the hallway, and then disappeared 

into the kitchen to have a late night snack of cheese, just as the grandfather clock in the sitting 

room was striking midnight.  

 

Chapter 17 

They were awoken the next morning by the smells of frying bacon and steeping tea, and 

the house was full of thumps and creaks as the men washed their faces and dressed before 

breakfast. When Jack and James arrived in the dining room the table’s seats were almost all 

occupied, and a squat woman wearing spectacles and a grease stained apron was carefully 

tending the pans and skillets on the stove that contained their breakfast. William had arrived at 

the table a couple of minutes ahead of them, so when James and Jack sat down he made the 

introductions for the five other men, whose names James promptly forgot.  
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When Mr. Tweed came in and kissed the woman at the stove, James had three 

revelations: The first was that the bespectacled lady was his wife, which he confirmed by getting 

a good look at the gold bands on their ring fingers. The second was that they owned the house 

and were using it as a sort of boardinghouse for officers. The third was that Mr. Tweed had 

spoken of how he wished he was married—which he obviously was—which meant he was now, 

beyond a doubt, a total nutter.  

The wife of Mr. Tweed—let’s call her Mrs. Tweed, though she was fortunately not 

dressed like her husband—served them big platefuls of food and then sat down herself, but no 

one was eating. She had placed the best of the food and the biggest portion not in front of her 

husband, but on a plate in front of the empty chair at the head of the table. James wondered if 

they were supposed to say some sort of prayer before the meal and was wracking his brains to 

think of one when he noticed the others were looking at the door. So he too started looking at the 

door, waiting for someone to come through it. Nothing happened.  

“Are you expecting someone?” James finally asked.  

“We’re waiting for the Captain,” a guy across the table from him whispered, a sixteenth 

note of fear in his words.  

The other officers nodded. The Tweeds seemed to be content to wait too. James stared at 

his plate, watching as less and less steam rose off the food. He poked at the blood pudding and 

the eggs, which were getting rubbery. He hated cold food. 

“Well, I’m going to eat!” he declared, and just as he was shoveling in a forkful of eggs 

the door opened and a large man with broad shoulders and a solid-looking torso that reminded 

James of a Roman legionnaire’s shield stepped across the threshold with a brisk step.  
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He was taking off his hat when he saw James eating. In a cutting voice he said, “I guess 

someone’s new around here,” and hung up his jacket. He was wearing the naval uniform that 

James was familiar with, one very similar to his own, though at the ends of the long sleeves were 

the four bars and a loop signifying his higher rank. He wore it with an air of entitlement that 

irritated James.  

True to form, James didn’t know he was digging his grave and unwittingly unearthed 

another six inches when he said, “At Greenwich, Commander Lang told us that a commanding 

officer should always put his men first.” James took a bite of bacon and crunched it around a bit, 

looking to Jack for confirmation, but in the presence of a superior officer Jack had grown silent 

and obedient, no doubt a product from his years of training. 

 “This means they eat first,” he continued, unfazed, “they receive medical treatment first, 

and so on and so forth.” He said it as if it was the simplest thing in the world, but the Captain 

was obviously not on the same page.  

“That commander barely warrants the name, then, if he polluted you with thoughts of 

nobility and sacrifice. I’m a captain—a rank above commander and three above your rank of 

lieutenant, if you’ve forgotten,” he said with a patronizing tone, “—and as I rank higher than you 

I will always receive the first and the best because I am more valuable to the Royal Navy than 

you are. And I will be obeyed.” 

James had never responded well to orders—some people could blindly follow them, 

could accept that they were in a low slot in a hierarchy, but that wasn’t James. When confronted 

with an order from a person he didn’t respect, he only grew angry. Even worse, he often felt the 

need to blatantly defy it. 

James took a bite of his fried potatoes. 
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The eyes of the other men around the table grew wide, scarcely believing that he was so 

brazen. James didn’t notice, though, as his eyes were locked with his opponent’s down at the 

head of the table. 

The Captain was as stony and cold as marble when he slowly walked down to where 

James was seated, picked up his plate, returned to his seat, and scraped its contents onto his 

already heaping pile of food.  

James’ eyes were sparking from their forget-me-not blue into little fireballs of red as he 

fought to control his temper. He was about to open his mouth and release a torrent of foul 

language when he caught an elbow in the ribs from Jack and the fellow across the table stomped 

hard on his foot. The clear translation was: Shut up! 

James resigned himself to glowering at the Captain as the table said grace over the food 

and his fellow officers practically poured the contents of their plates down their throats, eager to 

escape the tension of the dining room.  

He knew he was on the Captain’s blacklist, but at the moment didn’t care.  

 

That changed when they walked to the docks after breakfast and got down to the nitty-

gritty of the Q-ships. The Captain—Captain Bartholomew Brandon Quincy to be precise—made 

the effort to demoralize James in every way possible, every single day.  

Snide remarks were not beneath him, and neither were jabs at James’ appearance. When 

Captain Quincy quizzed them on the particular function of a part of the ship or asked them to 

recite a procedure step by step, he more often than not called on James, especially if it was a 

particularly hard question. Instead of asking for a volunteer to demonstrate a task, the Captain 

could be relied on to order James to do it.  
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James had never been one to lie down and take abuse but he knew he had to be subtle 

about his rebellion. There was no way he wanted to get kicked out of the RNVR before he had 

even seen some action, so he did as he was told, taking the abuse and giving it back whenever he 

could with an underhanded remark here and a smug, perfect answer there.  

Every morning before they broke their fast he continued his habit of keeping up with the 

news, though the local paper was less focused on the war than The Times of London had been. 

After Mrs. Tweed’s hearty meal they walked down to the docks, playing the game of who could 

spot the most Irish lasses—the girls pretended to have business down near the pier so they could 

glimpse the men in their dress uniforms, and they weren’t so subtle about it. Queenstown itself 

sloped up and away from the cove as if riding the giant waves of the hills that rippled outward. 

They passed rows of nearly identical houses with sharply angled roofs and walls painted in earth 

tones. St. Colman’s Cathedral rose majestically behind them, its grey stone and stained glass 

looking cold and formal.  

They reported to the ship at nine o’clock and were trained by Captain Quincy and 

sometimes Mr. Tweed, when he was needed to explain the details of the maintenance of the ship. 

While the schooling at the Royal Naval College in Greenwich had mainly consisted of classroom 

instruction for James, Queenstown was much more hands-on. 

The main focus of their lessons was anti-submarine warfare. James pored over maps of 

where U-boats had been sighted so that he would know where to troll the waters and which 

neutral country’s flag to fly based on the trading routes of that area. In small groups they moved 

the figurines of ships across a large, painted board that was used to show fleet formation and the 

appropriate way to approach and retreat from a battle.  
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 They were taught tactics and strategy, which was an exercise in memory and math. James 

learned how to plug in figures—number of u-boats, their distance away, their guns, your guns, 

time of day, weather conditions, etc.—into a mental formula to determine the appropriate course 

of action. At first he found it hard to keep everything straight, but with repetition came the ability 

to rattle off the number or specific maneuver in an instant.  

 They got a tour of one of the ships, starting on the deck. They learned the names of the 

three masts and their nine sails, and the differences between the many spars. The deck house 

behind the helm was pointed out to them, and they learned how to release the lifeboat suspended 

from the stern in case of emergencies.  

They filed down a narrow set of stairs to go below deck, and they explored the fore 

castle, or the “fo’c’sle” as Mr. Tweed liked to call it, which was where the midshipmen had their 

“bunks and trunks”—another phrasing courtesy of the maintenance man. The three officers had 

quarters towards the aft of the ship, separated from their men by a kitchen and dining area. James 

and Jack would be sharing a room and Captain Quincy had one to himself. As James ran his 

hands over the mahogany paneling he noticed it was warped in some places but otherwise in 

good condition; he inspected the kitchen, which was scrubbed spotless, and was impressed that 

the beds were already made. He wondered if they were signs that they would soon be shipping 

out.  

 A hatch behind the staircase revealed the final sub-layer of the Q-ship. It was the cargo 

hold, and a poorly lit one at that. It contained the cork and balsa wood that Mr. Tweed had told 

them about, as well as the controls for the backup diesel engine. The control room was choc full 

of wheels and dials and gauges with undulating needles measuring who knew what—

undoubtedly temperature and pressure and such, but for what parts of the ship and what the 
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readings meant, whether they were good or bad, James could only guess. He hoped with every 

fiber of his being that when he was assigned a post he wouldn’t be stuck down here in the dark 

and damp, supervising some man who in turn would be supervising these boring dials. He 

wanted to be above deck, in the sunshine and the wind, keeping an eye peeled for the vicious 

Germans in their U-boats.  

 

Chapter 18 

The biggest surprise came one afternoon when the officers were aboard the Q-ships. They 

were being taught how to have a sharp eye for the maintenance of the ships and were analyzing 

the two of them literally plank by plank, searching for defects, loose parts, missing components, 

rust, rot, and general wear and tear.  

Captain Quincy and Mr. Tweed were off in a corner, their heads and shoulders arched 

towards each other as they whispered quietly. The Captain seemed agitated, unhappy, but Mr. 

Tweed was not letting him off easy and would step forward every time the Captain made to back 

away. Finally the Captain threw his hands up in exasperation and stalked away with all of his 

intimidating brawn. Mr. Tweed made his way over to where James was bent over, checking bolts 

to ensure they were ringed with washers, while secretly watching the two interact.  

“Congratulations,” the Irishman said. “You have been promoted to Lieutenant 

Commander.” 

“What?” James gasped, straightening up like a blade released from a pocketknife. “What 

do you— Why have—” 

“Calm down,” Mr. Tweed said, putting a heavy hand on his shoulder to keep him still. 

“We need you to lead the panic party.” 
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James had so many questions darting around in his head like bees in a hive, but he forced 

himself to start with the most important one. “What is the panic party?” 

 Mr. Tweed explained to him that when the U-boat surfaced it would fire warning shots to 

give the “merchant” crew time to evacuate the ship before they destroyed it. It would be James’ 

job to pretend to be the captain of the ship, to rally a select group of the men—dubbed the panic 

party—and lead them in the farce of looking properly terrorized as they ran to the lifeboat and 

piled in. Once they had been lowered to the water they would make like they were rowing 

towards the U-boat to surrender, but James would gauge the situation and steer them slightly off 

course so that when the rest of the crew—who was hidden onboard—popped up and started 

firing on the U-boat with their twelve pounders, they wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire.  

As Mr. Tweed spoke, the idea grew more and more on James. Sure, he could have looked 

at it for what it was—a job with little responsibility and no role in the main fight, because he was 

a new recruit and inexperienced and his superiors wanted him out of the way. But to pretend to 

be a captain? To put his acting skills from Eton to good use as he ran around in a dither and 

pretended to surrender? To James that sounded like fun.  

He found out later that Jack had also been promoted to Lieutenant Commander, and was 

going to be in charge of the gunners on one of the ships—neither of them had been assigned to a 

specific Q-ship yet. It was going to be his job to coordinate the two twelve pounders and the 

Lewis Gun when the U-boat got close enough to be fired on.  

They discussed Captain Lang’s reaction to their promotion and James admitted it was 

probably just because of him. Lang seemed to love Jack, who was obedient and quiet and 

experienced. When he called on him to answer a question or give an opinion, the Captain always 
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said Lieutenant Davies with a respectful tone—as opposed to the way he pronounced Rabier 

with thinly veiled disdain.  

Jack laughed at James’ observation but admitted it was probably true. “The important 

thing is that you’ve still become a Lieutenant Commander—and he can’t change that.” 

James was sitting on his bed, wiping down the blade of the sword Commander Lang had 

given him with one of his old handkerchiefs. “That doesn’t mean he has to like it, though.” 

That much was clear at supper that night, when Captain Quincy glared at him when he sat 

down and then spoke not a word to him, though the discussion was about the training practices at 

Greenwich Naval College. James wanted to laugh at his commanding officer and tell him that he 

was already used to the silent treatment from his father, but he just swallowed his potatoes and 

minded his P’s and Q’s. 

 

It wasn’t until one rainy day, when the clouds hung in the sky like droopy puffs of sodden 

cotton, that they got their assignments—and a second surprise.  

They were on the decks of the Q-ships like usual, learning some last minute details about 

their steering capabilities, when Captain Quincy marched onboard and rudely interrupted Mr. 

Tweed. “I’ve finally decided who’s going to be on what ship.” 

Mr. Tweed politely clasped his arms behind him and slowly backed away so the Captain 

could have the floor. James was pleased that the Irishman had been raised with manners. Sadly, 

the same could not be said for his fashion sense.  

“I’ve been observing you,” the captain said, making it sound intrusive and spy-like 

instead of a natural part of his job. “Q-ship A will have Lieutenant Commanders Davies and 

Rabier.” 
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James was thrilled until he heard the next line. 

“And I will be the captain.” 

James felt his skin prickle hot with anger. I have to spend months on a tiny ship with this 

buffoon?! He cannot be serious! James’ fantastical mind envisioned all sorts of scenarios that 

could happen over that long time, most of them ending with the captain’s death. I should have 

seen this coming, he thought. Of course he wants to keep an eye on me, in his eyes I’m a loose 

cannon. I hope he’s bringing his toughest pair of horns, because we are going to be butting 

heads non-stop. James smiled at the image of Captain Quincy as a goat, with his officer’s cap 

sitting far back on his head because of his two arched horns. He stopped smiling when he 

realized that in order for this image to work, it meant that he, James, was also a goat.  

One of the guys who had already been at Queenstown for several months asked, “So 

who’s going to be the captain of our ship?” 

“The question that you should be asking is who is going to be your crew. Are you going 

to sail this tern with just the two of you?”  

The two Lieutenant Commanders who had been assigned to Q-ship B looked sheepish. 

William and Franklin snickered, and James was reminded of why he hadn’t liked them at 

Greenwich. Though for all their brownnosing they were being kept at Queenstown for more 

training, so James was satisfied for the moment with that taste of justice. 

“Right, so then where are our crews?” James asked, since the captain hadn’t offered up 

any more information. 

 “They’re already here,” Captain Quincy said with a tone that let James know it had been 

a stupid question. “They’ve been here for the past several months and already know everything 

there is to know about the Q-ships. In fact, they would have left for the open seas a long time ago 
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had there been anyone to lead them—we had to wait for you new, ignorant recruits to gain some 

experience as officers before we called you over. It took you longer than we would have liked—

you must be slow learners.” 

 If James had been born a wolf his hackles would have bristled in an instant. In all 

probability he also would have leapt for the Captain’s throat and ripped his esophagus out, so it’s 

undoubtedly a good thing he was born human.   

Captain Quincy turned to Mr. Tweed but spoke loud enough for all of them to hear. 

“They are coming tonight.”  

 

They arrived just as predicted, after dinner when some of the officers were playing 

backgammon in the sitting room and James was flipping through the collection of books that 

lined three of its walls.  

Their voices arrived long before they did, and the stomping and shuffling of boots up the 

street was like the syncopated rhythm of a tribal beat, heavy and accented. James and Jack left 

the sitting room in time to see Mrs. Tweed opening the front door to a herd of men, who 

squeezed into the foyer and spilled down the hallway. They jostled for space, their luggage and 

personal belongings ramming into the walls, the furniture, and each other. Neither Captain 

Quincy, Mr. Tweed, nor the other mystery captain were anywhere in sight and the men milled 

around and gabbed, lost without a leader.  

James put his newly acquired skills to good use and figured out everyone’s rank and job 

by looking at the color and style of their insignia. It seemed like everyone had taken a cue from 

Noah’s Ark and arrived in pairs—there were two boatswains, two warrant telegraphists, two 

chief masters-at-arms, two staff surgeons, two paymasters, and two cooks. There were also a 



 128

handful of gunners and more midshipmen than he could count in those close quarters, though he 

tried several times before finally giving up.  

During one of those counting efforts he thought he saw a familiar head bobbing in the 

crowd and he craned his neck to get a better look. A familiar mop of black hair snaked through 

the throng and then there was Sean, weighed down with a black fiddle case, a leather satchel 

with some of his navigational instruments peeking out of it, and a rucksack slung across his back 

with his clothes and such. “Hey, James!” he shouted over the din of voices, slowly squeezing his 

way through his comrades until he reached his friend.  

“That’s ‘Lieutenant Commander Rabier’ to you, midshipman,” James teased, shaking his 

hand and giving him one sharp, affectionate smack on the back.  

“Lieutenant Commander Rabier,” he said quickly, looking around to see if anyone had 

noticed his breach in protocol. “That’ll take some getting used to. Especially since you’re 

younger than me, you prat.” 

James grinned at him. “Better watch what you say, midshipman—I’m a stout believer in 

corporal punishment.” 

“Oh no, not the cat o’ nine tails!” Sean said in mock horror.  

James glared comically at him, his left eye bulging so he looked crazy. “Mock me, sir, 

and I’ll add on fifty more lashes, and then we’ll see how funny it is when you’re hanging there 

passed out and bleeding…” 

Sean chuckled. “I can’t believe it—they said they couldn’t do the Pals Battalion thing for 

us because we enlisted at different times. Yet here we are.”  

“Fortuna is on our side!” 

“Fortuna? ‘Fortune’?” Sean asked. “Like, we’re going to get rich?” 
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“No, she’s the Roman goddess of fate,” James glossed over. “Our bout of good luck 

means that she has placed us high on her spinning wheel of fortune.”  

Sean rolled his eyes. “Yeah, whatever you say.” 

James gave him a dirty look but nothing could permanently halt his chipper mood. 

“So can you arrange for us to be on the same ship?” 

“Is my name Lieutenant Commander James Matthew Rabier?” he countered. “Consider it 

done,” and Sean left it at that. James introduced Sean to Jack and the three of them were chatting 

about their different training experiences over the last several months when a look at Sean made 

him feel like he had slammed into a brick wall. He knew those eyes. 

Sean had the same light green gold-flecked irises as Moira, and right then, standing in 

Ireland, the home of her ancestors and on the soil that had sustained generations of Feadan 

farmers, he suddenly couldn’t look him in the eyes. He stared at his forehead, or his nose, but 

never in his eyes.  

Sean noticed James fade away and thought he was bored with their conversation. He had 

just invited some of the nearby men to join their circle when the brawny Captain Quincy entered 

the house and the crew parted like the Red Sea.  

“You men who arrived tonight will be sleeping on the Q-ships. They’ve already been 

loaded and outfitted with almost everything you’ll need for your time at sea. You leave in two 

days.” 

Two days! James thought. In two days I’ll be on the open sea, and— 

“Here’s the list of the crews for each ship. Get to know each other, and choose a name for 

your ship. Britain is too busy with war to worry about such a trifling matter, and I’m not creative 

enough to come up with their names on my own,” he muttered at the end.  
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Captain Quincy handed the list to Mr. Tweed on his way out, who shouted out the 

alphabetically ordered columns with his thick Irish accent though the room was silent and 

everyone was attentively listening.  

Sean had been put on the second list, which didn’t mesh well with James’ scheme to get 

the Three Musketeer together, so he approached Mr. Tweed and convinced him through a series 

of roundabout questions that Sean had been put on the wrong list and should immediately be 

switched to Q-ship A. His success was due largely to the fact that the Irishman was easily 

confused, and usually went along with whatever other people said to try and disguise his 

ineptitude.  

Jack gathered the twenty-four members of Q-ship A, not including Captain Quincy, into 

the sitting room. A few of them grabbed the plush chairs but most of them stood, holding their 

meager possessions at their sides or carrying them on their backs.  

The two Lieutenant Commanders introduced themselves and tried to get the men to talk 

about themselves and their families and the work they had done before the war, anything more 

than just their names and ranks, but it was like pulling teeth. The group was a fairly young 

demographic, with a lot of sparse moustaches but full heads of hair, and they were either unsure 

of themselves or sleepy, James couldn’t figure out which.   

The conversation was stilted until they started talking about their training, and then their 

tongues loosened as they discussed their lessons in torpedo work, gunnery, navigation, and 

medicine. They were just starting in on the advantages of operating the sails verses the diesel 

engine when James remembered they had to choose a name for the ship.  

“Any suggestions?” he asked. 

True to form they remained close-lipped. 
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This was James’ forte, finding the perfect word for the right situation, the right emotion, 

the right object, so he had been brainstorming names for the last half hour.  

“I think we should call it the Nobody. That way, when we poke out the German eye and 

they ask who did it, we can say ‘Nobody.’”  

He had a dorky grin on his face but most of his fellow sailors looked at him like he had 

just suggested they croon out pelican love songs.  

“Has no one here read The Odyssey?” Other than Sean and Jack, his probing eyes were 

met with blank stares. “By Jove, you fellas are missing out.”  

He felt on a role with the classical references and decided to push it. “How about the 

Argo, Jason’s ship. That’s a good, tough name. Maybe Triton, a god of the sea? Or how about 

the nine-headed sea serpent Hydra.”  

Confusion was plain on their faces. One guy, short and with a curling head of blonde hair 

that refused to fall in an orderly way, piped up—“Why can’t we have something dangerous 

sounding? So that our enemies feel threatened when they hear we’re coming.”  

More of the men were smiling and nodding, and James sighed with arrogant 

exasperation. “Okay, then how about the Nemesis?”  

The men got that one right away, viewing themselves as the bitter enemy that no German 

or Austria-Hungarian ship would want to go up against, and James’ dorky grin morphed into a 

smug smile.  

He had been thinking of the Greek goddess of divine retribution. 

But the Nemesis it was—the name received a unanimous vote—and no longer would they 

have to call her “Q-ship A.” James’ imagination ran with the name and he soon had visions of 
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grand battles floating around in his head, which were there long after the crews went down to the 

dock for the night and he was snug in his bed, dreaming of valor on the high seas.  

 

Chapter 19 

The next two days were spent packing the Q-ships with supplies. Because the crews were 

sleeping on them they had already been outfitted with wool blankets, fuel for the stove, and 

kitchen ware. Cork and balsa were packed into their hulls, instruments and gauges were checked, 

rechecked, and then checked a third time, and there were enough spare ropes and pulleys to 

equip at least two other ships. James personally oversaw the inspection of the lifeboat that he 

would command during the great “panic,” making sure there were no leaks and that the oars 

were not cracked or splintering.  

The food was glorious. The larder was crammed with dozens of cans—pork and beans, 

corn, peas, carrots, plum jam, tea, pork fat, dried gravy, salted butter, clarified butter, porridge, 

honey, yeast, bully beef pickled in brine, and cubes of stock for soups, stews, and sauces. Empty 

spaces were filled with cheesecloth bags of flour, salt, sugar, rice, peppercorn, lentils, nuts, 

beans, and potatoes. Spices, dried herbs, and thick cracker wafers were in metal tins in 

cupboards, and strung up garlands of leeks, garlic, turnips, and onions hung from their handles. 

In addition to the bully beef they loaded summer sausage and ham heavily salted or smoked in 

coals and ash. The little amount of fresh food they were given (mostly fruit) was placed in boxes 

lined with straw—it would be eaten first over the next couple of weeks.  

James was hungry just loading all of it onto the Nemesis. When he made a comment 

about the feasting they had ahead of them, Captain Quincy gruffly reminded him that this food 

had to last them for over six months—and that he would put him on smaller rations if he 
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continued to voice such doltish thoughts. James stashed a tin of the cracker wafers in his pocket 

when the captain wasn’t looking, in case it turned out to be more than just a threat.  

 Because they were putting on the farce of a merchant crew, they all had to ditch the 

lovely blue naval uniforms they had been assigned and adopt a much simpler dress. They were 

given breeches that stopped below their knees, rubber boots that ran the remaining length of the 

leg, thick socks, long-sleeved shirts, gloves, and two jackets. The first had long arms but a short 

torso that ended at the bellybutton, while the second was a long trenchcoat and immensely more 

practical for the cold weather they were sure to see. They were also supplied with a utility belt to 

hold ammunition and tools, a minor detail that the u-boats wouldn’t be able to spot even when 

they surfaced.  

Everything except for the boots, belt, and buttons were made of hardy wool, thickly 

woven to stand up to the bitter winds of winter. They were in earth tones—olive green, the grey 

of stones along the Irish shoreline, slate blue, and the many browns of mud, sand, and tree 

trunks. Hats were passed around, as varied as James had seen on the crowd of men in front of the 

recruiting office several months before, but these ones were made for colder temperatures. There 

were skull caps, hats with ear flaps, thick Russian ushankas made of beaver, and floppy hats with 

no name. James even spied a tricorn hat in the mix, on a member of the other crew.   

James was disappointed for an instant when he realized he wouldn’t get to wear his new 

fancy dress uniform, but when he thought about wearing merchant clothes he liked the idea more 

and more. He would be a wolf in sheep’s clothing, and the Nemesis the marine version of the 

Trojan horse, entering German waters as a seeming sacrifice but whose belly was packed with 

cannons, a machine gun, and men who knew how to use them.  
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The sun was shining but the cold stayed in the air the morning they were sent off to fight. 

At breakfast Mr. Tweed mentioned how there would normally be a ceremony to see them off, but 

due to the time constraint that the Royal Navy was pushing for, they were instructed to send 

them out as soon as humanly possible.  

So when the four officers were packing up their belongings, Mr. Tweed just handed each 

of them the insignia of their new rank—Lieutenant Commander—gave them a handshake, and in 

his Irish lilt told them they’d get to flaunt it when they came back.  

James asked Mrs. Tweed if he could borrow one of the books from her and her husband’s 

collection. He had One Hundred Poems of Kabir from Moira but he had no intention of reading 

that on the Q-ship. He wanted to get his head in the game, to focus on the task ahead of him, so 

he asked for something war-oriented. While he was packing she picked one out for him and he 

threw it in his suitcase without looking at the title. Captain Quincy was rushing them and he 

barely had time to thank her for the book and her hospitality as they were being herded out the 

door.  

Down at the docks there was no champagne bottle broken on the hull, or any sort of 

christening ceremony. The men who were staying there for more training had gathered on the 

docks and were wishing them farewell, though most of Queenstown didn’t seem to notice or care 

about the activity down at the pier.  

William and Franklin gave Jack and James a half-hearted farewell, and the two 

Lieutenant Commanders followed the rest of the men and boarded the Nemesis after Captain 

Quincy shouted “Hands fall in!” Four men remained to untie the two Q-ships from the anvils on 

the dock and then they scrambled up the wooden planks onto the decks as crew members 

onboard hauled in the lines. The command “Cast off!” was heard, and the ships followed suit.  
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“Bail ó Dhia ort! The blessing of God on you!” Mr. Tweed shouted as they began to drift 

away.  

James stood at the stern of the Nemesis, waved to him in thanks, and then stared at 

receding Queenstown. He was trying to burn the sensory experience into his memory: the rolling 

hills, the crowded lines of houses, the smell of fish, the squawk of the gulls, the deteriorating 

stone walls, the way the streams of smoke from the chimneys formed a language in the air, like 

ancient runes… For all the excitement he had felt about visiting Ireland, he somehow felt like 

this was the first and last time he would visit this land. He couldn’t say why. Call it a vision, or a 

premonition, or a gut feeling, but he had it nonetheless and so he spent those last moments, while 

the crew was scurrying around the ship, trying to savor every detail of that view.  

As the Q-ships maneuvered out of Cork Harbour and drifted out to sea, they began to 

correct their course to the direction of where they were going to patrol, and men on both of the 

ships alternated from waving to those left on shore to waving at each other as they grew apart. 

James finally turned back to the Nemesis and saw Captain Quincy directing the men to 

hoist the sails, fasten the halyards, and roll up the lines. Sails were raised on the foremast, main 

mast, and mizzen mast, and the jib was raised on the foredeck. There didn’t seem to be much of a 

breeze that morning so he was surprised when the sails unfurled with a series of cracks that 

sounded as if they came from a whip, and the canvas formed into rigid white concaves.   

Sean was up on the poop deck talking with the midshipman steering the Nemesis, no 

doubt giving him the rundown of the coordinates to where they were headed. It wasn’t James job 

to know where they were headed so he didn’t ask questions. With nothing to do at that moment 

he would have liked to stroll up and down the deck with his hand on his sword strapped around 

his waist, but the sword was below deck with the rest of his uniform. He loved playing the role 
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of a merchant and dressing to match it, but the fact that he was forbidden to wear his sword was 

a point of ire for James. 

When they got far enough out to sea, Captain Quincy order the red, white, and blue-

barred flag of the Netherlands run up the main mast. It would serve as their disguise, since the 

Dutch had declared their neutrality. Their days as a pretend merchant vessel had begun. 

 

Chapter 20 

The schedule aboard the Q-ship was consistent with James’ training at Greenwich and 

Queenstown. Meals were eaten in shifts, and though James had found his sea legs on the trip 

from London to Queenstown, some of the midshipmen on the Nemesis were rookie mariners and 

there were always a handful of them at the railing in the early mornings, offering up their 

breakfast to Neptune.  

There were men assigned to maintain the upkeep of the cannons and machine gun, men to 

watch the dials and gauges of the diesel engine below deck, and men to bind off ropes and hoist 

sails, but all were required to take a lookout shift. The day was split into four shifts—the two in 

the morning and afternoon were worked by the Daymen and the two in the evening and early 

morning were worked by the Watchkeepers. Decks were scrubbed on a shift rotation, just as the 

sun was rising. Beds were made and boots cleaned before breakfast. If a man was found lounging 

around with nothing to do and it wasn’t bedtime, he was ordered to report to the kitchen to help 

the cook peel potatoes or scrub the stove, which was always crusted with splatters of food.   

James liked to joke that the weather was “consistently unpredictable,” alternating 

between the mere threat of bad weather with ominous clouds and blustery winds, and various 

degrees of rain and hail. Rarely was there a peaceful, still day with calm water and smooth 
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sailing. Temperatures plummeted with the sunset, and the only things that kept the men warm in 

their bunks were their wool blankets, the fact that they were below deck and out of the wind, and 

the little bit of heat that radiated outward from the kitchen stove in the middle of the ship.  

The only good thing that came out of the chilly weather was the fact that their food was 

preserved for longer. Normally for a deployment as long as the Nemesis was on, they would eat 

the perishable foods—tubs of vegetables, barrels of fruit, unsalted meats—first before they 

spoiled, and then as the weeks stretched on they would be forced to start in on the heavily salted 

food that had been kept preserved. But with the cold temperatures every night that almost always 

lasted through the day, the vegetables stayed crisp, the apples didn’t get mealy and spotted, and 

the fruit flies stayed away.  

With full stomachs the men remained happy and optimistic. There was very little 

grumbling aboard the Nemesis and when it did occur it was usually because one of the crew 

bumped their head or stubbed a toe and were complaining about the close quarters. They had 

been training for months before James and Jack came to Queenstown and they had been taught 

well—the ship operated like a well-oiled machine, each man the perfect cog who knew exactly 

what needed to be done and when to do it. The two Lieutenant Commanders rarely had to remind 

someone of their job or impose discipline.  

James had very little to do in the day-to-day operations of the ship so he spent most of his 

free time above deck, wrapped in his coat and with his hat low and snug on his head, peering 

through a telescope at the water. He was determined to be the one to spot a surfacing U-boat, 

though there was at least one man up in the crow’s nest at all times striving for the same goal and 

he had a better view of the surrounding sea.  
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He tried to avoid Captain Quincy as much as possible, which was easy once he learned 

his schedule. When the captain ordered him to do a task, James usually passed the job on to a 

lower peon than he and then went on looking through his spyglass for a U-boat. If James had 

been able to turn that brass instrument around to look at himself and his behavior, he would not 

have been pleased, for he professed to love order and discipline. But, alas, it was his small way 

of rebelling on a one hundred and twenty-two foot (and six inch) ship with no room for mutiny 

or major problems.  

With no access to a daily newspaper, James had to rely on the encoded Morse code 

signals that came in for any news, but they were sporadic and occurred twice a week if they were 

lucky. Even then, the messages were usually instructions regarding their movements at sea and 

not about the war as a whole. James felt like he had been marooned on a floating island while the 

rest of the world declared war, fought battles, and earned glory.  

That was the hardest part for James. He had expected to see action every day, to be in the 

thick of it with his sword and his freshly honed fencing skills, barking orders at the men as they 

turned the tide of the war. With each uneventful day that passed, James continued to tell himself 

that if only he could wait until tomorrow, they would be in a battle and he could have some 

tangible proof of his value to the war effort. He felt like a child, being told day after day that he 

would be getting a piece of chocolate tomorrow, but being denied each time and struggling to be 

patient, with only the words until tomorrow to hold onto. Day after day of ‘tomorrows’ stretched 

into a period of boredom for James. The novelty of wearing merchant clothing, of tricking 

vessels, gradually wore off. As an officer he still had to manage the men and ensure the Nemesis 

continued to operate smoothly, though instead of viewing it as an honor like he should have, he 

began to see it as tedious.  
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Sean proved to be a highly skilled navigator who kept them on course and provided them 

with the precise measurements they needed to thoroughly patrol the stretch of ocean that they 

had been assigned. At the Royal Naval College James had seen navigators using the latest 

Anschütz gyro-compasses, which had been proven reliable for navigation on the seas because 

they were non-magnetic, but Sean had been trained by his uncle to use the classic instruments. 

His uncle was Irish so Sean had also learned the cardinal points in Gaelic. He could often be seen 

wandering around the deck with the tools of his trade, muttering phrases like Tuath’s an Ear-

Thuath and Deas’s an Iar-Dheas to himself as he made his calculations.  

Whenever James saw Sean around the ship he always had his array of tools about him, 

including hinged dividers to measure distances on maps and charts, a sextant to calculate the 

Nemesis’ longitude, and a beautiful silver astrolabe that showed the days, the months written in 

Latin, degrees, and the twelve signs of the zodiac. The astrolabe was James’ favorite, and when 

Sean allowed him to he fiddled with the arms and dials to calculate sunrise, sunset, and the 

positions of the stars. Greenwich Park had had an observatory on the large hill overlooking the 

college but James had not been assigned a navigation class in the redbrick building, so he was 

completely clueless as to the functions of the instruments. When Sean noticed that James had a 

genuine interest in his tools he began teaching him some of the basics of navigation whenever 

the two had some free time.  

Out on the open sea, without the obstruction of London’s lights, the night sky was 

flecked with hundreds of thousands of stars winking down on Earth. Sean would point out the 

constellations and as Hercules, Corona, Lyra, Orion, and the others wheeled around the sky, he 

would talk about how to navigate by them. James in turn would recount the mythological tales 

behind them, including how and why they were placed in the heavens. James’ favorite was the 
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tale of Perseus rescuing Andromeda from the sea monster, and from her parents Cassiopeia and 

Cepheus. The cluster of the four constellations was easy to find, especially the stretched W of the 

queen mother, and he liked tracing out the shapes with his finger raised to the inky sky. It turned 

out to be a symbiotic exchange of information that both enjoyed, and they spent many a late 

night in leisurely conversation as watchmen circled the deck and the ship sliced through the 

silver-capped waves.  

James continued to practice the German phrases and conjugation exercises he had learned 

at Greenwich, wanting to stay sharp in case they ever ran into any Boches and he had to take 

them prisoner. A few of the men were curious about the hard sounds of the language and he 

began teaching them a handful of phrases each evening when their chores were done and it 

wasn’t their turn to be on duty. It wasn’t quite the glorious job that he had been expecting to do 

during the war, but he liked the attention he got and the feeling of holding the men’s interest. He 

remembered Commander Lang’s order that the officers and enlisted men stay separate, but he 

figured this was a good learning opportunity for the men and ignored the advice.  

 

Chapter 21 

Weeks passed without a U-Boat sighting and Christmas inched closer and closer. James 

began to think about what London might be like this time of year—if the city had been 

decorated, if shoppers and carolers were bustling around, if people were seeing mummers plays 

and wassailing with their families and friends, or if the festivities had been dampened by the war.  

Everyone was expecting the war to be over by Christmas—they had been told that for 

months now, ever since it had started. Volunteer for a short stint in the military, we’ll get them in 

no time and you’ll be home for the holidays! The crew seemed jumpy and on edge, waiting for 
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the message to come through that they had defeated Germany and its allies and they could all go 

home. But the message never came.  

Christmas arrived, a chilly winter day with choppy seas and periodic gusts from the 

south. James and Jack had been instructed by Captain Quincy to treat the day like any other and 

they made sure the ship continued to run like clockwork with the daily maintenance and watches. 

There was no church service, no exchange of gifts, and no singing of carols. When one o’clock 

rolled around most of the crew was excused from their duties for the Royal Navy’s version of 

Christmas dinner. The cook had made a hearty stew of onions, potatoes, carrots, peas, and 

chunks of heavily salted ham. It was delicious and filling, but James couldn’t help but think 

about how he had spent Christmases before the war. 

James never went home at the end of first-term like most boys did, so for years he had 

spent Christmas at Eton. His father mailed him his gift a week or two before—usually something 

useful for school. Maggie always sent a box of homemade sweets—toffee, fudge, treacle tarts, 

and a spiced pumpkin bread that had been in her family’s recipe box for generations.  

Come Christmas, the remaining boys at the school would gather for dinner around the 

long stretches of tables in the dining hall and prepare their bellies for the extravagant meal to 

come. The cooks always served the most wonderful food—roast turkey and goose, russet 

potatoes, cranberry sauce, brussels sprouts, mince pies, chestnut stuffing, parsnips, ham, bread 

sauce, and puddles of brown gravy. James would gorge himself until he thought he would burst, 

and then they would bring out the desserts.  

Christmas dinner would not have been complete without steamed fruit pudding—a giant 

brown mound of currants, sultanas, nuts, and cherries, doused in flaming brandy so that the “evil 

spirits” would be warded off. The second dessert was the traditional Eton Mess—chilled glasses 
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of whipped cream, meringue, and strawberries, all dusted with a fine layer of confectioner’s 

sugar. 

As everyone digested the meal, they would open the Christmas crackers at their place 

settings, crossing their arms and holding on to theirs while grabbing the cracker of the person to 

their right so that they formed a giant loop around the joined tables. After a countdown of five, 

everyone would tug simultaneously and the hall would resound will a giant pop! from the 

chemical strip, and out would tumble toys, paper crowns, and poems. All evening long when you 

walked around Eton you could see boys wearing the brightly colored crowns and proclaiming 

themselves king of this rock or that courtyard, daring passersby to challenge their rule with a 

fight to the death—or at least a fencing duel. 

Christmas at Eton was imbued with spirit and fun, but on the Nemesis the crew was 

lacking even those. There was no denying from the reports they periodically received that the 

war was continuing to escalate, not come to a close, and reality was finally starting to sink in for 

most of the men. They were subdued during the meal, quietly munching on hard wheat rolls and 

slurping their stew, no one much in the mood for conversation.  

James refused to let this Christmas be a pathetic, sad holiday, so he talked to the other 

officers about his plan and they too were eager to put a little spunk in the men, even the normally 

dour Captain Quincy. After letting Sean in on the plan, James went to his and Jack’s cabin and 

fetched their swords, and then rejoined the men in the dining area.  

The captain had already pushed the tables against the far walls to clear a sort of stage, and 

he had taken off his jacket and tied it around his neck to make an improvised cape. Sean had 

retrieved his fiddle from underneath his bunk and was hurriedly tuning it in the corner. The 
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midshipmen were standing around, having been told to remain there and confused about what 

was going on.   

When Sean finished and gave the nod that he was ready, the highly respected and 

professional Lieutenant Commander Davies bellowed “I am the Turkish Knight!” and let out a 

low growl. James raised his sword and shouted, “And I am the valiant Saint George!” The men 

let out whoops and cheers, finally realizing that they were about to be shown a mummer’s play, 

and settled into the scattered benches to watch.  

Saint George, the embodiment of virtue and honor, battled the evil Turk, who received 

boos from the midshipmen whenever he spoke. None of the actors had any sort of script to 

follow, and not even the poetic James could come up with rhyming couplets on the spot. All the 

actors had to go off of were memories of seeing mummer’s plays since they were children, and 

they improvised as best as they could. The timing was often off and there were frequent 

awkward pauses as they looked at one another, unsure of what to do next, but James played those 

off like a pro. He made sure to ham it up, on par with the nights of revelry he had spent with 

Charles, and wished his old friend was there to help him out. He was grateful for the presence of 

Sean, though, whose ear for dramatic music and the sound effects he plucked out on his fiddle 

ensured that the play was comical.  

The sword fights were the easiest to improvise and the most fun to pull off, with James 

lunging and thrusting as the men cheered him on and demanded he cut off the “bloody Turk’s” 

head. At the key moment, James let Jack ‘stab’ him in the side and he keeled over dead. 

Cue the quack doctor played by Commander Quincy, who shyly came on—much to the 

surprise of all present—and performed the resurrection of Saint George with a few muttered 

words. Since there were only the three of them, they eliminated Prudence, Father Christmas, 
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Beelzebub, and Johnny Jack from the action, but the men didn’t seem to mind and heartily 

applauded them when they took their bows. Seeing their officers break out of their stern moulds 

served like a balm for the men’s worry, and was an instant morale booster.   

After it was over and the watch shifts had been changed so the rest of the sailors could 

grab some stew and relax, Sean played a string of carols on his fiddle and James led the men in 

song. Once the group had sang through every holiday tune that they knew, James ended the 

evening with a solo of “Stille Nacht,” his baritone voice caressing the German words and 

bringing a calm aura over the room. The midshipmen headed off to their bunks after that, 

wishing each other a Merry Christmas, and James and the other officers congratulated 

themselves on saving the holiday.  

Captain Quincy even thanked him for his great idea and invited the two of them to his 

room for snifters of brandy, much to James’ surprise. Full to the brim with Christmas spirit, the 

feeling of success, and the warm alcohol, the three of them chatted like old friends. They talked 

about their swords, the amount of food left in the larder, and strategies for luring in U-boats, but 

the topic that none of them wanted to breech was how to bolster the men’s morale during the 

months ahead. They had managed it for one night, but no one could predict just how long this 

war was going to last.  

 

Chapter 22 

Saint Stephen’s Day came and went. 

The first day of the new year came and went. 

Twelfth Night came and went. 
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And still there was no activity, neither a U-boat sighting nor news from Britain about the 

end of the war. It got colder and the first small flurries of snow fell early in the morning or late at 

night. Their stores of food were diminishing faster than they had expected and no longer did they 

have two hot meals a day—they were lucky to get one. Fresh baked bread was a thing of the past 

and they ate the hard crackers with their meals. The vegetables and fruit had all been consumed. 

James began using Commander Lang’s advice to put your men first as a mantra whenever he was 

hungry and tempted to use his high rank to get more food.  

The days wore on until they blended together and a Wednesday couldn’t be distinguished 

from a Saturday. It was on one such mystery day that James was scanning the water and for the 

first time saw movement. 

He watched as a line of white spread across the sea, and then there was the metal 

appendage of the periscope breaking the surface and training its eye on the ship. James shouted 

the alarm, proud (and a little relieved) that he had been the first to spot it. Captain Quincy, Jack, 

and those who were to man the guns dropped to the deck, so as to remain unseen. Those who 

were below deck were yelled at to stay down there until they received further orders. The rest of 

the sailors—those who would make up the panic party—stopped what they were doing to look at 

the approaching U-boat.  

It seemed as if every man aboard the ship was holding his breath, waiting to see if the 

bubbling line of a torpedo was making a beeline for the Nemesis, or bracing for its impact, but it 

appeared that the Germans had sized them up and decided to save their ammunition for a real 

threat.  

Little do they know a real threat is already before them, James thought cockily, proud of 

the ruse that was being played out. His muscles had tensed with his first sight of the U-boat but 
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he knew he couldn’t act yet. It was necessary to be the image of neutrality and weakness, to lure 

them in. For this, they had to take a cue from the animal kingdom.  

James remembered reading about some birds that draw away predators from their nests 

by pretending to be wounded and flapping around wildly. “Playing possum” also came to mind. 

But the example that seemed most apropos was the practice of some snakes to relax their 

muscles and loll their tongues out of their open mouths—effectively playing dead—and then 

when the predator comes closer to claim its prize they spring up and strike.  

The Nemesis had to follow the lead of this snake—they needed to pretend to be 

submissive and “dead” in the water, while actually preparing to strike with full force. James 

stood on the deck, running through the next steps in his head, as he and the rest of the crew 

watched the U-boat circling the Nemesis, getting details of tonnage and looking for the warning 

signs of a trap, all while drawing closer and closer… 

It retracted its periscope and rose higher in the water, exposing its deck. The hatch on the 

top opened and out came three German sailors, their cobalt blue uniforms barely peeking out of 

their heavy oil-skin coats and hoods. Two of them started making preparations on the deck gun 

while the other hoisted the red, yellow, and black flag of their homeland on the small post on the 

deck. They had declared who they were. That was the first step. 

It was hard for James to just stand there and wait but he knew it was necessary. They had 

to see if the U-boat was going to be ruthless or uphold international law—it could start firing 

right away, or it could fire a few warning shots, wait for the ship to stop and the crew to get in 

the lifeboat, then sink the vessel and take the captain prisoner. With Germany’s history it was 

probably going to be the former, but they had to wait to make sure. 
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As if the kapitän in charge had heard his thoughts and wanted to prove that not all U-

boats were lawless and ruthless, the Germans fired the standard two warning shots in quick 

succession and then sat there to see how the Nemesis would react.  

James was more than a little surprised with the turn of events but didn’t waste any time in 

calling together his panic crew, who made a good show of rushing around the deck gathering 

papers and articles of clothing and possessions. James made sure he was wearing his merchant 

captain’s hat and then he watched as they piled into the lifeboat—the cook, the boatswain, Sean, 

the telegraphist, the surgeon, the paymaster, and eight other men—before he got onboard. Two 

men at the prow and stern of the boat operated the pulleys in synchronization to slowly let it 

down. When they reached the water with a gentle splash, James made a show of ordering his 

men to row towards the surfaced U-boat. He had no intention of actually approaching it and 

offering up the ship’s manifesto, which the Germans would be expecting, but he had to pretend 

nonetheless.  

James forced himself to not look back, trying to play the role of a captain who has just 

abandoned his ship. Thus he did not see the remaining ten men aboard the Nemesis crawling on 

their forearms to their positions. The three pairs of artillery men made it to where the guns were 

hidden, Jack moved to where he could give them commands, two men went below decks in case 

they were needed to start the diesel engine and maneuver the Q-ship, and Captain Quincy 

remained hidden on the poop deck, to be the lookout.  

The submarine was cautiously maneuvering into range of the Nemesis, making a large arc 

to gradually check the ship for any movement. The tension was killing James and he sat in the 

small boat and clutched its wooden sides with pincer-like grips, as it rocked back and forth from 
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the waves, back and forth, back and forth; with each roll he willed the submarine to inch 

closer…  

A loud crack split the air and a jettison of water sprayed just to the left of the submarine. 

James’ resolve broke and he looked back. Jack had apparently deemed the U-boat within range 

and ordered the gunners to fire. Someone had taken down the Netherlands flag and run up the 

British Battle Ensign flag, a necessity to keep with international law. They fired two more times 

before the three Germans scrambled back down the hatch and the submarine recovered from 

shock and began diving. James had seen shells hit the sub but it didn’t appear that they had done 

much damage. Nothing bubbled to the surface, so he assumed the U-boat had escaped fully 

functional. And because there were no trails of white in the water, he assumed that the Germans 

had opted to disappear rather than fire a torpedo at them.  

And just like that, James’ first battle—if you can call a one-sided attack a battle—was 

over.  

 

That night the men celebrated their victory. To them it didn’t matter that the U-boat had 

retreated without firing a single shot. They had followed orders and performed everything in 

proper sequence. They hadn’t collapsed in terror and the only panic to be had was artificial, a 

byproduct of the panic party. But most importantly, the Nemesis had lived up to its name, and the 

men were proud.  

The cook splurged and used a bit of the dwindling sugar to make a couple of Brioche 

loaves with hazelnuts, and Sean brought out his fiddle again. All night he played bawdy songs 

that even the normally quiet Jack was caught singing along to, including “Sweet Joan.” 
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As soon as Sean played the first low notes of the tune, Jack began clapping his hand with 

enthusiasm and took over the singing responsibilities. “Come listen a while and I'll sing you a 

song, of three merry gentlemen riding along. They met with sweet Joan and to her did say, ‘I'm 

afraid this cold morning will do you some harm.’” 

The men stomped their boots to the slow rhythm and chewed the sweet bread, crumbs 

dropping from their mouths when they smiled. 

“‘O no kind sir,’ the maiden said, ‘this cold morning will do me no harm. There’s one 

thing I crave lies betwixt your legs, if you give me that it will keep me warm.” 

The men chuckled and guffawed, the yellow crumbs now shooting out of their mouths in 

small sprays. Jack looked delighted with their response and sang louder. 

“He got off his horse, she mounted it quick—looking the gentleman hard in the face, said, 

‘You knew not my meaning, you wrong understand me.’ And away she went galloping down the 

green lane.”  

The end of the song was met with resounding applause below deck and a few of the men 

who were on duty above deck could be seen sticking their heads through the hatch to see what all 

the fuss was about. Jack took a bow and was given another slice of the Brioche bread for his 

efforts. Sean began playing “Can of Grog” and the men joined in here and there with the lyrics 

they knew, which were scattered and often wrong. 

James had grabbed a piece from a Brioche loaf and then headed above deck. On any 

other night he would have been the first one to join in the singing and tomfoolery, but he felt the 

need to be alone and couldn’t even explain the reasoning to himself.  

Looking up at the stars and trying to block out the rambunctious sounds of “Sweet Joan” 

that drifted out to the aft deck of the ship where he was hiding, James contemplated the day. It 
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felt good to be useful, to be in the action, but he had felt slightly let down. He had been 

expecting there to be more to the conflict, though he wasn’t sure why it mattered. Even if the 

Nemesis and the U-boat had fought for hours, James still would have been stuck in that lifeboat, 

a resigned observer unable to do anything.  

He felt antsy, and even a little angry; if this was how all of the battles were going to go, 

without anything decisive happening, then how were they supposed to win the war? He could see 

it stretching ahead of them, for years and years and years. He wished he could take his sword, 

carve up some Germans, win his fame and victory for Britain, and be done with it. 

 

Chapter 23 

The Q-ship crew soon fell back into routine, but the men had regained their confidence 

and the feeling of a mission. They no longer dragged themselves out of bed, or complained about 

the round-the-clock watches. Every last man on the Nemesis was eager to spot a U-boat, and 

though weeks went by without such luck their spirits remained high.   

To break up the monotony they were assigned periodic “make and mend” times in the 

afternoon for the sailors to repair their clothing and the sails. James had never learned to sew and 

he was all thumbs with the needle when he tried to learn on the ship, so Sean finally took pity on 

him after a particularly tangled effort to reattach a button and did his work for him.  

One day after Sean had taken measurements with his instruments and consulted his map, 

he asked to speak to Captain Quincy. The two were shut away in his quarters long enough for 

James to get curious about what they were talking about, and just as he was devising a plan to 

enter on some trumped-up excuse, the two came out and immediately began instructing the 

helmsman on his next maneuver.  
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Captain Quincy called for all hands on deck and the men staggered into a rough 

formation. It was an unusually warm day and around noon the men had started stripping off their 

shirts, letting their sweat dry in the sun as they went about their duties. They squinted at the 

captain as he spoke. 

“We are officially deep in German naval territory. According to the information we’ve 

been receiving from back home, this is the patrolling area of several U-boats, so I need every 

available man above deck doing minor jobs so you can be watching for the telltale signs of 

attack. And put your bloody shirts on.” 

The men tried not to grumble as they obeyed the captain’s orders, and pushed their hats 

lower on their heads to try and block out the sun as they scrubbed the deck, wound up ropes, and 

double checked the sails.  

Within an hour the weather did a complete one-eighty and blustery winds assaulted them 

from all directions. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky but the temperature rapidly dropped, and the 

men were glad that they had obeyed the captain’s order and put their shirts on. A few even 

grabbed their heavy coats from their trunks.  

Soon after, a man on the starboard side was shouting and pointing at the white foam track 

of a periscope and the men rushed to their stations, accompanied by the ringing alarm bell. The 

Germans had taken the bait and the submarine was rising, the displaced water rolling off the 

metal in great sheets. But before the British crew could even prepare to get the panic party 

together, men on the deck of the U-boat fired two shots. And they weren’t warning shots. 

James watched as a cloud of sea spray and smoke rose from the water in front of the Q-

ship. With the unsteady rocking of the Nemesis he guessed that the U-boat was firing at their 

waterline, trying to punch holes in its hull to sink it.  
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Captain Quincy immediately ordered the Netherlands flag replaced with the white Battle 

Ensign, and while it was still being run up the mizzen mast he called to the gunners: “Down 

screens! Open fire!” 

The U-boat fired two more shots at the Nemesis while the six gunners collapsed the 

wooden deckhouses that were camouflaging the three guns. James watched as a lever raised the 

two twelve pounders at the fore and aft of the Q-ship. They were loaded with their namesake 

twelve pound cartridges, followed by a check of the drum-pan magazine on the Lewis Automatic 

Machine Gun, centrally located on the ship atop a small platform.  

Sean had his various instruments out and was judging the distance between the two 

vessels. “Twenty-five hundred meters!” he shouted suddenly, and just as he was repeating 

himself the three guns fired in rapid succession and geysers of water shot into the air all around 

the U-boat. Jack barked at the artillery men to adjust their firing based on Sean’s calculation, and 

within seconds they were making contact with the German vessel. 

James was astonished at how loud the guns were. He was used to being far away when 

the firing began, and the constant percussion and clacking of the shells was jarring on the ear. 

The twelve pounders had massive barrels, over three meters long, and the recoil after every shot 

was considerable. The gas powered Lewis Gun was spitting out over five hundred rounds a 

minute, and one of the midshipmen was in charge of replacing the ninety-seven round drum 

magazine with a fresh one every time the gunner exhausted his supply. Another midshipman 

hurriedly swept away the hot empty .303 cartridges so the gunner wouldn’t be burned by them in 

his prone position.  

The U-boat was gradually getting closer, and Sean kept calling out the distance—twenty-

five hundred turned into fifteen which turned into ten. Unlike their first encounter, this U-boat 
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was aggressively making a beeline for them. Finally, when they were only eight hundred meters 

away from each other, both sides began landing more direct hits. Captain Quincy ordered the 

diesel engines to be fired up and James helped a group of men take down the sails on the fore-, 

main, and mizzen masts.  

A cry of alarm was heard below deck and a grimy sailor surfaced, shouting about the 

cargo hold filling up with water. A string of men quickly disappeared down the stairs like a 

column of ants, and James was running across the deck to go help them when he was roughly 

grabbed by Captain Quincy and told to man the deck while he himself went below.  

A flash of anger at the captain passed through James but only a flash, as he quickly 

became enthralled with their firing on the U-boat. The quick maneuvering of the Nemesis and the 

comparatively slower maneuvering of the U-boat meant that they soon had a good broadside 

target, and the gunners took advantage of it. Shell after shell hit the deck and hull of the 

submarine and the Lewis Gun took out a couple of men on the conning tower. It was riding low, 

a crippled vessel, but not dead in the water yet.  

The problem though was taking out the German deck gun, and the Q-ship was struggling 

to hit it. Jack had been running back and forth between the three guns and Sean, getting the most 

up-to-date distance readings and then relaying them to his men. James didn’t know what caliber 

the German deck gun was, but it had a hefty barrel on it that packed a punch.  

He was trying to come up with a strategy when smoke began rising from the U-boat, a 

few wisps of grey at first, followed by putrid black clouds that poured out of the open hatch. This 

meant that they had no chance of escape, since they could no longer batten down the hatches and 

disappear beneath the surface—there were too many internal problems to retreat now. James 

gave a whoop of joy and flung his floppy merchant cap into the air.  
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He watched as the German gunners moved the ammunition for the deck gun far away 

from the smoke, the Nemesis never letting up with its barrage of fire. The U-boat began to list to 

one side, and its stern disappeared entirely beneath the surface. The gunners abandoned firing 

and retreated below deck, surfacing in less than a minute. They were soon followed by their 

mates, who poured out of the hatch onto the deck with the quickness of rats trying to escape a 

sinking ship. Waves lapped at the submarine hungrily, eager to devour the metal vessel and any 

man still inside.  

The German sailors stayed onboard as long as they could, but the boat was scarred with 

holes and rips of shredded metal that guzzled up the water. When the bow tilted at too high of an 

angle they began jumping off the ship into the freezing cold water and swam towards the 

Nemesis. There were ten men total, and as they neared the Q-ship they were spared the sight of 

their U-boat sinking beneath the surf. All that was left was an oily sheen on the surface of the 

water from the damaged fuel tanks.  

James could tell that many of the Germans had never learned how to swim, as they were 

doing a mix between slapping the water and scooping it to the sides in their effort to reach the 

British. The few who knew what they were doing tried to help their fellow sailors by shouting at 

them instructions for their arms and legs, or when that failed, by dragging them through the 

water by their shirts while they did a strained sidestroke. James saw one man with a large gash 

above his eyebrow, the eye swollen and closed because of the blood oozing over it and down his 

face. The sight of blood made him shiver.  

They shouted “Hilf uns!” as they neared, looking up at the seamen aboard the schooner, 

the question clear on their faces—Can you understand us? 
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“Help us!” James translated. “They’re saying ‘help us!’” He ran to the nearest chest on 

deck and rapidly pulled out a pilot ladder, the wooden-plank steps knocking against his shins as 

he struggled to pull out the rope ladder. He ran back and began fastening it to the loops of the 

railing.  

By this time the Nemesis had developed a slight list of its own toward the port side due to 

the heavy fire they had taken. The Germans had reached the hull and were desperately trying to 

get out of the freezing water. Their muscles had started to atrophy with the cold, and their 

floundering became more and more labored. They clawed at the metal and wood with their stiff 

hands and in their anxiety for a purchase began gripping the holes that their deck gun had made, 

which dislodged the canvas that was being used to stopper them from the sea.  

Water began rushing in anew and Captain Quincy ran up the two sets of stairs to the deck 

of the Nemesis. James was just starting to lower down the rope ladder when the burly captain 

ripped it from his hands and reeled it up. “They’re trying to scuttle the ship!” he yelled, and he 

pulled out his Webley Revolver and took aim at the closest German below him in the water.  

“What are you doing?” James shouted in disbelief, but it was too late—the man received 

a bullet through his temple and he went limp.  

His fellow Germans began screaming. Unsure of what to do, some began swimming 

away. Some tried to escape beneath the water but only ended up getting kicked about by their 

floundering comrades. Some renewed their efforts to scale the side of the ship.  

Without thinking, James lunged for Captain Quincy’s pistol but the captain had been 

anticipating this and stepped backwards, simultaneously hitting the crown of James’ head with 

the butt of the weapon. “Get out of my way!” he demanded before firing two more times at the 

men below.  
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The other men on the ship were frozen. The only one who wasn’t immobile with shock 

and disbelief was Jack, who stood to the side and willingly obeyed the wishes of his 

commanding officer.  

Though his head was throbbing, James was renewed with the hate he felt for Captain 

Quincy and dove for the backs of his knees. The captain folded and fell back on top of him. 

“They’re not trying to scuttle the ship!” he grunted as they wrestled and each tried to stand by 

pushing the other down. “They don’t want to drown!” 

A punch landed across James’ right cheek and his head hit the deck with a sharp thwack. 

He was momentarily stunned, giving Quincy enough time to order Jack to restrain him. Without 

a moment’s hesitation Jack complied, standing over him.  

“Jack… Jack… this is wrong. They have to be taken prisoner.” James could hear the 

shouts dying away as Captain Quincy extinguished more and more lives. “He can’t kill them. 

Don’t let him kill them.” 

Jack didn’t meet his eyes, looking instead at James’ ripped shirt, the scratches on his 

forearms, and his bloodied elbow. 

James felt betrayed by his friend and landed a hard kick to Jack’s chest, knocking the 

wind out of him. He crawled to the railing a few feet from where Captain Quincy stood but the 

captain was too focused on the task at hand to notice that his unruly Lieutenant Commander had 

broken free. The captain reloaded his revolver, spinning the cylinder and jerking it back into the 

gun before continuing his massacre.  

James could only look on with horror as the men below him were eliminated one by one, 

their chattering jaws and blue lips silenced by the report of the captain’s revolver. He felt sick to 

his stomach. He tried to stand but his vision went spotty and he felt like his feet had been 
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replaced with wheels. The splashing died away until all that remained was a mass of limp, 

floating bodies, slowly sinking beneath the surf. James watched as the bloody froth on top of the 

waves dispersed and floated away. 

There was a man with black hair and a thick handlebar moustache that sloped towards his 

chin. There was a young guy who was probably around his age, but looked even younger in 

death. There were two men, face first in the water, and they kept bumping into each other with 

the movement of the waves.  

He closed his eyes and sunk back to the deck. “You’re a murderer,” James whispered. He 

couldn’t believe that he had considered the last U-boat encounter boring—he would have given 

anything to have had one side retreat than witness what had just occurred.  

“Are you actually being sympathetic with these Boches?” Captain Quincy accused, 

looking down at him with a sneer. “Have you forgotten that fifteen minutes ago they were trying 

to kill us? This is war!” 

 “Yes—exactly—and they were surrendering. They were helpless; they were prisoners. 

You had no right. No right at all. We had to take them in. The rules of war… Second Geneva 

Convention. 1906. At Eton we…” James’ thoughts were scattered and he was so full of anger 

and sadness that he couldn’t beat them into anything intelligible.  

Jack had caught his breath and now roughly raised James to his feet, pinning one arm 

behind his back and gripping his shoulder like a vise.  

“They didn’t bother to obey the rules of engagement,” Captain Quincy began, “and fire 

the warning shots to let the crew disembark to safety. They were ruthless, and we had to be 

ruthless in return.” 
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James took a deep breath and smoothed out his thoughts. “But what we do isn’t fair 

either! We pretend to be from a neutral country to draw them in—we trick them.” This had been 

bugging James for weeks, but he hadn’t admitted it to anyone.  

“I was not going to let those sailors sink us,” Captain Quincy explained.  

“I’ve already told you, they weren’t trying to scuttle the ship—have you forgotten my 

job? I’m here because I speak fluent German! Why didn’t you listen to me?” he asked with 

exasperation.  

 “I had to make the decision based on what I saw. Besides, we couldn’t have fed them 

all—it would have been a drain on our already limited resources.”  

“You have a million excuses, don’t you,” James managed to wheeze out before Jack 

began pushing him forward. “You’d set Germans on fire just to watch them burn. Bartholomew 

the Barbarian. Bartholomew Brandon Quincy the…” James froze for a second, before Jack 

prodded him in the back to keep walking. 

“Dear God. Do you realize your initials are BBQ?” James cackled, his throat raw from 

shouting. “Bar-B-Q.” He laughed again and flames danced in his eyes. In an instant he became 

eerily polite. Affecting the air of a newspaper reporter he asked, “So is it true you barbecue your 

victims and eat them while they’re still alive?” 

The burly Captain Quincy took three steps and socked James in the jaw. The men 

continued to stand there, every insult, every physical blow, rendering them more and more like 

statues—embarrassed, shameful statues James though.  

“Bad form, Barbecue. The worst,” James was able to mutter as his jaw began to swell.  

“Get him in his cabin,” Captain Quincy said to Jack. “I’ll see you in a court martial, 

Rabier.” 
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James laughed a harsh bark. “I’d welcome a twelve-man firing squad over being shot 

while floundering in water and begging for help any day!” And Jack shoved him down the steps. 

 

Chapter 24 

The cargo full of balsa wood and cork had ultimately saved them from sinking, but the 

Nemesis had undergone quite a bit of damage and there was no celebration of their victory that 

night as repairs were being made around the clock.  

James knew nothing of this locked away in his and Jack’s cabin, shut in without supper 

and without knowing if he’d ever be let out before they eventually made it back to England. 

They confiscated the sword Commander Lang had given him, afraid that he hadn’t burned off all 

of his anger yet and would try to revenge himself in some foolish way.  

When he was retrieved before dawn on the next day he knew exactly what was in store 

for him. They brought him above deck where the crew had assembled, and stripped of his jacket 

and shirt. He was bound to the main mast with leather strops, and left there for over an hour 

while the daybreak chores were carried out. The winter morning licked at him with her icy 

tongue and goosebumps rose on his exposed skin as he tried to fight the shivers that threatened to 

wrack his body.  

With their routine finished, the men silently gathered again around James. Captain 

Quincy brought out a wooden box and handed it to the boatswain. Though James couldn’t see 

what was inside when he lifted the lid, like every other sailor he already knew what that box 

contained.  

The boatswain lifted his hand, revealing a coil of leather that split off into nine cords. The 

captain gave the signal and the boatswain began flogging him with the infamous cat o’ nine tails. 
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The knotted ends bit into his back as if they were barbs, each lash more painful than the last, but 

he wouldn’t allow even a whimper to escape his lips.  

He caught the eye of Sean once but the navigator quickly looked down at his feet, so 

James focused on the sunrise instead. He tracked the sun in the sky as if it was his last hope; as 

long as he could see that the sun continued its ascent into the sky, he knew that time was passing 

and he wouldn’t have to endure the thrashing forever. He stared at it until its brightness burned 

his retinas and all he could see was whiteness all around him. 

When he thought he could endure no more, the boatswain miraculously stopped. His 

hands were unbound and a bucket of freezing water was splashed on his back to erase the trails 

of blood, which only ran onto his breeches and stained them. Amongst the pain and the strong 

feeling of injustice, James managed to be grateful for two things. The first was that he hadn’t 

been sprayed with seawater—he didn’t know if he could have tolerated the sting of the salt in his 

wounds on top of the pain from the whipping. The second thing he was grateful for was that he 

didn’t have eyes in the back of his head—this stemmed from the strong fear and revulsion that 

washed over him whenever he espied his own blood.  

He was led back down the steps, his feet unsure on the wood, and unceremoniously 

dumped on his bed. He lay there for hours, sharply breathing into his pillow while unsuccessfully 

trying to take his mind off of the pain. He tried to remember the feel of the grass in Kensington 

Gardens, and the taste of their famous pale ale at the Lamb and Flag, and the smell of the velvet 

seats at the Royal Opera House, though the scent of wet wool and blood invaded his nose and his 

stomach growled in protest and all the thoughts of home sunk him deeper and deeper within 

himself.  
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Instead of allowing himself to wallow in that, he began coming up with plans of revenge. 

They were complicated, and twisted, and fitting, James liked to imagine. The overwhelming fury 

that he had felt towards the captain, which had burned like molten metal, had cooled into a deep 

and solid grudge. It wasn’t until the light in his room began to fade and his latest scheme 

involved Captain Quincy eating a beautiful cake with poisoned frosting that James realized he 

needed to rein himself in.  

He squirreled his way to the edge of his bed and with one arm pulled his suitcase out 

from underneath it. He rummaged around clothes and toilette articles and an envelope until his 

hand finally found what it was looking for. He pulled out the book Mrs. Tweed had given him in 

a rush the day he left. The last thing he wanted to think about was war right now, but that was 

what he had requested and he desperately needed something to take his mind off of his back, 

which not only burned but now also throbbed with his pulse.  

Never having gotten a good look at it, he tilted the book until it caught the light. The 

cover was a dark slate blue, with an embossing of a gold fly surrounded by a ring of fleurs-de-lis 

on the cardinal points. He flipped open to the title page and read: Napoleon’s Letters to 

Josephine: 1796-1812.  

Puzzled, he feathered through the pages and sure enough the entries were in letter format. 

He scoffed. This was what Mrs. Tweed had had in mind when he requested a book about war? 

He was stuck with the drudgery of correspondence? He could only imagine what they 

contained— Hey honey, killed some people today, conquered new lands, hope you and the kids 

are doing well! He sighed and flipped past the tedious preface, introduction, table of contents, 

and list of illustrations, preparing to be assaulted with accounts of battles and Napoleon’s 

glorious deeds. Instead, he was met with this: 
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My waking thoughts are all of thee. Your portrait and the remembrance of last night’s 

delirium have robbed my senses of repose. Sweet and incomparable Josephine, what an 

extraordinary influence you have over my heart. Are you vexed? Do I see you sad? Are you ill at 

ease? My soul is broken with grief, and there is no rest for your lover. But is there more for me 

when, delivering ourselves up to the deep feelings which master me, I breathe out upon your lips, 

upon your heart, a flame which burns me up—ah, it was this past night I realized that your 

portrait was not you. You start at noon; I shall see you in three hours. Meanwhile, mio dolce 

amor, accept a thousand kisses, but give me none, for they fire my blood.    N. B. 

 

James was shocked. This was Napoleon? The great Napoleon, emperor of the French, 

temporary king of Italy, abductor of the pope, discoverer of the Rosetta Stone, and escapee from 

exile on the island of Elba. That Napoleon? The only weakness James had ever heard of him 

possessing, the only signs that he was a man and not a demigod, were the rumors about his short 

stature and a fear of cats. He had no idea that Napoleon’s warrior mind had shared a body with a 

lover’s heart.  

James slowly managed to get his muscles to cooperate and got out the hidden tin of 

crackers he had filched when they were loading the Nemesis with supplies, and then settled back 

down on the bed. He read for hours, consuming crackers as rapidly as he consumed Napoleon’s 

words—words of longing, triumph, loss, jealousy, and joy.  

The cold winter air soothed his burning back while the letters soothed his mind, with 

phrases like …away from thee the world is a wilderness, in which I stand alone… and I am 

struggling to get near you, I am dying to be by your side. Napoleon’s letters could speak of troop 
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movements and the terrain one minute, or his well wishes to her children, and then in the next 

contemplate life and death and speak of undying passion and a heart of longing. 

As he read, thoughts and emotions he believed he had left behind in England began to 

come to the forefront again. Without wanting to, James began to think of Moira. She had been so 

adamant that love and war didn’t mix, that the two just could not coexist, but here was proof that 

it was possible, cradled right here in his hands. The great Napoleon had given no thought about 

separating the two, so why had they? Why had Moira shucked off his love like an old coat, and 

why had he followed suit? 

He knew it was because of spite. She had hurt him and he had been convinced that she 

needed to feel the same, while he imagined his enthusiasm over his enlistment into the RNVR as 

patriotic, as his duty, rather than as an escape from the pain of losing her.  

James longed to see her, to whisper in her ear The day on which I no longer possess your 

heart will be that on which parched Nature will be for me without warmth and without 

vegetation. He chuckled when he read the parting line A kiss on your heart, and one much lower 

down, much lower! And as he read he began to come back to himself, to return to the James who 

loved poetry and cricket and didn’t care about war one bit. With the events of the day before—

the murders by the nefarious “Barbecue” as James now referred to Captain Quincy—the glory of 

war had been tarnished in his mind perhaps forever.  

He was a third of the way through the book when his lamp ran out of fuel and he had to 

stop reading. If he had had paper and ink he would have penned his own letters to Moira, 

speaking of the bond they had shared before he left and everything that he still felt. But without 

those tools he was forced to compose them in his head, imagining that she was there before him 

and he was confessing everything to her—his love, his change of heart about the so called “Great 
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War,” and his wish for their future. He lay there for hours, listening to the sounds of the men 

eating supper down the hall while longing to be back in London. 

It was around midnight, when everything was quiet below deck and James still lay 

awake, that he remembered the envelope that contained Moira’s locket and poem. He rummaged 

around in his things without the aid of a light until his fingers finally found what he was looking 

for. He slid the locket from the paper and explored its surface with his thumbs, tracing the 

familiar filigree. This is her heart, he thought. She has given me her heart, so I shall wear it over 

mine. He slipped the chain over his head and settled into his pillow to dream of a Betwixt-and-

Between who smelled like lilac soap and possessed eyes that changed with her mood.  

 

Chapter 25 

Jack moved his stuff out of their room the next day, barely looking at James as he did it, 

guarded by two midshipmen who stood in the doorway to stare at James and make sure he didn’t 

try anything. Jack was now sharing a room with the nefarious Barbecue.  

James was locked up below deck 24/7, in a room without a single window. He marked 

the passage of time by the three meals a day (plus tea) that were brought to him by the cook, and 

by the midshipman who came to his room early in the morning to take away his slop bucket and 

empty it over the side of the ship.  

His back eventually healed enough for him to put on a shirt without the cotton irritating 

his skin. The nights continued to exude cold as if it was a liquid, and James often went to bed in 

his heavy wool coat to stay warm. He always wore Moira’s locket, around his neck and looped in 

a loose slipknot over one of his top jacket buttons so that it hung nicely in the pocket over his 

heart. James felt like a knight-errant, graced with the token of his lady’s favor, off to battle the 
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enemy. But instead of a shining suit of armor he had only the clothing of a merchant, which 

could not be trusted to stop the swipe of a sword or a stray bullet. If he ever saw action again, he 

would have to rely on luck to keep him out of harm’s way. 

He came to know the intimate workings of Napoleon’s mind. Not all of his letters were 

polished gems of romance or bravery, but he enjoyed them nonetheless. As the letters progressed 

they became less passionate and filled with more mundane, day-to-day matters, but they were 

valuable in that they were the (seemingly) unguarded writings of a great man. James liked how 

Napoleon had teased and chastised Josephine, yet consistently ended his letters with a profession 

of love and a thousand kisses. By his second reading of the book James felt that he and Napoleon 

were great friends, and by the third he felt that he knew the remote corners of his mind and 

exactly the type of man that Napoleon had been: vain, selfish, unfeeling at times, yet full of 

passion and energy and joie de vivre. James would have loved to see him stomp around in his 

boots, staring down the Sphinx and any mortal that got in his way. 

One day when his door opened around supper time and James had his nose in his book, 

instead of the meek cook Henry delivering his meal like every other time he was surprised to see 

that it was Jack. He entered the room without a word, without a greeting, and set the tray of food 

on his bed, but he seemed reluctant to leave and lingered.  

“What are you reading?” he asked in a quiet voice. 

Because of Jack’s participation in his incarceration, James felt that their friendship had 

shattered and was reluctant to speak to him. James was going to flash him a view of the cover 

and have him read the title himself, but then he remembered that the cover only had a gold fly 

and some fleurs-de-lis. “Napoleon’s letters to his wife Josephine.” 
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Jack nodded as if he had already read the book and enjoyed it. He sat down on his old bed 

and stretched his legs out in front of him. “You still upset?” 

 “Yes,” James said matter-of-factly, his nose still buried in his book. “I was trying to help 

those men, and you listened to that maniac you call Captain.” 

“He’s my superior officer,” Jack countered. “This is the Royal Navy, not some tavern 

brawl.” 

“Whatever excuse helps you to sleep at night.” 

“You know, Captain Quincy was right about the food issue. The only thing left that we 

have in any quantity is potatoes, and even they’ve been growing old and getting those little eye 

buds. Potato hash, mashed potatoes, potato fritters, chips—we have potatoes coming out our 

arses. Haven’t you noticed?” He motioned to the tray of food, where a bowl of thin broth, potato 

chunks, and a few cubes of salted ham was getting cold.  

James had noticed. He’d been craving other foods all week and never wanted to look at a 

potato dish again.  

“What’s that in your pocket?” Jack asked him, seeing the trail of the silver chain into his 

jacket.  

James hesitated before slowly lifting it out, revealing the heart twisting and untwisting 

below his fingers. 

“You can’t wear that, Lieutenant Commander Rabier.” Jack seemed to regret the 

backslide into formal language. “I mean, it’s not part of the Royal Naval dress code, James.”  

James noticed the bulge of a pocket watch in Jack’s left breast pocket. He pointed at it. 

“What’s that?” 
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Jack didn’t respond, just took it out of his pocket and dangled it on its chain like James 

had done with his locket. James gazed at the silver open-faced timepiece that hung over the back 

of Jack’s knuckles. Blued steel hands pointed to the hours, which were marked with Roman 

numerals, and Arabic numbers marked five minute intervals. It was a Kullberg, a fine London 

watch with a gilt winding crown and a sturdy chain. The Royal Navy had ordered hundreds and 

given them to its officers, but James had refused his, saying he didn’t need it.  

“Why do you wear that?” James asked him. 

Jack tried to hide his scoff, thinking it a stupid question. “It tells the time, James.” 

James smiled, still holding his silver locket. “Mine is useful too—it is my compass.”  

“Oh really?” Jack asked as if talking to a child. “What can you find with your 

‘compass’?” 

“It shows me my true North.” To James it didn’t matter if Jack understood the 

significance of the tiny silver heart; it only mattered that he be allowed to wear it. He had 

become superstitious about the necklace, convinced that it was a good auspice for the future—his 

future with Moira. He figured he would be all right as long as he kept it in his breast pocket, right 

over his heart.  

Jack looked skeptical but had heard a little bit from Sean about his attachment to his 

sister, so he knew how important it must be to James. He himself carried a pocket handkerchief 

that Geraldine had given him before he left, embroidered with her monogram G.G. in red thread 

in a corner, and he could understand how this locket could be so important to James. “Well, 

technically we’re not even in uniform in these merchant clothes…” Jack began, and James 

smiled up at him. 
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The mood in the room seemed to warm a little bit, and it looked like the pieces of their 

friendship might be salvaged after all. Jack took it as a sign and decided to ask him a question 

that had been bugging him.  

“Why’d you have to go and lose it like you did?” When James didn’t answer he 

continued. “Did you not think we’d be killing people out here? I mean…geez. You really lost it.” 

“Yes, Jack—I knew what our purpose was out here,” James said with a little zip. “But it 

was supposed to be easy. It was supposed to be in the service of my country, and it was supposed 

to be justified. What happened out there—that was out of control.” 

Jack hung his head. 

 James lowered his voice into a whisper. “It’s hard to look a man in the eyes and watch 

him die. I don’t know how those guys in the army can stand it.” He sighed and put his book 

down, his mind far away from Napoleon. “But I think the reason I got so upset had nothing to do 

with killing them, or the fact they’re Germans, and soldiers, and we’re at war. They were 

unarmed and we should have given them asylum, not a bullet to the brain.” 

He roughly rubbed his eyebrows with his knuckles. “What are their mothers going to say 

when they find out what we’ve done?” 

Unable to answer the question, Jack left him with his thoughts and a cold bowl of soup.  

 

Chapter 26 

James awoke to the cry of “U-boat ahoy!” which quickly spread throughout the ship as 

every man who heard it took up the call. Runners pounded the deck with their quick steps and he 

sat up in bed. Distant claps of percussion could be heard, and the three guns from the Nemesis 

soon echoed the U-boat’s fire.  
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James let out a quiet sneer as he thought of the fresh atrocities that Barbecue was 

undoubtedly going to commit. For the first time since his incarceration he was actually glad that 

he was locked in his room.  

James heard a loud impact that seemed to come from above deck, followed by frantic 

shouts, the groaning of wood, and finally a crash that reverberated through the rest of the ship. 

He could hear screams of agony and desperate pleas for help—it dawned on James that it was the 

voice of Henry, and he wondered what the hell was going on.   

In the gaps of fire he could make out a steady thrumming. At first he thought it was the 

deck gun on the U-boat, but he remembered hearing it fire earlier and it had a distinct sound… 

He realized then that the sound he heard was rain pounding on the metal parts of the schooner.   

Great, James thought, the crew now has to deal with a U-boat in the middle of a storm. 

Suddenly shouts of “Fire!” were mixed with the sounds of heavy objects being scraped 

across the deck above him. Henry was still screaming in pain and James could hear Barbecue’s 

muffled voice—it sounded like he was shouting It’s too heavy. 

James knew he had to get out there. Something catastrophic was going on, and there was 

no way he was going to sit in his room and try to puzzle it out. He tested the door handle hoping 

to get lucky, but it was locked just as he had expected. He looked around his room for some tool 

to use but his sword had already been confiscated and he had nothing else. He momentarily 

entertained the idea of trying to pick the lock with Moira’s locket but he soon wrote it off as 

ridiculous.  

In a moment of lucidness he looked at the door. Really looked at it. Though the tern was 

mostly made of iron and steel, by luck wood had been used for the doors. The lock seemed 
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sturdy but he didn’t think the door itself could withstand much battery. He knocked on it to test 

his theory and was delighted to hear that it was hollow. 

He took a step back and then kicked at the door as hard as he could with a straight leg. He 

immediately regretted it. Pain shot through his foot and up his leg, and his knee felt like it had 

been hit with a hammer. Curses escaped his lips and he walked in small circles as he swore.  

He lined up again and positioned his body so he would make contact with a side kick and 

avoid jamming his knee again. With a grunt his foot lashed out and he hit just below the lock 

with his heel. It was a strong impact and the door cracked a little, much to his amusement (he 

couldn’t believe he was actually kicking down a door), but the door remained intact.    

He backed up for a third time, focused his anger into the kick, and the door splintered off 

its frame. He carefully pushed the shred of door aside and half-limped from his room, trying to 

stretch out his smarting leg with each step. There was no one below deck so he climbed the stairs 

and was met with a shocking scene. 

The darkness stunned him for a minute and his senses were immediately assaulted by the 

storm—a torrent of rain (which made him wish for his thick cap back in his room) and a grasping 

wind that picked at his clothes. When his body’s first impulses subsided and his brain took in the 

view, flipped it right side up, and processed it, he knew breaking out of his room had been the 

right decision.  

Lanterns ominously swayed on posts around the deck, threatening to crash down. Some 

already had, and several fires had caught on the wooden parts of the ship; while the rain should 

have been putting them out, the wind did nothing but fuel them. One of the sails on the main 

mast had caught fire and three men were trying to untangle the ropes to reel it down before it 

spread any further.  
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And there in the middle of the deck was the toppled foremast. All that remained upright 

was a short nub of splintered wood, its jagged teeth chewing on the rain. Henry was trapped 

under the mast, lying prone on his belly, the beam across the back of his right shin. A pool of 

blood had gathered under him and as James came closer he could see the bone had been 

completely shattered. Five men, including Barbecue, were trying to lift the mast up just enough 

for him to slip his leg out but their straining didn’t seem to be getting them anywhere.  

James took up a gap between two midshipmen and squatted down. When Captain Quincy 

saw him he shouted “What the hell are you doing out of your room, Rabier?”, but that was all he 

could get out before the quartermaster counted to three and they all heaved at the mast. Everyone 

was soaked to the bone and their wet hands had a hard time finding a good grip on the wood. 

They were able to lift it a few inches but Henry couldn’t drag his heel underneath it and the mast 

slipped from their hands, pulverizing his shin anew. Henry let out a sob before fainting.  

James searched the deck for something he could use to help them lift the mast, finally 

spotting a lid from a crate of ammunition. He inspected it and though it was wood it seemed 

sturdy. He dragged it over to the mast, wedged its base right next to where Henry was trapped, 

and shouted his plan to the other five men. On James’ count of three the men strained to lift the 

mast and he, squatting, used the lid to help lever it up, propping his elbows on his knees to keep 

it steady. The staff surgeon was waiting by Henry and quickly pulled his leg free—just in time, 

before the plank broke in two, the mast crashed back to the deck, and James fell on his side.  

He lay there for a minute in the rain, trying to get used to the turbulent feeling of the boat 

as it fought to repel the assaults of water. James watched as great waves shot over the railing and 

crashed on the deck. It was like Poseidon was tired of the Nemesis skimming across the surface 

of his domain and was now trying to crush it with his giant hands of water. The cycle never 
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ended—the water pounded the wood, drained through the scupper holes, and then came back for 

another onslaught.  

He rose slowly, trying to find his stormy-weather sea legs, and spotted Sean at the helm. 

He was juggling a lantern, fighting the wind and trying to stay upright, and holding his various 

navigational instruments against his chest beneath his coat to keep them out of the rain, all while 

trying to steer.  

James suddenly could not control his laughter and it bubbled out of his chest before it 

was carried away on the wind. The mix of nerves and excitement, the feeling that the situation 

was unbelievable and thus surreal, caused him to smile, and his teeth shone pale blue in the 

moonlight.  

As he unsteadily ran across the deck towards Sean he realized that the firing had stopped 

and guessed that the U-boat had disappeared back under the water. The lucky bastards, he 

thought. We don’t have that option. He passed a midshipman using his water-logged jacket to 

beat out a fire on the railing, and the paymaster struggling to tie a bowline knot in a length of 

rope.  

“Sean!” James said as he reached him, and his friend turned towards him. “What do you 

need me to do?” 

“Take the wheel!” Though they were less than a foot away from each other they were 

shouting to be heard over the tempest. 

James grasped the wheel, struggling to hold it steady. “Now what?” 

Rain was being flung at Sean no matter which direction the wind gusted but he seemed 

unfazed. His face was red with the sting of the drops and it looked like he was crying, though it 
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was only from the wind and his rapid blinking. Sean had pulled his old mariner’s astrolabe from 

his coat and was patiently calculating their latitude. “Steer north by north-east!” 

“Where the hell is that?” James panicked. 

“Find the North Star—find Ursa Minor!” 

Shit. Which one was that? James accessed the memory file of their late night astronomy 

lessons and remembered that it was the Little Dipper. He looked up to try and find it but his 

vision was blocked by a smattering of clouds that continued to dump rain on them. The winds 

were being helpful though and shifting them to the left, so he soon spotted the two dippers and 

picked out the smaller one. James’ eye latched onto the last star on its handle. “Found it!”   

He maneuvered the wheel just slightly so that he was in line with the North Star. James 

wondered how much “north by north-east” meant in the adjustment, but Sean was engrossed in 

his measurements and James eyeballed it. How about that second star to the right of the North 

Star? That looks about right to me.  

It looked like a mutt had drowned on James’ head, his black curls hanging limp in front 

of his eyes and grazing his shoulders. He had to shake his head back and forth to clear his vision 

so he could see the sky and maintain the beeline to that second star. Everything was so black 

around them that it looked like they were sailing down the river Styx. With the lightning that 

punctuated the sky with quick bursts, and with the state of the Nemesis, James was worried that 

he actually might meet Charon at the river before the night was through.  

“How long do I keep the wheel like this?” James shouted at Sean over the pull of the 

wind. 
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“Keep it straight on till morning, or until we join Davy Jones at the bottom of the sea—

whichever happens first!” Sean grinned at him and then lurched off, probably to consult 

Barbecue.    

Second star to the right and straight on till morning James kept repeating in his head, in 

rhythm with the crashing waves. He was focused on the stars and on maintaining a straight 

course, but all around him men ran around the ship trying to keep it afloat.  

“Now would I give a thousand furlongs of sea for an acre of barren ground—I would fain 

die a dry death!” James shouted over the sounds of the storm. It was meant to be a serious 

exclamation, a bold, Shakespearean proclamation to the ocean and winds, but it felt like a dare to 

the raging tempest to do its worst and see if he didn’t make it through after all, and James felt 

giddy with defiance.   

As if fate had latched on to the temptation to wreak even more havoc, the Nemesis began 

to veer off course. No matter how he turned the wheel, the ship didn’t respond.  

James cursed aloud. Something’s happened to the rudder.  

He ran to the back of the ship and peered over the edge. He stood there gripping the 

railing until a sequence of lightning flashes proved his fear—the rudder was angled to the right, 

disconnected at the base and flopping with each hit of a wave. 

James was just turning around to tell someone what he had discovered when a wall of 

water hit him and he back flipped off of the stern of the ship, falling into the ocean head first. 

The water pulled at him and tugged at his clothes, twisting and drawing him this way and that, 

and he kicked so hard with his legs trying to right himself that one of his boots fell off.  

By the time he reached the surface he was spluttering water out of his lungs and straining 

to resist the pull of his heavy woolen clothes. The ship was still veering on its unstable, rudder-
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less course but he shouted at it anyways, knowing as he did so that the storm was too powerful 

and stripped his voice away as soon as it left his mouth.  

The instinct of survival took over and his legs continuously propelled him up, he tread 

water, he tried to float on the surface, he looked around for something to grab a hold of, but there 

was nothing in sight. He watched the Nemesis sail farther and farther away and he fought back 

the overwhelming urge to panic.  

The beating waves irritated and softened the scabs on his back. The saltwater and 

abrasion of his clothing was painful and he had to force his arms to keep moving through the 

water. He began to earnestly pray for refuge with each stroke of his arms. To reach the ship was 

now out of the question—the lights on its deck had dissolved into the dark and James couldn’t 

even remember which direction it had disappeared. Now he wished to find land.  

His desperation was what awakened the Island. It heard his need as plain as words on the 

wind, and it kept an eye peeled for him floating on the surf. It wasn’t long before it scooped his 

weary body up onto its sandy shores. Mysteriously, the onslaught of rain stopped as James 

tumbled onto land like a primordial being evolving out of the water, pulling himself up by his 

forearms. He gasped and he shook his dripping hair out of his eyes, thankful that he was on solid 

land again, not caring that he had no idea where he was. For the moment he was safe. 

He kept crawling and dragging himself up the sand with his one boot and aching back 

until he was a good distance away from the lapping waves, which seemed like hungry beasts 

trying to get at him but settling for eating the beach. The water had been freezing but he felt 

feverish and delusional and he slowed his heart rate with measured breaths.  

James lay on his side, a headache blooming in his skull, and glanced up at the sky 

expecting to see a barrier of clouds; he was instead surprised with a collage of stars. It was hot on 
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the island and he struggled to get his coat off, first unhooking Moira’s locket from around the 

button and tucking it inside his shirt. He was glad it had made it through the onslaught of the 

storm. 

The heat was strong and thick, even late at night without the sun, but it was the humidity 

that was palpable in the air. It felt like he was near the equator but he knew that to be untrue—he 

had talked to Sean for months about their trajectory and knew they were still in the northern 

hemisphere. He wondered if there was a warm pocket of air trapped by the clouds from the 

storm, or if there were warm currents flowing in the water nearby.  

He padded his head with his brine-soaked coat and watched the large fireflies dancing in 

the air. It looked like they were playing tag, darting through the air in loops of follow-the-leader 

and catch-me-if-you-can.  

One of them landed a foot away from him but it looked odd—James was expecting to see 

a thin beetle of sorts, its underbelly illuminated, but this one seemed to have a glowing aura 

around it. And it had—Legs! Human legs! With human feet! James raised his head from his coat-

pillow and squinted at it, but before he could get a good look it darted into the sky to join its 

companions. 

James flopped his head back down and laughed. I’m going crazy. The fever’s gone to my 

brain. He could feel the blood coursing through his veins—a heightened sensation, a tingling 

presence of sorts that he often got when he’d had a few ales and was just starting to get tipsy. 

James didn’t know it at the time, but the Island is thinly veiled from magic, which lurks 

underneath the gauze of reality like a pulse. This lifeblood runs all over the Island and can 

normally only be seen out of the corner of one’s eye, but James’ situation had him questioning 
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reality to begin with and what he thought was a fever dream was actually the island lifting pieces 

of its mantle to show him its true colors. 

He felt too antsy to sleep and began softly singing to himself. “Sail home as straight as an 

arrow, my yacht shoots along on the crest of the sea. Sail home to sweet Maggie Darrow, in her 

dear little home she is waiting for me. High up where cliffs they are craggy, there’s where the 

girl of my heart waits for me. Heigh ho I long for you Maggie, I’ll spread out my white wings 

and sail home to thee.” 

The fireflies seemed to stop their games and just float in the air, listening to the rich 

music of James’ soothing baritone.  

“Yo ho, how we go, oh how the winds blow. White wings they never grow weary, they 

carry me cheerily over the sea. Night comes, I long for my dearie—I’ll spread out my white 

wings and sail home to thee.” 

James tried to sleep but he kept coughing and trembling, hot one minute and shivering 

with cold the next. All he could do was lie there in the sand and clutch Moira’s necklace, waiting 

for something to happen. He watched the night sky and the constellations shift as if it was a 

massive piece of black paper, and counted the stars as they dove into the water.  

As the hours went by, the ocean and the sky did a Dance of the Seven Veils, taking off 

the veil of silver moonlight, the veil of inky shadow, the glittered veil of starlight, and revealing 

the soft pink veil of morning. When removed, it exposed a veil of orange, which in turn revealed 

the crimson veil of sunrise, which slipped away to show off the final veil of soft yellow light. It 

was so beautiful—James had never seen such a glorious sunrise before. 

With the morning light came the realization of his surroundings. The beach he was lying 

on was long, with white sands stretching away from him on both sides. It angled up and back 
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into a tropical forest thick with flora. There were palm trees, various ferns, creeping vines, and 

some plants that he had never seen before in his life. The trees were thin and tall, and lichen 

covered their bark. It was all so green—the rich, bright green of emerald, with highlights of jade 

and green jasper.  

When he sat up he could really see the extent of the island and was surprised at how 

imposing it was. Behind the thick tropical forest were walls of pale tan stone, vertically striated 

with red streaks. Iron, perhaps? James thought. They looked impassible, at least when it came to 

scaling their faces. He wondered if there were hidden pathways that could lead him further in. 

One thing at a time, he had to remind himself. This isn’t a hiking expedition, I need to think 

about surviving.  

There was no way for him to figure out where he was, even if his brain hadn’t feel like it 

had been passed over a few times with a hot iron—which it did. He needed shelter, food, and 

water… And then hopefully these awful shakes with go away. 

As if thinking about food had set off his internal hunger clock, his stomach growled and 

he thought of how nice it would be to have a hot plate of fish and chips waiting right there for 

him. He wouldn’t even complain about eating a potato, at this point he would have welcomed a 

potato with open arms. Potato fritters? Hello. Chips? Yes please. Potato Dauphinoise? How very 

French of you—don’t mind if I do.  

He tried to stand and the Great Hand of Dizziness came up and smacked him across the 

back of his head. He quickly sat back down and began to crawl towards the shade of the tropical 

forest, knowing that if he waited much longer the sun was going to fry him into James Bacon. 

Ooh, bacon… He fought to ignore the pangs of hunger. His throat felt slimy and he hacked up a 

great gob of phlegm.  
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Splashing in the water caught his attention and he shakily turned around, still on his 

hands and knees, trying to get a glimpse of what it was. A herd of grey-skinned creatures had 

gathered in the shallows. At first James thought they were sharks, or dolphins, but one of them 

raised its pudgy sea-cow face above the water and James smiled.  

It was a herd of manatees.  

They were lazily floating in the warm saltwater and James sat down, relieved that the 

lurkers were herbivores. He had been imagining some sort of scary sea monster with sharp teeth 

and an appetite for James Bacon. He continued crawling up the incline of the shore but froze 

when he heard the scraping sounds behind him. The rough scrape of something on sand… 

He whipped around and saw three creatures—three women?—coming towards him, 

about twenty feet away. They had grey, pallid skin, taught and stretched over their angular 

bones. They seemed luminescent from the inside, like they had the milky coating of a grey pearl. 

They were sliding out of the ocean and it was their skin that was making the strange scraping 

sound against the sand. 

Their heads were slick and hairless but they had full breasts and a sloping waist, 

confirming that they were female. They had the most unsettling eyes—black, emotional, 

mesmerizing. With one look they spoke to the biological male instinct, pleading to be rescued, to 

be loved. 

“Whoa,” was all that James managed to get out before the woman closest to him flipped 

up her slate-blue tail out of the water, which shocked him into silence. It too looked slick, but if 

James could have gotten a better look he would have seen that it was like shark skin—sharp, 

ridged platelets were linked together like armor. It ended in a floppy tail that looked like a lettuce 
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leaf, or a feathered fan, with a scalloped edge and powerful tendons that ran down through it so 

she could propel herself through the water. 

Without opening her mouth she emitted an eerie series of chords—secreting three notes 

at a time—that called to his heartstrings, plucking them with invisible fingers. He was entranced 

with her wordless siren song, which spoke of safety and peace in her slick grey arms.   

He began to crawl back the way he had come, towards the ocean. 

His brain didn’t even process the flickers of light on the fringes of his peripheral vision, 

which he had mistaken for fireflies the night before. They saw the situation and darted off into 

the tropical forest, in search of those they needed to warn. 

As James crawled to her he realized that it was not a she-beast—she was Moira! Her grey 

skin had become pale white and supple, and dark auburn hair cascaded down her back and over 

her shoulders, covering her breasts. She smiled, all coyness, her eyes on the ground until they 

met James’ stare and he could see that they were the hazel-green they turned when the two of 

them were together and she was content. 

The flickers of light returned, followed by three natives.  

They were young men, hunters searching the rainforest for wild pigs. Their brown bodies 

were sinewy and lithe from a lifetime of training and a light sheen of sweat coated their skin. 

They wore leather loincloths and shoes, and carried spears in their right hands and small knives 

in their left. Though they were far away from James and the mermaid they began sprinting 

towards them, knowing the danger that he was in. The young man who was running in the front 

positioned his hand on his spear and threw it midstride.  

The sea-maiden let out a groaning, grinding sound as it struck her in the shoulder and the 

spell was broken. James could see once again that the mermaid-like creature was not Moira. It 



 181

had its original grey skin, scalloped tail, and bald head. It’s ugly, James thought. How could I 

ever think that it was Moira? 

The woman flopped and rolled, clearly in pain, and pulled out the spear with her webbed 

fingers. She tossed it aside and glared at James and the natives with her black eyes. 

Now that James had snapped out of it he watched the sprinting natives with a mix of fear 

and curiosity. It was startling to see other human beings when he had presumed the island was 

uninhabited; and it didn’t help that they were running, ¾ naked, with weapons, and were 

shouting. His curiosity came from the fact that they were focusing their sole attention on the 

mermaid for the moment. 

All three had reached the section of the beach by then and the second native advanced 

towards her with his raised spear. He shouted a phrase over and over again at the she-creature as 

he took careful, measured steps, never taking his eyes off of her and raising his voice with each 

repetition. To James it sounded like “Ah-da-way-knee su-yaw-wees-da-yee!” 

She managed to make it back into the ocean where she was met by her sisters and cradled 

in their arms, before they hissed at the four men on the beach and then disappeared into deeper 

waters.  

James followed the motions of the first young man as he picked up his spear. It was thin 

and long, with a little give to the wood and a sharp-looking flake of rock secured in a notch at its 

end, wrapped with twine. The stone tip was covered with what he thought was the she-monster’s 

blood—it was a slimy green, and looked like mucous. James wrinkled his nose in disgust.  

The three of them finally turned towards James, inspecting the one-booted, mop-haired 

mess that had washed up on their beach. They were throwing words back and forth between the 
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three of them like they were balls and it was all a game, laughing quietly in-between phrases. 

They seemed to find him amusing more than threatening, but they approached him slowly.   

James loved how their speech sounded smooth and guttural at the same time, as if the 

tongue was nicking the back of the throat. He heard words that sounded like he-on-kay and doo-

oo ohg-dah and the men kept motioning to him with sweeps of their hands. 

James tried to stand to meet them on an equal level, be it as a friend or foe, but his 

lightheadedness still hadn’t passed and he gave up and stayed seated. He may have been hunched 

over but he remained observant, and he watched two of them pick up his discarded jacket and 

hold it up this-way and that-way, inspecting it. They lay their spears on the ground, parallel, and 

went to work. It wasn’t until they were almost finished that James realized they were 

constructing a stretcher by tying the arms and coat lapels around the wood.  

After testing its sturdiness they moved closer to James and grabbed him roughly by the 

arms. He attempted to resist, now not so sure of their good intentions, but one of them shook him 

forcefully by the shoulders and James didn’t have the strength to resist. Even if I had, he 

reasoned, trying to feel like less of a weakling, where would I have gone? To that bush over 

there? Yeah, then I would have been safe beyond a doubt. He took refuge in his sarcasm and the 

hopelessness of the situation and didn’t fight them when they lifted him onto the improvised 

litter. 

The remaining native, who seemed to be the leader of the trio, kept his spear and knife in-

hand and was looking around the forest and beach as if suspicious. He pointed his spear at James 

and muttered some words with a frown on his face, and then began to lead their caravan into the 

brush.  

James didn’t know if they wanted to help him, eat him, or keep him as a pet. 
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As the natives carried him away, his fears materialized in full-force and he clutched the 

locket which still hung around his neck. Regrets passed through him like fog, mostly having to 

do with his father and Moira.  

He opened the locket and the small yellow winter jasmine bloom dropped into his hand, 

sodden and falling apart. The small clasp had not been enough to keep out the seawater and he 

watched the petals drop to his chest with each bounce of the stretcher. It seemed symbolic, that 

falling-apart, and he would have followed the orders of a thousand Barbecues for the rest of his 

life if it meant that he and Moira could have a second chance. 

It was then that James knew he Loved Moira. Not just loved, the way one does a dog or 

an opera or a chocolate éclair, but Loved.  

But there was no schooner or steamboat or ketch or trawler docked along the shore. He 

didn’t even see a canoe or rowboat. He was stuck here on this island, never to leave, never to 

return to England, never to see Moira again. This was Never Land, Never-Ending Land, Never-

Again Land. And he began to weep for what could have been. 

 

to be continued…  
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