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    In Saki’s chilling thought experiment, the everyday ease of a confident society collides with the hard fact of conquest, and the resulting friction asks whether habits and manners, class rituals and press chatter, private comforts and patriotic myths can withstand the blunt pressure of authority, whether the language of liberty remains persuasive when the decisions are made elsewhere, and whether a people accustomed to ruling can relearn the disciplines of citizenship when their streets, institutions, and even small pleasures are supervised by a victor whose power is at once visible in uniforms and invisible in the quick erosion of self-respect.

First published shortly before the First World War, When William Came by Saki, the pen name of H. H. Munro, belongs to the era’s invasion literature and reads today as an early work of alternate history. Its setting is London under occupation by a victorious German Empire, with the title’s “William” pointing to the Hohenzollern monarch whose presence is felt in decrees, ceremonies, and the altered rhythms of urban life. The novel fuses drawing-room comedy with political cautionary tale, observing how a metropolitan elite and a broader public negotiate new rules while clinging to familiar pleasures, routines, and self-flattering stories.

At its outset, the book presents a city adjusting to the unthinkable: defeat accepted, sovereignty curtailed, and normal life proceeding in uneasy tandem with a conquering administration. Through conversations in clubs and breakfast rooms, through strolls in parks and glimpses of official pageantry, Saki follows English men and women who test the limits of courtesy, compliance, and quiet defiance. The narrative is episodic rather than melodramatic, preferring cool observation to spectacle, and the wit is edged with chill precision. Without dwelling on battles or intrigue, the story explores how small choices in speech, leisure, and loyalty add up to national character.

Its central themes emerge from this gently merciless scrutiny: the perils of complacency, the seductions of comfort, the uses of ceremony, and the contested meaning of patriotism. Saki probes how a great power’s self-image can survive humiliation by translating loss into etiquette, and how political questions become questions of taste, fashion, and class. He also examines the civic burden of preparedness, the responsibilities of citizenship in a constitutional society, and the uneasy trade between privacy and security under occupation. The book’s satire does not merely deride; it measures how rhetoric, newspapers, and club talk can drift into collaboration without overt intention.

The reading experience is bracingly urbane: the sentences are tight, the humor dry, the judgments cool, and the scenes arranged like social miniatures that accumulate into a political argument. Saki’s control of implication encourages readers to hear what goes unsaid, to notice the props of public life—flags, uniforms, invitations, timetables—and to weigh how these props rewrite the calendar of a modern city. The tone remains poised rather than hectoring, allowing the characters’ choices and evasions to supply the sting. Without offering easy heroes or villains, the novel trusts irony and inference to map the moral weather of occupation.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions feel timely: How does a society recognize creeping normalization of illiberal rule, and what forms of everyday resistance are plausible when overt defiance is costly? The satire prefigures debates about information, media responsibility, and the soft power of spectacle, as well as arguments over service, immigration, and national identity in a world of rival states. It invites reflection on the gap between performative outrage and practical sacrifice, and on the fragility of rights that are rarely exercised. In this way, a period piece becomes a mirror held up to ongoing civic uncertainties.

Approached as both satire and scenario, When William Came endures because it refuses comfort while refusing despair, insisting that political fate is written in the texture of daily conduct as much as in councils and barracks. Reading it today underscores how easy it is to outsource vigilance to slogans or style, and how hard it is to convert sentiment into steadiness. Saki’s novel asks for attention, not allegiance, and offers clarity without prescription. Its enduring value lies in the coolness of its gaze, which steadies readers to measure their own societies before pressure makes small evasions irreversible.
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    When William Came (1913) by H. H. Munro, known as Saki, is a work of invasion literature that imagines Britain subjugated after a swift German victory under Kaiser William II. Rather than depicting battles, the novel examines everyday life in London under Hohenzollern rule. Through cool satire and social observation, it studies how a conquered capital adapts to new authorities, imported customs, and reorganized loyalties. The narrative follows the rhythms of drawing rooms, clubs, and public spaces, tracing the interplay between private ambitions and public obligations. Saki builds his critique by showing ordinary adjustments that gradually redefine what is acceptable, patriotic, and possible.

At the center stands Murrey Yeovil, an Englishman returning to London after illness and travel abroad, who discovers a city transformed. German officers, altered symbols, and procedural courtesies mark the streets, while acquaintances discuss the latest regulations with matter-of-fact ease. He reunites with his wife, Cicely, whose social circle has already begun to adjust to the new regime’s expectations. Through Yeovil’s disorientation, Saki contrasts the habits of prewar London with the routines of occupation, emphasizing the quiet mechanisms by which authority embeds itself: language preferences, ceremonial precedence, and the subtle pressure to appear reasonable, modern, and compliant in public life.

In a series of social scenes, the novel shows fashionable households and clubs calibrating their behavior to the conqueror’s tastes. Dinner tables, theatre boxes, and charity committees become arenas where status is renegotiated, favors are sought, and lines of deference are tested. Saki lingers on the genteel calculations that make accommodation seem advantageous: invitations that hinge on political tact, patronage that rewards amiable neutrality, and entertainments rebranded to suit imperial sensibilities. Cicely’s poise within this milieu illuminates the temptations of continuity and comfort, while Yeovil’s discomfort reveals how small acts of adaptation can accumulate into a broader acceptance of rule.

Yeovil’s moral questioning anchors the book’s argument about identity under foreign dominion. Conversations with acquaintances touch on sport, schooling, journalism, and the arts, asking what should be preserved and what must be forfeited. Some advocate patience and incremental influence; others speak for abstention, emigration, or quiet sabotage of official programs. Saki sketches the narrowing of unregulated spaces—associations registered, expressions monitored, civic ceremonies repurposed—without resorting to melodrama. The emphasis falls on habit, convenience, and fear of isolation as drivers of consent. Yeovil weighs the claims of friendship and marriage against a stubborn sense that public complicity reshapes private character.

Several public set pieces oblige characters to declare themselves. Loyalty demonstrations, cultural festivals, and high-profile sporting displays function as civic tests, asking not only for attendance but for visible enthusiasm. Invitations, office appointments, and professional opportunities arrive tied to gestures of assent. Yeovil confronts decisions about where to appear, whom to endorse, and what lines to refuse, as social fault lines widen between those who normalize the new order and those who hold aloof. Younger figures, raised quickly to the altered etiquette, accept it with less strain, underscoring the speed with which a conquering power can naturalize its symbols.

As the occupation’s routines harden, the backdrop tightens: permits and reporting requirements proliferate, newspapers trim their tone, and conversation grows cautious. Against this, rumors of more disruptive responses circulate, though the book keeps its focus on social pressure rather than conspiracies. Yeovil measures his remaining courses—withdrawal abroad, inward refusal, or openly antagonistic gestures—aware that each carries costs to relationships and livelihood. Saki threads these choices with an indictment of prewar overconfidence and political drift, suggesting that the defeat was prepared by years of complacent habit. The novel’s momentum lies less in plot reversals than in accumulating moral weight.

Published on the eve of the First World War, When William Came crystallizes early twentieth‑century British anxieties about preparedness, decadence, and the fragility of national purpose. Its portrait of occupied London is an instrument for examining collaboration, pride, and the seductions of normality. By ending on the unresolved tensions between comfort and conviction, Saki leaves readers weighing what forms of loyalty remain under constraint and how quickly public life can be re-scripted. The book endures as a pointed cautionary fable: a social comedy sharpened into political warning, asking how a society remembers itself when its institutions and ceremonies are no longer its own.
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    When William Came, published in 1913 by the British satirist H. H. Munro (“Saki”), belongs to the late‑Edwardian wave of invasion literature. It imagines London after a successful German conquest, with Kaiser Wilhelm II’s empire administering the British capital. The setting reflects anxieties in the years immediately preceding the First World War, when European great‑power rivalry permeated politics and the press. Munro situates his counterfactual within familiar institutions—Parliament, London clubs, civil administration, the metropolitan police—so readers could measure how everyday routines might change under foreign rule. The novel’s premise, not its plot, makes its historical intervention: to test British complacency about national security and civic duty.

From the 1890s, Anglo‑German relations deteriorated amid a naval arms race. Germany’s Navy Laws of 1898 and 1900, championed by Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, authorized rapid expansion of the High Seas Fleet. Britain replied by accelerating construction, notably after HMS Dreadnought (1906) revolutionized battleship design. Public agitation peaked in 1909 with the “We want eight and we won’t wait” campaign demanding more dreadnoughts. Diplomatically, Britain aligned through the Entente Cordiale (1904) with France and, by the Anglo‑Russian Convention (1907), completed the Triple Entente. This strategic polarization fed British fears of invasion across the North Sea—fears that gave Munro’s scenario its immediacy for contemporaries.

The Second Boer War (1899–1902) exposed deficiencies in British recruitment, training, and logistics, prompting an “efficiency” drive. The Committee of Imperial Defence was created in 1902; the Esher Committee’s recommendations restructured the War Office in 1904. Secretary of State for War Richard Haldane’s reforms (1906–1908) organized the British Expeditionary Force and established the Territorial Force and the Officers’ Training Corps. Debates persisted over conscription. Field Marshal Lord Roberts led the National Service League (founded 1902), advocating compulsory military training to deter invasion. Though Britain retained voluntary service, the controversy shaped public discourse. Munro’s novel aligns with this debate, pressing readers to consider universal national service.

Domestic politics in 1906–1914 were turbulent. Liberal governments pursued social reforms and confronted the constitutional crisis sparked by the People’s Budget (1909), leading to the Parliament Act (1911) curbing the House of Lords’ veto. Some argued such struggles distracted from defense priorities. Sir Edward Grey, Foreign Secretary from 1905, sought to manage tensions with Germany; the 1912 Haldane Mission attempted a naval accommodation, but mistrust persisted. The Agadir Crisis (1911) in Morocco dramatized German–French rivalry and raised war fears in Britain. Against this backdrop, When William Came challenges the notion that diplomacy and naval supremacy alone would guarantee national safety and political independence.

Invasion anxieties were amplified by popular culture and official measures. Novels such as George Tomkyns Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking (1871), Erskine Childers’s The Riddle of the Sands (1903), and William Le Queux’s The Invasion of 1910 (1906) helped normalize the idea of a sudden blow from Germany. The 1909 “phantom airship” sightings, widely reported in Britain, enhanced unease. The state responded with the creation of the Secret Service Bureau in 1909 (later MI5 and MI6) and the Official Secrets Act of 1911 to counter espionage. Munro’s narrative employs these public fears while satirizing sensationalism and shallow preparedness.

Edwardian London, the world Munro depicts, was the administrative and financial center of a vast empire. It housed Parliament, the civil service, the law courts, and a dense ecosystem of gentlemen’s clubs, newspapers, and cultural venues. The city’s infrastructure modernized quickly: new deep‑level tube lines opened in 1906–1907, motor traffic increased, and electrification spread. Social life was highly stratified, with aristocratic rituals coexisting beside expanding middle‑class consumerism. London’s ceremonials and routines—levees, club luncheons, and committee work—offered Saki abundant material for social satire. By imagining these institutions under external control, the book asks how custom, status, and bureaucracy might impede national resilience.

Events on the continent reinforced British perceptions of German militarism. The Daily Telegraph Affair (1908), in which Kaiser Wilhelm II’s remarks offended British opinion, damaged his image. The Bosnian crisis (1908–1909) and the Balkan Wars (1912–1913) showed how regional tensions could escalate into great‑power confrontation. In 1913, the Zabern Affair in Alsace highlighted the primacy of Prussian military authority over civil society within the German Empire. Such episodes shaped British newspapers and parliamentary debates. When William Came draws on this climate, presenting a disciplined, bureaucratic occupier whose methods echo contemporary reports, thereby critiquing both authoritarian habits abroad and complacency at home.

H. H. Munro was a Conservative‑leaning journalist and short‑story writer who reported for the Morning Post from the Balkans, Russia, and Paris before turning primarily to fiction. He published When William Came in 1913, the year before the July Crisis; after war began, he enlisted and was killed in France in 1916. The novel’s satire targets urban frivolity, bureaucratic inertia, and resistance to national service, echoing the era’s “national efficiency” rhetoric. Using a conquered London as a thought experiment rather than a battlefield tale, Munro critiques early‑twentieth‑century Britain’s political divisions and strategic assumptions while urging civic obligation and practical preparedness.
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CHAPTER I: THE SINGING-BIRD AND THE BAROMETER
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Cicely Yeovil sat in a low swing chair, alternately looking at herself in a mirror and at the other occupant of the room in the flesh.  Both prospects gave her undisguised satisfaction.  Without being vain she was duly appreciative of good looks, whether in herself or in another, and the reflection that she saw in the mirror, and the young man whom she saw seated at the piano, would have come with credit out of a more severely critical inspection.  Probably she looked longer and with greater appreciation at the piano player than at her own image; her good looks were an inherited possession, that had been with her more or less all her life, while Ronnie Storre was a comparatively new acquisition, discovered and achieved, so to speak, by her own enterprise, selected by her own good taste.  Fate had given her adorable eyelashes and an excellent profile.  Ronnie was an indulgence she had bestowed on herself.

Cicely had long ago planned out for herself a complete philosophy of life, and had resolutely set to work to carry her philosophy into practice.  “When love is over how little of love even the lover understands,” she quoted to herself from one of her favourite poets, and transposed the saying into “While life is with us how little of life even the materialist understands.”  Most people that she knew took endless pains and precautions to preserve and prolong their lives and keep their powers of enjoyment unimpaired; few, very few, seemed to make any intelligent effort at understanding what they really wanted in the way of enjoying their lives, or to ascertain what were the best means for satisfying those wants.  Fewer still bent their whole energies to the one paramount aim of getting what they wanted in the fullest possible measure.  Her scheme of life was not a wholly selfish one; no one could understand what she wanted as well as she did herself, therefore she felt that she was the best person to pursue her own ends and cater for her own wants.  To have others thinking and acting for one merely meant that one had to be perpetually grateful for a lot of well-meant and usually unsatisfactory services.  It was like the case of a rich man giving a community a free library, when probably the community only wanted free fishing or reduced tram-fares.  Cicely studied her own whims and wishes, experimented in the best method of carrying them into effect, compared the accumulated results of her experiments, and gradually arrived at a very clear idea of what she wanted in life, and how best to achieve it.  She was not by disposition a self-centred soul, therefore she did not make the mistake of supposing that one can live successfully and gracefully in a crowded world without taking due notice of the other human elements around one.  She was instinctively far more thoughtful for others than many a person who is genuinely but unseeingly addicted to unselfishness[1q].

Also she kept in her armoury the weapon which can be so mightily effective if used sparingly by a really sincere individual—the knowledge of when to be a humbug.  Ambition entered to a certain extent into her life, and governed it perhaps rather more than she knew.  She desired to escape from the doom of being a nonentity, but the escape would have to be effected in her own way and in her own time; to be governed by ambition was only a shade or two better than being governed by convention.

The drawing-room in which she and Ronnie were sitting was of such proportions that one hardly knew whether it was intended to be one room or several, and it had the merit of being moderately cool at two o’clock on a particularly hot July afternoon.  In the coolest of its many alcoves servants had noiselessly set out an improvised luncheon table: a tempting array of caviare, crab and mushroom salads, cold asparagus, slender hock bottles and high-stemmed wine goblets peeped out from amid a setting of Charlotte Klemm roses.

Cicely rose from her seat and went over to the piano.

“Come,” she said, touching the young man lightly with a finger-tip on the top of his very sleek, copper-hued head, “we’re going to have picnic-lunch to-day up here; it’s so much cooler than any of the downstairs rooms, and we shan’t be bothered with the servants trotting in and out all the time.  Rather a good idea of mine, wasn’t it?”

Ronnie, after looking anxiously to see that the word “picnic” did not portend tongue sandwiches and biscuits, gave the idea his blessing.

“What is young Storre’s profession?” some one had once asked concerning him.

“He has a great many friends who have independent incomes,” had been the answer.

The meal was begun in an appreciative silence; a picnic in which three kinds of red pepper were available for the caviare demanded a certain amount of respectful attention.

“My heart ought to be like a singing-bird to-day, I suppose,” said Cicely presently.

“Because your good man is coming home?” asked Ronnie.

Cicely nodded.

“He’s expected some time this afternoon, though I’m rather vague as to which train he arrives by.  Rather a stifling day for railway travelling.”

“And is your heart doing the singing-bird business?” asked Ronnie.

“That depends,” said Cicely, “if I may choose the bird.  A missel-thrush[1] would do, perhaps; it sings loudest in stormy weather, I believe.”

Ronnie disposed of two or three stems of asparagus before making any comment on this remark.

“Is there going to be stormy weather?” he asked.

“The domestic barometer is set rather that way,” said Cicely.  “You see, Murrey has been away for ever so long, and, of course, there will be lots of things he won’t be used to, and I’m afraid matters may be rather strained and uncomfortable for a time.”

“Do you mean that he will object to me?” asked Ronnie.

“Not in the least,” said Cicely, “he’s quite broad-minded on most subjects, and he realises that this is an age in which sensible people know thoroughly well what they want, and are determined to get what they want.  It pleases me to see a lot of you, and to spoil you and pay you extravagant compliments about your good looks and your music, and to imagine at times that I’m in danger of getting fond of you; I don’t see any harm in it, and I don’t suppose Murrey will either—in fact, I shouldn’t be surprised if he takes rather a liking to you.  No, it’s the general situation that will trouble and exasperate him; he’s not had time to get accustomed to the fait accompli[2] like we have.  It will break on him with horrible suddenness.”

“He was somewhere in Russia when the war broke out, wasn’t he?” said Ronnie.

“Somewhere in the wilds of Eastern Siberia, shooting and bird collecting, miles away from a railway or telegraph line, and it was all over before he knew anything about it; it didn’t last very long, when you come to think of it.  He was due home somewhere about that time, and when the weeks slipped by without my hearing from him, I quite thought he’d been captured in the Baltic or somewhere on the way back.  It turned out that he was down with marsh fever in some out-of-the-way spot, and everything was over and finished with before he got back to civilisation and newspapers.”

“It must have been a bit of a shock,” said Ronnie, busy with a well-devised salad; “still, I don’t see why there should be domestic storms when he comes back.  You are hardly responsible for the catastrophe that has happened.”

“No,” said Cicely, “but he’ll come back naturally feeling sore and savage with everything he sees around him, and he won’t realise just at once that we’ve been through all that ourselves, and have reached the stage of sullen acquiescence in what can’t be helped.  He won’t understand, for instance, how we can be enthusiastic and excited over Gorla Mustelford’s début, and things of that sort; he’ll think we are a set of callous revellers, fiddling while Rome is burning.”

“In this case,” said Ronnie, “Rome isn’t burning, it’s burnt.  All that remains to be done is to rebuild it—when possible.”

“Exactly, and he’ll say we’re not doing much towards helping at that.”

“But,” protested Ronnie, “the whole thing has only just happened; ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day,’ and we can’t rebuild our Rome in a day.”

“I know,” said Cicely, “but so many of our friends, and especially Murrey’s friends, have taken the thing in a tragical fashion, and cleared off to the Colonies, or shut themselves up in their country houses, as though there was a sort of moral leprosy infecting London.”

“I don’t see what good that does,” said Ronnie.

“It doesn’t do any good, but it’s what a lot of them have done because they felt like doing it, and Murrey will feel like doing it too.  That is where I foresee trouble and disagreement.”

Ronnie shrugged his shoulders.

“I would take things tragically if I saw the good of it,” he said; “as matters stand it’s too late in the day and too early to be anything but philosophical about what one can’t help.  For the present we’ve just got to make the best of things.  Besides, you can’t very well turn down Gorla at the last moment.”

“I’m not going to turn down Gorla, or anybody,” said Cicely with decision.  “I think it would be silly, and silliness doesn’t appeal to me.  That is why I foresee storms on the domestic horizon.  After all, Gorla has her career to think of.  Do you know,” she added, with a change of tone, “I rather wish you would fall in love with Gorla; it would make me horribly jealous, and a little jealousy is such a good tonic for any woman who knows how to dress well.  Also, Ronnie, it would prove that you are capable of falling in love with some one, of which I’ve grave doubts up to the present.”

“Love is one of the few things in which the make-believe is superior to the genuine,” said Ronnie, “it lasts longer, and you get more fun out of it, and it’s easier to replace when you’ve done with it.”

“Still, it’s rather like playing with coloured paper instead of playing with fire,” objected Cicely.

A footman came round the corner with the trained silence that tactfully contrives to make itself felt.

“Mr. Luton to see you, Madam,” he announced, “shall I say you are in?”

“Mr. Luton?  Oh, yes,” said Cicely, “he’ll probably have something to tell us about Gorla’s concert,” she added, turning to Ronnie.

Tony Luton was a young man who had sprung from the people, and had taken care that there should be no recoil.  He was scarcely twenty years of age, but a tightly packed chronicle of vicissitudes lay behind his sprightly insouciant appearance.  Since his fifteenth year he had lived, Heaven knew how, getting sometimes a minor engagement at some minor music-hall, sometimes a temporary job as secretary-valet-companion to a roving invalid, dining now and then on plovers’ eggs and asparagus at one of the smarter West End restaurants, at other times devouring a kipper or a sausage in some stuffy Edgware Road eating-house; always seemingly amused by life, and always amusing.  It is possible that somewhere in such heart as he possessed there lurked a rankling bitterness against the hard things of life, or a scrap of gratitude towards the one or two friends who had helped him disinterestedly, but his most intimate associates could not have guessed at the existence of such feelings.  Tony Luton was just a merry-eyed dancing faun, whom Fate had surrounded with streets instead of woods, and it would have been in the highest degree inartistic to have sounded him for a heart or a heartache.

The dancing of the faun took one day a livelier and more assured turn, the joyousness became more real, and the worst of the vicissitudes seemed suddenly over.  A musical friend, gifted with mediocre but marketable abilities, supplied Tony with a song, for which he obtained a trial performance at an East End hall.  Dressed as a jockey, for no particular reason except that the costume suited him, he sang, “They quaff the gay bubbly in Eccleston Square” to an appreciative audience, which included the manager of a famous West End theatre of varieties.  Tony and his song won the managerial favour, and were immediately transplanted to the West End house, where they scored a success of which the drooping music-hall industry was at the moment badly in need.

It was just after the great catastrophe, and men of the London world were in no humour to think; they had witnessed the inconceivable befall them, they had nothing but political ruin to stare at, and they were anxious to look the other way.  The words of Tony’s song were more or less meaningless, though he sang them remarkably well, but the tune, with its air of slyness and furtive joyousness, appealed in some unaccountable manner to people who were furtively unhappy, and who were trying to appear stoically cheerful.

“What must be, must be,” and “It’s a poor heart that never rejoices,” were the popular expressions of the London public at that moment, and the men who had to cater for that public were thankful when they were able to stumble across anything that fitted in with the prevailing mood.  For the first time in his life Tony Luton discovered that agents and managers were a leisured class, and that office boys had manners.

He entered Cicely’s drawing-room with the air of one to whom assurance of manner has become a sheathed weapon, a court accessory rather than a trade implement.  He was more quietly dressed than the usual run of music-hall successes; he had looked critically at life from too many angles not to know that though clothes cannot make a man they can certainly damn him.

“Thank you, I have lunched already,” he said in answer to a question from Cicely.  “Thank you,” he said again in a cheerful affirmative, as the question of hock in a tall ice-cold goblet was propounded to him.

“I’ve come to tell you the latest about the Gorla Mustelford evening,” he continued.  “Old Laurent is putting his back into it, and it’s really going to be rather a big affair.  She’s going to out-Russian the Russians.  Of course, she hasn’t their technique nor a tenth of their training, but she’s having tons of advertisement.  The name Gorla is almost an advertisement in itself, and then there’s the fact that she’s the daughter of a peer.”

“She has temperament,” said Cicely, with the decision of one who makes a vague statement in a good cause.

“So Laurent says,” observed Tony.  “He discovers temperament in every one that he intends to boom.  He told me that I had temperament to the finger-tips, and I was too polite to contradict him.  But I haven’t told you the really important thing about the Mustelford début.  It is a profound secret, more or less, so you must promise not to breathe a word about it till half-past four, when it will appear in all the six o’clock newspapers.”

Tony paused for dramatic effect, while he drained his goblet, and then made his announcement.

“Majesty is going to be present.  Informally and unofficially, but still present in the flesh.  A sort of casual dropping in, carefully heralded by unconfirmed rumour a week ahead.”

“Heavens!” exclaimed Cicely, in genuine excitement, “what a bold stroke.  Lady Shalem has worked that, I bet.  I suppose it will go down all right.”

“Trust Laurent to see to that,” said Tony, “he knows how to fill his house with the right sort of people, and he’s not the one to risk a fiasco.  He knows what he
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