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      BOOK ONE

Starting Out


      Unlike are we, unlike, O princely Heart!
Unlike our uses and our destinies.
Our ministering two angels look surprise
On one
         another, as they strike athwart
Their wings in passing.
      

      Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Sonnets from the Portuguese









      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      May 1874

      
      Venetia Fleetwood came into the green drawing-room of Southport House in Pall Mall at her usual energetic pace, a clutch of
         stiff white envelopes in her hand. Her mother Charlotte, the duchess, was reclining on a sofa with a writing-case on her lap,
         composing a letter.
      

      
      Venetia was a little too tall and thin for conventional beauty, and at twenty-four past girlhood, but she had a vivid, expressive
         face, and eyes that not a few young men had found fascinating. She paused to observe how slowly her mother was writing, and
         said, ‘That looks laborious.’
      

      
      Charlotte shrugged off the implied sympathy: she never made much of her ailments. ‘Not nearly as laborious as when we had
         to use goose quills. I was quite an expert at cutting a nib when I was a girl: I made all my father’s for him. You may thank
         progress that it’s now a lost art. What’s that in your hand?’
      

      
      ‘More wedding replies,’ Venetia said. ‘I brought them up to save Ungar the stairs. You really ought to pension him off, Mama.’

      
      ‘It would break his heart.’

      
      ‘It’s his heart I worry about. I can’t think how old he is.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t dare ask him. He’s been my butler since before you were born, and he wasn’t a young man then. But he was always
         terrifying.’
      

      
      
      Venetia smiled at the idea of her mother being terrified of anyone. She waved the envelopes. ‘Where would you like me to put
         these?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, with the others,’ Charlotte said, a touch wearily. ‘I can’t deal with them now.’

      
      ‘Where is everyone?’ Venetia asked. ‘You aren’t having to do everything alone, are you?’ She crossed to the table to add the
         envelopes to the growing pile, sparing a surprised glance for a rather crude and brightly coloured figurine standing there,
         and returned to her mother. ‘You look pale. Has the pain come back?’
      

      
      ‘I’m just a little tired, that’s all,’ Charlotte said.

      
      ‘If you have a headache you shouldn’t be writing. What is it, anyway?’ She craned her neck to look over her mother’s shoulder.
         ‘A thank-you note?’ she said in surprise.
      

      
      ‘Don’t say “note”, darling.’

      
      ‘Letter, then. But you don’t have to do those yourself. What do you have secretaries for?’

      
      ‘Miss Scanlon’s running messages for me, and Temple has quite enough to do. And besides, this is a special case – old Mrs
         Golding, who was your father’s nurse, down at Ravendene.’
      

      
      Venetia frowned. ‘The old lady who lives in the cottage by the butcher’s shop? The one Gussie calls “Mutton Chops” because
         she has more whiskers than Marcus?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be cruel. She hasn’t two farthings to rub together, poor thing, apart from the pension your father pays her, but she
         still sent a wedding present.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell me! That china figure on the table?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid so. But it was very kind of her, and quite unlooked-for. She says it was given to her on her wedding day.’

      
      ‘Not by Papa, I sincerely hope!’ Venetia said. ‘What on earth is it?’

      
      ‘I think it’s meant to be Lord Nelson. There was quite a craze for him in those days.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, I see now. I wondered why it only had one arm.’

      
      
      ‘I expect it’s had pride of place on her chimney-piece for the last fifty years,’ Charlotte said, ‘so please, darling, do
         say something kind when you see her next.’
      

      
      ‘I’m always kind. It’s Gussie who’s tactless. But where is everybody?’ Venetia reverted to her unanswered question.

      
      ‘The girls are in the ballroom, laying out the presents that came this morning. And your father’s gone to the House.’

      
      ‘Again?’ Venetia grinned. ‘You know, Mama-duchess, I don’t think Papa ever really meant to retire.’

      
      ‘Oh, he meant it,’ Charlotte said. ‘But he found that he didn’t like it as much as he expected.’

      
      The Duke of Southport had retired from politics at the end of the 1871 session, worn out with his struggle to get Cardwell’s
         army reforms through, against fierce opposition that had even included his own younger son, Marcus, who was a cavalry officer.
         The duke had given up his government position, closed up Southport House, and invited Charlotte to share a life of pastoral
         serenity with him down at Ravendene, his seat in Northamptonshire. Charlotte’s health had been damaged while nursing in the
         Crimea; like many who had been at Balaclava, she had never been entirely well since. She suffered from intermittent bouts
         of severe pain, fever and debility, so the prospect of bucolic bliss had pleased her.
      

      
      But it hadn’t been long before Oliver had started to miss being at the centre of things: Charlotte noticed the ill-concealed
         eagerness with which he seized the London papers from the butler’s hand every morning. Soon enough a day-trip to London ‘on
         business’ was casually mooted. This was by way of being the thin end of the wedge. The day trip was repeated, grew more frequent,
         and eventually was lengthened to an overnight stay so that the duke could ‘catch old So-and-so at the club’ or sit in on an
         important debate the next day.
      

      
      By the time the decision had to be made whether Venetia should be married in London or from Ravendene, there was little doubt
         which Southport would choose. ‘Your papa simply couldn’t get used to not being consulted,’ Charlotte said now to her eldest daughter.
      

      
      ‘If he wanted to get back into government, he’s missed his chance, poor Papa, now Mr Gladstone’s gone out!’ Venetia said.

      
      In January of this year the general election had returned a Conservative majority. It was said that the brewers’ vote was
         responsible: the Licensing Act of 1872 had been so unpopular that the brewing trade had turned en masse against the Liberals, and every public house had become a Conservative committee room. In February Disraeli had been invited
         to form a government, and it was only as a member of Her Majesty’s Opposition that the Duke of Southport now spoke in the
         House of Lords.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I dare say he’ll still make himself useful,’ Charlotte said.

      
      ‘Not work for Mr Disraeli?’ Venetia said in mock horror.

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, darling. It’s not as if the Fleetwoods are an old Whig family. And in any case, there’s good work to be done
         in opposition.’
      

      
      ‘Devil’s advocate, Mama-duchess!’

      
      ‘Naturally I want Papa to be happy,’ Charlotte said. ‘There’s no comfort for a wife in a discontented husband. Speaking of
         which, where’s John? Didn’t he come back with you?’
      

      
      Venetia wrinkled her nose. ‘John?’

      
      ‘Your fiancé, had you forgotten?’ Charlotte said drily.

      
      ‘I can never think of him as “John”. I don’t know how you’ve mastered it so soon.’

      
      ‘Not soon at all. You’ve been engaged for a year.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know. But he’ll always be Beauty Winchmore to me.’

      
      ‘Beauty’ had been Lord Hazelmere’s sobriquet when he was Captain Winchmore, the most handsome and dashing of Blues officers.
         He had been the hardest rider and lightest dancer in the Heavy Brigade, pursued by ambitious mamas and their daughters alike, but never with a serious eye for anyone but Venetia.
      

      
      Charlotte laughed, but she said, ‘You must give the poor man a little dignity, now he’s come into the title.’

      
      ‘Beauty doesn’t need dignity,’ Venetia said carelessly. ‘He has everything else – looks, charm, rank and fortune.’

      
      Not so very much fortune, Charlotte reflected. The estate Winchmore had inherited from his father had been found to be much
         less healthy than supposed, emaciated by the extravagant lifestyle of both father and son. Hazelmere had been embarrassed
         but frank about it when closeted with Southport to discuss settlements – so Oliver had told Charlotte privately afterwards.
         Oliver had been obliged to agree to make a larger settlement on Venetia than he had anticipated, ‘or they’ll have nothing
         to live on,’ he said. ‘And whatever she thinks, Venetia won’t be content with love in a cottage. She wasn’t born my daughter
         for nothing.’
      

      
      At that moment the door opened and three young women came in: the duchess’s other daughters, Olivia and Augusta, and her ward,
         Emma.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you’re back!’ Augusta exclaimed to Venetia. ‘I say, that’s a splendid hat!’

      
      ‘I’d forgotten I was still wearing it,’ Venetia said. She pulled out the long jet pins and removed it – a smart and rather
         mannish black glazed straw trimmed with cock’s feathers.
      

      
      ‘Where did you get it?’ Augusta pursued. ‘I must say, old Sissy, your clothes have taken a turn for the better since you became
         an engaged woman.’
      

      
      ‘You’re too kind. I always come to you to know what to wear, Gussie dear,’ Venetia said, with an irony lost on her sister.

      
      Augusta’s self-confidence was impervious. ‘We’ve been unpacking your wedding presents,’ she informed her. ‘Lots more came
         today – everyone in the country seems to be sending something. We’ve used up nearly one whole side of the ballroom, Mama. We’ll need more trestles if anything else comes.’
      

      
      ‘You have made a careful note of everything, haven’t you?’ Charlotte asked anxiously.

      
      ‘Of course we have,’ Augusta said. ‘Olivia wrote down who sent what and so on – didn’t you, Liv?’

      
      ‘And we’ve put each person’s card on display next to each present, Aunt Charlotte, just as you told us,’ Emma added. ‘Though,
         honestly, some of the things they’ve sent – you wouldn’t think they’d want to own up to them! A pokerwork escritoire that
         looks like snakes writhing about in agony! The Milners sent that.’
      

      
      ‘They should be made to sit and stare at it for an hour every day. That’d teach ’em!’ Augusta snorted.

      
      ‘And Lady Tonbridge only sent a photo-lith of the Queen in the most dreadful silver frame, which I call mean,’ Emma said.

      
      ‘And there was a pair of hideous Chinese vases from someone called Lady Pastry. Who on earth can she be?’
      

      
      ‘Lady Paisley,’ Olivia corrected patiently. ‘I told you, Gussie. It was bad handwriting, Mama.’

      
      ‘I don’t think I know her,’ Charlotte said, faintly puzzled. ‘She must be someone of Hazelmere’s.’

      
      ‘Well, the vases were vile, and the fist was viler,’ said Augusta, who picked up slang from her brother Harry, the heir, with
         whom she was a favourite. ‘I don’t know where you and Beauty are going to live, Ven, but you’ll need a huge room just to put
         all the ugly things in. Or a better solution might be to have two houses – one for you and one for the wedding presents.’
      

      
      ‘You mustn’t call Lord Hazelmere “Beauty”, darling,’ Charlotte reproved.

      
      ‘But everybody calls him that,’ Augusta protested, opening her eyes wide. ‘You can’t really expect a person to call him John?’
      

      
      ‘You are not to call him by his Christian name at all, you horrid infant,’ Venetia said. ‘He’s Lord Hazelmere to you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, don’t be stuffy! When I danced with him at Lady Carmichael’s last week he was as nice as can be. He dances divinely, you know. In fact, I rather think he’s wasted on
         you. Everyone knows you don’t like to dance.’
      

      
      Charlotte intervened. ‘Girls, do please sit down. It makes my head ache trying to look at you. Venetia, darling, draw the
         curtain across, will you? The sun’s come round.’
      

      
      Venetia went to obey her, and the others sat down on two of the green-silk-covered Louis Quinze settles that gave the room
         its name. Of the three sisters, only Olivia was a real beauty, with golden hair, regular features, and her father’s violet
         eyes. She moved gracefully, and had a particularly lovely voice. Her years at Court as a maid-of-honour had given her both
         polish and a certain gravity; everything about her had a poise and restraint which made her seem older than her twenty-three
         years.
      

      
      It had been no surprise to anyone when Olivia attracted the attention of one of the equerries, Charles Du Cane, ten years
         her senior and destined for great things in the Household; but the Queen disliked change, and maids-of-honour could not marry.
         It was typical of Olivia that she was quite content to leave things as they were for the time being. The large and static
         rhythms of Windsor and Balmoral, like the slow surgings of a full tide, had imprinted themselves on her quiet mind. At some
         point in the future she and Mr Du Cane would be married, but there was no hurry. She loved him, and could no more have doubted
         his intentions than God’s goodness.
      

      
      Augusta, the youngest of Charlotte’s five children, was in a hurry for everything. Had she been in love, she would have been
         more likely to elope than wait for anyone’s approval. She was always on the fidget, always talking, always ready for a new
         thought or a change of action. At nineteen she was a slender girl with thick sandy-gold hair and rather popping eyes, not
         a beauty, but with a smile, when she cared to use it, that would melt basalt. She never wasted it on her family, however:
         it was reserved for gentlemen, and not even all of them.
      

      
      
      In her childhood she had lacked the personal attention the other children had received from parents and grandparents, and
         her education had been neglected. She had learned only what she wanted to learn, which was very little beyond reading and
         writing. Since her come-out she had read nothing but magazines and Burke’s Peerage. She adored clothes and studied fashion with an almost religious devotion. Today she was wearing a gown of dark green tartan
         print and lilac silk, tight in the bodice over stays so fiercely laced that bending was an impossibility. The long sleeves,
         the panelled bodice, and the intricacies of the skirt were much trimmed with frill and self-coloured bows; the full, draped
         bustle and long train meant she could only sit sideways and had to have a settle all to herself. From this vantage point she
         bent a critical look on the other females in the room and sighingly deplored their entire lack of style. It was awful to have
         to live with such a pack of dowdies!
      

      
      When finely dressed, Augusta liked to go visiting, to walk or drive where she would be seen, to go to parties, to dance and
         chat with ‘the men’. Venetia was appalled by her ignorance, and called her an empty-headed little flirt; Augusta was equally
         appalled by Venetia’s intellectual leanings, and called her a frightful blue-stocking. Charlotte, struggling with the awful
         lethargy of her illness, feared she had not done quite right by either of them. If they could have been blended together and
         then divided equally, she thought, they might have made two reasonable young women.
      

      
      ‘So do tell,’ Augusta said to Venetia, ‘what have you done with Lord Hazelmere? I thought you were looking at houses today.’
      

      
      ‘Only this morning,’ Venetia said. ‘The agent had two for us to inspect.’

      
      ‘Did you like either of them?’ Charlotte asked.

      
      Venetia shook her head. ‘The one in Henrietta Place was too small, and the other was in Kensington. We didn’t even go and
         look at that. Beauty – Hazelmere spoke to Griffin pretty sharply about wasting our time. He said – Griffin said – that there was something coming up in Bryanston Square
         or Bryanston Place, I can’t remember which, that he thought might suit. But we can’t see it until next week.’
      

      
      ‘It couldn’t have taken very long to look at one house,’ Augusta said. ‘What on earth have you been doing ever since?’

      
      ‘I don’t have to answer to you, miss,’ Venetia said sharply.

      
      ‘Of course not, darling,’ Charlotte said quickly, ‘but you were supposed to have a fitting this afternoon. I had to send round
         to Madame Bartoldy to cancel when you didn’t come in.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Lord, I forgot! I’m sorry, Mama.’

      
      ‘We quite thought you were going to bring John back for luncheon.’

      
      ‘Instead of which,’ Augusta finished, ‘there we were without a man of any sort, staring at each other like four old cats.’

      
      ‘Don’t be vulgar, dear,’ said Charlotte.

      
      ‘You must have misunderstood me,’ Venetia said. ‘He couldn’t have come to luncheon anyway. He had to see someone at his club,
         and then there’s a debate on trades unions, or somesuch, in the House this afternoon. I suppose that’s what Papa’s gone in
         for?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, never mind boring old politics,’ Gussie said. ‘What we want to know is where you’ve been all this time without Hazelmere. Did you lunch with someone nice?’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t lunch at all, if you must know, you horrid, nosy child,’ Venetia said. ‘I went to the New Hospital for Women to see Mrs Anderson.
         She was just going off to inspect some new premises, so I went too.’ She turned to her mother, knowing where her best audience
         lay. ‘You remember I told you they have to move somewhere larger because they’re so overcrowded? Well, she’s found two adjoining
         houses in the Marylebone Road with a fourteen-year lease. A group of us spent a couple of hours going over them and making plans. It was so interesting! There’ll be room for twenty-six beds when the alterations are finished.’
      

      
      ‘The building work will be expensive,’ Charlotte said, from experience.

      
      ‘Yes, and there’s all the equipment to buy – bedsteads, blankets, lockers, bedpans – absolutely everything! Mrs Anderson’s
         started a fund, and she’s going to write to everybody for donations.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure I can find a few guineas for a worthy cause,’ Charlotte said.

      
      ‘Thank you, Mama,’ Venetia said. ‘I knew I could depend on you.’

      
      ‘I’m happy to help. Mrs Anderson’s a remarkable woman,’ said Charlotte.

      
      ‘She is,’ Venetia agreed. ‘As well as running the hospital and planning the move, she operates, lectures, attends dozens of
         cases – sometimes in the middle of the night – and on top of all that she’s pregnant again!’
      

      
      Olivia protested. ‘Oh, Venetia, must you use that word? It’s so – unnecessary.’

      
      ‘What would be unnecessary would be to wrap up a plain fact in fancy ribbons,’ Venetia retorted.
      

      
      ‘The Queen would dislike it so.’

      
      ‘Luckily the Queen is never likely to hear me say it, or anything else, for which I am sure we’re equally grateful,’ Venetia
         said. Olivia looked a little hurt, but she disliked quarrels, and said nothing.
      

      
      ‘If you didn’t have any luncheon, darling, you must be hungry,’ Charlotte said. ‘Ring the bell, Emma, and we’ll have five
         o’clock tea.’
      

      
      Augusta reverted to the point that interested her. ‘So, but who brought you home from your horrid hospital, then, Sissy?’

      
      ‘Nobody brought me home,’ Venetia said shortly.

      
      ‘You didn’t come in a cab by yourself?’
      

      
      Venetia’s brows drew down. ‘If I’d wanted to, I would have, but I didn’t. I took the omnibus.’ She observed the general reaction
         with impatience. ‘For heaven’s sake, there’s nothing improper about the omnibus! All sorts of people ride on them.’
      

      
      ‘Not all sorts,’ Augusta said. ‘Not people like us, just the lower orders – and the horrid do-goods that you meet at your dreary meetings
         and committees.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not “horrid” or “dreary” to try to improve the lot of the unfortunate,’ Charlotte reproved. ‘I’ve devoted a great deal
         of my own life to it.’
      

      
      ‘It’s different when you do it, Mama,’ Augusta said kindly, then added with an exaggerated sigh, ‘I’m sorry to have to say
         it, but Venetia’s becoming awfully middle-classed.’
      

      
      Charlotte roused herself to sternness. ‘That’s enough, Gussie. Your sister’s not answerable to you; and until you have opinions
         worth listening to, you had better hold your tongue. All the same, darling,’ she added to Venetia, after a pause, ‘I’m not
         sure I like the idea of your travelling alone on an omnibus.’
      

      
      ‘A contradiction in terms, surely?’ Venetia said.

      
      ‘Don’t prevaricate. I can’t quite think it right for a female to travel unaccompanied––’

      
      Venetia burst out in exasperation, ‘For heaven’s sake! Can’t a sensible, mature, educated woman travel on a public omnibus
         in broad daylight? Why is a woman alone assumed to be either feeble-minded or vicious? Really, I wonder I was able to hand
         over the fare without a man to tell me which coin was which and protect me from the conductor’s advances!’
      

      
      Augusta, having provoked an interesting reaction, was enjoying the outburst. ‘Go it! Give ’em socks!’ she urged her sister.

      
      Charlotte said, ‘Please don’t let your father hear you speak like that. I do sympathise with you, darling, but the world is what it is––’
      

      
      ‘And it will never be any different if we don’t try to change it,’ Venetia snapped.

      
      At that moment, fortunately, the door opened and Ungar, the butler, announced, ‘Mr Weston, your grace. And would your grace
         desire the tea to be served now?’
      

      
      
      ‘Yes, bring it in, Ungar, and a cup for Mr Weston, too.’

      
      ‘I have already taken the liberty of providing one, your grace.’ Ungar bowed and stepped back to admit Tommy Weston; behind
         him, two footmen waited with vast silver trays, one containing the kettle, pot, spirit lamp and other paraphernalia, the other
         with plates of thinnest bread-and-butter, small French-iced cakes, and a dish of the first strawberries.
      

      
      Tommy Weston crossed the room to kiss the duchess’s hand, and she greeted him with relief and warm affection. ‘Now you will
         keep my turbulent brood at peace with each other,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘I’ll do my best,’ Tommy said, sitting down beside Emma. He was the adopted son of Charlotte’s uncle, Thomas Weston, and had
         run tame about the Southports’ houses most of his life. He was twenty-five, neither tall nor handsome, and with an indefinable
         look of fragility to his face; but a pleasant young man with a warm smile and easy manners. He was in blacks for his mother,
         who had died in November.
      

      
      His father, who had been MP for Winchendon, had given up his seat at the last election, and had now retired to a small house
         in Brighton. Weston’s considerable fortune would all be Tommy’s when he died, in token of which – for he was a fair-minded
         man – he had settled a very large allowance on his son. ‘No use in Tommy’s scraping about, getting into debt and ending by
         wishing me dead,’ he had said; to which Tommy replied hotly that of course he wouldn’t do any such thing. But it was certainly
         nice to be independent and do as he pleased without worrying about money, especially as he had no turn for any kind of work.
      

      
      Over tea, Tommy settled down to make himself agreeable to everyone. He enquired after the duchess’s health, and then elicited
         from Venetia an account of her day. He had a snippet of his own to add when she had finished.
      

      
      ‘Did you know that Mr and Mrs Anderson are about to move house?’ he said. ‘Not very far, though, just further up Upper Berkeley Street to number four.’
      

      
      Venetia laughed, beguiled out of her scowls. ‘It’s true after all,’ she said. ‘Tommy does know everyone!’
      

      
      He talked to Olivia about the Queen’s surprising fondness for her new Prime Minister: Mr Disraeli had even persuaded her to
         agree to meet the Tsar of Russia, which no-one had managed before. Then he drew Olivia out on the subject of Her Majesty’s
         anxiety that the Prince and Princess of Wales were moving in a ‘fast’ set.
      

      
      ‘I have heard that Marlborough House parties are so boisterous the noise can be heard at the other end of Pall Mall,’ he said
         seriously.
      

      
      ‘It’s true,’ Augusta broke in, ‘because I heard it myself one night, hanging out of the window. They must be wonderful parties!
         I wish I might go,’ she added wistfully.
      

      
      Tommy suppressed a smile at the thought and asked her instead about the entirely respectable performance of Handel’s Messiah she had attended the evening before. This seemed to have been notable not for any musical excellence but because a tall handsome
         man with ‘the most killing blue eyes’ had begged to be introduced to her, as Augusta was only too eager to tell.
      

      
      ‘Mr Cornwallis came back to our box after the first interval and said, “By Jove, Lady Augusta, you’ve had a remarkable effect
         on the most unimpressionable man I’ve ever known!” I asked who it was, though I’d guessed, because I’d seen him looking up
         at us and whispering furiously to Mr Cornwallis down in the stalls. So Cornwallis pointed him out and said, “His name is Wentworth,
         and he has a very nice estate in the north and twenty thousand a year.” They were up at Trinity together. So Cornwallis said,
         “He’s a very good fellow, but by my head, he’s as cold as ice and I never knew him to notice any woman before in my whole
         life.”’
      

      
      She paused to see the effect this was having on Tommy. He made encouraging noises, enjoying the show, for Augusta had quite
         a turn for mimicry, and the whole scene was quite clear to him. She went on, ‘So I looked demure – like this – and said, “Oh, really?” And Cornwallis said, “Yes, but he has been positively raving about you: ‘Cornwallis, who is
         that lovely girl you’ve been talking to – I must meet her,’ and so on.” So then he begged me to allow him to present his friend,
         and I said very graciously he might, and in the second interval Mr Wentworth appeared in our box, and chatted most amiably
         – not a hint of coldness about him – though he didn’t so much as glance at Anda Cornwallis, despite her looking ravishing last night, in white and with her hair done a different way which doesn’t
         make her neck look quite so short. But he only had eyes for me – and such eyes! I never saw bluer. He asked if I was going
         to be at the Somersets’ ball and of course I said yes, and he looked very significant and nodded a great deal but just then the interval ended and he was obliged to go away, otherwise I’m sure he’d
         have asked me to keep a dance for him. Afterwards Anda Cornwallis said she hoped I might not be smitten, but I told her it
         would take a great deal more than twenty thousand a year to smite me, even with such blue eyes.’
      

      
      Tommy laughed and said, ‘You must be sure to make a large number of men very unhappy before making one man happy.’
      

      
      But Venetia had listened with impatience and contempt to all this, and said that Gussie was as vain as a monkey and a disgrace
         to her sex and that it was lucky for her that their mother had fallen asleep and not heard her talk, or she’d not be allowed
         to go to the Somersets’ ball at all, even with Lord and Lady Cornwallis’s chaperonage. Augusta retorted that she was a fine one to talk about chaperons, rushing about alone all over London like a hoyden. Then Olivia interrupted the exchange
         gently but firmly by asking Tommy how his father was.
      

      
      Tommy shook his head sadly. ‘Of course he’s over seventy, and one shouldn’t expect too much, but he took Mum’s death very
         hard. I went to stay with him last Friday-to-Monday, and there was something about him …’ He paused, remembering. ‘We went
         for a walk along the sea front, and he walked so slowly, not like his old way. And then we sat down on one of those new seats for a while, and when I spoke to him, he looked at me quite vaguely,
         as if he didn’t know who I was.’
      

      
      ‘He will be coming up for the wedding, won’t he?’ Venetia asked.

      
      ‘I’m sure he will, if he’s well enough. He wouldn’t miss it for worlds – he’s very fond of you, you know.’

      
      ‘As one black sheep of another,’ Venetia said, smiling. She stood up. ‘Well, if you’ll excuse me, I have some letters to write.’

      
      Her departure broke up the party. The duchess woke, and, feeling less well than she would admit, withdrew to her room. Olivia
         took Augusta away to make her practise – ‘You’ve precious few accomplishments, Gussie, you can’t afford to neglect your playing’
         – which left Tommy Weston alone with Emma.
      

      
      For a while they sat silently, each absorbed in thought: as old friends, they did not feel the need to make conversation.
         Emma’s thoughts were not happy ones. Like Tommy she was in black – for her mother, Charlotte’s cousin Fanny, who had died
         the previous December. Her mourning and Venetia’s impending wedding had been the excuse not to make any decision so far, but
         she was aware that when both were over she was going to have to think about what was to happen to her.
      

      
      Her mother had been an invalid for almost as long as Emma could remember, and she had been brought up at Ravendene, sharing,
         through the kindness of ‘Aunt Charlotte’, a governess with Augusta. The girls had been ‘best friends’ through their childhood,
         but Augusta’s come-out had emphasised the difference between them, and removed her to another world, one where Emma could
         not follow. For Emma was illegitimate: she could never enter Society, nor look for the kind of match that awaited a duke’s
         daughter.
      

      
      And when Augusta married – which surely would be soon – her own position in the duchess’s household would be exposed as something
         to be questioned. Not that Aunt Charlotte would be unkind or cast her out, but there was no real place for her here, nothing for her to do. Thanks to the comfortable fortune she had inherited
         on her mother’s death, Emma would not be destitute, but a girl could not live alone, and the prospect of spending her life
         in retirement and isolation down at Ravendene in the house of an elderly invalid, seemed, to an eighteen-year-old, hardly
         preferable.
      

      
      She came back from her reverie to find Tommy looking at her intently. ‘Poor little Em,’ he said. ‘Not happy thoughts, I guess?’

      
      He had taken her hand, and Emma almost held her breath, for it was an unconscious gesture, and she didn’t want to do anything
         to make him drop it. She had been in love with Tommy for years, but she was sure he thought of her only as a little sister.
         He had known her most of her life, and in any case, he had long nursed a hopeless passion for Venetia.
      

      
      For a while Emma and Venetia had lived together, under chaperonage, in a house in Bedford Square. During that time Tommy had
         called most days and, in the absence of any encouragement from Venetia, had involved Emma in his liberal concerns. They had
         become very close, but – from Emma’s point of view – not close in the right way.
      

      
      ‘I hate to see you wearing crape,’ he said. ‘When do you leave it off?’

      
      ‘For Venetia’s wedding. I shall be in half-mourning by then. I’m having a gown made of grey twill with lavender trim.’ She
         sought about for a subject to keep him talking. ‘Tell me what’s been happening to our Langham Place friends. Have there been
         any great victories for the Cause?’
      

      
      ‘Great victories? You know that’s not the way these things happen. We progress by painful creeping steps. Of course, it was
         rather a blow the Liberals going out.’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t Mr Disraeli believe in Reform?’

      
      ‘Yes, I think he does – but many of his party don’t. However,’ Tommy said, ‘we soldier on.’

      
      
      Oh, he had let go her hand; but at least he seemed disposed to chat.

      
      ‘I met Miss Davies the other day,’ he went on, ‘and she said one of the young ladies at Girton has sat both the Mathematical
         and the Classical Tripos. That’s a tremendous achievement – and all the signs are that she’ll pass with high marks.’
      

      
      ‘But she still won’t be given a degree?’ Emma asked.

      
      ‘There’s no question of that. She took the papers quite unofficially. They’re being marked by a friendly professor. But it
         proves what women are capable of. Unfortunately there’s yet another report being circulated about study being bad for women.’
      

      
      ‘Oh dear, I thought that sort of thing was behind us.’

      
      ‘They used to say higher education would damage a woman’s mind, and that’s been disproved,’ Tommy said. ‘Now they’re saying it will damage her physical health and prevent her from fulfilling her
         natural function – which means having babies, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘But that will be disproved too, in the end, won’t it?’

      
      Tommy shrugged. ‘Women who are strong-minded enough to persevere against such fierce opposition tend to be the ones who don’t
         get married.’
      

      
      ‘Oh dear. It’s all so complicated.’

      
      ‘Needlessly so,’ said Tommy.

      
      ‘It makes me almost glad that I’m too stupid to study,’ Emma said.

      
      ‘I don’t think you’re stupid at all,’ Tommy said warmly.

      
      ‘Don’t you?’ She turned her face up to his hopefully.

      
      There was a moment of silence, as Tommy suddenly became aware that little Emma was not a child any more, but a young woman
         of eighteen. He had been used to talking to her unguardedly, as to a sister; but there was something in her expression that
         warned him. It occurred to him that a man had better be careful how he behaved if he did not want to raise unjustified expectations
         in a woman.
      

      
      And yet, he thought, were they so unjustified? He had grown very fond of Emma over the time that they had met in London and gone to meetings together. She was not Venetia, but
         she was charming and a comfortable companion. Tommy had been in love with Venetia for as long as he remembered, without any
         hope of a return. Venetia had never had time for anything outside her own ambitions, while Emma had always entered eagerly
         into his concerns. Venetia, in any case, was about to marry Lord Hazelmere, a circumstance Tommy had helped to bring about.
      

      
      And Emma had grown from a girl to a pretty woman – a woman, moreover, who was looking at him with definite tenderness. It
         occurred to him suddenly that he might ask Emma to marry him. She was alone in the world and needed a protector: he knew better
         than anyone the limited choices facing her. His own origins were as obscure and lowly as hers, but he had been legally adopted
         by a man of connections, given a name, family and fortune; and while there were some who would still turn up their noses at
         him, for all intents and purposes he was a normal member of society. It was different for Emma, and he thought with pity that
         while a person might do quite well without a mother, having no father was a very much more serious proposition.
      

      
      There would be a sort of logic and symmetry in his marrying Emma; and she, knowing the worst about him, would never scorn
         him. Soon Venetia would be irrevocably out of reach as Lady Hazelmere. Why wait for that day? It would make no difference.
         She could never have been his. And, he thought, looking down into Emma’s eager face, he probably would not have been happy
         with Venetia anyway. She was too different from him, too high, too proud, too ambitious, too hard. Whereas Emma shared his
         tastes and interests – and Emma was everything soft and feminine and yielding.
      

      
      ‘Emma,’ he said, ‘you know that I am very fond of you?’

      
      ‘Are you?’ she said – almost whispered, so keenly was she listening for what she longed to hear, and hardly dared hope for. She had seen the change in his expression. Her hand crept into his again, she could not say by whose volition. ‘I
         am too – of you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Emma, you are so very sweet!’ A warm rush of affection surged through him. He was not a vain man, but he could read her
         eyes and it touched him that anyone’s happiness could hang so completely on his approval. ‘We’ve had some happy times together,
         haven’t we?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes! Very happy!’
      

      
      He saw with a sudden flash what it could be like: him and Emma, comfortable together, married companions, much as his father
         and mother had been. To give her pleasure, to see her smile, to have her loving company – all would enhance his life.
      

      
      ‘Emma,’ he began, and paused an instant on the brink of what he would not be able to take back. But she had changed physically
         in the year since Bedford Square, and he saw now the difference in her, a difference that was exciting.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ she said.

      
      Her lips were trembling – soft lips – warm, inviting, womanly lips. Because of his adoration for Venetia he had remained a
         virgin: he had never even kissed a woman before. He discovered now that he was ready for love, more than ready. Emma really
         was very pretty. How could he do better? He plunged over the edge.
      

      
      ‘Emma, dearest, will you marry me?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, please,’ she said. ‘Oh, Tommy, I do love you so!’
      

      
      And so he kissed her. It was the first time for Emma, too, but she had been thinking and dreaming about it for so long that
         she felt as if she knew all about it. Her eager response to the brush of Tommy’s lips awoke a response in him. He kissed her
         on and on, and after a while his hand came up and cupped her soft, curly head to make the kissing easier.
      

   




      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Though Tommy had never spoken in public, he had worked for a time as secretary to an MP, and he knew how to present a case
         clearly. He felt he did himself reasonable credit before the duchess, and she listened without showing surprise or dislike
         of the idea.
      

      
      At the end she said, ‘Well, Tommy, it’s not me you have to persuade. It’s the duke who is her legal guardian.’

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am, I know, but I thought – I hoped you might––’

      
      ‘Do the asking for you?’

      
      ‘Oh, not that. I know what’s right. But perhaps you could give me the hint as to what his reaction might be.’

      
      ‘I think he will see it as a very good offer for Emma,’ Charlotte said. ‘Better than might be looked for, given her circumstances.
         But will your father like it? Not that you actually need his consent.’
      

      
      ‘I should hate to proceed without it,’ Tommy said. ‘I owe him everything. It would be horribly ungrateful to marry against
         his wishes.’
      

      
      ‘But you would if you had to?’

      
      He hesitated. To hurt and offend Dad? Ah, but then to hurt Emma, even to lose her? Faced with the question, he knew he very
         much did not want to lose Emma. The knowledge fortified him. And, anyway, why should Dad object? ‘It won’t come to that.’
      

      
      Charlotte wondered. She knew how much Weston had always wanted the best for Tommy. Emma was no catch, and an illegitimate
         wife would be a grave disadvantage to a man who wanted to ‘get on’ – in politics, say, or with the monde. However, Tommy had no desire to ‘get on’ anywhere, being quite happy where he was. Weston was an intelligent man and ought
         to see that; but he was old, and old people could be contrary and stubborn.
      

      
      ‘When will you go and see him?’

      
      ‘As soon as possible. I only want to speak to the duke first, and then I’ll go straight down to Brighton.’

      
      ‘Southport’s at the House and he dines out tonight, so you can’t see him before tomorrow. Why don’t you go to Brighton now?
         I’ll explain to the duke. And I think I can speak for him, that he will give his consent.’
      

      
      ‘You know that I can’t bear to delay an instant!’ Tommy said gratefully. ‘You are very kind, ma’am.’

      
      ‘Never let it be said that I stood in the way of true love,’ she said, with a smile. ‘Go on, off with you. I believe there’s
         a train on the hour, isn’t there? You’ll just catch it.’
      

      
      Emma could not have survived without telling someone, and it was natural for her to choose Venetia. Venetia’s was not the
         world’s most cosy bosom, but she was the person Emma knew best. She hurried along to Venetia’s room and was admitted by the
         maid, who was laying out Venetia’s evening clothes, while she sat at her desk, writing. Venetia looked up and, seeing the
         bursting expression on Emma’s face, sent the maid away.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Venetia, the most wonderful thing’s happened!’ Emma cried, before the door had even closed fully. The words were so inviting
         that it would have been more than could be expected of flesh and blood for the maid not to lay an ear against the panels to
         hear what the wonderful thing was.
      

      
      Venetia put down her pen, got up and went to the window-seat, patting it and saying, ‘Come and sit here and tell me. Is it
         Tommy?’
      

      
      Emma blushed beautifully. ‘Yes. How did you guess?’

      
      ‘Well, he was here, and you were there, and I’d have to be more of a fool about people than I am not to know that you like him. All those months in Bedford Square when you were gazing at him moony-eyed––’
      

      
      ‘I did not!’ Emma said hotly. Then, ‘Did I? Do you think he noticed?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, love. So what have you got to tell me about Tommy now?’
      

      
      ‘He asked me to marry him. Just now, in the green drawing-room. Oh, Venetia, I’m so happy!’

      
      ‘I’m very happy for you! It’s splendid news.’

      
      ‘But do you think it will be all right? Your father––’

      
      ‘Will be pleased too, I’m sure. Why shouldn’t he be?’

      
      ‘Because I’m not good enough for Tommy.’

      
      Venetia laughed. ‘But, Em, that’s not his concern. He’s your guardian, not Tommy’s, and he’s bound to see it’s a good match
         for you. Why on earth should he object to a young man with a good fortune taking you off his hands?’
      

      
      Emma lowered her gaze. ‘Well, I don’t suppose he likes me. I know he didn’t approve of Mama.’

      
      ‘But he took her in – and you with her – and having accepted the responsibility he would never shirk it. Papa was never a
         piker.’ This was not very flattering to Emma, she realised, so she added, ‘I’m sure he’s fond of you, really. Who wouldn’t
         be?’
      

      
      The big brown eyes were lifted, suddenly and frankly. ‘Tommy was always in love with you.’
      

      
      Venetia met the gaze steadily. ‘Now, what is this? Are you too happy, so that you have to pick at yourself? Tommy just asked
         you to marry him, didn’t he? Did he say he loved you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Well, then.’

      
      ‘And he kissed me.’ Emma blushed again.

      
      ‘So I should hope.’

      
      ‘You don’t think it was wrong?’

      
      ‘I should have thought him a very poor fish if he hadn’t.’

      
      ‘I kissed him back,’ Emma admitted. ‘It was wonderful!’
      

      
      
      Venetia concealed a smile. She didn’t remember ever having been as young as this; but, then, she had been educated both in
         advance of her years and her sex. For a moment she envied Emma her simple happiness; envied all those women who accepted a
         woman’s lot without struggle, because it was all they knew and all they wanted. Tommy would involve Emma in the Women’s Movement,
         but Emma would go along with it because it was Tommy’s crusade, and still find her all in all in him.
      

      
      ‘So I suppose it is to be kept a deep, dark secret for the time being?’

      
      ‘Oh – yes,’ Emma said, coming back from her reverie. ‘Until your father’s given his permission – and Tommy’s father. You won’t
         say anything, will you? But I had to tell someone, or I should have burst.’
      

      
      Venetia leaned forward and kissed her. ‘I’m glad you told me, and I’m very happy for you, and of course I won’t say a word
         until it’s announced officially.’
      

      
      She didn’t hold out much hope, however, for Emma’s keeping it from Augusta. Even if she didn’t feel driven to tell, Gussie
         would probably worm it out of her. Worming was Gussie’s second greatest talent.
      

      
      Tom Weston’s house in Brighton was tall and narrow, one of a terrace of red brick with white copings. The stairs were not
         what one would have chosen for a frail elderly gentleman, and they took a heavy toll of servants, but Weston seemed to have
         been drawn to it – perhaps by the memory of the tall, narrow house in which he had lived with his mother for so many years.
      

      
      With the way building had gone on in Brighton over the years, it no longer had any view, even from the top windows; and Brighton
         itself was no longer fashionable – or, at least, not with people of the ton. As he walked from the station through the warm, insect-laden evening, with swallows stooping and flickering over his head,
         Tommy wondered again why his father had chosen to retire here, rather than to one of the quieter towns, and concluded that it must be sheer perversity.
      

      
      The door was opened by Weston’s elderly manservant Billington, who looked as frail as his master and no better suited to a
         life of steep staircases.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Billington. Is my father at home?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir, indeed he is. Dining alone tonight, too, so I’m sure he’ll be glad of the company,’ Billington said, taking Tommy’s
         hat and waiting for the gloves. ‘You will be staying to dinner, sir?’
      

      
      ‘If there’s enough for me? I don’t want to put anyone out.’

      
      Billington looked stern. ‘What a question, sir! As if there wouldn’t be enough. And you’ll be staying the night?’

      
      ‘I didn’t bring any things with me,’ Tommy pointed out.

      
      Billington allowed himself a pleasantry. ‘Things there always are, sir. It would be a shame to cut the evening short for worry
         of trains and such like.’
      

      
      ‘How is he?’ Tommy asked abruptly.

      
      ‘As well as can be expected,’ said Billington calmly, but his eyes were naked. ‘Mrs Weston is very much missed by everyone.’

      
      ‘I’ll go up. Where is he? In the drawing-room? No, don’t you come – save your legs. Those stairs are the devil.’

      
      ‘Better I announce you, sir,’ Billington said firmly. ‘Sometimes if the master’s been asleep it takes him a minute to remember
         where he is. Better he sees my face first, being what he’s used to.’
      

      
      So it was that bad, was it? Tommy thought, as he trod at painfully slow pace up the stairs behind the creaking manservant.
         Well, the news should buck the old man up. In the drawing-room the curtains had been drawn and the gas-lamps lit, though it
         was not full dark outside, and there was a small fire, despite the warmth of the day. The room was furnished with pieces from
         Upper Grosvenor Street, favourite things which Tom and Emily had chosen to take with them when they left the house to go and live by the sea for Emily’s health. For Tommy it gave the
         place a strange air, to see furniture he knew so well in a room he knew hardly at all.
      

      
      His father was sitting by the fire in a high-winged chair, an open book under his hands, his chin sunk forward in a doze.
         He looked so frail, Tommy’s heart misgave. In the six months since Mum died, he had gone with frightening speed from vigorous
         old age to senescence. Seventy was not so very old these days, not for people of their class. Gladstone was seventy, and Disraeli
         sixty-nine, and neither of them had come to nodding by the fire.
      

      
      Billington went over to his master and bent to speak in his ear. ‘Are you awake, sir? There’s a visitor here for you.’ He
         shook him gently by the forearm, and Weston stirred and grunted, lifted his chin from his chest, opened his eyes and looked
         blankly at the fire. ‘A visitor, sir,’ Billington repeated.
      

      
      ‘Eh?’ Weston shifted in his chair, sat up a little more. ‘What did you say? I was dreaming,’ he went on, without waiting for
         the answer. ‘Damnedest dream – about Venice. Haven’t been there since my Grand Tour, with my brother. We were in a gondola,
         and someone was singing …’ He looked at his servant at last. ‘Oh, it’s you, Billington. I must have dozed off. Couldn’t think
         for a moment where I was.’
      

      
      ‘Brighton, sir,’ Billington mentioned. ‘Our house in Brighton. And there’s a visitor to see you. It’s Mr Tommy, sir, come
         down from London. I took the liberty of asking him to stay for dinner. I anticipated you would want a nice long chat.’
      

      
      The eyes sharpened a little, and Weston said, with something like his old spirit, ‘What a lot of information you manage to
         pack into one short speech, old friend. Now I know where I am and what time of day it is. How long until dinner?’
      

      
      ‘Half an hour, sir.’

      
      ‘No other guests?’

      
      ‘No need to dress, sir.’

      
      
      ‘Very good. Bring him in – and pour the sherry.’

      
      Billington straightened up and moved aside, and Tommy took his cue. ‘I’m here, Dad,’ he said clearly, stepping forward to
         stand in front of his father.
      

      
      ‘So I see,’ said Weston. ‘No need to talk as if I were deaf or mad.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’

      
      ‘I get a little confused when I doze off, that’s all. You’ll be the same when you’re my age. Good to see you, my boy. Come
         and sit down. Billington, where’s that sherry? Is the fire too hot for you? Sit over here, by me. I can’t see the expressions
         on people’s faces these days unless I’m close to them.’
      

      
      Billington handed the sherry and left them.

      
      ‘Here’s to you, Dad,’ Tommy said, lifting his glass. ‘Excellent sherry. You always have the best.’

      
      ‘It’s the last of the cellar I inherited from Papa Danby. You don’t remember him, do you?’ Tommy shook his head. His grandmother’s
         second husband, who had adopted Weston as his own son on their marriage, had died before Tommy had been brought into the family.
         ‘Always had superb taste in wine. Left me some fine port and Madeira as well as the sherry. This was his chair, too. I remember
         him dozing off in it, just as I do now. Come to think of it, he died sitting in this chair.’
      

      
      Tommy didn’t like this turn of the conversation. He said quickly, ‘I got a very good train down, Dad. Hardly stopped at all.
         Very quick journey.’
      

      
      Weston nodded a little vaguely. ‘My mother once raced a team of horses from London to Brighton. Beat the Prince of Wales’s
         time by a good bit. Not this Prince of Wales, of course – George IV, I mean. It’s on record somewhere. Crockford’s, perhaps.’ He sipped his sherry and
         looked at his son. ‘Mind’s wandering. How are you, my boy? What brings you down here?’
      

      
      ‘I came to see you, sir.’

      
      ‘Sir, is it?’ Weston grinned suddenly. ‘That sounds bad. You want money, I suppose. Outrun the tallyman? How much are they
         dunning you for?’
      

      
      
      ‘No, it’s nothing like that,’ Tommy said. ‘My allowance is very generous. I manage very well – although of course––’ He remembered
         suddenly that a married man would have more expenses than a bachelor. ‘That is, some adjustment will have to be made – I mean,
         I should hope that you would consider––’
      

      
      ‘Spit it out! Have you got into trouble?’

      
      ‘No, not trouble.’ He was aware that he was not handling this well. ‘The thing is, I want to get married.’

      
      His father’s eyes were bright with amusement. ‘Is this a general ambition, or have you anyone particular in mind?’

      
      ‘It’s Emma, Dad. Emma Hobsbawn.’

      
      The twinkle disappeared. ‘Oh? And how long has this been going on?’

      
      ‘Nothing’s been going on. I mean, of course I’ve known Emma for ages, but then I suddenly––’

      
      ‘Suddenly?’

      
      ‘Not exactly suddenly. What I mean is that I’ve always been fond of her, but never realised quite––’

      
      ‘You haven’t proposed to her?’

      
      ‘This afternoon,’ Tommy said, wishing it didn’t sound like an admission. ‘We happened to be left alone together at Southport
         House, and––’
      

      
      ‘She trapped you,’ Weston said flatly.

      
      Tommy blushed with vexation. ‘Not at all. It’s not like that. I want to marry her.’
      

      
      ‘Then you’re a damned fool,’ Weston said, and the blackness of his tone struck Tommy to the heart. He had never been spoken
         to like that before and he was hurt and shocked. ‘Are you bent on throwing yourself away? Do you want to be ruined?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t––’

      
      ‘Is this what your mother and I loved and protected you all these years for? Is this your gratitude for all she did for you?’

      
      Tommy was smarting now, and felt this use of his mother was unfair. He tried to defend himself. ‘She liked Emma.’

      
      
      He got no further. For a frail man, Weston was strong in words. ‘Emma Hobsbawn is the illegitimate daughter of a disgraced
         woman. I had some sympathy with Fanny’s predicament, and she had good qualities, but she was never a well-regulated woman,
         and the seeds of her destruction were in her own character. What is amusing liveliness in a young female becomes unforgivable
         lightness with mature years.’
      

      
      ‘But why should Emma be punished for her mother’s faults?’ Tommy protested.

      
      ‘I’m not concerned with Emma. My concern is – as it has always been – with your well-being. To marry a girl of her background––’

      
      ‘You forget, sir, that my own background is questionable.’

      
      Weston flared, ‘Don’t presume to tell me what I know! Your unfortunate origins ought to make you doubly careful how you ally
         yourself. You above all men have to be circumspect. I’ve given you a name, a family, respectability, and a fortune, and I
         won’t stand by and see you throw it all away. You can’t possibly love this chit. Did I rescue you from degradation for you
         to destroy yourself on the whim of a moment? If you have no gratitude towards me, you might at least show respect for the
         memory of your mother.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t think I’m not grateful to you and Mum,’ Tommy said miserably.

      
      ‘Very well, then,’ Weston said. ‘We’ll say no more about it.’

      
      ‘But, Dad––’

      
      ‘We’ll talk about something else now. The subject is upsetting me.’ He pressed a fist against his breastbone. ‘Giving me heartburn.
         Tell me what’s been going on in Town. Have you been to any plays, my boy?’
      

      
      The last question was put in a much more genial tone, and Tommy thought it best to drop the matter for the time being. When
         Billington came in to announce dinner, Tommy rose and went to help his father out of his chair. He came up like a cage of
         dried twigs between Tommy’s hands, almost frightening him, for he still had not fully appreciated how fragile his father had become. Once on his feet,
         Weston refused an arm and walked under his own power to the dining table. Over dinner he talked much more like his old self,
         discussing the political state of affairs with acuity, enquiring after old friends in the House and at his clubs, and telling
         anecdotes of his former life. It did not quite conceal from Tommy the fact that he hardly ate anything. Billington served
         them, and though Weston took a portion of everything offered onto his plate, he merely tasted and left it.
      

      
      After dinner they returned to the drawing-room fire where Billington brought them port and cigars. Weston accepted both, but
         after one sip put down the port and made a face. ‘Damn this indigestion! One of the sadnesses of growing old is not being
         able to tolerate the good things of life. I keep hoping I can get back to port, but somehow it doesn’t happen.’
      

      
      They sat in silence for a while. Weston’s cigar went out, and when Tommy offered to relight it, Weston shook his head. ‘No,
         I shall go to bed.’
      

      
      Tommy rose and helped him up. ‘Dad, about this other matter,’ he began tentatively.

      
      Weston put up a hand to stop him. ‘Not now,’ he said, but more kindly. ‘We’ll talk in the morning. I can’t bear the upset
         of it now. It makes me feel quite ill. So goodnight, my boy.’
      

      
      ‘Goodnight, sir.’

      
      Weston’s brows arched. ‘Have I killed all affection, then? I’m a heartless tyrant, I suppose?’

      
      Tommy smiled unwillingly. ‘Never that. Goodnight, Dad.’

      
      ‘Goodnight, Tommy.’ He laid a hand briefly on his forearm. ‘I couldn’t have loved you more if you had been the son of my own
         body, you know.’ And he went slowly to the door, where Billington was waiting with his candle: the gas did not go as far as
         the bedrooms.
      

      
      Tommy stayed by the fire drinking port and finishing his cigar, until Billington came back to say he had settled his master and Mr Tommy’s room was ready now.
      

      
      ‘I’ll go up, then,’ Tommy said. He waited while Billington lit his candle and said, ‘Don’t you come up. I can fend for myself.’

      
      ‘Very good, sir. I’ve laid out a spare nightgown, and one of the master’s shirts for the morning, and I’ll send the boy round
         first thing to have the barber come and shave you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Billington. What time does my father get up?’

      
      ‘Early, sir. But he still breakfasts at eight. Shall I call you at seven, sir?’

      
      ‘Yes, thanks.’ He hesitated, and then, ‘I’m sorry I upset him earlier. I’m afraid he didn’t make much of a dinner.’

      
      ‘It couldn’t be helped, sir,’ Billington said philosophically. ‘The master hasn’t been himself since Mrs Weston died. It fair
         knocked the stuffing out of him, as you might say. He’s got so he doesn’t like changes, you see – they worry him. But I expect
         he’ll come round, given time.’
      

      
      Tommy did not sleep well. The room seemed stuffy, and when he got up and opened the window, the air that came in was hardly
         refreshing, warm and damp and smelling mostly of smoke and horses, and only faintly of the sea. The dawn chorus woke him from
         restless dreams and he could not get off again. Finally he went to open the curtains and look out. It was grey outside, partly
         because the sun was not yet up, and partly because a sea mist had come in, cloaking the roofs and making the pavements glisten
         with damp. The town was quiet, the streets empty. On top of the lamp-post outside the house a large seagull perched, shuffling
         its wings from time to time and turning its head from one sharp profile to the other. On the house opposite, the mist seemed
         to roll down the slope of the slate roof like the slow ghost of water.
      

      
      Behind him the door opened, and he turned to see Billington, fully dressed. ‘Is it seven already?’ Tommy said in surprise.

      
      
      ‘No, sir, it’s only a quarter past five. I usually go in and see if the master wants anything. He’s always awake from about
         four o’clock, and sometimes he likes a cup of tea at five or thereabouts. It’s a long time until breakfast, you see. A cup
         of tea, and perhaps a piece of bread and butter.’
      

      
      Billington’s voice was perfectly normal, but Tommy could see now that he was shaken, his eyes unnaturally blank. ‘What is
         it?’ he said suddenly. ‘Is my father ill?’
      

      
      ‘No, sir, not ill.’ Billington’s face seemed to waver and collapse, like the façade of a house being demolished. He teetered
         a little and put his hands up defensively to his cheeks. ‘He’s dead, Mr Tommy. Must have died almost as soon as I left him
         last night. He’s quite cold, and his candle’s burnt right out. He didn’t even have a chance to put it out.’
      

      
      ‘Poor Tommy’s absolutely devastated,’ Venetia said to Lord Hazelmere, as their horses paced side by side along the tan in
         the Park. ‘He blames himself for shocking his father, though the doctor said it was only a matter of time anyway.’
      

      
      ‘People like to blame themselves,’ Hazelmere said. ‘It gives them relief from sorrow – a counter-irritant, if you like.’

      
      ‘But Tommy feels he more or less murdered him. And it’s left poor Emma in a confusion of guilt and fear that he might call
         the whole thing off. Really, I can’t understand Uncle Tom objecting to her. It seems the ideal solution for them both. But
         old people get strange ideas. I suppose that’s all one can say about it.’
      

      
      ‘The question is, how does it affect us?’ Hazelmere asked.

      
      Venetia looked sideways at him from under the curly brim of her hat. He affected not to notice and let his eyes rove with
         casual interest around the other equestrians. They were riding early to avoid the crowds, and it was mostly grooms on exercise
         and riding-school parties of breathless, bumping girls.
      

      
      
      Venetia laughed. ‘Oh, poor Beauty! What an eventful course our affair has run. You must wish with all your heart you’d never
         met me.’
      

      
      He turned to grin at her. ‘Fishing, my dear Venetia? How could I ever wish anything so irrational? Don’t you know that all
         men are born perverse and run the harder after anything they think might be denied them? An easy conquest would have killed
         my love for ever, but you have only to keep one step ahead of me to keep me following faithfully like an old hound, all the
         way to the grave.’
      

      
      He had loved her a very long time, since her débutante days, and she had favoured him over other admirers, largely, he believed,
         because he did not weary her with mooning and fawning, but loved her lightly and made her laugh. She had always had her mind
         set on things beyond frivolity, wanting to do more with her life than dance, flirt and gossip; and a spell in Berlin during
         the war of 1870 had confirmed her in the desire to be a doctor.
      

      
      An irrational and impossible desire, Hazelmere had thought it: the medical profession, like the law and the Church, were closed
         to women by the fiercest diehards in creation. But Mrs Anderson – Venetia’s model and heroine – had managed somehow to wriggle
         through various loopholes, and now practised as a doctor and even ran her own hospital. So Venetia had persisted in trying.
      

      
      When she finally managed to get herself accepted as a medical student, she had met the full force of her family’s resistance:
         the duke furiously forbade her to do it, and Venetia responded by threatening to leave home, a course which would have ruined
         her, had not her ‘aunt’ Fanny (Emma’s mother) saved Venetia’s reputation by taking a house and living with her as her chaperon.
         Later, when Fanny’s health failed, a distant cousin had been found to take over and live with Venetia and Emma in the house
         in Bedford Square.
      

      
      Hazelmere, like Tommy Weston, had been a frequent caller in Bedford Square, both doing what they could to protect the girls,
         and give some variety to their days by escorting them on expeditions of amusement. But Venetia’s great adventure had ended in failure in the May of the previous
         year. First two of the lecturers had banned her from their classes, and then her studies had been terminated by a petition
         from the male medical students, who felt she was bringing ridicule on them and damaging
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