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To George Harris Parr –

welcome




Author’s Note

All the letters quoted in the text from the Prime Minister are – the reader may be astonished to learn – authentic, as are the telegrams, newspaper reports and official documents, along with the correspondence between Venetia Stanley and Edwin Montagu.

However, the letters from Venetia Stanley to the Prime Minister are entirely invented.

Paul Deemer is a fictional character.




Part One



PEACE

2 July–23 July 1914




CHAPTER ONE

LATE ONE THURSDAY morning at the beginning of July 1914, a young woman with dark wet hair strode long-legged from the Serpentine in Hyde Park along Oxford Street towards Marylebone. In one hand she carried a cream linen sun hat, in the other a damp bathing costume and a pair of silk stockings rolled up inside a navy-blue towel.

Although she was evidently in a hurry, she did not break into a run – the pavements were too hot and crowded for that, and besides, being seen to exert herself was never her style. But she did walk quickly, tall and slim, her head erect, and in such a purposeful manner that most people instinctively cleared out of her way.

It was shortly after noon when she rounded the corner into the grand Georgian terrace where her parents had their London residence. On the opposite side of the street, the postman had made his midday delivery and was standing on the step, in front of the double-fronted, white-stuccoed mansion, checking his bag.

With luck, she was just in time.

She crossed the road, wished him good morning, slipped around him, beneath the portico, through the wide front door and into the stuffy midsummer gloom of the hall.

The mail still lay in its wire basket.

She managed to extract the familiar envelope moments before a manservant emerged from the depths of the house to fetch the post for her father. She hid the letter in her hat, handed over the rest, started up the stairs, and was halfway to the landing when her mother, Lady Sheffield, called from the morning room: ‘How was your swim, darling?’

Without breaking step, she shouted back, ‘Heavenly!’

She closed the door to her room, dropped her swimming things, tossed her hat onto the dressing table, lifted her dress over her head, and threw herself down on the bed.

Lying on her back, she held up the envelope between both hands.

Hon. Venetia Stanley, 18 Mansfield St., Portland Place, London, W.

She worked her finger beneath the flap, tore it open and pulled out a single sheet of thick notepaper, folded in half and dated that day.

2 July 14

I am in rather better spirits this morning – thanks mainly to you. I hope I did not depress you unduly yesterday. You were very dear and sympathetic, and helped me as you always do. I am truly grateful in my heart of hearts. I suppose at this moment you are plunging in the water somewhere in the company of Lady Scott. I have a rather drab day before me, including an interview with the King at 4.30. Ottoline asked me to dine there tonight so it is possible I may have a glimpse of you … Bless you darling.


It was unsigned. Recently, he had taken the precaution of not using her name or his own.

She read it again. He would expect an immediate reply, and would fret if he didn’t get one, even though nothing of any significance had happened to her since she saw him yesterday. She carried the letter over to the dressing table, sat down, studied herself without interest in the mirror, and took out a sheet of paper. She unscrewed the top of her fountain pen, thought for a few moments, and then began to write rapidly.

I am just back from an invigorating swim in the Serpentine with Kathleen. Her energetic crawl put my languid breaststroke to shame. Remarkably, we managed to pass an entire hour without any mention of her late husband or even the South Pole – surely a record? The water was deliciously cool, if crowded. What a summer this is! – almost as hot as three years ago. I am so happy you are more cheerful. You will find a way through this Irish tangle, you always do. Dearest, I can’t come to Ottoline’s tonight as I’ve promised Edward & the Cossack I’ll join their midnight river trip from Westminster to Kew. You know I’d much rather be with you. But I’ll see you tomorrow. All my love.


Despite the speed of composition, her distinctive stylish calligraphy was clear as print. She too didn’t sign her name. She blew on the glistening black ink, addressed the envelope – Prime Minister, 10 Downing Street, London, S.W. – added a penny stamp, and rang for Edith, her maid – German Swiss, reliably discreet – to take it to the post box. There were twelve deliveries a day in London in 1914. It would be in his hands by mid-afternoon.

*

His reply reached the house at eight o’clock as she was descending to the hall to greet Maurice Baring, her escort for the evening. She heard the flap of the letter box. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Edith go to the wire cage.

‘Hello, dear Maurice.’ She extended her hand. He was rich, forty, balding, a man of letters; indeed, a published poet (Forget-me-Not and Lily of the Valley, 1905 – now, alas, forgotten). He was wearing white tie and tails with a red carnation in his buttonhole. When he bent to kiss her fingers, his soft moustache brushed her wrist; she could smell his delicate lime pomade. Earlier, Lady Sheffield – baffled by her daughter’s modern ways and increasingly concerned about her marriageability at the age of nearly twenty-seven – had asked if she was sure she would be ‘safe’ with him.

‘Mama, I’d be safe with Maurice if I was stranded with him naked on a desert island for a year.’

‘Venetia!’

‘But it’s true!’

Edith waited until her mistress was on the doorstep before slipping her the letter under cover of adjusting her dress. She opened it sitting next to Maurice in the back of his car. A short note, it was headed 4.15 p.m., which meant he must have scribbled it either before he left Downing Street to see the King, or while he was at the Palace waiting for his audience.

Don’t if you can avoid it beloved go on this infernal river trip, but do come to Ottoline’s. Couldn’t you even manage dinner there? It would be so nice. But if that is impossible I look forward to seeing you there later on. Do try. Your own.


She frowned. Infernal river trip … He might be right. She had had her doubts about it, ever since she accepted the invitation, albeit for reasons different to his. The trouble with boat parties in her experience was that while one could get on them easily enough, it wasn’t nearly so easy to get off them, and there were few things in life she detested more than feeling trapped.

Maurice must have registered the change in her expression. ‘Trouble with an admirer?’

‘I don’t have admirers, Maurice, as you well know.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that …’

She didn’t much care for the tone of the remark, nor for the somewhat toothy leer which accompanied it. Dear God, had she been on the shelf so long even Maurice might be contemplating a pass?

She said, ‘I suppose it’s too late to chuck this whole boat trip business and go to Ottoline’s instead?’

‘What a peculiar thing to say! We haven’t been invited to Ottoline’s. And besides, the river will be fun. Everyone will be there.’

By everyone he meant ‘the Coterie’, as they called themselves, or ‘the Corrupt Coterie’ as the press preferred it – two dozen or so friends (the number fluctuated according to some mysterious collective judgement as to who was ‘amusing’ and who ‘a bore’) who went around together, sometimes to the Café Royal, occasionally to the music hall or a boxing match in the East End, most often to the Cave of the Golden Calf, a basement nightclub near Regent Street.

‘Yes,’ she said dubiously, ‘I suppose everyone will be.’ She stuffed the letter into her purse and snapped the clasp.

She was not one of the Coterie’s leading spirits. She did not drink like Sir Denis Anson, the young baronet who could down two bottles of champagne before the evening even started, or take drugs like Lady Diana Manners (‘the most beautiful woman in England’), who liked sniffing chloroform. She wasn’t an intellectual like Raymond Asquith, whose father the Prime Minister had written the letter in her purse, or independently rich like Nancy Cunard, the shipping heiress, who was only eighteen. She went along with them to alleviate her boredom, to annoy her mother, and because nothing they got up to shocked her. And there was another characteristic that drew her to them: not cynicism exactly – although Raymond, the oldest and the wittiest, certainly was a cynic – but rather a curious sense of detachment from life. She felt as if nothing really mattered: not them, or the world, or even herself. They all felt rather like that.

It was in this familiar spirit of indifference that she surrendered herself to whatever the night might bring, borne along in silent luxury inside the cocoon of Maurice’s Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost; first to a dinner for six at the Russian Embassy in Belgrave Square given by Constantine Benckendorff, ‘the Cossack’, the son of the ambassador, who had organised the river trip with Edward Horner, Raymond’s brother-in-law; and then on afterwards in the Rolls again to the river, where the others were converging from their own separate dinner parties – sixteen guests in all, debouching from cars and taxis – Claud Russell and Duff Cooper, both diplomats at the Foreign Office, each clutching a brace of Bollinger rescued from Duff’s mother’s table, and Duff’s sister Sybil Hart-Davis, and Iris Tree, a model and actress, who took her clothes off a lot, and Jasper Ridley who was a barrister and married to the Cossack’s sister, and Raymond of course, and his wife Katharine, and Edward Horner her brother, another young lawyer …

They kissed and embraced and chattered on about what fun they were having – the young women in their different dresses as brightly coloured as birds of paradise, the men in their monochrome uniform of black tailcoats, white tie and top hats – pouring down the flights of stone steps from the Embankment to Westminster Pier, watched by a curious crowd of onlookers leaning against the parapet. And Venetia went with them, gathering her green silk gown in both hands so that the hem didn’t brush the ground.

The boat was more impressive than she had expected, a lengthy Victorian pleasure steamer big enough for fifty passengers, named King. A tall funnel rose between fore and aft decks strung with coloured Chinese lanterns. Reflected orbs of lemon, lime and pink shattered and re-formed on the black sheen of the oily water. It was a hot night – bright, still, with a half-full moon. Through the windows of the central cabin, she could see a buffet supper laid out amid flickering candelabra and ice buckets stuffed with champagne. A quintet of musicians in the prow, hired from Thomas Beecham’s orchestra at Covent Garden, struck up ‘By the Beautiful Sea’, the hit of the summer, just as Big Ben, its round yellow clock-face illuminated like a second moon, chimed eleven.

Denis was the first to board, running up the gangplank, swinging round one of the poles from which the lanterns were suspended, and then climbing up onto the railing. He crouched on the narrow handrail for a moment then slowly rose to his full height, wobbling between the deck and the river, stretching out his hands until he had gained his balance. The spectators on the Embankment applauded. He turned precariously and began to move towards the stern like a tightrope walker, cautiously putting one foot in front of the other, toe to heel. When he reached the end, he turned to face the pier. For a quarter of a minute, he stood there, silhouetted against the river and the lights of the opposite bank, swaying on the edge of disaster.

Diana said, ‘Oh, Vinny, look at Denis – he can’t be that drunk!’

‘He’s very drunk,’ said Venetia, ‘otherwise he wouldn’t be doing it.’

Suddenly he threw up his hands and fell backwards onto the deck and disappeared. They all laughed and cheered, apart from Venetia. What a pointless young bore he was, she thought. In that instant she made up her mind.

‘Maurice, I’m awfully sorry, but I don’t feel well. Would you forgive me if I slipped away?’

‘Oh no, really? Must you? Such a shame …’ He looked around. The others were queuing to board. She could tell he longed to join them, but was too much of a gentleman to desert her. ‘I’ll just tell everyone, then I’ll take you home.’

‘No, you stay. I don’t want to spoil your evening. Could I ask your driver to take me back?’

‘Of course – if you’re sure?’

‘Will you give my apologies to Conny and Edward? I’ll call you tomorrow.’

She realised she was slightly drunk herself. She climbed the steps carefully without looking back, even when Raymond called her name and made it sound like a reprimand: ‘Venetia!’ She felt both guilty and exhilarated, as if she was leaving a bad play at the interval. Behind her the boat’s steam whistle gave a brief warning toot. When she reached the Embankment and looked down at the river it had started to pull away from the pier. She put her bare elbows on the cool stone parapet and watched it for a while – the Chinese lanterns, the figures moving around on deck, the strains of the band, the laughter and singing carrying clearly on the summer air:

By the sea, by the sea, by the beautiful sea,

You and I, you and I, oh how happy we’ll be …


She lingered until the boat disappeared under Westminster Bridge, then went in search of Maurice’s Silver Ghost. Five minutes later she was gliding up Parliament Street, past the entrance to Downing Street. Along the dark side road, the red rear lights of a motor car glowed, and it occurred to her that he might just be returning from dinner. She thought of asking the chauffeur to pull over and set her down but banished the idea at once. She was tipsy. It might not be him. And even if it was, it would never do.




CHAPTER TWO

THE NIGHT WAS brief, the air warm, the sky a fever of stars. When the sun rose over London at 4.45 the next morning, it was as if it had never been away.

On the third floor of that extravagant Victorian-Gothic fortress beside the Thames at Westminster known as New Scotland Yard, in the round turret at the south-western corner which housed the Metropolitan Police Night Duty Room, a young detective sergeant looked up from his newspaper and noticed the daylight seeping around the edges of the wooden shutters.

It had been a quiet shift. One by one, his more senior colleagues had pulled rank and gone home early, until only he was left holding the fort. The small office was stifling with the smell of stale pipe smoke and masculine sweat. He folded back the shutters, lifted the sash, and stood at the open window in his unbuttoned waistcoat and shirtsleeves, surveying the panoramic view – the shards of sunlight breaking on the tidal river; the crying seagulls swooping over the mudflats; the huge, silent building site on the opposite bank that would some day be the new headquarters of the London County Council; a solitary red omnibus crossing the bridge from Waterloo towards the Houses of Parliament; and finally, moored beneath him, on Westminster Pier, a pleasure steamer with a tall chimney, strung with extinguished lanterns.

It looked sad, grey, deflated.

Motionless along the pathway above the boat – sitting, standing, leaning against the stone balustrade – he could see more than a dozen elegant figures, men in white tie and tails and women in evening gowns, and what appeared to be a quartet of musicians holding their instrument cases, the whole group watched by a pair of uniformed police constables. Four cars, one a Rolls-Royce, were parked up on the Embankment, their drivers in a huddle, smoking.

He must have stared at this curious tableau for several minutes and still hadn’t made much sense of it when behind him for the first time since midnight a telephone rang.

He stepped back from the window, grasped the candlestick stem with one hand, lifted the earpiece with the other, and spoke carefully into the microphone: ‘Scotland Yard, night duty desk.’

‘And who might I be talking to?’ A man’s voice, tinny down the crackling line. The trace of an Irish accent.

‘Detective Sergeant Paul Deemer. Who is this?’

‘All right, Detective Sergeant Paul Deemer, my name is Superintendent Patrick Quinn. You’ll know who I am.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Suddenly, he was more alert. Quinn was head of the Special Branch, in charge, among other things, of armed protection for prominent dignitaries. Early in his career he had been Queen Victoria’s bodyguard. ‘Good morning, sir.’

‘Is there an inspector available?’

‘Not yet, sir. The first won’t be in till six.’

Quinn made a rapid clicking noise with his tongue then said, ‘Well, listen – there’s been a fatal accident on a riverboat overnight. Two men missing, presumed drowned.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Among those on board were the son of the Prime Minister and the son of the Russian ambassador. I’m told the boat has now returned to Westminster Pier. She’s called King.’

Deemer carried the telephone over to the window. The group had not moved. ‘I believe I can see her from the office now, sir. Are they the two men who are missing?’

‘No, no, they’re both safe, thank God. But you can understand why I’ve been woken at home.’ He didn’t sound too happy about it. ‘I need an officer to go down and take charge, check there’s nothing suspicious about the circumstances, and then send them on their way before any reporters turn up. Can you do that for me, Detective Sergeant Paul Deemer?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good man. Let me know how you get on. And be respectful, mind.’

Before he could answer, Quinn had hung up.

Deemer took his coat from the back of his chair and slipped it on, buttoned it, straightened his tie in the mirror over the fireplace, licked his fingers and smoothed his hair and moustache. Then he collected his bowler from the hat stand and set off, clattering rapidly down three flights of stairs. Technically, he wasn’t supposed to leave the duty room unattended. But this was an order from a superintendent. Besides, he was keen and ambitious. In tragedy he sensed opportunity.

He crossed the courtyard and emerged onto the Embankment slightly out of breath, his heart beating fast. He paused at the gate so that he could look appropriately calm before crossing the wide empty street, past the chauffeurs, and down the steps leading to the water. He went first to the two constables and showed them his warrant card. They stared at him sceptically. It was no advantage in the police service, Deemer had discovered, to look younger than one’s years. ‘Well,’ he said briskly, trying to convey an air of authority, ‘this is a tragic business. Do you have the names of the missing men?’

The older of the two officers took out his notebook. ‘Sir Denis Anson and a Mr William Mitchell.’

‘How did it happen?’

‘Anson jumped in.’

‘Into the Thames?’ It seemed absurd.

‘The other victim, Mitchell, dived in to rescue him, then he got into difficulties as well. He was one of the musicians hired for the evening. A third gentleman, Mr Benck-en-dorff’ – he pronounced the name as if it was slightly suspicious, and jerked his thumb towards a young man sitting on the steps, head bowed, a blanket across his broad shoulders – ‘also went in to help, but he couldn’t get to them before they both went under.’

Deemer was making notes. ‘Where was this exactly?’

‘Battersea Bridge. They were on the return trip.’

‘When?’

‘About three in the morning.’

‘Have the bodies been recovered?’

‘The river police at Chelsea are still searching.’

He looked up. ‘So, there may be some hope?’

‘No. The captain, William White, says there was an ebb tide, very strong. They searched for an hour, then gave up. I reckon we should let them all go home. No crime for you to cut your teeth on here, Sergeant.’ The other constable smirked.

‘You have statements from the witnesses on board?’

‘More or less. Not everyone saw it – those who did all say the same thing.’

‘I’ll need your notes. Wait here.’

He went across to Benckendorff and squatted on his haunches in front of him. ‘Are you all right, sir? I’m with the police. Should I send for an ambulance?’

The Russian raised his head. His face was pale and streaked with dark lines – oil, was it? He stank of foul water. ‘No, I’m tired, that’s all.’

‘You did a very brave thing, sir.’

He shook his head. ‘No, no, the musician was the brave one. I couldn’t even get close to him. I never felt anything like that tide – as if some devil had caught my legs and was pulling me under …’

‘You need to get out of those wet clothes and get home to bed. We won’t keep you much longer. Which one is Mr Asquith?’

Benckendorff moved his head slightly and nodded towards a figure lying full length on the quayside, his legs crossed at the ankles, his arms folded on his chest, his top hat covering his face, apparently asleep.

Deemer went over to him. He coughed politely. ‘Sir?’

A hand moved crablike across his chest and slowly removed his hat. He had fair hair, a thin face – sensitive, clean-shaven. His eyes were as blue as the sky. ‘Yes?’

‘I’m Detective Sergeant Deemer. I’ve been sent to make sure you’re all right.’

‘I’m perfectly “all right”, Sergeant, thank you. I’m not really one of those you need to be concerned about.’ He sat up and looked around. ‘Well, I suppose we’d better get it over with.’ He scrambled to his feet and brushed the dirt from his tailcoat. ‘Someone needs to tell Sir Denis’s mother. I should do it. Before that, I’d like to take my wife home.’

‘I understand.’

By now, most of the survivors had started drifting over to see what was happening. A short, red-faced man, his coat draped over the thin shoulders of a woman leaning on his arm, said, ‘Lady Diana’s feeling faint. She needs to go to bed. I really must insist we be allowed to leave.’

Raymond murmured, ‘Don’t be an ass, Duff. There’s a procedure to go through. Let the officer do his job.’

The woman said, ‘Officer, I know it’s simply awful about Denis and that poor violin-man, but we’ve all been here for hours.’

She had very wide blue eyes, oddly vacant – like a doll’s. Deemer wondered if she’d taken something. There was a murmur of agreement from the other guests. He didn’t care for their attitude, as if they were entitled to special treatment. If it had been up to him, he would have kept them for another hour or two. But his instructions from Quinn had been that they should all be sent away before the press arrived. So he said, ‘Yes, you’re free to leave,’ before adding, as they turned to go, ‘However, we may need to contact you to take statements later. I’ll require the names and addresses of everyone on board.’

A young man spoke. ‘I have the guest list if that’s any help.’

‘And you are, sir?’

‘Edward Horner. I was the one who hired the boat with Count Benckendorff.’

He took a crumpled list from his inside pocket. Deemer scanned it quickly and handed it back, along with a pencil.

‘If you could all please add your addresses beside your names before you go.’

They passed it around, scribbling on it without really looking, talking among themselves. How self-absorbed they were! He liked to think that if a friend of his had just died, and his body was not yet discovered, his first priority wouldn’t be to go home. ‘Excuse me!’ He had to raise his voice and hold up his hand to attract their attention. ‘One last question, while you’re all still here. Sir Denis jumped into the river, is that correct? He couldn’t have been pushed?’

‘Good God!’ exclaimed the red-faced man. ‘What are you suggesting?’

‘Well, it seems such a foolhardy thing to do. Was he drunk?’

‘No,’ said Raymond firmly. ‘He was sober. It was an entirely deliberate decision on his part to enter the water.’ (Was it Deemer’s imagination, or did he exchange a flicker of a glance with Lady Diana?) ‘He was a good swimmer. He left his watch and jacket on board before he dived in – you can ask the captain. That was the sort of fellow he was. Last year when we were in Italy he swam across the Grand Canal. Unfortunately,’ he added with a shrug, ‘London isn’t Venice.’

‘No, sir,’ agreed Deemer politely, although he had never been to Venice, or even left England, ‘I’m sure it’s not.’

He watched them as they climbed the steps, helping Count Benckendorff to his feet and taking him with them. After they had said their farewells and their cars had pulled away, he sent the two constables off to write up their notes, and turned his attention to the four surviving musicians. They claimed they had all been too busy playing to give much attention to what was happening among the passengers. On the return trip, they had seen Anson dive overboard and had stopped playing and then one of the guests had called out, ‘Denis, how are you?’ and they heard him shout back, ‘Quickly! Quickly!’ That was when Mitchell stood up and started taking off his jacket. The guests all seemed paralysed.

The bandmaster said, ‘I told him not to be a bloody fool but he took no notice. He went over the side and that was the last we saw of him. He had a little boy as well. Only a year old.’

‘And Sir Denis Anson – he was sober, as far as you could tell?’

For the first time the bandmaster seemed less confident. ‘We know nothing about that, officer. We were just hired to provide the entertainment.’

Deemer took their names and addresses then went on board the boat.

Captain White was a retired Royal Navy man, nearly sixty. He showed him over the steamer, from the cabin to the stern deck where the awning was folded down and the musicians had been playing. He pointed to the railing.

‘This is where the gentleman was fooling around. He got up three times, and each time I grabbed his foot and told him to get down. He must have got up again after my back was turned. By the time I stopped the engines he was about fifteen yards away, trying to swim back to the boat, but the current was too strong – when there’s an ebb tide on that particular stretch you get a flush from the West London Railway Bridge that will suck anything under. That was when the musician went in, and not long after that, the Russian. He must be a damn strong swimmer – it was a miracle we managed to get a line to him.’

‘Was Sir Denis drunk, in your opinion?’

The captain looked at the deck. ‘That I wouldn’t know.’

‘Come now, Captain! No one sober would jump into the Thames at three in the morning! What had they all been drinking?’

‘Champagne, mostly. They had supper in the cabin.’

‘Show me.’

The captain led the way back along the boat. The dining table had been cleared, the cloth folded, bottles and plates packed away in boxes. Deemer looked around the cabin and frowned. ‘You said they were drinking champagne.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Where are the empty bottles?’

‘Empty bottles?’ The captain put on a show of mystification. He called out to the deck, ‘Mr Lewis!’

The first mate appeared in the doorway. ‘Yes, Captain?’

‘What happened to all the bottles?’

Lewis hesitated. ‘The gentlemen threw them over the side after the accident, sir.’

There was a pause. Deemer closed his notebook and put it away in his inside pocket. ‘All right. What exactly happened here? Tell me now, man to man, or I’ll take you both in.’

White and Lewis looked at one another. Eventually, White made a gesture, as if he was throwing in a bad hand of cards, and said, ‘You tell him. You saw it. I didn’t.’

‘It was a bet,’ said Lewis. ‘Mr Asquith bet that pretty woman—’

‘Lady Diana?’

‘He bet her ten pounds she couldn’t get Anson to swim to the riverbank. I didn’t hear what she said to him, but he didn’t take much convincing. He gave her his coat and his watch, then he just … dived in.’

Deemer turned to the captain. ‘You have his belongings?’

White disappeared for a minute and returned with a tailcoat and a gold pocket watch. Deemer searched the jacket and took out a wallet and a set of keys. He opened the watch. An inscription was engraved inside the lid: ‘To Denis on his 21st birthday, use your time wisely, love Mama.’

‘What a waste of a life,’ he said, handing it back. ‘Of two lives.’

‘You didn’t hear it from us,’ said the captain.

Deemer felt suddenly very tired. He left the cabin without another word, walked across the gangplank, along the pier, and wearily climbed the flights of steps. It was after six, the day already warm, the early-morning traffic starting to run along the Embankment and across Westminster Bridge. In the duty room, he sat at his desk and studied the list of guests. Asquith, Manners, Baring, Cunard, Tree … It was like the society page in a newspaper. Two, he noticed, Russell and Cooper, had given their addresses as care of the Foreign Office. Raymond and Katharine Asquith listed theirs as 49 Bedford Square. Only one person hadn’t provided any address at all. Venetia Stanley.




CHAPTER THREE

MAURICE HAD CALLED her with the news early in the morning. His nasal voice cut through her hangover: ‘I’m afraid there’s been the most dreadful accident …’

Her failure to feel much emotion had shocked her almost more than the tragedy itself. All the while she was listening to Maurice and saying the expected things – ‘Oh no, poor Denis, it’s too ghastly’ – she was conscious of her detachment. What on earth was the matter with her? She was more affected by the story of the man who had thrown away his life trying to save someone he didn’t even know. That struck her as extraordinary – heroic, mysterious. After a while, her questions about the musician began to irritate Maurice, who clearly hadn’t bothered to find out much about him. ‘Yes, yes, of course, I agree, something must be done to help his family – I’m sure the Ansons will make provision – but really, Venetia: Denis, with the whole of his life ahead of him …’

She said, ‘It sounds an utterly crazy thing to have done, even by his standards. What on earth possessed him?’

‘Well, between you and me …’

He pledged her to secrecy and told her about Raymond’s bet with Diana, and how they had all agreed to say nothing about it. ‘You can imagine what it would do to Raymond’s political prospects if that got into the press! As for Diana, you know how the papers love to portray her as some kind of narcissistic femme fatale—’

‘I can’t think where they get that idea.’

‘Anyway, I’m so glad you were spared the whole thing.’ He yawned. ‘I’m turning in for a few hours. Can I take you to Eddy’s tea dance later?’

‘Sorry, Maurice, I have plans.’

‘Plans! You always have plans!’

During the morning she took half a dozen more calls from members of the Coterie, each of whom told her in confidence about Raymond and Diana. Their accounts were the same, only the size of the wager varied: some said five pounds, some twenty.

That afternoon she put on the black and white striped satin dress she knew was his favourite, together with a straw boater encircled by a red ribbon, and just before half-past three slipped unnoticed out of the house and strolled in the warm sunshine around the corner towards Portland Place.

At the crossroads with New Cavendish Street, a newsboy was calling out the headline of the Evening Standard in a mournful cockney plainsong – ‘River tragedy, baronet’s body still missing!’ She watched him dealing briskly with his queue of customers, folding papers, taking coins, and for the first time felt a twist of real grief. This time yesterday, Denis had probably been playing cards at his club for stakes he couldn’t afford on his allowance. Now he was making money for some ghastly press lord.

She moved further down the street and stationed herself on the kerb. She knew he would be punctual: he always was. A couple of minutes later, the big limousine, a Napier six-cylinder, came round the corner past All Souls church, its coachwork so brightly polished that as it drew to a halt, she could see the few high summer clouds reflected in the black mirror of its bonnet. The chauffeur, Horwood, sprang out and came round to open the door. As usual, he avoided catching her eye.

The commodious rear compartment had an interior of leather and walnut, like an old-fashioned carriage. Climbing in, she noticed the curtains had already been drawn across the thick sealed glass screen that separated the passengers from the driver’s seat. The door closed. He leaned forward and pressed a button on a console. It lit a bulb on the dashboard instructing Horwood to drive. As the car moved off, she slid across the leather banquette and kissed him on the cheek.

The Prime Minister turned and smiled at her. ‘Hello, my darling,’ he said.

They took a drive together at least once a week, usually on a Friday afternoon for an hour and a half, either out into the country or just around London. They met often in between, of course, at lunches and dinners and country weekends, but always with other people around. The car was the one place where they could be sure of being alone.

Was she in love with him? She didn’t know. She knew that she was fonder of him than any of the other men who had pursued her over the years – more than the sweet but ugly Edwin Montagu, Member of Parliament and Financial Secretary to the Treasury, who had proposed to her twice and even bought a house in Westminster where he hoped they might live together; more than ‘Bongie’ Bonham Carter, the Prime Minister’s unmarried private secretary, who had kissed her and written her passionate letters; more than Raymond, who had made it clear he wanted to have an affair with her; more than her handsome brother-in-law, Major Anthony Henley, who had indicated the same; and certainly more than Maurice Baring.

She liked him for his kindness, his cleverness, his fame and power, which he wore lightly. Her father had been a Liberal MP: she had grown up surrounded by talk of politics. Now she was probably the most well-informed woman in the country. And if she was honest, she also enjoyed the thrill of it – the secrecy, the illicitness, the risk.

As usual, he had brought some official papers to show her. They lay on the seat between them. Their clasped hands rested on the folder.

‘I’ve been worried sick about you,’ he said. ‘When you didn’t turn up at Ottoline’s I assumed you must have gone on that wretched boat trip. Darling, I do wish you’d sent me a note to say you were safe.’

‘I thought Raymond would have told you.’

‘He did, but I’d have liked to have heard it from you.’ He raised the back of her hand to his lips and kissed it. ‘Poor Anson. He was ridiculous but I always rather liked him – all that animal energy and nowhere to direct it. It’s terrible for his mother.’

‘How is Raymond?’

‘Shaken, though he tries not to show it. He’s mostly concerned about the inquest now. His great fear is that Diana might be called as a witness. Apparently, the Duchess of Rutland is insisting on going to see the coroner to tell him her daughter’s too fragile to give evidence.’

‘Is that wise?’

‘No. But it’s important to keep her out of the witness box. Raymond too. God, what a mess!’

He turned away, brooding. His chin sank onto his chest. He knew about the bet, she realised – another problem for him to manage, on top of so many others. He had a fine profile – a noble head, like the bust of a Roman senator, with thick grey hair swept back off his forehead. It hung more than an inch over his collar. His wife was always telling him to get it cut, but Venetia thought it gave him a poetic look that suited him. Beneath the impassive mask of authority, he had a romantic, ardent nature. She looked beyond him through the big window, to the people walking along the street oblivious to who was driving past them: the Prime Minister hand in hand with a woman less than half his age. If only they knew – what a scandal there would be! She had a sudden mental image of Denis balanced on the side of the boat. Perhaps they were not so very different.

She wondered where they were going. He never told her in advance. He liked to surprise her.

‘Let’s talk about something else,’ she said. ‘Tell me what’s going on.’

‘Tell me about your life first.’

‘But my life’s so boring!’

‘No, it isn’t, not to me.’

The odd thing was, she knew he meant it. He was a sociable man – too sociable, his enemies said. In contrast to most of her father’s political friends, he liked to draw people out, preferred listening to talking, preferred women to men. His charm was to treat the gravest matters of state as if they were nothing of any consequence, whereas the lightest of trivialities – dresses, card games, word puzzles, golf, poetry, popular novels – he discussed with the utmost seriousness. So, as the car sailed on around the edge of Regent’s Park and headed north through Camden, she told him about her nephews and nieces, and what Iris and Nancy were doing, and what was new in Selfridges, and what she might wear to the Islingtons’ ball that evening, assuming it was still going ahead. This distracted him and seemed to cheer him up, until they reached Hampstead Heath, when he pressed another button on the console and the car came to a stop.

‘Let’s take a walk,’ he said. ‘There’s something I want to show you.’

He opened the door himself – Horwood remained discreetly in his seat – and walked round the back of the car to let her out. It was a quiet, narrow street, shaded with plane trees, poplars, limes. A few people were out walking. None of them recognised him. He pointed with his cane. ‘That was Keats’s house.’ He closed his eyes and recited:

To sorrow I bade good morrow

And thought to leave her far away behind

But cheerly cheerly she loves me dearly

She is so constant to me and so kind …


He opened his eyes again, swung round and pointed his stick at the house opposite. ‘And that’s where I lived with my first wife. I haven’t been back for twenty years.’ He offered her his arm. She took it and they crossed the road.

The house was set back from the street, half hidden by the fruit trees in the front garden – Georgian, whitewashed, with arched windows. Bees hummed in the orange blossom. The city might have been fifty miles away.

‘What a pretty little place.’

‘Isn’t it? This is where I was happiest in my whole life – when the children were little, and my legal practice was just starting to thrive.’ He shaded his eyes and squinted between the trees. ‘There was a lawn at the back where I played cricket with the boys. We had no money. I was entirely obscure, just elected as an MP. But I knew somehow, with an absolute certainty, that a great future was about to open before me. Isn’t that strange? Poor Helen never lived to see it. Mind you, she would have hated it. She loved her home and children. Politics appalled her.’

‘She was different to Margot, then!’

‘No man can ever have had two such dissimilar wives.’

‘Shall we go in and ask if we might look round? I’m sure the owners wouldn’t mind.’

He was still peering at the house. ‘Raymond was only thirteen when she died. Beb was ten. Oc eight. Violet four. Cys was still a baby. Five children! It was a lot for me to cope with, and I was Home Secretary soon afterwards. Raymond was such a brilliant boy. A brilliant man too, of course … But I wonder if he would have turned out differently if—’ He stopped himself and turned to look at her. ‘No, I’d prefer not to go inside, if you don’t mind, darling. I’ve taken us far enough down memory lane for one day. Shall we get some air on the Heath instead?’

They walked to the end of the road and followed a woodland path for a few minutes, past strolling families, and an ice-cream seller on a bicycle, until they came to one of Hampstead’s ponds, where they sat on a bench looking across the water. Maintaining a careful distance, they played a game of his devising: which of them could name the most species of waterfowl. They took it in turns – moorhen, coot, mallard, swan, great crested grebe, black-headed gull … He won in the end when a mandarin duck suddenly surfaced a few yards away. ‘They never last long,’ he said wistfully. ‘The ordinary ones attack them. Too exotic for this dull world …’

On the drive back, he was uncharacteristically quiet, staring out at the urban streets, cheerlessly bright and dusty in the midsummer heat. After a while, she let go of his hand and picked up the folder of documents. She glanced at him for permission. He nodded. ‘Of course – that’s why I brought it.’

The file was entirely devoted to Ireland. Census reports, maps of the north. Various counties, towns, even small villages, divided into a patchwork, some shaded red, some crimson, some pink. The darker the colour, the denser the Catholic population. The Catholics insisted on being ruled in future from Dublin; their Protestant neighbours refused to countenance leaving the United Kingdom. The Tories were pledged to support the Protestants, even if they took up arms against the government. She started to feel sick, reading in the moving car.

She looked up to find him watching her.

He said, ‘It’s the nearest thing I’ve ever seen to an insoluble problem – and by God, I’ve run up against a few these past six years.’

‘Can’t you postpone the decision?’

‘We’ve put it off as long as we can. The Nationalists have made it clear that if we don’t enact full Home Rule this session, they’ll withdraw support, which means the end of our majority and a general election, which we’ll probably lose. Either way, it’s civil war.’

‘Something will turn up. You’re brilliant.’ She tried to hand him the folder.

‘Keep it. Give it back next time I see you. Perhaps you can see a solution.’

‘That I doubt!’ The idea that she could somehow solve the Irish Question lying on her bed in Mansfield Street was blatantly absurd, and he must have known it, but the gesture touched her. She reached over and stroked his hair. ‘All will be well. I have faith in you.’

He put his arm around her. ‘You realise I don’t speak to anyone else like this? What would I do without you to confide in, my darling?’

They were passing down Primrose Hill. In the heavy traffic the car had slowed almost to a halt. She was conscious of people turning to stare at them.

‘Wait,’ she said.

She broke their embrace and slid along the banquette to pull down the blind on the nearside window. He did the same with the one next to him. She knelt on the seat and closed the final blind over the rear window. Once they were entirely secluded from public gaze, she returned to him.

They might have been in a pied-à-terre in Paris, or Venice. Only the sunshine filtering golden through the yellow silk softened the dark interior of their private world.

By ten past five – suitably recomposed – she was opening the door of her parents’ house. A figure patrolled the hall. Edith, looking anxious.

‘There’s a gentleman waiting to see you, miss. I’ve put him in the morning room.’

‘Who is it? Not Mr Baring, I hope?’

‘No, miss.’ She handed Venetia his card.

Detective Sergeant Paul Deemer

Metropolitan Police,

New Scotland Yard.


She turned it over to see if there was a message on the back. ‘Good heavens! What on earth does he want?’

‘He didn’t say, miss.’

He was standing in front of the fireplace, a younger man than his rank suggested, about her own age, wearing an obviously cheap but well-pressed dark suit. She registered a few other details – highly polished black shoes, a bowler hat in his hand, a day’s growth of beard across his chin, good-looking in a common sort of way.

‘I’m Venetia Stanley. Can I help you?’

‘Miss Stanley, good afternoon. I’m sorry to trouble you. I’m investigating last night’s tragedy on the river.’ He took out a notebook. ‘I wondered if I might ask you a few questions.’

‘Investigating?’ She had a sudden sense of danger, and realised she was still holding the government file. She clutched it to her breast and folded her arms across it. ‘What is there to investigate?’

‘Nothing sinister, I assure you.’ He opened the notebook. ‘I’m gathering statements from the witnesses, but we don’t seem to have yours. You left the pier this morning without providing your address.’

‘That’s because I wasn’t at the pier this morning.’

‘Why not?’

‘I never got on the boat.’

He looked briefly puzzled, then his expression cleared. ‘Ah! I see how the confusion has arisen! Mr Horner provided a list of the guests, but didn’t say who actually boarded. That explains it. My apologies.’ He cocked his head slightly and looked at her. ‘Might I ask, Miss Stanley, why you didn’t board?’

She was not normally flustered, but she felt her face flush. She hugged the file more tightly. ‘It was late. I was tired. I decided to go home to bed.’

Why did she sound so guilty? It was ridiculous. But he didn’t seem to notice.

‘Quite understandable. And a wise decision, as it turned out. You spared yourself a very distressing scene.’ To her relief, he finally put away his notebook. ‘Well, I wish you a pleasant evening. I’ll show myself out.’

He nodded as he passed her and went into the hall. She called after him, ‘How did you find me if you didn’t have my address?’

‘Debrett’s.’

He opened the front door and stepped outside. The moment it closed, she hurried back into the morning room and crossed to the window. He was standing on the opposite side of the street, looking at the house. He stood there for what seemed to her a curiously long time before he put on his bowler hat and moved away.

The Prime Minister wrote her a note as soon as he returned to Downing Street.

5.30 3 July 1914

I hear the Islington ball is put off on account of the river tragedy. I forgot to tell you that when I wrote to you asking you not to go & to come to O’s instead, I had a kind of uneasy presentiment, and that after I got to bed, I dreamt that Edward’s launch was wrecked. Isn’t that rather strange?

We had a most heavenly talk, and there can never any more be any misunderstanding between us, my darling.

Dearest love.





CHAPTER FOUR

DEEMER WALKED TO the Underground station at Oxford Circus and descended into the sweltering catacomb of the Central Line. After eighteen hours on duty, trailing across London collecting witness statements, he was exhausted.

A hot gust stinking of oil and metal billowing from the tunnel mouth heralded the arrival of an eastbound train. He clung to a handle, swaying in silent unison with the other passengers eighty-five feet below the surface of the city, like weed on a seabed. Half an hour later, to his relief, he was back in the open air at Angel.

He lived alone in a little two-bedroomed terraced cottage in Islington with a tiny garden, front and rear, and a purple wisteria trained against the blackened brickwork beside the door. He had taken the lease on the expectation he would be marrying a girl he had been sweet on since school until he had realised he no longer loved her and had broken off the engagement. She had promptly married someone else, which made him wonder if he had made the right decision. He was lonely, yet he didn’t altogether mind it. There was something bracing about solitude. It gave one a sharper edge. His work absorbed him.

He picked up the bottle of milk from the doorstep, uncapped and sniffed it – it had curdled in the heat – then let himself in and went straight to the larder. There wasn’t much – a piece of sweating cheddar, some biscuits, a bottle of warm beer. He took it out into the back garden and sat down on a wooden bench. He could hear children playing in the neighbouring park, chatter from the Albion pub across the road – reassuring sounds. A local cat, coal-black apart from a star of white fur on its breast, rubbed around his legs. He fetched the curdled milk, poured it into a saucer and watched her drink.

He thought idly about Venetia Stanley. She intrigued him. According to Debrett’s, the mansion in Marylebone was merely the Stanleys’ London address. Their main residence was listed as Alderley House in Cheshire, with another place at Penrhos in Wales. He wondered what an unmarried young woman of obvious intelligence could possibly do to occupy herself, drifting from one property to another according to the seasons, spending her time with the sorts of people who took night-time boat trips in the middle of the week and made fatal bets with one another. It seemed a pointless existence to him.

When he had finished eating and drinking, he carefully washed his plate, knife and glass and the cat’s empty saucer, then went upstairs and undressed with similar deliberation, lining up his shoes and hanging up his one good suit. He drew the thin curtains and lay down on his bed in the summer evening light, closed his eyes and slept for twelve hours straight, until the following morning when he went back into Scotland Yard to work through the empty weekend, even though he wasn’t supposed to be on duty.

*

Mitchell’s body was pulled from the Thames near Wandsworth that Friday evening. Sir Denis Anson’s remained submerged for nearly two more days, dragged around by the tide close to the footings of the West London Railway Bridge, before floating to the surface at dusk on Sunday.

The following afternoon, as soon as he had the pathologist’s findings, Deemer wrote up his report. The cause of death in both cases was drowning. There were no injuries on either body, except for abrasions on Anson’s face, which the police pathologist believed were posthumous and which he ascribed to contact with the riverbed. A joint inquest was scheduled for the Lambeth Coroner’s Court in two days’ time.

Deemer laboured hard to make his account as complete as possible, setting out all the circumstances of the tragedy, including the bet and the drinking. It ran to eight pages and concluded no crime had been committed. When it was finished, he took it upstairs to the Special Branch corridor. He had hoped to be able to present it to Quinn personally – to meet this mythical figure face to face – but his assistant informed him coldly that the superintendent was busy, and he was obliged to leave it in the outer office.

A few hours later on that Monday evening, just before midnight, the Prime Minister returned from dinner to Downing Street by taxi. As usual, he had taken the precaution of giving the driver, who had no idea who he was, precise directions – cabbies often tended to mistake Downing Street Whitehall, for Down Street Piccadilly, and several times after a journey spent lost in thought, he had looked up to find himself outside the Mayfair Underground station. He did not complain. He was proud to live in a country, possessed of an empire of some 440 million people, in which the head of the government passed unrecognised, and whose official residence was at the end of a side street hardly anyone could find.

He paid the fare and stood on the doorstep searching his pockets for his keys. After an evening of champagne and brandy he was a little unsteady on his feet, but his mind was clear enough. He opened the dark green door and locked it behind him then went upstairs. The house was silent, even though some seventeen servants slept on the premises – a butler, a housekeeper, a cook, three footmen, eight maids (three for housework, three for the kitchen, and one each for Margot and Violet), a governess, an odd-job man and a hall porter – this being the bare minimum Margot considered necessary to run a proper establishment. She used one of the three drawing rooms on the first floor as her bedroom, and it was there that he found her, sitting up in bed with a shawl over her nightdress, writing her diary. She laid it down as he came in to say good night.

‘Darling Henry.’

‘Darling.’ He kissed her forehead.

‘How was dinner?’

‘Good.’ He had been to Bedford Square to dine with Raymond and Katharine. Margot had cried off at the last minute, pleading a headache. She had turned fifty earlier in the year. Her migraines were constant.

‘Is he prepared for the inquest?’

‘I believe so. At least, he seems entirely unconcerned.’

‘When is Raymond ever concerned about anything? If he’d shown more concern, this wretched business would never have happened. Do you know some of them actually went to the opera before poor Denis’s body was even found?’ Flippant, callous, idle and blasphemous were just a few of the adjectives she had hurled at the Coterie when she learned of the drownings, which had led in turn to a general rant about the degeneracy of the modern world – Cubists, Futurists, wishy-washy composers, Debussy, politicians who fomented civil war in Ireland, army officers mutinying, cynicism, sensationalist newspapers, Suffragettes slashing pictures …

‘Well,’ he said mildly, ‘I have had a word with some useful people and we shall see how it all turns out.’ He didn’t want to say anything else in case he set her off again. ‘Sleep well. I’ll look in on you in the morning.’

He made his way through the darkened state rooms, to the large writing desk overlooking Horse Guards Parade where he liked to work late at night. It was six years since he and Margot had shared a bed. After the disaster of her last confinement – a baby boy, dead on his first day of life – the doctors had told her that another pregnancy would kill her. That had been the end of their conjugal relations. She kept a skull in her bedroom that had been found on her family’s estate in Scotland, to remind her to live life to the full. He could never have made love under the empty eye-sockets of that skull.

He poured himself a glass of brandy, pulled a cord to turn on the shaded desk lamp, and sat down. Arranged around the blotter was a collection of several dozen little animals made of crystal, and miniature silver figures, which he had collected over the years and which he shifted into different groups according to his mood. He unlocked a dispatch box and took out the letter Venetia had sent him that morning.

It was wet over the weekend, so I had plenty of time to study your Irish papers, suitably hidden inside a copy of Tatler! – Papa asked several times if I could not find something more elevating to read – & of course no solution presents itself to my feeble brain that hasn’t occurred to your mighty one. Both sides must give up some ground in the end.

The threat of civil war is so grave that I wonder if there is not some means of shaming them into a compromise. Would you not, in this situation, be justified in turning to the King, & asking him to mediate? The Unionists, of all people, can hardly object to a summons from His Majesty, & the Nationalists will see how serious you are. At the very least it will buy you more time. Dearest darling, do not despair. Something will turn up, I know it.


It wasn’t a bad idea. He had been thinking along similar lines himself. He opened the Irish folder and gloomily regarded the counties of Fermanagh and Tyrone. After a while, in the hope of a diversion, he pushed aside the maps and turned his attention to his nightly folder of diplomatic dispatches. Afterwards he was to remember that it wasn’t even on top of the pile but buried halfway down – a copy of a memorandum from the Foreign Secretary, marked ‘Secret’ and dated that day.

July 6 1914

The German Ambassador spoke very warmly today of the satisfaction and pleasure which had been given to the Emperor and generally, by the visit of the British Admiral to Kiel.

I said that I knew that it had given great satisfaction and pleasure on our side.


The Prime Minister yawned and stretched out his legs. He took a sip of brandy before he resumed reading.

The Ambassador then went on to speak to me privately, he said, but very seriously, as to the anxiety and pessimism that he had found in Berlin. He explained that the murder of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand had excited very strong anti-Serbian feeling in Austria; and he knew for a fact, though he did not know details, that the Austrians intended to do something, and it was not impossible that they would take military action against Serbia.


He looked up. Eight days had passed since the heir to the Austrian-Hungarian throne and his wife had been shot to death by Serbian nationalists in Sarajevo and things had been very quiet – so quiet, he had put the matter entirely out of his mind. He felt as if he had suddenly struck a stone in the road. He put down his glass and resumed reading with quickened interest.

I said that surely they did not think of taking any territory?

The Ambassador replied that they did not wish to take territory because they would not know what to do with it. He thought their idea was that they must have some compensation in the sense of some humiliation for Serbia …

A second thing which caused anxiety and pessimism in Berlin was the apprehension in Germany about the attitude of Russia, especially in connection with the recent increase of Russian military strength … Russia now had a peace footing of one million men …

The Ambassador went so far as to say that there was some feeling in Germany that trouble was bound to come and therefore it would be better not to restrain Austria and let the trouble come now, rather than later.


He finished the memorandum and stared out of the window at the lamps along Horse Guards Parade. His quality as Prime Minister – some said his genius, although he modestly thought that went a little too far – was his capacity to absorb a series of complex and unrelated problems, to discern various solutions and hold them in his head, and to have the patience to wait for the perfect moment to act – or not to act, which in his experience was often the better course, problems having a tendency, if left alone, to solve themselves. ‘Wait and see’ – that was the phrase for which he was most remembered and mocked, although it seemed to him eminently sensible. But what was he to make of this? It might be nothing. It could be Armageddon. There was certainly little he could do about it now. He wished Venetia was in London. It was a precious gift for him to have someone to confide in whose advice wasn’t distorted by self-interest. But she was leaving town in the morning for a voyage to Scotland on the Admiralty yacht with Winston and Clemmie Churchill so there would be no afternoon drive with her on Friday. He hated it when he didn’t see her.

He worked his way through the rest of the telegrams, finished his brandy and went into his bedroom. After he had washed and undressed and put on his nightshirt, he sat up in bed for a while reading a chapter of Our Mutual Friend before his eyes started to close and he fell asleep.

The following morning, Tuesday, Deemer was ordered to return to his
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