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    To Peggy Hughes, friend of the Morlands,
with much love
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      BOOK ONE

      

      
      New Year

      
      
      Take up our quarrel with the foe:
      

      
      To you from failing hands we throw

      
      The torch; be yours to hold it high.

      
      If ye break faith with us who die

      
      We shall not sleep, though poppies grow

      
      In Flanders’ fields.

     
      John McCrae: ‘In Flanders’ Fields’

         

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      January 1917

      
      The journey, like all journeys in wartime, was tedious. The train moved slowly, with frequent unexplained stops, often being
         diverted onto a siding to allow military traffic to pass. And it was crowded – there were even people standing in the first-class
         corridors, officers going back from leave. In second class, the heating worked only fitfully. At times the bitter cold from
         outside seemed to seep in like creeping death; at others the compartment was as steamy as a jungle, and Helen sweltered in
         her thick travelling clothes. She was large with child and could not keep struggling in and out of her outerwear, even had
         there been elbow room to do so.
      

      
      The air smelt of sulphur, and everything was grubby: there was dried-out orange peel on the floor and smuts on the antimacassars.
         Cleaning standards had certainly declined as the war went on, with so many people going into war work. To add to Helen’s trials,
         her year-old son, Basil, had recently discovered the delights of crawling, and objected passionately when restrained. The
         nursery-maid she had borrowed for the journey – from the wife of the wing commander at the flying school – was too excited
         about the whole expedition to be much use.
      

      
      Still, Helen had known how it would be before she started. Having been brought up in the philosophy of ‘what cannot be cured
         must be endured’, she had packed sandwiches, plenty to read, and her knitting bag, and determined to make the best of it, despite her aching back and swollen ankles.
      

      
      Her mother-in-law, Henrietta, had been doubtful about her making the journey at all so late in pregnancy, but there was no
         help for it. Jack was in France with the Royal Flying Corps, and her sister Molly, who had helped at her last lying-in, was
         now working as a clerk in the Ministry of Munitions and could not get leave. Mother could not leave Daddy, who was unwell,
         and in any case she was too elderly and nervous to be much relied on.
      

      
      It was the last straw when her excellent nursery-maid, Becka, had left to work in the aircraft factory. Helen could hardly
         blame her. Not only would she earn much more, but she would be working with other young women, whereas at Downsview House
         there was only the cook, who was old, and the housemaid, who was half witted. And it was two miles from the nearest village.
         The spectacular views over Salisbury Plain, which so enchanted Helen and Jack, did not weigh with Becka at all.
      

      
      With only weeks to go before her confinement, Helen had found it impossible to replace Becka; and since Mrs Binny and Aggie
         could not do their own work and look after Basil and a new baby, the only thing to do was to go ‘home’ to Morland Place. Uncle Teddy was delighted, of course,
         and had wanted to send his motor and chauffeur for her. But the heavy winter weather had made many country roads impassable;
         and, as Henrietta pointed out, if Helen had to travel on the main roads via London, she might as well be on the train. At
         least the train was sure to get through. Teddy, alerted to the possibility that the motor might get stuck somewhere, with
         Helen in labour on the back seat, gave in gracefully. Jack was pleased about it, anyway. Helen had wanted to give birth in
         her own dear home, but Jack was glad to think she would be at Morland Place with every attention and comfort around her.
      

      
      The worst bit, Helen reflected, as the train came sighing and huffing into Waterloo, would be the struggle across London to King’s Cross. Because of the unreliability of timetables,
         she had had to leave plenty of time between trains, but porters were fewer, older and less obliging than before the war, and
         taxicabs harder to find. And there was the question of Basil’s napkin: it could hardly be expected to continue its rearguard
         action indefinitely. She would need the privacy of the station hotel to effect the change.
      

      
      As the train lurched to a halt, everyone jumped up and began scrambling down their baggage, jostling to get out first and
         secure a porter. Helen, too large to compete, gave up hope and sat tight with her charges until the rush subsided, noting
         rather grimly that no-one offered to help her. Cleanliness was not the only casualty of wartime rail travel. By the time she
         finally stepped down from the train, there was hardly anyone left on the platform. She looked round hopelessly for a porter,
         and was immediately accosted by a smart young man in a chauffeur’s grey uniform.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Compton?’ he enquired, touching his cap. ‘I’m Perkins, madam, from Lady Overton’s. Her ladyship’s compliments, and will
         you please to take luncheon with her at home? And I’m to take you to the station afterwards and see you onto your train.’
      

      
      ‘However did she know I’d be here?’ Helen wondered, but she guessed the answer even before Perkins gave it.

      
      ‘I believe Mr Edward Morland telephoned to her ladyship and arranged it all, madam. Is this all your luggage, madam? Oh, no,
         don’t you trouble, madam, please. I can manage it if the girl can carry your little boy.’
      

      
      So Helen had only herself to get along, and soon found herself in the cradling comfort of a large motor-car, being whisked
         through the streets of London with as much expedition as the traffic would allow. The noise and crowdedness were almost a
         shock to her after two years in the country, and Mabel’s eyes were out on stalks. It was a foggy day, and everything was so
         grey that the occasional splashes of red, of pillarbox and omnibus, were a welcome relief to the eye. The snow in the streets had been worn to grey-brown slush by wheels
         and feet, and was banked up unattractively at the edges of the roads and pavements. Though it was the middle of the day, the
         street-lamps were lit, each wearing a fuzzy halo of fog, and at the busy junctions policemen directed the traffic with torches.
      

      
      But the welcome at Manchester Square could not have been warmer. The door was opened by Ash, the late Lord Overton’s former
         manservant, and two maids, one of whom whisked Basil and the girl away while the other showed Helen to a bedroom where hot
         water, towels and all other conveniences awaited her. Much as Helen adored her young son, it was blissful to have him taken
         over by someone else. He had just begun to express his sorrow and rage over the disruption to his life in the only way he
         knew.
      

      
      Refreshed, she was shown into the drawing-room, where a wonderful fire was leaping under the chimney. It glowed on the polished
         legs of furniture and glinted cheerfully on silver and glass, making the day outside look even dirtier by contrast.
      

      
      Venetia, Lady Overton, came towards her with both hands outstretched. ‘Welcome, my dear. You must be so tired. Come and sit
         by the fire. Did you find everything you needed upstairs? Luncheon will be served directly. I’ve told them to lay it in here
         – I hope you don’t mind. I thought it would be cosier and, frankly, these days one has to economise on fuel and effort. The servant problem gets worse all the time.’
      

      
      Venetia was tall for a woman, and very thin – bony as an old horse was how she described herself. Her hair was still thick
         and luxuriant, though quite white now, and she wore it in the old-fashioned style, wound on top of her head like a crown,
         which made her look taller. Though she was in her sixties, she worked harder now than she ever had. Her step was vigorous,
         her eyes bright, her face firm, and the hands that pressed Helen’s and led her to the fire were strong and capable.
      

      ‘I hope you don’t mind my kidnapping you,’ she said. ‘Teddy’s idea was that I should lend Perkins to take you across London,
         but when I knew how much time you would have between trains, I thought it would be nicer to bring you here for luncheon. Stations
         are dreary places to wait, and station hotels are so crowded.’
      

      
      ‘How can you think I would mind?’ Helen smiled. ‘I feel as if I have been rescued from one of the circles of hell. I hope
         Basil isn’t making a nuisance of himself?’ she added, with a last surge of conscience.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about him. I have two perfectly capable maids upstairs looking after him and your girl. I’m sure you must have
         had enough of him by now, after being confined in a railway compartment with him for so many hours.’
      

      
      ‘He was rather like a bee in a bottle,’ Helen admitted. ‘It’s wonderful to be relieved of all responsibility for a while.’

      
      Venetia gave her a glass of sherry and sat down opposite, looking at her with satisfaction. ‘I kidnapped you with the intention
         of getting to know my godson’s wife a little better, but remarks like that make me feel I know you already. There’s too much
         sugary sentiment about children. I adored my own, but I should have gone mad cooped up at home with nothing to do but listen
         to their unedifying noises.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t really had much choice in the matter lately,’ Helen said.

      
      Venetia glanced at her maternal shape. ‘How long to go? Three weeks? Four?’

      
      ‘Four,’ Helen agreed.

      
      ‘You look well. I suppose you didn’t mean to have another so soon?’

      
      Helen managed not to blush at such a direct question, reminding herself that Venetia was a doctor – one of the first lady
         doctors ever to qualify – and also that intellectual briskness had already been praised. ‘In wartime, things sometimes don’t
         go as planned,’ she said, with a fair attempt at insouciance.
      

      
      ‘I should recommend you not to have another for a year or two,’ Venetia said. ‘Incessant child-bearing is not good for the
         general health. Besides, you have a mind and a brain. Tell me about flying. I’ve achieved many things in my life, but I’ve
         never once left the surface of the earth.’
      

      
      So Helen told her about her former job, delivering new aircraft from the factory to the RFC units. She had had to give it
         up, of course, when she became pregnant. ‘People tell me I’m still performing valuable war work by having babies,’ she concluded,
         a touch wistfully.
      

      
      At that moment Ash and a maid came in with trays, and luncheon was set at an oval table by the window. Outside the fog swirled,
         condensation dripped from the bare black trees, and the occasional motor and horse crept miserably by down in Manchester Square.
         But inside, in the warmth and brightness, Helen delighted in a meal that had not required any decisions from her, and conversation
         with another intelligent human being. It made her realise how lonely she had been in the last few months, shut up in a house
         in the country with the servants and a small child.
      

      
      They talked of Venetia’s work: as well as operating at two hospitals, she sat on several committees, and ran her own charity,
         which provided X-ray ambulances to the Front.Then conversation drifted on to affairs in general.
      

      
      It was fascinating to Helen to hear Venetia talk about public figures with a casual intimacy. To Helen they were just names
         in the newspaper, but Venetia had been on the inside all her life. On her own account, or through her late husband, she seemed
         to know everyone in Westminster, the Court and Horseguards. Helen revelled in the conversation: stimulation such as this had
         not come her way in many long months.
      

      
      She asked about the inside view of the way the war was going and got a prompt answer.

      
      ‘Haig feels that if the weather had held off a few more weeks he could have broken through last year on the Somme,’ Venetia said. ‘The Germans were exhausted, their supplies and reserves stretched to breaking-point. It’s a pity they’ve
         had these winter months to recuperate. The greatest uncertainty is the situation in Russia. Their losses have been terrible,
         but it’s essential they continue fighting and divide the German effort.’
      

      
      ‘And will they continue?’ Helen asked. Venetia’s eldest son, Thomas, was in Russia, a military attaché to the Court of St
         Petersburg.
      

      
      ‘Who can tell?’ Venetia said, and changed the subject rather abruptly to the servant problem – something everyone in the country
         had experience of, from one side or the other. ‘I shall be losing Perkins next week, and my butler, Burton, went at the New
         Year. I’d had him for so long it was like an earthquake below stairs! I asked Ash to stay on when Overton died to help Burton,
         and to valet Oliver when he’s home – very light duties. Now he’ll be the only male servant in the house. I hope his health
         will stand it.’
      

      
      Just then Ash himself came in to clear, which was the signal that time was getting on, and Helen must prepare to resume her
         journey. She felt rested and invigorated by her visit, and thanked Venetia warmly.
      

      
      ‘Don’t thank me, my dear,’Venetia said. ‘You’ve reminded me what intelligent female company can be. I hope we shall meet again.’

      
      Perkins took them to the station, found their reserved seats, helped them in and saw their luggage stowed. Helen parted from
         him with regret. But she only had to endure the rest of the journey. They would be met at York, and after that everything
         would be done for her. She would not need to lift a finger at Morland Place until the baby was born.
      

      
      The train pounded north through the increasingly empty countryside, and the early dusk slipped into darkness. Putting her
         face to the window, Helen could see a black-and-white world, acres of snow under a black sky, black trees laden with white,
         as though the branches had been iced like Christmas cake. It was a silent world, where men and women were indoors, all the animals were stalled, and small birds and
         beasts had taken shelter in hedges and holes. From time to time they passed through a station, its roof heavy with snow, its
         platform empty but for a lonely porter with a lamp. The lights of the train fled alongside, flicking up the cuttings and dropping
         down the embankments. Here and there a yellow square in the blackness marked an isolated cottage snugged down for the night
         against the bleakness all around.
      

      
      But inside the compartment the smeary warmth of the steam heating built up a pleasant fug, and the rhythmic pounding of the
         wheels lulled the senses. At last Helen, Basil, Mabel and the new baby all slipped into a doze. Just before her eyes closed
         finally, Helen noted that it had started snowing again, and she thought of Jack in France, and hoped he was sitting cosily
         by the fire in the mess drinking tea. At least when it snowed he could not fly, which kept him from harm’s way. But God help
         the poor men in the trenches, was her last thought.
      

      
      Coming out of the line near Bapaume, Bertie didn’t mind the snow. It softened the wounded landscape. There must be plenty
         of parts of France that were still beautiful, but of course he never found himself in them. Everywhere he was sent was spoiled,
         a ghastly waste of churned mud, shattered tree stumps, ruined houses, and the litter of destruction an army always leaves.
         Even the villages behind the line, where they went on rest, were battered by the passage of thousands of careless men and
         their machines. It was a condition the eye grew accustomed to, so that he hardly noticed it any more; but there was a part
         of the mind or the spirit that continued, dimly, to protest at the unrelenting ugliness.
      

      
      But the snow laid a soothing hand over things, covering the scars, easing the jagged edges, giving at least the illusion that
         all was clean and white. And tonight his unit was finishing its time in the line, and he had fifteen days at rest to look
         forward to. ‘Rest’, of course, was a misnomer: generally there was far more sheer hard work done out on rest than in the line.
         But it meant proper food, proper beds, some little luxuries – and, best of all, the chance to get clean.
      

      
      There was no point in even trying to keep louse-free in the line, even when in reserve. The close proximity of so many men
         and the appalling dirtiness of the trenches and dug-outs made it futile. But almost thirty months of war still had not resigned
         him to it. He had got used to monotonous food, and tea out of a petrol can, and damp cigarettes. He had got used to shaving
         in cold water, wearing damp clothes, and living in a hole where he could not stand upright. He had even got used to stepping
         on rotting body parts when he went out on patrol; and he rarely even thought about the constant threat of death from sniper
         bullets and whizz-bangs and all the other jolly toys the enemy tossed over. But he could not get used to the feeling of vermin on his body. He would sooner share his bed with a rat (and that had happened too – they
         wanted warmth as much as any creature) than his clothing with the common pediculus humanus humanus.

      
      As soon as they got back to billets, he would set Cooper, his servant, to boiling as much water as humanly possible. Then
         he would strip everything off and get into it, and stay in it until he resembled a prune. In his dunnage back there he kept a set of clothing that never went near the trenches,
         so had never known the patter of tiny feet. The lust to be clean was stronger in him when he came out of the line than any
         desire for decent food or good wine.
      

      
      The house where the officers billeted did not have a bathroom – that would have been too much to ask – but it did have an
         enormous hip-bath which Cooper lugged up to Bertie’s room, and which held him comfortably under water from chest to knee.
         He had finished the urgent business of washing, and was stewing peacefully when Cooper came in bearing a tumbler of brown
         liquid and a bundle of envelopes.
      

      
      ‘I hope that’s not cold tea,’ Bertie remarked.
      

      
      ‘Whisky, sir,’ said Cooper. ‘Not the sort we’re accustomed to, but beggars can’t be choosers. Brickett, Colonel Scott-Walters’s man, reckons ’e knows where ’e can lay ’is
         ’and on some proper gin, though, so we shall see.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t see Brickett letting you have any,’ Bertie said. ‘You wouldn’t give him any if you’d found it.’
      

      
      ‘There’s ways and ways,’ Cooper said, with mysterious dignity. ‘Brickett and me understands each other. A wangle here and
         a scrounge there. Don’t forget we still got the only bottle o’ bitters in Picardy, sir, so if the colonel wants pinkers, Brickett ’as to sort ’imself out,
         don’t ’e? Anyroad, don’t you trouble your ’ead about it,’ he concluded, with the implication that a mere officer’s intellectual equipment wasn’t up to solving the
         problems a batman had to face. ‘You just drink your whisky.’
      

      
      Bertie accepted the glass and sipped. It made his eyes water. ‘Aah! You are a saint in human form, Cooper. You deserve a knighthood
         at least for this.’
      

      
      Cooper was a man who loved a grievance, and was not to be bought off by idle compliments. ‘Pair of boots that fitted proper
         would do me,’ he said. ‘You want to see my blisters.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t, I really don’t,’ Bertie assured him.

      
      ‘The Lord Jesus never walked on as much water as me,’ Cooper sniffed. ‘Letters ’ere for you.’

      
      Bertie eyed them. ‘Anything official?’

      
      ‘’Ow long ’ave I been with you? I left them in yer room. These ’ere are the personal ones.’ He handed them to Bertie, then stepped out to retrieve the can of hot water
         he had put down to open the door. ‘Mind your legs, then.’ He poured the hot water in – there was just room for it – and Bertie
         felt the delicious warmth creep round him. ‘I’ll have a bit for your shave after,’ Cooper went on, ‘but you’d better not be
         long, ’cause it won’t stay ’ot, and Major Fenniman’s bagged the rest o’ the copperful. Dinner in ’alf an hour, give or take,
         and the major’s come up with a nice bottle o’ port, which ’e hinvites you particular to share – ’e says don’t ask where it come from.’
      

      
      ‘I shall be more than happy to know where it’s going to,’ Bertie said, and waved Cooper away. ‘Ten minutes, and then you can
         shave me.’
      

      
      ‘It’ll be a cold shave, then,’ Cooper said. ‘Can’t keep the water ’ot more’n five. It ain’t reasonable in this weather.’ And
         he stumped out.
      

      
      Bertie sorted out the letter from his wife, Maud, and read that first. She had been carefully trained in the art of female
         letter-writing, which meant her lines were beautifully straight, her handwriting elegant, and she made a little matter go
         a long way. Her letters were always long, without actually communicating anything very much at all – except an underlying
         current of faint discontent.
      

      
      Bertie learnt that eggs had almost disappeared, the price of milk was beyond reason, and butter had become unobtainable. Since
         she refused to have margarine in the house, she had been forced to serve biscuits instead of bread and butter when Lady Wolfitt
         came to tea.
      

      
      He sighed. If only she would take little Richard and go down to live at Beaumont, his estate in Hertfordshire, she could have
         all the eggs, milk and butter she wanted. But then, of course, there would be no Lady Wolfitts to have to tea. Maud was London
         born and disliked the country. It would have been cruelty to force her to go.
      

      
      He learnt that Mr and Mrs Weedon (who on earth were they?) had closed up house and gone to stay with Mrs Weedon’s sister in
         Sussex. That meant there was an empty house on both sides now (oh, yes, they were the next-door neighbours). It made Maud
         nervous when there were Zeppelin warnings. She could never get used to the thought of the Germans flying over her head in
         the night, and having no neighbour to turn to in an emergency made it worse.
      

      
      He read that her Red Cross branch had raised twenty pounds at their last drive, which wasn’t as good as the Victoria branch, but with so many empty houses what could one expect? He read that Mrs Betteridge (no, even after some thought he had
         no idea who she was) had heard her nephew, a very promising boy, had been killed on the Ancre. Little Richard seemed to have
         one cold after another. Nanny had left quite suddenly to go to work for Mrs Monkton in Brook Street, and Maud had had the
         greatest difficulty in replacing her. The new nanny was too young, in Maud’s opinion, and did not look very healthy, but there
         was simply no choice these days. The only other candidate had had a shocking accent, and looked as if she drank.

      
      Bertie thought for a moment of Richard, their only child, who was almost five. He had been two when the war started, and since
         then Bertie had been at home for only a few weeks out of the two and a half years. Whenever he had leave, there was a shy
         boy to win round all over again, a boy who hardly knew him, about whose life he knew desperately little. His son was growing
         up without him, and whatever happened hereafter, he would never get back these years of Richard’s life.
      

      
      He took another gulp of the punishing whisky, and went back to the letter. Ah, here was a piece of news that meant something
         to him. Lord Manvers was planning to visit London again in March, and would no doubt spend some time at Pont Street. Manvers
         had been a business acquaintance of Maud’s father, but Bertie had also known him in India, where they had both kept studs.
         Manvers bred racehorses and Bertie polo ponies, but since they had sold them to many of the same people, they had met often
         on the English social circuit out there. Bertie had always liked him. Manvers, on his recent visits home to look for breeding
         stock and buy clothes and saddlery, had befriended Maud, and Bertie was glad of it. He was a kind and capable man, and now
         that Maud’s father was dead she had no older man in her life to look up to.
      

      
      But now, it seemed, he was leaving India and moving permanently to Ireland to set up a stud, only breaking his journey in London. He was finding the climate in India trying, and business was declining. Because of the war, many of his
         best customers had gone to the Front, and others were not buying as they once had.
      

      
      Bertie knew Manvers had relatives in Ireland. Perhaps he had got to the time of life when he wanted his own people about him.
         Bertie thought it would be nice to visit him there after the war. He was vaguely glad that Manvers was moving closer to home.
      

      
      He did, however, have one unworthy pang of jealousy, when Maud added that Manvers had not forgotten his promise to teach Richard
         to ride next time he visited. Richard had been too young to ride when the war started, and since then Bertie had not been
         home for long enough at a time to give him lessons. Lord Manvers, a civilian, was free to come and go as he pleased, while
         Major Sir Perceval Parke, Bt, was the property of the British Expeditionary Force. Bertie could not help feeling that if anyone
         was to teach little Richard to ride, it should be his own father; and that it would have been tactful of Maud to say so. But
         tact had never been Maud’s strong suit. This damned war … !
      

      
      He put the letter aside and picked out the envelope in his cousin Jessie’s handwriting: a letter from which he anticipated
         much more pleasure, if a great deal more pain. He was still engrossed in it when the door opened and Cooper came in with the
         can of shaving water and a martyred expression. ‘Shave, sir,’ he stated rather than enquired. ‘Dinner’s near-on ready.’
      

      
      Bertie folded the letter to read again later – in bed, perhaps, if Cooper had been able to scrounge a decent lamp for him.
         French candles, these days, were practically all animal fat. He rubbed his hand over his chin and thought of the exquisite
         pleasure of shaving with hot water, followed by a meal that actually tasted of something, eaten at a proper table, without danger of interruption from
         shells or alarms. It was interesting how this hardship business narrowed your focus and made you appreciate things you would once have taken for granted. The war had its compensations, after all. An absurd,
         and probably unwarranted, cheerfulness broke over him, like a very small wave over a rock.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s not such a bad old war sometimes, eh, Cooper?’

      
      ‘If you say so, sir,’ Cooper said repressingly. ‘It’s the only one we got, any’ow.’

      
      The imperial family was at home, in the Alexander Palace at Tsarskoye Selo, fifteen miles south of St Petersburg. It was their
         principal residence, where they spent the larger part of the year, though the seaside house at Livadia in the Crimea was their
         favourite place. The Tsar, who had come home early for Christmas, seemed in no hurry to go back to Stavka, the army headquarters
         at Mogilev; and where the Tsar was, Venetia’s son Thomas must be also.
      

      
      His position was an unusual one. He was a serving officer in the British Army, but his post, as military attaché and diplomatic
         liaison, placed him half-way between the Tsar and the embassy; while the privileged access he had to the Tsar and the way
         he was treated gave him rather the status of an old family friend. It made him invaluable to the British government; but he
         hoped he was useful to the Romanovs, too. Nicholas and Alexandra had both treated him very kindly over the years. The very
         fact that he was Colonel Lord Overton was due to imperial favour. He was a soldier who had never fought. He had come to Peter – as those who loved
         the city called it – long before the war began, and his rapid promotions had followed in recognition of his services to diplomacy,
         not in battle.
      

      
      Occasionally he thought rather wistfully of the life he might have led had he not caught Nicholas’s eye; of the companionship
         of serving in a battalion; of the satisfaction of risking your life for your country. Even his younger brother, Oliver, was
         at the Front – with the RAMC, but in the firing zone all the same. There was a deep vein of loneliness in him, for his life had been given to serving a foreign court in a foreign country. He loved Russia and the Russians, spoke the language
         like a native, had read more Russian books than the average Moscow literatus, was deeply, hopelessly in love with a Russian girl – but it was not his country. He wondered sometimes if he would ever be
         able to go home.
      

      
      But his place, for the foreseeable future, was here in the heart of the Romanov family; and he was surprised when one day
         an important visitor came to Tsarskoye Selo without his knowing anything about it in advance.The visitor was a smoothfaced,
         balding man in civilian clothes – which fact alone made him stand out in a palace where almost every man was in uniform –
         and he spoke a rather stilted, accented English. He was received with obvious affection by the Tsar and Empress, and was whisked
         away by them into the private suite.
      

      
      Thomas was not introduced to him, nor asked to help entertain him, as he normally would have been, and it worried him. There
         was something of haste and secrecy about the business, something almost underhand. Fond as he was of Nicholas and Alexandra
         on a personal level, he did not trust their political instincts one whit, and the Tsar’s decisions, untempered by outside
         advice, were almost invariably bad. Thomas needed to know who the visitor was and why he was there, but he could not think
         of any way to find out.
      

      
      Later that day he was passing down one of the corridors in the east wing when he came across the youngest grand duchess, Anastasia,
         playing with her dog, throwing a ball along the passage for it to fetch.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here, Anastasia Nicholaevna?’ he asked her, with mock sternness. The family’s rooms were in the west wing;
         and this was the hour of lessons.
      

      
      She looked at Thomas under her brows and stuck out her lip. ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Did you run away again?’ he asked, with sympathy. She was the tomboy of the family, restless, unruly, always in trouble,
         and famous for escaping from lessons to do more congenial things like climbing trees or fishing. ‘What was it this time?’
      

      
      ‘French translation,’ she said, with an indescribable grimace. Then she looked up at him with a beguiling smile. ‘You won’t
         tell, will you?’
      

      
      He laughed at the rapid transformation of her mobile features. ‘My lips are sealed,’ he said solemnly, making a cross on his
         mouth.
      

      
      ‘Thank you. Then I won’t tell about you idling here instead of working,’ she teased.

      
      ‘I have nothing to do,’ he said. ‘Your father and mother are with a visitor and haven’t asked for my services. I wonder who
         he can be?’
      

      
      He only said it idly, but she said at once, carelessly, ‘It’s Uncle Ernie.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ Thomas asked, surprised. ‘Uncle Ernie’ was Grand Duke Ernst of Hesse; and Hesse, as part of Germany, was at
         war with Russia.
      

      
      ‘Of course I am,’ she said, surprised in her turn. ‘He’s Mama’s brother. How could I not know him? I like him. He always gave
         us sugar mice when we were little. He didn’t bring any this time, though. I suppose he thinks we’re too old for them,’ she
         concluded wistfully.
      

      
      ‘But I wonder what he’s doing here,’ Thomas mused to himself, with a worried frown.

      
      ‘I know,’ Anastasia said, lowering her voice importantly. ‘It’s a secret mission. That’s why there isn’t a state dinner.’ She
         threw the ball again and the dog scampered away, claws skidding on the marble floor. ‘Cousin Willi sent him to try to get
         Papa to make peace.’
      

      
      ‘My God,’ Thomas breathed. ‘Cousin Willi’ was the German emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm.

      
      Anastasia looked anxious for a fleeting moment. ‘You won’t tell? It’s supposed to be a huge secret.’

      
      ‘Of course I won’t – and don’t you tell either,’ he warned her.

      
      ‘I shan’t,’ she said. ‘I’m good with secrets.’
      

      
      ‘You told me,’ he pointed out.

      
      ‘Oh, but you don’t count. You’re one of us.’

      
      ‘How did you find out, anyway?’ he asked. ‘About the secret mission?’

      
      ‘The servants always listen at doors, and they tell me everything,’ she said. ‘There isn’t much that happens that I don’t
         know about.’
      

      
      Thomas pondered this, and supposed it was probably true. She did have a closer relationship with the servants than the other
         children. And there was also the possibility that she did some listening at doors herself, in her frequent absences from the
         places where she ought to be.
      

      
      The dog scampered back and presented the ball graciously to Thomas, who retrieved it and handed it to Anastasia. ‘Well, you
         won’t tell anyone else about it, will you?’ he urged.
      

      
      ‘Of course I won’t. I’m not a child,’ she said scornfully. And then, in her mercurial way, she changed tack. ‘When you go to Peter next, would you get me some
         more of the nice paper from the English shop in the Nevsky Prospekt? Pleease, Thomas Ivanovitch. It’s so much better than ours. I’ll paint something for you if you do. A nice picture for you to keep.’
      

      
      Thomas promised he would, and detached himself hurriedly so that he could go away and think about what he had learnt. It was
         a serious, potentially a disastrous, situation.
      

      
      The war was going desperately badly for the Russians. The death toll was appalling, and the bitter weather and food shortages
         were hitting hard. But it was vitally important to Britain that Russia remained at war with Germany, because if she made peace,
         Germany would be able to transfer all her Eastern Front troops to the Western Front.
      

      
      For exactly the same reason, Germany was desperate to get Russia out of the war, and to this end, there was no stratagem they would not consider. For instance, it was perfectly well known to
         British Intelligence that the German government was secretly fomenting socialist revolution in Russia, giving money and aid to leading revolutionaries in return for the promise
         that, if they succeeded in toppling the regime, they would make peace as soon as they came to power.
      

      
      So it did not surprise Thomas that the Kaiser should have sent Hesse to make peace – secretly, monarch to monarch, as it were,
         and behind the backs of both governments. While the Kaiser wanted Russia out of the war, he naturally would prefer another
         means than Red revolution: after all, the Tsar was his cousin – and, besides, revolution had a nasty habit of spreading, like
         an infectious disease. There was already a strong left-wing movement in the Chancellery, which was threatening his own throne.
      

      
      No, it was not surprising that the Kaiser had secretly sent Hesse; but it was madness for the Romanovs to have received him.
         Grand Duke Ernst was a high-ranking officer in the German Army, and to be treating with him was nothing less than high treason
         on the part of the Tsar. Some elements in the popular press already believed Alexandra was a spy, just by virtue of her German
         birth. If the fact of this visit by her brother leaked out, it could be desperately dangerous for the family.
      

      
      Thomas spent an unhappy day and a sleepless night worrying about what he should do. Britain needed Russia in the war, and
         as a British officer it was his duty to pass on what he had learnt. On the other hand, he hesitated to expose Nicholas and
         Alexandra when they had both been so kind to him, and he was a trusted friend of the family. Besides, if it got out, it might
         precipitate the very trouble that the secrecy was meant to avert – scandal, revolution and the toppling of the regime.
      

      
      Yet if Nicholas were thinking of making peace, it was Thomas’s duty to warn his government. All night his mind revolved the problem helplessly.
      

      
      The next morning the visitor left, and Thomas received a summons to attend the Tsar in his private office. He started there with leaden feet, wondering what on earth he should say or do. He didn’t officially know about Hesse’s visit, so he
         couldn’t broach the subject with Nicholas; but to take the information to his intelligence liaison without warning Nicholas
         seemed a betrayal of friendship. For once, his unique position seemed more of a burden than a privilege.
      

      
      As he was crossing the upper hall, he was waylaid by Anastasia, who was hiding behind a Nollekens bust on a plinth. She drew
         him into an empty ante-room, and pressed a silver-wrapped chocolate into his hand.
      

      
      ‘What’s this?’ he asked, amused.

      
      ‘I saved it from dinner last night, to thank you for not telling.’

      
      ‘There was no need – but thank you,’ Thomas said. He tucked it into his pocket. ‘I’ll have it later. I have to hurry to your
         father now.’
      

      
      ‘Papa might be a bit cross,’ she warned him, ‘because he didn’t like Uncle Ernie asking him to make peace.’

      
      He resisted the urge to ask her how she knew. ‘He said “no”, then?’ he suggested hopefully.

      
      ‘Of course he did,’ she said proudly. ‘He said he would never make peace while a single foreign soldier remained on Holy Russia’s
         soil! He said he’s a soldier himself and he’s proud of Russia’s armies, and they will never yield and neither will he. It
         made Mama cry a bit, because she loves Uncle Ernie, but she loves Papa and Russia more, so of course she was on Papa’s side.
         So Uncle Ernie’s gone, now,’ she concluded. ‘He left early this morning.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I saw the carriage from the window,’ Thomas said, relief making his knees feel a little weak. He had often had cause
         to deplore Nicholas’s stubbornness, but thank God he had stood firm on that point, at any rate.
      

      
      The Tsar did not mention the visit or its outcome to Thomas, and for once seemed to understand the importance of keeping the
         whole thing secret. Thomas, therefore, felt it would not compromise the Romanovs for him to do his duty and pass the information
         to the British Intelligence Service. Indeed, it might even do them credit, as showing them able to stand firm against the calls of family.
      

      
      On his next trip into Petersburg – Petrograd, they were supposed to call it now, because it sounded less German, but it never
         came easily to his mind – he sought out Lieutenant Rayner, his liaison.
      

      
      Rayner listened carefully, then said, with a certain amused sympathy, ‘Have you been fretting about this? There was no need,
         old chap. We’ve known about it all along. We tracked Hesse every step of the way, from northern Germany, through Norway, Sweden
         and then Finland, right down to the gates of Tsarskoye Selo.’
      

      
      ‘I thought it was supposed to be a secret mission,’Thomas complained, feeling a little foolish, with a schoolgirl his only
         source of information.
      

      
      ‘The Russian legation in Oslo is extremely permeable,’ Rayner said. ‘We have a man there who knew all about it well beforehand.
         Besides, these Hesses love to chatter, and they have relatives everywhere. But we weren’t worried about it. There was never
         any danger Nicholas would yield to the Kaiser, even via Uncle Ernie Hesse.’
      

      
      ‘Well, so it proved – and very glad I am about it, too.’

      
      Rayner frowned. ‘We’re not out of the woods yet, though. Nicholas is stubborn, but there is one person who can sway him.’

      
      ‘You mean the Empress?’

      
      ‘Someone who has the Empress’s ear – and who has a lot more influence with her than a mere brother.’

      
      ‘Rasputin,’ Thomas said flatly. He hated the very sound of that man’s name.

      
      Alexandra’s infatuation with the staritz was not only alienating the general public, but dividing the imperial family. The Tsar’s mother had gone to live in Kiev
         rather than share Petersburg with ‘that creature’; and just recently the Tsar’s favourite cousin, Grand Duke Sandro, had stormed
         out after a flaming argument that had been clearly heard through the doors of the private quarters: ‘I realise you are quite ready to perish, but you have no right to drag your relatives with you down the precipice!’
      

      
      Sandro and other family members – along with most government ministers and many senior generals – believed some degree of
         constitutional reform was necessary to avert the threat of revolution. But Rasputin, through the Empress, urged Nicholas to
         be obdurate, encouraging his natural bent to be an absolute ruler and to refuse any measure of reform, however slight.
      

      
      Government circles hated Rasputin for his interference and flagrant bribe-taking. Outside these circles, he was hated for
         his drunken debauchery. The problem was that the Tsarevitch’s illness was kept strictly secret from all but the closest family,
         so no-one understood that Alexandra reverenced Rasputin for his ability to bring the boy back from the brink of death. She
         regarded him as a genuine holy man sent by God. And Thomas had seen how in her presence, and that of the Tsar, Rasputin behaved
         modestly and reverently. They had no idea how he was outside the palace, and how it revolted people to know a man like him
         was received at all, let alone had influence. The general public believed Alexandra and Rasputin were lovers, fellow devil-worshippers
         and German spies. The filthiest cartoons and most scurrilous gossip were freely circulated about them.
      

      
      It frustrated Thomas unbearably to be aware of both sides of the situation, but to be unable to do anything about it. Even
         his privileged position within the inner circle did not permit him to speak frankly to Nicholas; and if he had, Nicholas would
         not have listened. The Emperor was well-meaning, kindly and of unimpeachable personal virtue; but he was also stubborn, autocratic
         and not very bright – a fatal combination in a ruler
      

      
      To Rayner, and to the British government, Rasputin’s evil lay not in his personal habits, however unsavoury they were, but
         in the fact that he was anti-war, spoke out against it in public on every possible occasion, and through Alexandra had influence over Nicholas, the man in whose sole power it was to
         end it.
      

      
      Rayner said, ‘The madman calls publicly on the Emperor to make peace. At the moment Nicholas is not inclined to listen, but
         if the Tsarevitch should have another bad turn, and Rasputin “saves” him again …’
      

      
      Thomas saw. ‘It would give him fresh influence.’

      
      ‘I could see him claiming that it was a sign of God’s will that Nicholas should make peace,’ said Rayner.

      
      ‘Yes, it’s just the sort of thing the rascal might say.’

      
      ‘And Nicholas might just believe him,’ Rayner concluded, frowning.

      
      ‘You think it’s a serious possibility, then?’ Thomas asked.

      
      ‘More than that: a logical inevitability. Sooner or later, it must happen – unless the boy dies. Even then his influence over the Empress might remain. She’d want spiritual comfort in her
         grief, wouldn’t she?’
      

      
      ‘Then what’s to be done?’ Thomas said

      
      ‘Rasputin must go,’ Rayner said. ‘The damage he does is beyond counting.’

      
      ‘But how would you persuade him? He’s too mad to reason with. And you could never outbribe the imperial family.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t thinking so much of persuading,’ said Rayner, with a certain grimness. Then his expression cleared, and he grinned
         at Thomas. ‘Sooner or later, someone will assassinate the brute. That’s inevitable too.’
      

      
      ‘It’s been tried before,’Thomas reminded him. ‘And failed.’

      
      ‘My dear colonel, don’t tell me you believe he has divine protection too?’

      
      ‘Too?’

      
      ‘It’s what he claims,’ Rayner reminded him. ‘But don’t worry. He may think he’s a demigod, but he’s mortal, like the rest
         of us.’
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      

      
      Through her many friends in high circles, Venetia had obtained government funds for her charity, along with an official title
         – director of Mobile Radiological Services – and an office. It was in an annexe of the War Department, Winchester House in
         St James’s Square, and from there it was only a step across the square to Fitzjames House to visit her daughter Violet.
      

      
      On the steps one afternoon she met Sir Frederick Copthall, Violet’s oldest friend, just coming away. He looked rather like
         a melancholy bird, his shoulders hunched in his greatcoat against the penetrating cold, but he straightened them when he saw
         her. He assumed his top hat purely for the purpose, it seemed, of raising it to her, but his ‘Mornin’, Countess!’ did not
         resonate with his usual cheerfulness.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Freddie.You’ve been visiting Violet? How are things?’

      
      ‘Not awfully merry and bright,’ he admitted. ‘Left her in tears, in fact. Well, she sent me away – wouldn’t have left otherwise.
         I’d just come to tell her I’ve been called up.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Freddie, not you too!’

      
      ‘Fact.’ He seemed rather bewildered by it. ‘Can’t think what they want with me. Never been any use at anythin’ at all. Got
         to report to the Trainin’ Reserve at Hounslow. Don’t even know where Hounslow is.’
      

      
      ‘It’s out to the west of London.’ She tried to put it into a context he would understand. ‘Not far from Windsor.’
      

      
      ‘Ah. You know it, then.’ The news seemed to make him glummer, as if perhaps he had hoped no such place existed, and the whole
         thing was a hoax.
      

      
      ‘They’ll probably make you an officer,’ Venetia said encouragingly.

      
      He thought a moment. ‘Probably better if they did,’ he admitted. ‘Never been able to shoot straight. As likely to shoot the
         chappie next to me as Jerry, if they let me loose with a rifle. Can’t go so far wrong with a pistol. I mean, it don’t swing
         about in the same way.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll look extremely handsome in uniform,’ Venetia said.

      
      ‘Think so?’ He brightened slightly, but then it faded as he remembered. ‘Hate to leave Violet, though, especially the way
         she is at present. Wish I could stay around to try and cheer her up.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll talk to her,’Venetia said. ‘It’s high time she got a grip on herself. And it was very naughty of her to make it harder
         for you to go.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, no,’ Freddie said, shocked at the idea that anything Violet did could be wrong.

      
      Venetia patted his arm. ‘You run along, Freddie. And don’t worry about Violet.’

      
      ‘Can’t seem to help it,’ he said, raising his hat to her again. ‘Well, cheer-oh, Countess. Pip-pip!’

      
      Fitzjames House was silent and dark, with too many shutters closed and drapes undrawn. It smelt cold and unused, slightly
         musty. Venetia could only hope the nursery floor was warmer and brighter, for Violet had not sent the children down to the
         country this time.
      

      
      It was Violet’s own maid, Sanders, who admitted Venetia – sign of a disordered household – greeting her with evident relief
         and the news that her ladyship was sitting in the small rear parlour. Venetia dismissed Sanders and found her own way there.
         It was slightly more cheerful, in that there was a fire lit and the drapes were open, though Violet, her face buried in a handkerchief as she sat weeping on the sofa, was
         in no condition to appreciate the daylight, such as it was on a grey January day. Her two little Pekingeses, Lapsang and Souchong,
         were curled up together in an armchair looking depressed.
      

      
      Venetia sat beside her daughter and put an arm round her, but she could tell from the quality of the sound that the tears
         were almost done. In a moment, Violet emerged from the handkerchief. She was so beautiful that even prolonged weeping did
         not make her look ugly, but it was not true to say it had no effect. Her grief since her lover Octavian Laidislaw had been
         killed at Pozières had aged her: she looked like a woman now, no longer a girl. Her eyes were red and swollen, and she was
         pale and drawn – an effect increased by the stark black she insisted on wearing.
      

      
      ‘I met Freddie on the steps,’Venetia said, as Violet looked at her at last. ‘I’m sorry, darling. You’ll miss him.’

      
      ‘It’s so awful,’Violet said, in a shaky voice. ‘Everyone goes away, but I thought there’d always be Freddie. Now they’ve taken
         him, and he’ll be killed too.’
      

      
      Venetia tried never to lie to her children. The death toll among officers was far higher than among ordinary soldiers, and
         there was more than a chance Freddie would be killed, so she couldn’t say the contrary. Instead she went on the attack. ‘It was very wrong of you to make it harder
         for him to go, given that he had no choice in the matter. He hated leaving you in tears.’
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t help it,’Violet said, in what was close to a sob. ‘He’s been so good to me, and now … Oh, Mummy, it’s going to
         go on and on until they’re all dead, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’Venetia said briskly. ‘They’re not all killed. If they were, the war couldn’t go on anyway. And the Germans were
         badly hit last autumn. Haig thinks they’ll be beaten this year. But I don’t want to talk about that. I want to talk about
         you. What are you intending to do?’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ Violet said, startled out of her thoughts.
      

      
      ‘You haven’t sent the children down to the country.’

      
      ‘The tutor left, and it seemed like too much effort to try and find another. So I decided to stay here, and keep them with
         me. I hate Brancaster, anyway. It’s so horribly cold in the winter. I’m sure it isn’t healthy for them.’
      

      
      ‘You could go back to Shawes.’

      
      ‘It’s too far from London. And there would still be the tutor problem. They can go to school here. Why, Mummy? You brought us up in London. Why shouldn’t I do the same? I’ll take them down in the summer, of course, the way you used to take us.’
      

      
      ‘Very well, but if you want to stay in London—’

      
      ‘It’s what Holkam wanted,’ Violet said bitterly. Any mention of her husband’s name, these days, was bitter. It brought Venetia
         to the point.
      

      
      ‘He wanted you to appear in London from time to time in order to cultivate an appearance of normality. And you agreed it was
         the best thing. But you never go out, you keep the shades drawn, and you dress yourself from head to toe in black – which,
         by the way, almost no-one does any more. It’s not considered patriotic.’
      

      
      ‘Patriotic!’

      
      ‘Thousands of other women have lost men. You’re not a special case. I don’t wear mourning for your father.’
      

      
      ‘But it’s my fault Laidislaw’s dead! If it hadn’t been for me, Holkam wouldn’t have had him killed.’

      
      ‘You’re not to say such things! It was the Germans who shot Laidislaw, not your husband.’

      
      ‘But it was Holkam who had him sent into the trenches.’

      
      ‘Violet, I’ve been patient with you because I know how much you loved Laidislaw. But I’m close to losing my temper now,’ Venetia
         said grimly. ‘Even if it were true – and you have no evidence to support it – that Holkam had Laidislaw called up out of turn,
         what difference would that make? He would have been called up eventually. All men of the right age are liable to conscription, as you know perfectly well.
         My God, you’ve just said goodbye to Freddie Copthall! Sooner or later Laidislaw would have had to go, and then he would have
         been subject to the same risks as anyone else. And,’ she added tellingly, ‘as a man of spirit, he wouldn’t have had it any other way.’
      

      
      Violet looked down at her hands, twisting the wet handkerchief in her lap. ‘What is it you want me to do?’ she asked, almost
         too low to be heard.
      

      
      ‘I want you to behave yourself. Get rid of all this black, dress normally, resume your usual occupations, go out and see people,
         and be seen.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t!’ she cried.

      
      ‘You can! Listen to me. I’m not asking you to be gay. It’s not expected – the war gives you a perfect excuse to be as serious
         as you wish. But you must be seen. Visit a few friends, rejoin a few committees, attend a few functions. The whole point of
         your being in London was to give the appearance that everything was normal between you and Holkam, so as to kill the old scandal.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t care about the scandal,’Violet said despairingly. ‘I don’t care about Holkam.’

      
      Venetia closed her hand about her daughter’s wrist so tightly that Violet gasped and looked up at her in surprise. ‘You agreed
         to do it for the children’s sake, don’t you remember? It’s absurd even to talk about a rapprochement if you won’t take those few extra steps to regain your public position and retrieve your reputation. Whatever you think of
         Holkam, you must do that for the children’s sake.’
      

      
      ‘You’re hurting me,’ Violet said, in a small voice. Venetia released her. She rubbed her wrist and sighed, a long, deep sigh
         that seemed drawn up from the centre of the earth. ‘You’re right,’ she said at last. ‘I know you are. It’s what Freddie’s
         been saying for weeks.’
      

      
      ‘Freddie has more sense than is generally realised.’

      
      ‘But it will be so hard,’ Violet went on, ‘to go out and face people, knowing they’re talking about me behind my back.’
      

      
      ‘They won’t be. Memories are short, and everyone has more important things to think about. As long as you behave as if nothing
         has happened, it will be forgotten.’
      

      
      ‘It will be hard to do it alone,’ Violet sighed. ‘I wish Freddie hadn’t gone.’

      
      ‘I’ll help you all I can,’ Venetia said.

      
      It seemed like the working of Providence, given that Violet was at last trying to get herself into the right frame of mind
         to go back into society, that the next day she received a telegram from Emma Weston, asking if she could come and stay. She
         sent an enthusiastic reply: ‘Come as soon as possible and stay for as long as you like.’ And only two days later, there was
         Emma in person, on the doorstep with her maid Spencer and a mound of luggage.
      

      
      ‘Is it really you?’ Violet cried, coming out into the hall to meet her.

      
      Impulsive Emma flung her arms round her. ‘It’s really me! I’ve escaped!’ She pulled off her hat and gloves and thrust them
         at Spencer, who was waiting patiently to remove her coat. ‘Oh, I shouldn’t say that! Uncle Bruce and Aunt Betty are so very
         kind, and I do love them – but it does feel as though I’ve escaped from durance vile!’
      

      
      Violet felt her spirits rising irresistibly. Emma’s smile and vivacity seemed to light up the gloomy hall. Even the Pekingeses
         came running forward, plumy tails waving, to be scooped up and hugged – ‘Dear little doggies!’ – and put down again. ‘I can’t
         tell you how horrid Scotland has been, especially now with all the snow. Oh, that railway journey! I’m worn to a shadow. But
         even before that, Uncle and Aunt were doing everything they possibly could to get me married off before I came of age. I know
         they thought they were doing it for my own good, but I was so afraid I wouldn’t be able to hold out and I’d end up marrying someone dreadful.’
      

      
      There was no help for it – there must be talk now, and showing to rooms would have to wait. Violet led Emma into the small
         parlour and ordered tea to be brought. ‘But why would they want you to marry someone dreadful?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Oh, not really dreadful, but their idea of a suitable husband is not the same as mine. Poor Uncle Bruce!’ She smiled ruefully.
         ‘He absolutely hates entertaining and going to parties and so on. If it were up to him, he’d never leave Aberlarich. The only
         things he likes doing are shooting and fishing, and even those he prefers to do quite alone, except for his gillie – who’s
         quite the most silent man I’ve ever seen, by the way, just like a lump of granite, except not so exciting. But in the good
         cause of getting me married off, Uncle has been dragging me round every house-party and theatre and card evening and review
         and I don’t know what else, having to stand there talking to people, and smiling until his poor face aches.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Emma!’

      
      ‘It’s true. They were so afraid that as soon as I came of age I’d come to London and be taken in by some fortune-hunting rogue.
         But, oh! The men they’ve been thrusting at me!’
      

      
      ‘What was wrong with them?’

      
      ‘Dull!’ Emma cried. ‘Impossible! There’s one in particular Uncle favours, Lord Knoydart: he owns thousands of acres bordering Loch Nevis and the Sound of
         Sleat, the emptiest, most storm-lashed country you’ve ever seen! Just the sort of place Uncle Bruce adores, of course – nothing
         but rocks and heather as far as the eye can see. I was really afraid I’d end up accepting him, because Angus Knoydart is frightfully
         good-looking and really rather sweet, only very shy and tongue-tied, and imagine being shut up for ever in Knoydart Castle with a man who never talks to you! But he was
         so smitten with me it was hard to keep refusing him – so awfully like kicking a puppy, you know. I had to keep reminding myself it meant staying in Scotland, and being married to a man who
         wears the kilt.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you like kilts?’Violet said. ‘They’re much admired in London. Officers from Scotch regiments are quite a prize at dinner
         parties. Don’t you think the kilt is very becoming, and terribly romantic?’
      

      
      ‘No, I don’t,’ Emma said feelingly. ‘I know it’s probably very wicked of me, but I simply can’t bear them. I feel such an idiot dancing with a man who’s wearing a skirt! If anyone’s going to wear dresses in my house it will
         be me. Men should wear trousers, and that’s that.’
      

      
      Violet found herself laughing, for the first time in six months. ‘Poor Emma. But you held out.’

      
      ‘I did, but I felt an awful beast, especially when the time came to tell them I was going to London. I kept putting it off,
         because it seemed so ungrateful, and I knew it would break their hearts. But it had to be done. They were terribly disapproving
         and worried. Of course, once I was twenty-one they couldn’t actually stop me, but it felt like taking advantage of them.’
      

      
      ‘Your uncle couldn’t stop your allowance, I suppose?’ Violet asked. Apart from the moral pressure, that was the usual way
         women were kept in check. She knew Emma’s father had left her a vast fortune, but it had been under Lord Abradale’s control
         during her minority.
      

      
      ‘My father wrote in his will that once I reached twenty-one I was to have a greatly increased allowance,’ Emma said. ‘The
         solicitor came down to explain it all on my birthday. It has to be paid to me direct, so Uncle can’t do anything about it,
         and it’s so generous I shall be able to live in good style until I come into my fortune. That doesn’t happen until I’m twenty-five, which I think is the only thing that reconciled Uncle to my leaving: he comforts himself
         it will be four more years before a fortune-hunter can get his hands on everything. I think he hopes I’ll get scared in London and go running back before then.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m so very glad you’re here,’Violet said. ‘What are your plans?’

      
      ‘Clothes first,’ Emma said. ‘You will come with me and help me? I’ve been away so long I don’t know what people are wearing
         – except that all the skirts I saw on my way here in the taxi looked very short. It did look queer just at first, but rather exciting in a way. How long are you staying up, by the way?’
      

      
      ‘I’m going to live in London permanently,’ Violet said. ‘Except for going down to the country in the summer, of course. And
         you’re welcome to stay with me as long as you like.’
      

      
      ‘Wonderful! Thank you, dear Violet! Poor Uncle Bruce would be terribly shocked if I set up on my own and, really, I didn’t like the idea myself.
         I’d much sooner live with you. We’ll have such fun!’ She caught herself up. ‘But of course I don’t mean to do nothing but
         enjoy myself. I firmly intend to do some war-work, as soon as I’ve decided what’s best to do. That’s my main reason for wanting
         to be in London.’
      

      
      ‘And what are the others?’

      
      ‘The other reasons? Well, there’s one other important one.’

      
      ‘Major Fenniman?’ Violet hazarded.

      
      Emma coloured a little. ‘You guessed.’

      
      ‘I saw you with him when he and Bertie visited. I thought there was something between you.’

      
      ‘It’s hard to know if there is,’ Emma said, ‘when I’ve had so little time with him. That’s why I want to be in London. If
         he comes home on leave, I’ll have a much better chance of meeting him here than in Scotland. Because I think I’m in love with him, but how do you tell when you’re hundreds of miles apart? And when you can’t even write to one another
         because you’re not engaged, and you can’t get engaged because you never see each other?’
      

      
      ‘It is a problem,’ Violet admitted. ‘But he seemed very attracted to you.’

      
      ‘Do you think so?’ Emma said, turning to her eagerly. ‘Because I’m thinking of doing something, and I want your opinion about
         it. Now I’m of age, do you think it would be very shocking if I wrote to him? I know Uncle would never countenance it, but
         now I’m a grown-up I can make my own decisions, can’t I?’
      

      
      Violet considered. ‘I don’t suppose there would be any harm in it.’

      
      ‘He wouldn’t think me fast?’ Emma said anxiously.
      

      
      ‘No, I don’t believe so. If he loves you, he’ll be glad of your letters. And if he did think you fast, it would mean he doesn’t
         love you.’
      

      
      ‘Dear Violet, how clever that sounded,’ Emma said, impressed. ‘I hope you’re right.’

      
      Violet pressed her hand. ‘Things are different now,’ she said. ‘Nearly three years of war
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