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CHAPTER I — LORD ASHBOURNE

1.1 — LONDON, AUTUMN 1911

The November light entered through the tall windows of the library, oblique and grey, as if the sky itself hesitated to clear. Lord Ashbourne stood before his desk, his fingers resting on the leather of a volume he would not read. He was sixty-one years old, his figure still upright, unstooped by age, his grey hair cut short, his jaw strong and resolute—a jaw which, in his youth, had caused his political opponents to say that he resembled a Roman general. He had never liked that comparison. He considered himself a man of compromise, of negotiation, of diplomatic subtleties.

His universe was contained within this house. The Belgrave Square mansion had been built by his grandfather in 1848, the year all Europe had trembled, and Great Britain had stood firm. The walls still bore that memory. The portraits of his ancestors—an Ashbourne in a periwig, another in a red uniform, a third in court dress—formed a silent gallery that never quite left him. There were also the Italian paintings he had collected during his early diplomatic postings: a small Perugino Madonna, a portrait of a woman attributed to Bronzino, a Venetian seascape that Turner had painted in apocalyptic light. He knew them by heart. He had spent hours, years, looking at them. Yet this autumn morning, he did not see them.

His fingers left the book. He turned towards the window. The street was wet. A horse-drawn carriage passed slowly, preceded by a coachman in a top hat. A man in a dark overcoat walked along the square's railings, his umbrella closed, as if he had given up protecting himself from weather that no longer mattered. Ashbourne watched this man until he disappeared behind the bare trees. Then he lowered his eyes to his hands. They had not changed, he thought. They were the same hands that, in 1878, had signed a trade agreement with the Prussian ambassador in a salon of the British Embassy in Berlin. The same hands that, in 1890, had held a glass of champagne at Queen Victoria's jubilee, in that palace garden where, for the first time, the German Emperor had been seen placing his hand on the shoulder of a British minister with a familiarity that had shocked some and reassured others.

He sat down. His armchair—an old Chesterfield whose leather had taken on the colour of antique honey—received him with the fidelity of objects that outlive their owners. There, on the low table, was a photograph of his wife, taken in 1885, the year of their marriage. She wore a white silk dress, a hat adorned with feathers, and she smiled a smile that the photograph had not quite succeeded in capturing, as if the apparatus had caught the form of happiness without understanding its substance. Ashbourne never looked at this photograph without experiencing a strange feeling, the feeling one has when leafing through a book whose ending one already knows.

The house was silent. It was a silence he knew well, that of great houses where servants move without a sound, where clocks mark time with metronomic regularity, where one sometimes hears the creak of a door at the end of a corridor. This silence had been that of his childhood, that of his youth, that of his entire life. But for the past few months, it seemed to him that this silence had thickened, as if the very walls had learned to hold their breath.

His political career had ended in 1909, two years earlier. He had been a minister without portfolio in Lord Salisbury's last government, then a privy councillor, then, when the Liberals came to power, he had retired—not without a certain dignity—from a life he judged fully accomplished. He had known three sovereigns, six prime ministers, two colonial wars, a major diplomatic crisis with France, and the slow transformation of British politics into an affair of parties, majorities, electoral promises. He had seen the Empire expand, consolidate, and then, recently, begin to crack under the pressure of the Boers in South Africa, the nationalists in India, the trade unions in Manchester and Glasgow. He had seen women demand the vote, workers demand decent wages, the Irish speak of rebellion. He had seen all of this and had told himself, each time, that it was transitory, that British institutions, as robust as the cliffs of Dover, would eventually absorb these shocks as they had absorbed all others.

Yet this morning, he was no longer sure he believed that.

He had maintained relations with the great European capitals. He spoke French, German, a little Italian—no Russian, no Turkish. He had dined at the Élysée, at the Wilhelmstrasse, at Vienna's Hofburg. He knew the men who governed Europe—not all personally, but enough to know that they were, for the most part, reasonable beings. The ambassadors he had met were gentlemen, some more brilliant than others, but none would have wished for a general war. He remembered an evening in Berlin in 1895, a dinner at the British ambassador's, where a Prussian general had declared, with a brutality that had made the French present smile, that the next war would be settled in six weeks. Ashbourne had smiled too, that evening. He had thought that this general was an old man, that the new generations were more reasonable, that commerce, railways, universities—all of this made war less and less conceivable.

Now, he wondered whether that general had not been right.

His passion for art, music and literature had always distinguished him from his political colleagues. He who had negotiated treaties and trade agreements spent his evenings reading poems, listening to quartets, visiting galleries. He had a collection of old books, a first edition of Machiavelli, a volume of Montaigne's essays annotated in his father's hand, a dictionary of Oriental languages he had never opened. He had a piano in the small drawing-room, an Érard from 1863, which he no longer played since his fingers had lost their agility, but which he kept as one keeps a souvenir of youth. His wife, Elizabeth, had loved that piano. She had played Chopin, sometimes, in the evening light, and Ashbourne would sit in the armchair by the fireplace, a glass of port in his hand, and he would listen, and he would feel happy. It was a time when he believed that happiness was something durable.

He rose. He crossed the room to the fireplace, where a small fire burned that a servant had lit an hour earlier. The flames danced on the logs, casting moving shadows on the books, the paintings, the furniture. Ashbourne stretched his hands towards the warmth—a gesture he repeated every day at the same hour, like a secular prayer. He was not a believer, or rather he believed in a vague form of Providence, a force that watched over the order of things without ever interfering. But in this gesture, there was something else, a nostalgia for childhood, perhaps, or the memory of winter afternoons spent before the kitchen fire, when the governess read him stories of knights and kings.

His attachment to the Victorian order was visceral. He had not known the Queen in his youth—he had only met her once, at a ceremony at Windsor—but he had grown up in an England that still bore the imprint of her long reign. Order, discipline, hierarchy, duty. These words were to him what the commandments of the Church were to Catholics. He could not imagine a world where they would have lost their meaning. He could not imagine a society where social classes would no longer have their place, where servants would have ceased to be servants, where women would have claimed an equality he judged incompatible with their nature. He was not a cruel man, he was not even a hard man. But he believed, with a force that his intelligence could not diminish, that British civilisation rested on precise distinctions, and that weakening them would be to weaken England itself.

Elizabeth, his wife, had been the central presence of his existence. He had met her in 1884, at a ball at the Governor's residence in Madras, where he was serving as a diplomatic attaché. She was the daughter of a colonel, an old-school man, and she had that simple beauty of Englishwomen who spend their youth under a tropical sun without ever losing their porcelain complexion. He had been struck by her intelligence, her way of asking questions that no one could answer, her silent laugh that crinkled the corners of her eyes. They had married a year later, at St George's Church in Madras, in a ceremony that had brought together about a hundred people, almost all colonial officials and their families. The marriage had been happy, perfectly happy, a happiness so regular that Ashbourne had forgotten its fragility.

Since her death, in June, the house had become larger. The rooms she had occupied—the bedroom, the small drawing-room, the veranda she had loved for reading—remained as they were, as if an awkward gesture might have broken something irreplaceable. Ashbourne had ordered that nothing be changed, nothing moved, nothing touched. He wanted the absence to be visible, to have a form, a consistency. He wanted every object to continue to bear the memory of her presence, like a tombstone bearing a carved name.

Edward, his son, was thirty-four. He had been born in 1878, the same year as the Congress of Berlin—a historical detail that amused Ashbourne, as if his son had been marked from birth by the struggles of Europe. Edward had studied at Oxford, then entered industry, a decision that had displeased his father, who had hoped to see him follow a political career. But Edward was a modern man, a man of the twentieth century, he said, and he spoke of factories, trade unions, social reforms, workers' insurance, in a way that made Ashbourne smile, who thought that all of this would pass, that England would soon regain its equilibrium.

They had clashed, often, over these subjects. Edward reproached him for living in a world that no longer existed. Ashbourne reproached him for wanting to destroy a world that had made England's greatness. Then they would fall silent, and the silence that settled between them was not one of complicity, but of a chasm they did not know how to bridge. Edward resembled his mother. He had her same tenacity, her same ability to ask embarrassing questions. Ashbourne saw Elizabeth in his son's gestures, in his direct gaze, in his refusal of unnecessary concessions. It was both a consolation and a pain.

Eleanor, Edward's wife, was a different presence. Ashbourne had first met her in 1907, at a reception at Lord Halifax's. She was then twenty-two, came from a family of the minor Yorkshire nobility, and had immediately impressed Ashbourne with her quickness of mind and her sincere interest in the questions agitating society. Eleanor read books he had never opened—French sociologists, German economists, political pamphlets. She was interested in feminist movements, the condition of female workers, the new social laws the Liberals were trying to pass through Parliament. Ashbourne listened to her, sometimes with annoyance, sometimes with surprised interest, and he wondered where this young woman, apparently so reasonable, could possibly find such unsettling ideas.

Eleanor was attentive to social mutations, and this attention made her precious in the family, because she served as a bridge between Edward and his father, between two generations that struggled to understand one another. She was not a revolutionary, far from it. She was, on the contrary, a woman of compromise, who believed that reforms could be carried out without breaking the established order. But she saw, in a way that Ashbourne was beginning to find disturbing, that this established order was perhaps beginning to crack.

This autumn morning, in the library of Belgrave Square, Ashbourne looked at the clock—a quarter to eleven—and thought of all these things. He thought of England, of Europe, of his wife, of his son, of this young woman who was his daughter-in-law, of the future that seemed, for the first time, less clear than the past. He thought of the journey Edward had proposed, a journey across Europe, to distract him from his grief, he said. Ashbourne had refused, at first. Then, as the days passed, he had begun to consider it. Perhaps, he told himself, the journey would allow him to see for himself what he refused to read in the newspapers. Perhaps he would discover that his fears were unfounded. Perhaps he would finally understand that the world he had known was not so fragile.

He turned away from the fireplace. He took his coat from the stand—a dark woollen coat that his wife had given him for his sixtieth birthday—and went out into the street. Belgrave Square was deserted. The trees, bare, raised their black branches towards a sky of uniform grey. Ashbourne walked slowly, his hands in his coat pockets, his gaze fixed on the façades of the houses around him. He knew every detail of this neighbourhood, every door, every gate, every lamp. He had spent his entire life within a few hundred yards of this place, and the idea that all of this could change, that one day people he would not know might live in these houses, read in these libraries, sleep in these bedrooms—this idea seemed to him both absurd and terrifying.

He stopped before the square's gate. He looked at the bare trees, the wet paths, the little bandstand where, in summer, the residents' children came to play with their governesses. He saw no one. The square was empty, as if it too had held its breath. Ashbourne told himself that perhaps this was the most troubling sign—not the newspapers, not the rumours, but this silence, this absence, this emptiness that was beginning to settle in the streets of London, like a portent of what was to come.

He stood there for a few minutes, still, his hands in his pockets, his gaze lost in the fog that was beginning to rise from the Thames. He thought of nothing, or rather he thought of everything, and this dispersion of his thoughts was perhaps the first crack in the edifice of his certainties. He recalled a phrase he had read, years earlier, in an essay by Ruskin: *"The death of a world begins long before its disappearance, in the silence of men who have ceased to believe in it."* He had not understood that phrase at the time. He understood it now.

He returned home, slowly. The house awaited him. The library awaited him. The books, the paintings, the portraits, the piano, the photograph of Elizabeth—everything awaited him as if nothing had happened, as if time, stubbornly, had decided to ignore the changes it imposed upon him. Ashbourne crossed the hall, climbed the stairs, entered his bedroom. He took off his coat, hung it carefully, then sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the window.

It was cold. The room was silent. Outside, the city continued to live without him.

1.2 — The Funeral

The funeral took place on a June morning that resembled an autumn morning, and this meteorological anomaly seemed to some an ill omen. Ashbourne stood before the altar of St George's Church, his face immobile, his hands clasped behind his back, in a posture he had learned on the battlefields of diplomacy, where one does not show one's emotions because to show them would be a weakness. He wore a strict black suit, without any fancy, and his gaze fixed on the stained-glass windows, as if he sought in those colours a meaning that eluded him.

The church was full. Friends, acquaintances, political colleagues, foreign diplomats, representatives of the Court. Ashbourne recognised the faces, the names, the titles, but he did not really see them. He was elsewhere, in an inner space that the ceremony, with its prayers and hymns, could not reach. He heard the priest's words—an old man who had known Elizabeth as a child—and he wondered how these words could still have meaning in a world where she no longer was.

Edward stood beside him, also in black, also immobile, but Ashbourne sensed the tension in his son's shoulders, in the line of his jaw, in the way he clenched his fists along his body. Edward was suffering, but he did not show it, or rather he showed it differently, with that stiffness that pain gives to young men who do not yet know that it is part of life. Eleanor was behind them, slightly withdrawn, her black veil hiding her face. She was crying, Ashbourne knew it, he heard the small sobs she suppressed, and he thought that this young woman, whom his son had married four years earlier, had perhaps understood Elizabeth better than he himself had done.

The coffin was there before them, covered in a black velvet pall on which the Ashbourne coat of arms was displayed. It had been made from a precious wood that Elizabeth's father had brought from Ceylon—a dark, heavy wood, as if death itself had taken the form of an antique piece of furniture. Ashbourne looked at this coffin, and he remembered a spring afternoon thirty years earlier, when he had held Elizabeth's hand in a Madras garden, and she had laughed at a joke he no longer recalled. He tried to remember that laugh, its music, its lightness, but time had erased the details, leaving only the impression of a distant happiness, almost unreal.

The ceremony lasted an hour. Then they left the church, and the cortège formed for the cemetery. Ashbourne walked behind the hearse, his hands still clasped, his gaze fixed on the black carriage that bore his wife's coffin. He did not weep. He had not wept since the night of her death, when he had sat at her bedside, in the room with the drawn curtains, and had understood that her presence would never leave him again—but in a way he had not foreseen. Since then, his tears had dried up, as if his body had decided to reserve them for more important moments, or perhaps for a moment that would never come.

Edward joined him at some point along the way, and walked beside him in silence. Ashbourne felt his son's presence, his warmth despite the cold, and he understood that Edward wanted to say something, that he was searching for the right words, but could not find them. So they walked side by side, without speaking, and this silence was perhaps the only language possible between them, for now.

The cemetery was outside the city, an old Victorian cemetery where several generations of Ashbournes already lay. The graves lined the paths bordered with cypresses—grey and white stones upon which time had inscribed its own hieroglyphics of lichen and moss. Ashbourne recognised his father's grave, his grandfather's, those of two of his brothers who had died in infancy. He was about to add a stone to this lineage, to inscribe a new name on a marble plaque, and this thought suddenly seemed unbearable to him.

The priest spoke the final prayers. Earth was thrown upon the coffin—a dull, dry sound that echoed like a door closing. Ashbourne did not move. He watched the earth fall, watched the spadefuls accumulate, watched the grave slowly fill, and he thought of Elizabeth, of her smile, of her hands, of her voice, of everything that had vanished forever. He did not weep. He remained upright, still, hands clasped, like a soldier paying his respects to a comrade fallen in battle.

Friends approached to offer their condolences. Sir Henry Ashworth, an old colleague from the Foreign Office, shook his hand and said words Ashbourne did not hear. Lady Margaret, the wife of an ambassador, placed a hand on his arm and uttered a phrase about resilience. Other faces passed—names, titles, gestures—and Ashbourne responded to each with the courtesy that came naturally to him, without anything he said having the least echo within him.

Edward, meanwhile, watched them with barely concealed impatience. He found these conventions absurd, these ready-made phrases, these mechanical gestures. He wanted to tell all these people to leave, to let him be alone with his father, to stop this charade that served no purpose. But he said nothing. He shook hands, he thanked, he did what was expected of him, and he thought of his mother, of the woman he had loved and would never see again.

Eleanor, standing slightly apart, observed her father-in-law. She saw him, as no one else saw him, behind the mask of dignity, behind the perfect mastery of emotions. She saw the pain that was tearing this man apart, the profound solitude settling within him, the certainty beginning to crack like the stone of an old tomb. She understood that this grief was not only the loss of a wife, but the loss of a world, the collapse of an edifice that had taken a lifetime to build. She wanted to say something to him, to comfort him, to make him understand that he was not alone. But she knew he would not accept comfort—not now, perhaps never.

They returned home. The house, without Elizabeth, had become a foreign place, a space that had lost its centre. The servants moved in silence, the clocks marked the hours with a regularity that seemed mocking, the paintings looked with their painted eyes upon empty rooms. Ashbourne went up to his wife's bedroom, the room she had occupied for twenty-five years, and sat on the bed he would never share with her again. He remained there for a long time, still, looking at the window, the garden, the grey June sky.

Then he came down, found Edward and Eleanor in the small drawing-room, and told them, in his calm, measured voice, that he was well, that they must not worry, that everything would be all right. They did not believe him, but they pretended, because that was what was expected of them, and because it was easier to pretend than to admit that nothing was all right any more.

The days that followed were of a heavy calm. Ashbourne, for the first time in years, ceased to receive. He shut himself in his library, or in Elizabeth's room, and read books he had never read—novels, poems, essays—as if he sought in words the equivalent of what he had lost. He hardly spoke any more. He took his meals in silence, answered Edward and Eleanor's questions in monosyllables, and shut himself away again as soon as he could.

The doctors came. They spoke of melancholia, grief, nervous depression—those vague terms that serve to name things that medicine cannot cure. They prescribed rest, walks, a light diet, distractions. Ashbourne listened to their advice with polite deference, then ignored it. He did not need doctors, he told himself. He needed silence.

Eleanor, meanwhile, observed him with a different eye. She saw a man who, behind his personal grief, struggled against a wider anguish. She saw a man who had believed in an order, a world, a civilisation, and who was suddenly discovering that all of it could disappear as easily as Elizabeth had disappeared. She understood that Lord Ashbourne's grief was that of an entire epoch—that he mourned his wife, certainly, but also England, Europe, stability, everything that was crumbling before his eyes. She did not speak of this to Edward. She did not speak of it to her father-in-law. But she promised herself to help them, one way or another, through this ordeal.

The month passed. July, then August, then September. The light changed. Autumn came, with its mists and fallen leaves. Ashbourne went out more often, walked in the parks, along the Thames, sat on the benches of St James's. But his face remained closed, like a house whose windows have been boarded up. His friends began to worry. His former parliamentary colleagues paid visits, tried to distract him with political news, rumours of crises, stories of scandals. He listened, politely, then dismissed them with a smile that was no longer quite a smile.

The first signs of withdrawal appeared in October. Ashbourne refused an invitation to dine with Lord Salisbury, then another with the Duke of Devonshire, then a third with the French ambassador. He no longer wished to see anyone, he said, and this phrase, pronounced with a lassitude that was not affected, sufficed to silence protests. He spent his days writing, in a notebook he kept in the inner pocket of his jacket—notes he showed to no one. He wrote about Elizabeth, about their life, about the house, about time passing. He wrote about Europe, about the Balkans, about Germany, about what he read in the newspapers. He wrote so as not to forget, or perhaps to remember that there had been a time when everything was possible.

Eleanor surprised him one day, in the library, rereading a letter from Elizabeth. She said nothing. She remained in the doorway, her gaze resting on this old man holding the yellowed paper between his fingers, and she understood that the pain would not heal, that it would settle in, that it would become a silent and tenacious companion. She understood too that this journey Edward had proposed—this journey across Europe—might be a chance, not to heal, but to understand. She promised herself to speak of it to her husband.

In his wife's bedroom, in the evening, Ashbourne looked at the portraits. Elizabeth smiled, in a white silk dress, her eyes bright, her hair pinned up. He wondered what she would have thought of this changing world, of these crises accumulating at the frontiers, of this fear that was beginning to seize men. He wondered whether she would have shared his worries, or whether she would have told him, as she always did, that everything would work out in the end. He would never know.

The room was silent. The garden was silent. London was silent. Ashbourne fell asleep, exhausted, and in his dream he saw his wife, alive, walking along the Thames, beneath a sun he did not recognise.

1.3 — The Son and the Father

Edward was not a patient man. This impatience was, moreover, what most distinguished him from his father, who had built his entire life on the art of waiting, negotiating, letting time do its work. Edward believed in movement, in action, in the force that transforms things. He believed that the world would not improve of its own accord—that it had to be pushed, reformed, modernised. This conviction, which he had inherited from his years at Oxford and his reading of the French socialists, sometimes made him impatient with the men of his father's generation, whom he judged too slow, too cautious, too attached to traditions that no longer served any purpose.

It was with this impatience that he entered the library one evening in October, to find his father seated in his armchair. Ashbourne was reading a newspaper, *The Times*, its pages spread across his knees like a cloth. He looked up when his son entered, and his eyes were those of a man expecting nothing in particular.

'I should like to speak with you,' said Edward.

He sat opposite his father, in the armchair Elizabeth had often occupied. Ashbourne made no comment. He carefully folded his newspaper, placed it on the low table, and clasped his hands on his knees.

'I'm listening,' he said.

Edward took a deep breath. It was not easy. He had prepared what he was going to say, had rehearsed it several times in his head, but he suddenly felt awkward, like a child coming to ask his father for a favour he did not hope to obtain.

'I think you should travel,' he said.

Ashbourne did not reply immediately. He looked at his son for a long moment, and Edward felt that this gaze weighed upon him, assessed him, judged him perhaps.

'Travel?' repeated Ashbourne, in a neutral voice.

'Yes. Leave London. See something else. Paris, Berlin, Vienna. Perhaps further. It would do you good.'

'I do not believe that travel can change anything.'

'I am not speaking of
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