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Prologue 

 

The man had walked from Wimbledon underground station to the Common, a brisk walk on a pale, cold December afternoon. He was well wrapped up in a heavy black overcoat with fur collar, a garment reaching almost to his ankles and having about it a hint of capes, a flavour of coaches and posthorns, a style of something now twenty if not sixty years obsolete. The man was thus hardly dressed fashionably for the year 1911, in the strict sense of the word - and yet there was a suggestion of fashion, or at least of elegance about his tall-crowned bowler hat with its curly brim, about the gold band round his umbrella handle, about his beautifully polished and well-made shoes. He had walked fast. He needed to keep warm, to get his blood moving. A park bench in December was a chilly prospect. And this might take some time.

The man appeared to be about forty-five years old, with a handsome, rather heavy face, a full, dark moustache, an air of solid prosperity. In his left hand he carried a copy of the Morning Post - no doubt brought or bought for reading on the train, for he looked as if the journey to Wimbledon might have taken some time. This was, surely, a denizen of SW1 or W1, a creature from north of the Thames.

Wimbledon Common had a large number of wooden benches, of designedly ‘rustic’ appearance, scattered here and there among the clumps of gorse and shrub, among the well-grown trees, overlooking limited but agreeable expanses of undulating turf, clear for a little from the frost which nightfall would bring once more. The man, without hesitation, marched up to one of these and sat down. The bench was dry. The afternoon, however, was chilly and he did not remove his gloves before opening the newspaper. He glanced at his watch and then tucked it away beneath his massive overcoat. He blew his nose. Then he appeared engrossed in his paper.

‘I think the Morning Post ’ Chasing articles are better than the Flat, don’t you?’

The figure now seated beside him had arrived as if from nowhere. There had been no footfall, no shadow of approaching presence, no salutation - or at least the first man had heard none, so absorbed was he in his reading. Even now he only glanced sideways, without much sign of curiosity or even civility. He saw a man of, it seemed, about his own age, cleanshaven, hair grey - perhaps prematurely grey, for the face was as unlined as it was unremarkable. Nondescript grey suit, grey overcoat, soft grey hat with broad ribbon of darker grey. Grey gloves, a woollen scarf of indeterminate hue. A man without colour. His voice, intruding on the other’s solitude, was flat and sounded bored. He seemed to be talking purely as if to show that he was capable of producing sound. There was a hint of the foreign in his accent.

‘I don’t know,’ said the man who had walked from the underground station, ‘I’ve no interest in racing. I sometimes had a bet on the old King’s horses out of loyalty! Absurd, really - still, he did win the Derby for me!’ He grunted, returning to his paper.

‘He did win the Derby for you?’

‘That’s what I said.’

There was a short silence after this. The grey man said quietly, ‘You have asked for an immediate meeting. Why?’

‘I need instructions and advice.’ The first man’s voice, too, was quiet, almost inaudible.

‘Advice?’

‘Advice. There’s been a reference - a direct reference - in a London paper to some of our friends, some of our friends across the sea. It was ten days ago. To most people it would have meant nothing. But the newspaper article gave - as examples of the - er - sympathies, attitudes the journalist was describing - mentioned four names.’

The grey man gave no indication of interest.

‘Four names. Accurate. They couldn’t have been associated by chance.’

‘We agree,’ said the grey man, without emphasis, ‘we agree. The article to which you refer caused concern. Please continue.’

‘As it happens, I know the journalist in question. I know him quite well.’ The man from the underground station waited, as if expecting a response. Grey man said nothing.

‘His name’s Drew. For some reason he’s got it into his head that I’ve - that I’ve got something to do with all this. He’s trying to find out more from me. Immediately after he wrote that article, he approached me. He asked me to - to confirm and expand the detail. Naturally I told him I’d no idea what he was talking about.’

Two children, accompanied by a stout, bad-tempered-looking nurse, moved past the bench kicking and scuffing. They looked bored.

‘How many times have I told you not to do that to your shoes? There’ll be no toecaps left.’ The children ran a few paces, turned, jumped, walked backwards, escaping as far as they could from the deadening routine of even-paced, eventless promenade. Their nurse’s scolding voice died into the distance - ‘Wait till I get you home, young madam!’

The man in the black overcoat from the underground station said grimly, ‘He pretended not to believe me. In fact, he pretends to know - enough - to bully me into telling him more. I’ve told him to go to the devil, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘Recently, he’s been at me again. He says he can - well, show us up. Nonsense, of course. But he knows a bit, he’s a scribbler and he’s dangerous.’

‘Have you any suggestions?’

‘It’s like this.’ The man in the black overcoat, who had so far spoken in a low, hurried voice, now sounded stronger, more robust and deliberate. He appeared one who, having wrestled with a delicate, even dangerous situation, at last sees his way clear and intends, by force of character, to follow it.

‘It’s like this. This journalist fellow can be shut up. With money.’

‘A dangerous precedent, surely?’

‘I think not. Having accepted money he’ll be entirely vulnerable to a rumour spread around potential employers - receiving a bribe to suppress his own journalistic integrity, that sort of thing. He’s got a high reputation and a rumour like that could crack it. But he likes money and only money will shut his mouth or break his pen in the immediate future. He’s talking about another article.’

Grey man appeared to be considering.

‘Money? How much?’

‘A considerable sum. Of course, I’ve had to sound entirely non-committal in all this, just listened, talked vaguely. He talked vaguely too, said he stood at the moment in need of a particular “loan”, that he didn’t enjoy these articles, this “investigation” he calls it, would be glad to drop them - he’s a freelance, you know - get down to serious writing, that kind of claptrap. But these articles are paying well. It was clear what he was driving at.’

‘How much?’

‘Five thousand. Unless he’s to be - extinguished - I really think it’s the only way. That’s why I need advice. He’ll get in touch with me again.’

There was a long, long silence in the cold afternoon on Wimbledon Common. The sun threatened to end its brief visit to London, to sink beyond the rim of Kingston Hill. For the first time, black overcoat shot a penetrating look at grey man. The latter was gazing over the Common as if deep in meditation. When he started talking it was in a gentle, almost dreamy way.

‘In itself the article did little to harm us. Four names - the individuals concerned, as you will have supposed, are behaving correctly, indignantly, talking about going to law. A little mud, as you say here, will stick to them. The general interest we have in the area in question is self-evident, and the main background points of Drew’s article could have been - and probably have been - set out by any topical novelist. An alarmist, topical novelist, constructing a fiction about the wars of the future. You have many such.’

‘Quite so. But I’m afraid he’s got a bit more, somehow. I’m pretty sure the next article will be nearer the bone. That’s why I asked for this meeting.’

‘And why are you so “pretty sure” of that, as you put it?’

‘Well - things he said - ’

‘No,’ said the grey man, and the December air was warmer than his voice. ‘No, let me tell you why. It is because this journalist’s information came from you. And the information for his next article, if there is one, will also come from you. That is why you are “pretty sure”, my friend.’

‘No! Good God, you’ve got the wrong - I assure -’

‘Please listen. The information for the article came from you. Your object was to worry us. With idiotic simplicity you supposed this worry would lead us to produce a considerable sum of money. The money would be divided between this journalist and yourself.’

‘You must tell them. I swear -’

‘Swear what you will, my friend. We are strangers to each other but I am perfectly well aware of what you have been doing and what you have planned. Now, listen carefully. Your contract is concluded.’ Grey man paused for a moment, as if for emphasis. In the same even tone he continued: ‘If other articles - and other names - appear, you may be assured of one thing only. The authorities here in England will be acquainted, confidentially, exactly and fully, with the part you have played in this little matter.’

The man from the underground station, the man in the black overcoat with the fur collar, sat absolutely motionless. After more than a minute he said, almost inaudibly, ‘You’ve got it wrong.’

‘I think not.’

‘Got it wrong! And suppose I decided to talk to what you call “the authorities here”?’ Grey man had stood up, as if bored by a conversation which had run its course. Now he turned on the other a look of mild enquiry.

‘Yes? Let us suppose that, shall we?’

‘No, of course not!’ Black overcoat had also stood up and was looking not at grey man but at his own feet. ‘Of course not! I’d never - you know I’ve done everything I’ve undertaken - loyally - carefully! But you - your people - have got this wrong, they really have!’ His voice was trembling. He went on, looking at the ground, scratching it with the ferrule of his neatly rolled, gold-banded umbrella. He said, ‘I can’t just be dropped! It’s all a mistake, as I’ve told you. I don’t know where this fellow got his stuff from, I promise you. And I can’t just be dropped - I’ve got certain commitments. Certain difficulties.’ He was, it seemed, trying to speak judiciously, with dignity. But his voice was ill-controlled.

Grey man appeared to consider.

‘You mean you are on the point of bankruptcy, from your wife’s extravagance, your own follies and so on. Despite your - remuneration - you have been spending beyond your means. Of course. Naturally we are aware of that. It is not our business. I repeat - your contract with us is over. Your reputation is intact unless you, yourself, do it harm. We wish you good luck.’

‘Good luck! Is that all?’

‘Good luck. And if you attempt to, shall we say, embarrass us further, rest assured that everything, everything will be explained to our excellent colleagues in your Government. It’s perfectly easy to convey information to them, as you know.’

‘I’m surprised you’ve not threatened to - extinguish - me yourselves,’ said the other, without smiling and very low.

Grey man said politely, ‘Naturally, it remains an option. But you must not exaggerate your own importance. All you have to do now is to keep silent and you may live long - impoverished perhaps, but long. Besides,’ said grey man with something that sounded like a chuckle, unamused, chilling: ‘Besides, there is a saying in England, is there not - “Why keep a dog and bark yourself?” Were we ever to wish to dispose of you, my dear friend, there is quite enough known about you, isn’t there, to persuade our British friends to handle you for us.’

At this, black overcoat gave what might have been intended as a disdainful smile but looked like an animal’s snarl. Grey man made as if to walk away, and then turned as if remembering something of little consequence, just worth a mention.

‘Incidentally, my superiors, although they’ve finished with you, have no desire to be ungenerous. You’ve been a fool but there’s a small terminal payment. Provided you don’t try to be embarrassing. Provided your journalist friend is not encouraged by you to be embarrassing.’

‘When? How much?’

The other smiled thinly. ‘Less than you might have hoped for - far, far less - had you gone on sensibly, had you not surrendered to greed! But - they’re still discussing this - you might hope for a thousand. And no more articles.’

‘It’s not enough.’

‘Probably not.’

‘When?’

‘When? Oh - not quite yet!’ With a stiff motion of the hand, a gesture of farewell seemingly mixed with admonition, the grey man melted into the thickening dusk as unobtrusively as he had first appeared. 


Part I

Francis 


Chapter I

Francis Carr was slightly more susceptible to women than the other young bachelors in the Embassy. They were all, of course, periodically teased about some imagined tenderness for one of the many charming ladies met on the ‘diplomatic circuit’ in Berlin. The wives of the senior members of the Mission had particularly watchful eyes. Their raised eyebrows - not only for romance but for the general conduct and suitability of their young compatriots - were among the principal hurdles which an honorary attaché had to jump without calamity if, like Francis, he aspired to make a career in diplomacy, to become a fully fledged member of the Service. Francis had been at His Britannic Majesty’s Embassy in Berlin for nine months. He was a probationer, a person of no consequence. He had, however, attracted favourable comment. The Ambassadress had been heard to say -

‘Francis Carr has charming manners. Of course, I was fond of his mother, and he’s got a good deal of her in him.’

And the First Secretary had remarked to his wife, ‘Young Carr’s an obliging boy. Quick on the uptake.’

‘He’s very young, isn’t he, darling! Blushes when a pretty girl speaks to him! He gives me the impression of falling in love once a week!’

‘Perhaps - but don’t underrate him. There’s something there. Shrewd. And although he may find the girls painfully attractive - after all, he’s twenty-three, why not? - I think there’s quite a cool, calculating mind at work as well. I suspect he’ll be all right.’

Francis had already impressed with his sharpness, and his ability, refreshing and a little disconcerting, to say exactly what struck him as true even when running counter to fashionable dogma. He had a concise and fluent pen, too. Immediately after arrival, in September, Francis had found himself having to do some devilling on the Anglo-French Treaty of 1904. Berlin had been making enquiries about the dimensions of Britain’s undertakings to France - supposed by the British Parliament and public to be diplomatic support only, but secretly and implicitly extended by Staff talks in the preceding five years, so that were France ever at war, Britain would find herself a great deal more committed than was generally supposed. It was a delicate matter and even the Counsellor had been uncertain. A man had been ill with influenza and Francis had been set to work. His experience had been nil, his research thorough, his quickness of mind impressive and his written minute - which was seen, virtually unamended, by the Ambassador’s own eyes - drew highly favourable comment. The First Secretary had felt a twinge of envy. He, a thorough, rather heavy man, was known to be inelegant on paper. Now he said again, generously and sincerely -

‘Yes, he’ll be all right.’

‘Well,’ said the First Secretary’s wife, ‘he’s perfectly nice-looking. More than one can say for some who’ve been pushed out to you by desperate or influential relations!’

Francis was, indeed, ‘perfectly nice-looking’. He was fair-haired, the kind of man who, it might be guessed, would go ‘thin on top’ earlier than most, and with a light, slightly girlish complexion. His pale youthfulness was only tempered by his eyes. They were blue and very penetrating. His colleagues in the junior ranks of the Embassy found it easy to like him, but one of them said to another soon after his arrival, ‘He’s a cold fish!’

‘I don’t agree. He warms up when an attractive woman comes into the room! We were at the same dinner party last night and he was the life and soul of it - the Brandinis, the Italians. They found him immensely simpatico, I could see. Brandini had his arm round his shoulders after dinner, cuddling him like a rather simian sort of uncle, and Madame Brandini looked as if she’d have liked to do the same!’

‘I dare say. But he can look at you like a human iceberg if he doesn’t care for something you say. Look at you, through you and out the other side. I’d not like to have him as an enemy.’

Parham, the Counsellor, did not greatly care for honorary attachés. In those days it was an accepted route into the Diplomatic Service for young men with what were unabashedly called ‘decent connections’ to be taken into an Embassy without commitment on either side. If they passed the scrutiny of their superiors - and their superiors’ wives - they were encouraged to enter the career. A knowledge of at least two European languages was essential and good French was mandatory: French was the universal language of diplomacy.

Parham sent for Francis one April morning. Parham was the sort of diplomat, oddly produced now and then by Britain -perhaps only by Britain - who seemed to experience as his dominant emotion an ineradicable distrust of foreigners, particularly the inhabitants of the country to which he was accredited. Distrust, in Parham’s case, was perhaps too strong a word. It was, rather, that he appeared absolutely incapable of imagining how others thought or felt unless, in education, nationality and background they exactly, resembled Philip Parham. Francis had not been drawn to him. Parham’s supercilious xenophobia might have been explained as an allergy to all things German - 1912 was not a good year for Anglo-German relations - but a colleague remarked, disloyally, that he had served with Parham in Brazil and his attitude to the natives had been exactly the same. Now he looked at Francis without enthusiasm.

‘Carr, this isn’t the sort of thing which normally reaches my desk, but there’s a personal connection. I once knew this lady’s husband quite well, although I don’t know her herself. Mrs Henry Gaisford is arriving here in Berlin on Thursday, the day after tomorrow.’ He eyed Francis, as if mention of Mrs Gaisford might arouse some inappropriate reaction, to be instantly quenched if detected. Francis looked and felt blank.

‘We’ve been asked to be helpful. Poor Gaisford was an Oxford contemporary of mine, a good man. He died suddenly, just before Christmas. This is his widow. Apparently there’s some business connected with Gaisford’s estate which has meant her coming to Germany - he was a City man and had some sort of commercial connection with people over here, it seems.’

‘I see, Parham.’ Whatever the difference in rank or age they addressed each other by surnames in the Embassy - except for the Ambassador, of course. ‘Sir’ would have been regarded as vulgarly deferential. ‘Mr Parham’ would have implied one thought oneself an office boy rather than an equal, a gentleman. Christian names were used little.

‘I see, Parham.’

Parham was at least twenty years older than Francis, who saw him as an ancient, fussy and decrepit. His contemporary, Gaisford, had presumably died of old age and Francis’s twenty-three-year-old heart did not lift at the thought of being helpful to some middle-aged widow, no doubt palely incompetent in black bombazine and expecting an attaché at the Embassy to act as a fag. It was clearly this, Francis thought, that Parham had in mind. There might also be expense in it! There were no rewards in the Service for such as Francis, until accepted and qualified. He existed on a slender allowance, while the temptations of Berlin were vivid and demanding.

Certainly without enthusiasm, and without much interest, Francis was also mildly perplexed. Why did Mrs Gaisford propose to visit Berlin simply because her late husband had business dealings with people in Germany? How could that demand the presence of a widow? It sounded like the concern of an agent, a solicitor, rather than a lady. Parham, too, seemed to feel there was more to be said. He spoke irritably.

‘I gather Gaisford had - er, interests - here which are taking quite a lot of sorting out for his executors. The lawyers have agreed to her - Mrs Gaisford’s - suggestion that she come out to have some, er, personal discussions. I believe there may be difficulties, and that she may -’ Parham dropped his voice, as one using indelicate language, and a look of distaste appeared - ‘may find herself less, er, happily placed than people supposed.’ Francis nodded. Nothing he had heard made the assignment more attractive.

‘Financially, that is,’ Parham breathed with an inhibiting frown. He went on: ‘She’s got a lot of people to see. Her lawyer knew of my acquaintance with Gaisford and told her he’d write to me. Would you look after her, Carr? Give her lunch, see she knows how to make the contacts she wants, that sort of thing. She’s probably helpless, I don’t expect she can speak a word of German.’ Parham said that Mrs Gaisford would be staying at the Hotel Excelsior.

Francis thought it peculiar, since Parham’s involvement stemmed from friendship with the deceased Gaisford, that he showed no sign of intending to take any personal hand.

‘I suppose you’ll be calling on her yourself? Shall I arrange something?’

‘No, we’re leaving Berlin that day, we’re spending Easter in the Black Forest. I’ll let you have a letter for her, of course. I gather she plans a short visit and by the time we return, I expect she’ll have left. As I say, I’ve never met her,’ Parham added. ‘Gaisford only married about three years ago, as it happens. She’s - I believe Mrs Gaisford is a good deal younger than poor Gaisford was. He went very unexpectedly - and at no age at all.’

A contemporary of Parham’s of no age at all! Francis murmured that he would do anything he could and left the room. Later he wrote a note to Mrs Gaisford and had it delivered, with Parham’s, to the Hotel Excelsior. It said that Mr Francis Carr hoped he could be of some service to her and that he would call at the hotel on Friday. Her widow’s status and her presumed maturity - even though she was ‘a good deal younger than poor Gaisford’ - meant that an invitation to luncheon would be proper, expected, and (Francis sighed to himself) expensive. But it would be better to meet the lady first.

At four o’clock that Friday, Francis walked up to the reception desk at the Hotel Excelsior. Yes, Mrs Gaisford had arrived. Yes, she was in her rooms - she had a sitting room on the second floor. No, she had no visitor with her. Francis sent up his name. A page shortly afterwards approached where he was sitting in the hall, bowed and said that Frau Gaisford wished to come down, and would be with him directly.

Five minutes later he heard a voice say, ‘Mr Francis Carr?’ very softly. Veronica moved towards him, hand outstretched, a gentle, appealing smile on her face.

Francis Carr was, as the First Secretary had observed, a shrewd man – shrewd for his years and shrewd in any company; shrewder than contemporaries had yet discerned. Even the Ambassador, set in a position of almost divine eminence over lesser mortals in the Embassy and generally presumed to be ignorant not only of the characters but even the names of underlings such as probationers, was quite sure of Francis’s perceptiveness. The Ambassador happened to be aware of who had drafted the major part of that very incisive minute on Anglo-French collaboration which he had read in September. The Ambassador also knew Francis’s family, although not well, and had marked him, genially, from first arrival. And when he had been in the Embassy three months, the Ambassador summoned him.

‘I’d like to have a word with young Carr. See how he’s getting on.’

The Ambassador felt benign. After a few agreeable exchanges and enquiries about relations, he indicated that the interview was about to end.

‘Glad you’re getting on so well. No problems, I hope?’

To his astonishment he found a pair of very pale blue eyes fixed on his in a way which somehow did not convey subordination, and heard Francis say very quietly, ‘Yes, sir. There is a problem.’

‘Anything I can help with?’ said the Ambassador, feeling immensely benevolent but also irritated and resentful. He was not the King’s representative to sort out the lives of honorary attachés.

‘It is simply this, sir. Last night I dined with the von Karsteins. He’s in the Auswärtiges Amt.’

‘I know.’ There was an edge to His Excellency’s voice.

‘After dinner another guest – a German who perhaps I’d better not name – started talking to me confidentially, facetiously, and offensively. He’d drunk too much brandy - a lot too much. I broke clear as soon as I could. I could see our host had noted it all and was angry. The fellow left early.’

‘Well?’

‘The man’s remarks were about yourself, sir. They were deplorable, and I refused to listen, turned my back and left him to himself. I thought it right to tell you personally, since you’ve kindly seen me this morning and given me the opportunity.’

The Ambassador nodded. After a short silence he heard himself ask, very softly, ‘What did he say?’

‘He said that it was well known that your private view about this last summer’s events was closer to Germany’s than to our own Foreign Secretary’s; and he said that everyone in Berlin knows that you regard Sir Edward as a weak Foreign Secretary with poor judgement.’ Sir Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, had been accused of feebleness that summer in face of what seemed a studied German act of discourtesy, when a British note of protest at German actions in Morocco had not been answered for three whole weeks. Some thought the original British reaction ill-judged. Others - or, in some cases, the same - reckoned that whether London was right or wrong, German manners were deliberately provocative and that Grey lacked backbone.

‘And you very sensibly declined to listen to this improper and insulting stuff. Was that all?’

‘No, sir. He said that your attitude is sufficiently well known because of your close friendship with a certain German lady.’ Francis named her.

There was a long silence. At the end of it the Ambassador said, still very softly, ‘Well, my boy, what did you think of all that?’

‘I thought, and think, that the man, although near-tipsy, wanted to see whether I was prepared to hear, without objection, stuff like that about you. I imagine that had I, a member of your Mission, acquiesced even by silence, I would have been listed as one susceptible to some sort of advances. Worth trying.’

There was another silence. Then the Ambassador said, ‘Thank you, Francis. You did well. And your judgement was perfectly sound. Nor has this been particularly easy for you to tell me. I’m grateful.’

So acquaintances were right in supposing that despite an appearance of innocence, Francis Carr had a cool head. He was capable of a good deal of hardness. But they were also right that his head could be turned more easily than many by a woman. Long afterwards he sometimes reflected that he would have had an easier youth if he were one of those men who had never desired Veronica, whose blood did not race at the touch of her hand, the smell of her skin; who did not (despite all sense) indulge feverish hopes from the glance she would shoot out with a half-smile when she said goodbye. Then he asked himself if such men existed - and smiled a rather grim, secretive smile. Could any man boast that invulnerability? Cosmo Paterson, perhaps, who made his contempt for her so clear. But Francis would say to himself that Cosmo, whether consciously or not, had probably wanted her too.

Veronica Gaisford at that time was twenty-two, a year younger than Francis and (as he later discovered) exactly half the age her husband would by then have attained. She wore black, of course, and she looked enchanting. He guessed, correctly, that Veronica never looked anything but enchanting, yet black suited her best of all. She had very pale skin and fair hair - not exactly red, but a rich gold rather than ash blonde. Her wrists and ankles were particularly slender. They looked fragile - misleadingly so, for in fact her beautiful limbs were exceptionally strong. Most striking were her eyes - grey and very expressive, so that when they were fixed on a man’s face they conveyed a sense, however improbably, that they wanted never to leave it. She spoke more with her eyes than any woman Francis had ever met. Her voice was low, but there was generally a touch of laughter hinted by it. Veronica laughed a good deal - quietly but sometimes irrepressibly. She had that gift, too, so rare and so irresistible, of giving her whole attention to a person, of devoting careful thought to whatever was said, slight or profound, and of responding in the same kind. No human being, Francis would think with mixed feelings, could more instantly and sympathetically match a companion’s changing mood. No woman was quicker at anticipating feelings, putting another’s half-formed thought into succinct and often amusing form. And he quickly discovered, and never changed the opinion, that no woman could be more fun.

Veronica was of medium height, slim and straight. After they parted, on that first occasion, Francis told himself that she was beautiful. He was not sure that her quality was exactly beauty in the visual and artistic sense, and he never saw a photograph of her which was better than a pallid distortion of the reality, a shell without a creature within. Reflecting on this long afterwards, he suspected she had sat for no skilled photographer - and perhaps the technique was less adventurously developed in those days, its products comparatively lifeless. But whether or not Veronica was formally beautiful, the impact she made was unmistakable. Men’s hearts quickened whenever she appeared, however dark the circumstances. Francis’s heart first beat faster that afternoon in the Excelsior. And afterwards he said, head aswim, ‘She is beautiful!’

‘Mr Francis Carr?’ Veronica Gaisford was smiling at him. They exchanged some introductory sentences. ‘You are much too kind - I never expected you to leave the Chancery, to call on me who have no sort of official standing or business! Or are Chanceries always closed in the afternoon? I don’t know about such things.’

‘If not closed, often deserted! We work in the mornings. Then we lunch - sometimes that goes on a long time. We call it part of our duties, you see! Sometimes I ride in the afternoon - but it’s not unknown to work! Not that what I do is work, exactly.’

‘Really? I think you’re being deprecatory! You must explain to me a little of what you do, the position you have. I know I mustn’t waste your time, but immediately I saw you sitting here, before you saw me, I thought -’ She checked herself. ‘No, I nearly committed an impertinence!’

Francis laughed.

‘Please tell me what you thought! That
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