

[image: image]




 


 


 


DAVID ROBERTS worked in publishing for over thirty years, most recently as a publishing director, before devoting his energies to writing full time. He is married and divides his time between London and Wiltshire.


Praise for David Roberts


Sweet Poison


‘A classic murder mystery with as complex a plot as one could hope for and a most engaging pair of amateur sleuths whom I look forward to encountering again in future novels.’


Charles Osbourne, author of
The Life and Crimes of Agatha Christie


Bones of the Buried


‘Roberts’ use of period detail … gives the tale terrific texture. Recommend this one heartily.’


Booklist


Hollow Crown


‘The plots are exciting and the central characters are engaging, they offer a fresh, a more accurate and a more telling picture of those less than placid times.’


Sherlock


Dangerous Sea


‘Dangerous Sea is taken from more elegant times than ours, when women retained their mystery and even murder held a certain charm. The plot is both intricate and enthralling, like Poirot on the high seas, and lovingly recorded by an author with a meticulous eye and a huge sense of fun.’


Michael Dobbs, author of
Winston’s War and Never Surrender




 


 


 


Also by David Roberts


Bones of the Buried
Hollow Crown
Dangerous Sea
The More Deceived
A Grave Man




The Lord Edward Corinth and Verity Browne Omnibus
(Books 1-4)


Sweet Poison, Bones of the Buried, Hollow Crown, Dangerous Sea


David Roberts


[image: image]




 


 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd.
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com


This omnibus edition published in the UK by C&R Crime, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd., 2013


Sweet Poison first published by Constable, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd 2001.
Copyright © David Roberts 2001.


Bones of the Buried first published by Constable, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd 2002.
Copyright © David Roberts 2002


Hollow Crown first published by Constable, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd 2001.
Copyright © David Roberts 2002


Dangerous Sea first published in the UK by Constable, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd 2003
Copyright © David Roberts 2003


The right of David Roberts to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-47211-530-0 (ebook)
eISBN: 978-1-4721-1530-0


Cover copyright © Constable & Robinson





[image: image]



DAVID ROBERTS


ROBINSON
London





 


 


 


For Jane





 


 


 


Sweet, sweet poison for the age’s tooth . . .


Shakespeare, King John


If you poison us, do we not die? and if you wrong us,
shall we not revenge?


Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice





 


 



Prologue


The Duke thrust aside his copy of The Times in disgust and stared up through the branches of the great copper beech under which he sat. A light wind agitated the leaves and tossed the discarded newspaper into the air so that several sheets lodged among the lower branches. The ancient and noble tree, which the Germans call a blood beech, creaked and groaned. The brittle leaves rustled and whispered. Shafts of white light, like burning arrows, pierced the shadow into which he had taken his deck chair and made him shield his eyes with his hand. August in England is often an unsettled month but this year, 1935, it had been unusually hot. The grass was browned and the river ran slow and sullen, stifled by weed.


The Duke had not been sleeping well, perhaps because of the heat but there were other reasons, and now his eyes closed, unable to withstand the bright sunlight. He drew out of his trouser pocket his red-spotted silk handkerchief and wiped his brow. He had been upset by what he had read in the newspaper and he had shut his eyes in the hope of forgetting but, as was now commonplace, his mind filled with nightmare images of his brother’s death all of twenty years ago. They were the more vivid because he had not himself witnessed it. He saw Franklyn, splendid in his uniform, leading his men towards a wood or maybe just a copse, he could not be sure. Then he saw ill-defined figures in grey kneeling around a metal tripod. They seemed to be feeding a long thin muzzle from below as one might milk a cow. His brother was running, waving his revolver in his right hand to urge on the men behind him. He was bare-headed. In these early days of war, steel helmets were not often worn and his cap had been snatched off his head by the wind or by a bullet as he began his charge. He never reached the trees. A few yards short of the wood he fell clumsily as though he had tripped over a furrow or stumbled on a mole hill. On the ground, he made absurd swimming movements before lying still. All about him other men were dropping down with the same gracelessness. At this moment, as was always the way of it, the Duke woke up choking with anxiety, the blood pounding in his head.


He struggled out of his canvas chair cursing and calling for his wife. ‘Connie! Connie! Where are you?’


‘I’m here, dear. What’s the matter?’ came her calm, cool voice from across the lawn and the Duke, still stupid with panic and fatigue, half ran towards the woman who alone made his life bearable.


‘What is it, my dear?’ she said as he came up to her. ‘You have upset yourself? Have you been having that dream again?’


The Duke hung his head shamefacedly. ‘I was sitting there reading the paper and thinking about the dinner tonight and I must have dozed off.’


‘And you started thinking of Frank?’


‘Yes, for the first time for a week. I thought I was really free of it but I suppose . . . well, the news from Germany unsettled me.’ He gripped his wife’s arm so hard it hurt but she made no sign. ‘That’s why it is so important to get these people talking. Frank cannot, must not, have died in vain. We must . . .’


‘I know, Gerald,’ said the Duchess gently, stroking his cheek, ‘I know. It will all go well tonight; don’t worry. Now, why don’t you go up to the house and go through the arrangements with Bates and make sure he’s clear about the wine.’


‘Yes, m’dear,’ said the Duke meekly. ‘Sorry, old thing. I’m afraid I got myself into a bit of a state.’


The Duke, much calmer now, walked slowly back towards the open French windows through which his wife had come to his rescue. She stood where he had left her, looking at his retreating form with something approaching dismay. She was afraid he was setting too much store by these dinners he had determined to host with the aim of fostering Anglo-German understanding. He had never got over his brother’s death in those first few days of the war and the guilt he felt at not himself having fought. He had so wanted to prove himself on the field of battle but his father had forbidden it. He had told his son that his disobedience would kill him. He had tortured himself ever after wondering if he had been a coward not to have defied his father and gone to France. It was this heavy burden, she knew, which made him dread another war with Germany and he considered it his duty to do everything he could to prevent it.


At least the castle was looking at its most delectable for the distinguished guests. It had been built in Elizabethan times by a Swedish princess, one of the Virgin Queen’s ladies-in-waiting. The long gravel drive broadened into a graceful sweep outside the great front door made of ancient oak and studded with iron nails. Through the door the visitor entered a hall created in the eighteenth century to replace the somewhat poky original entrance. This new hall, designed by Robert Adam in 1768, was of some considerable size, floored in black and white marble squares and encircled by a magnificent staircase. In the middle of the hall on a table stood a glorious arrangement of summer flowers which scented the whole house. High above, Adam had created a glass dome which matched the airy lightness of the castle to perfection. On the right of the hall there was the dining-room. A Holbein of an unknown man, possibly a relation of the princess who had built the house, hung above an Adam fireplace. Less happily, in the nineteenth century, French windows had been let into a bay for the convenience of those who might wish to step out on to the lawns without the bother of going through the hall. The drawing-room on the other side of the hall had been similarly defaced but there was no doubt that on a summer’s day such as this one it was delightful to feel, with the French windows thrown open, a gentle breeze dissipate the stale air of afternoon heat. This was Connie’s domain. She did not for one moment consider herself to be the castle’s owner; she was merely – if it could ever be considered ‘merely’ – its chatelaine. Standing on the lawn, she raised her eyes to the castle battlements. They shimmered insubstantial in the early afternoon sun. The castle for all its parapets and embrasures was a confection with the defensive capability of a wedding cake. It pretended to be what it was not. The ancient honey-coloured stone, somnolent in the sun, dreamed not of war but of masques and plays, courtiers and their ladies. It stood, like England itself, unprepared for conflict of any sort – in sleepy forgetfulness of its own history.
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Saturday Afternoon


Lord Edward Corinth deplored unpunctuality. He pressed down his foot on the accelerator pedal and smiled to himself as he felt the Lagonda Rapier respond. He had only taken delivery of the elegant two-seater three weeks before and he had spent that time lovingly bringing its four-and-a-half-litre six-cylinder engine up to its peak. Now fully run-in, this was his first opportunity of putting it through its paces. The colour of whipped cream, the Lagonda sped along the Great West Road like some latter-day Pegasus. Soon, London was left behind. Sooted houses and modern factories gave way to countryside punctuated by the occasional roadhouse, but Edward had no time or inclination to tarry. He had to reach Mersham Castle by seven thirty at the latest if he didn’t want to bring down upon his head the wrath of Gerald, his older brother and Duke of Mersham, and it was already after six. He urged the great car along the empty road, feeling the wind in his face, relishing the beat of the powerful engine. He loved speed and this was equal to anything except flying itself. He had learnt to fly in Africa and the sensation of being at one with the elements, swooping above herds of impala and kudu on the Masai Mara, came vividly back to him. Handling this supreme achievement of modern automobile engineering engendered in him the same ecstasy he had felt swinging above the African plains in his flimsy aeroplane tied together with string – a tiny dot against a vast blue canvas of sky – at one and the same time totally insignificant and a god.


Once he turned the Lagonda on to country roads the going was slower. He glanced at his watch. Damn it, he was going to be very late and Gerald would look at him in that special way he had when he was displeased, pulling his moustache and wrinkling his brows. Against his better judgment, Edward had agreed to attend one of his brother’s infernal dinners where he would have to make himself pleasant to pompous politicians and stuffy civil servants. It was not his idea of a lively evening and he had at first refused, pointing out that on no account could he let the Cherrypickers down. The Cherrypickers were all friends of his, Old Etonians for the most part like himself, who played cricket against similar clubs all over the south of England. On this occasion they were playing a strong side at Richmond and he had every intention of carrying his bat for his team. However, Gerald had sounded so desperate when he had said he could not come that he had weakened and then given way. The Duke’s invitation became even less appealing when he explained why he was begging for his younger brother’s presence.


‘I know it’s not your sort of thing, Ned, and I apologize for inviting you at the last minute like this. The fact of the matter is, I’m in a bit of a hole. I have invited Lord Weaver, the newspaper owner – you know who I mean?’


‘I know who you mean,’ Edward had replied tartly. ‘I may not dine with the nobs on a regular basis like you, Gerald, but I am not a complete ostrich. He owns the New Gazette, doesn’t he?’


‘Yes, and several other papers as well.’


‘And why do you need me to entertain him?’


‘Well, I don’t need you to entertain him, Ned. The thing is, he has a perfectly charming wife and a rather difficult stepdaughter that the wife is insisting on bringing with her. Apparently, she tries not to let her out of her sight.’


‘And I’m to be nanny to the poisonous stepdaughter, is that it?’


‘Yes. I know it’s asking a lot, Ned, but you have to help me.’


‘She’s called Hermione, isn’t she? I have met her a couple of times before.’


‘That’s wonderful!’


‘I said I have met her, Gerald. That doesn’t mean I ever want to meet her again. Doesn’t she have a young man? I seem to remember seeing her entwined with a nasty piece of work by the name of Charlie Lomax when I bumped into her at the Fellowes’ ball.’


‘That’s right. I invited him at the mother’s request but the blighter dropped out an hour ago without a decent excuse. I couldn’t think what else to do except telephone you.’


‘Thank you, Gerald! That was very well put.’


‘Oh, you know what I mean. My acquaintance with bright young things is rather limited. Please, Ned, you must come.’


‘Oh well, I suppose so,’ said Edward unwillingly. He was fond of his elder brother and loved Connie, his sister-in-law. He guessed she did not have an easy time of it with the Duke, who acted at least ten years older than his real age which was forty-one. ‘Mind you, I may have to cut it a bit tight because I can’t let the Cherrypickers down.’


‘Well, try not to be late, Ned. This dinner is more important than a cricket match.’


‘More important than cricket,’ exclaimed the young man. ‘Pshaw! I say, Gerald . . .’ but the Duke had replaced the receiver. He was not enthusiastic about the telephone and associated its use – along with telegrams – with unpleasantness of one sort or another.


Edward persuaded himself that if the Cherrypickers elected to field first and then bat he would knock up a respectable thirty or even forty as opening bat and be on his way to Mersham by four-thirty at the latest. It was not to be. On his day he was a passable spin bowler and a first-class bat. When, after breaking for lunch, he had stood at the crease, resplendent in his white flannels, he had known from the first ball tossed at him that he could do no wrong. That very first ball he had knocked for six and thereafter he never faltered. It was not until, tired but triumphant, he had walked back to the pavilion raising his bat to acknowledge the applause, not out one hundred and five, that he had any idea of how much time had passed. Brushing aside invitations to celebrate a famous victory he had grabbed his clothes, thrown his bag into the back of the Lagonda and raced out of London, part of him still elated by his record-beating innings and part furious with himself for thinking he could combine an afternoon of perfect cricket with a dinner-party at Mersham Castle in Hampshire, a good two and a half hours away.


Edward was not quite the empty-headed pleasure-seeker his brother supposed him to be. He was intellectually his brother’s superior but he liked to disguise his intelligence below a veneer of flippancy. Since coming down from Cambridge he had not found any employment to his taste though he had been tempted by the diplomatic service. He had plenty of money and very little patience so he was not cut out for office work. His restlessness had found an outlet in travel to the most outlandish corners of the world and an addiction to any sport which promised danger. He had an idea, which he had never put into words, that pleasure had to be earned through pain but the life he led, so active but essentially purposeless, did not altogether satisfy him. He knew himself well enough to realize he was looking for something which would test every sinew and brain cell and give his life meaning.


In 1914, when his eldest brother Frank had died trying to take a machine gun emplacement with only courage to set against a murderous hail of bullets, he had still been a schoolboy. He had hardly known his brother, now a dead hero, but he saw the effect his death had on his father and on his other brother Gerald, and he mourned. Though Gerald might not recognize it, Edward had a passionate hatred of war the equal of his own but he did not share Gerald’s belief that a new, even more horrible war could be avoided by a series of dinner-parties, however influential the guests.


Edward had asked who, along with the Weavers, was coming to the castle for this particular dinner to drink the Duke’s excellent wine and eat his food and talk about how to make a lasting peace in Europe. ‘Well, it’s not an ordinary dinner-party,’ the Duke told him. ‘It was the men I wanted but of course, where there are female appendages, I have invited them too. There will be twelve of us altogether. There’s Sir Alistair Craig . . .’ Craig was an old friend of the family. He had commanded Franklyn’s regiment in 1914 when he was already a distinguished soldier – a VC, no less. He had now retired but was said still to wield a lot of influence at Horse Guards. Peter Larmore was also coming with his long-suffering wife. Edward knew him slightly and knew his reputation as a ladies’ man. Brilliant but unsound, he was a rising politician – a Conservative – who, it was forecast, would soon be a member of the new Prime Minister’s cabinet if he did not blot his copy book.


There was also to be present Cecil Haycraft, Bishop of Worthing, one of the new breed of political bishops who could be seen at the head of protest marches as often as in his cathedral and who enjoyed the sound of his own voice. He made speeches at ‘peace rallies’ – he was a convinced pacifist – and was beginning to be a familiar voice on the wireless. Even the Duke had heard him though he rarely listened to the wireless except for news bulletins. Finally, a new man in the German embassy, Baron Helmut von Friedberg, who was said to have the ear of the recently appointed German Chancellor Adolf Hitler, had promised to come. He was the Duke’s greatest ‘catch’ and Larmore, who had met Friedberg on several occasions, had used his influence to secure the German’s acceptance of the Duke’s invitation. Baron von Friedberg was the focus of the dinner and the Duke had high hopes that something useful might be achieved by having the man at his table.


Edward’s use as a guest was not confined to his role as Hermione’s nursemaid. He had charm. He could, as the Duke put it to himself, ‘oil the wheels’, fill in any embarrassing pauses in the conversation. As the Duke had said to his wife at breakfast, ‘You know, Connie m’dear, that boy must have something. The women like him and yet the men seem not to resent him. In fact, I was talking to Carlisle at the club last week and he said he was one of the ablest men he knew and the bravest. Apparently, Carlisle told me, Ned pulled off an amazing rescue when he was climbing in the Alps last year but he never said a word to me about it. Did he to you?’


‘No,’ said the Duchess, smiling, ‘but then I would not have expected him to. Beneath all that – what shall we call it: braggadocio? – no, not braggadocio – let’s say persiflage, your little brother is one of the most modest men I know. He talks and talks, shows off like a peacock in front of the ladies, who love it of course, and yet, as you say, the men see immediately the . . . the iron in his soul. And don’t forget he is intelligent.’


‘Oh yes, he’s clever enough,’ said the Duke, massaging honey from Mersham’s own apiaries on to his toast. ‘He got a first at Cambridge and all that but what I can’t understand is he doesn’t do anything. He rackets around the world trying to break his neck, getting into every scrape, when he could be – well, when he could be in the House or something.’


Connie laughed. ‘Can you see Ned surviving one hour in that place? Duffers or crooks – sometimes both – he once described Members of Parliament to me.’


‘I just hope he isn’t going to be late tonight, that’s all,’ said the Duke, accepting that he never would understand his brother’s lack of interest in what most of the world considered to be important. ‘He says he’s got to play in some cricket match or other on his way here. I gather that girl of Weaver’s – what’s her name?’


‘Hermione.’


‘I gather Hermione is worse than the yellow peril,’ he finished morosely, ‘and now that cub Lomax has cried off, I’m counting on him to take her off my hands. I don’t want anything to distract Weaver from getting to know Friedberg. I think he could really be important to us.’


‘When Lady Weaver asked me to invite Mr Lomax,’ said Connie, ‘she hinted he might make difficulties about coming. Reading between the lines, I guess that Hermione thinks she’s in love with him but he is playing hard to get.’


The Duke sighed. ‘The young today! They aren’t like –’


‘Don’t start playing the old man, Gerald,’ said the Duchess sharply. ‘Our generation was just as wilful, especially when they had money like Hermione Weaver. But then the war came and –’


‘Perhaps we should just have been honest with Weaver and told him not to bring the gel because without her chap she’s going to be bored stiff,’ the Duke broke in.


‘Well, it’s too late now, but don’t worry, darling,’ said the Duchess comfortably, ‘Ned won’t let you down. He may cut it fine but he’s never late.’


But for once this sensible woman was to be proved wrong.


*   *   *


Edward looked at his watch again. It had taken him longer than he had expected to negotiate Reading. He considered stopping at a public house to telephone the castle and explain that he was going to be a little late, but that would only delay him still further. No, he would cut across country and make his gorgeous girl fly and be there at least in time for the fish.


He had long ago mastered the spider’s web of minor roads, many of them little more than lanes, narrow enough to be sure but passable in a motor car with a little care and which cut half an hour off the journey to Mersham. For several miles he made good time and when he came up a steep slope on to the spine of the Downs, which run deep into Hampshire, he was beginning to feel that he would not be very late after all. The road marched straight ahead of him, whitened by chalk from where the tar had blistered and peeled. He blessed the old Roman road builders who had scorned to circumvent obstacles, preferring simply to pretend they did not exist. He pressed his foot hard on the accelerator pedal and the Lagonda leaped from thirty to forty until the needle on the speedometer wavered above the sixty mark.


Edward experienced for the second time that day the joy of being beyond normal physical restraints. Just as when he felt rather than heard the delicious crack of leather on willow earlier that afternoon, he now felt the electrical charge which comes when nature recognizes a perfect match of mental control over physical power.


Glancing in the mirror, he could see nothing behind him but a cloud of white dust which the Lagonda’s wheels were raising from the sun-dried, badly macadamized road. Then he looked ahead. Because of the dust he had put on his leather helmet and goggles and now he took one hand off the wheel to wipe them, for a second not quite believing what had suddenly come into view. The blanched streak of road ahead of him was no longer empty. Although the road had looked quite level, stretching into infinity, he now realized, fatally late in the day, that this had been an illusion. A shallow dip had effectively concealed a wagon piled high with hay, a tottering mountain moving slowly up the gradient towards him pulled by two horses straining against their harnesses. It filled the whole width of the road. The painter Constable, no doubt, would have said, ‘Ah, a haywain!’ and set up his easel and begun painting. Edward’s reaction was rather different. Slamming on the brakes he went into a skid which would have drawn an admiring gasp from an ice-skater. Struggling to control the car he swerved around the wagon before swaying elegantly into a deep dry ditch which ran beside the road. For one moment he was certain the car was going to turn over and crush him but with an angry crack it steadied itself before sinking on its haunches like a broken-down horse. It needed no mechanic to tell him that the axle had broken under the impact.


For several moments Edward sat where he was, staring at his gloved hands which were still clenched around the steering wheel. Red drops which he knew must be blood began to stain his ulster. Gingerly, he prised off his goggles and helmet and touched his forehead. He cursed and took his hand away hurriedly. He must have cut his head on the edge of the windshield but he had no memory of doing so. An anxious-looking bewhiskered face appeared beside him.


‘You bain’t be dead then?’ the worried but rubicund face declared. ‘I’se feared you was a gonner, leastways you ought t’be.’


‘You are quite right,’ said Edward gallantly, ‘I ought to be dead. I was driving like a lunatic. I hope I did not scare you as much as I scared myself. The truth is, I had no idea there was that dip in the road. I thought I could see miles ahead.’


‘Ah,’ said the wagoner judiciously, ‘I reckons now there be so many o’ these here blooming automobiles, begging your pardon, sir, there ought to be a notice. But you’re bleeding, sir; are you hurt bad?’


‘No, no bones broken, I think.’ Edward tried to open the door but it was jammed, so slowly he raised himself out of the driver’s seat and clambered out, wincing and hoping he was right about not having broken any bones. He was bruised and he had done something to his knee which made it painful to walk, and no doubt in twenty-four hours he would feel stiff and aching all over. His chest had collided with the steering wheel but fortunately the force of the impact had been cushioned by his heavy ulster. No, he could congratulate himself that his idiocy had not been the death of him. It was to be the first time that evening death had chosen to spare him.


At Mersham Castle the Duke’s guests had already repaired to their rooms to rest and bathe before dressing for dinner. It was a pity that none of them was in a mood to appreciate the airy beauty of this magical castellated house. It had something of the feel of a Continental château or maybe an Austrian duke’s hunting lodge. Certainly, it was not quite English – light and airy where Norman castles had been dark and claustrophobic. It seemed to float in the evening light as serene as the swans drifting on the river which moated the castle walls. On an August evening as perfect as this one, it was more beautiful than any fairy-tale castle. Lord Tennyson, who knew Mersham well, had, it was said, recalled it in his Idylls of the King. No such place could be without a garden where lovers might walk arm in arm and declare to one another everlasting devotion and there were indeed lawns stretching down to the water, also a rather threadbare maze created only a century before in 1830, but the jewel in the crown was an Elizabethan knot garden of intricate design, in August blazing with colour and heady with the scent of roses. Beyond it there was a little woodland called The Pleasury.


It was not love but death upon which General Sir Alistair Craig VC brooded as he stared at himself in the looking-glass; not his own death, though he knew that was crouching at his shoulder like a black cat, but the death of his beloved wife just a year before, friends dead in the war or after it, and the death of the child in his wife’s womb so many years ago, the son he was never to clasp in his arms. For some reason he could not begin to explain, he thought too of the funeral of his old and revered chief, Earl Haig, a just and upright man who had saved Britain and the Empire but whose reputation was already being savaged by men who called themselves historians but who, in the eyes of the old soldier, were little better than jackals and not good enough to wipe the Field Marshal’s boots. It had been all of seven years ago that he had processed through London with so many other generals, three princes and statesmen from all over the world. From St Columba’s Church, Pont Street, they marched bare-headed along the Mall and Whitehall to Westminster Abbey. Crowds lined the route in solemn silence. Many wore poppies, the symbol not just of those millions who had died on the field of battle but of the great work the Field Marshal had done in helping the wounded and dispossessed in the years after the war. It had been an event, a ceremony, which the General would never, nor ever want to, forget. It gave meaning to his own life that this great man, under whom he had served for three cruel years of war, should be so honoured. And now, was this honour to be stripped away like the gold leaf on a pharaoh’s coffin? Only last year at Oxford, in a debate in the Union, undergraduates had supported a motion that in no circumstances would they fight for king and country. The report in The Times had made his blood run cold when he read it. Pacifism was gnawing away at the nation’s manhood. It was a sickness. He, General Craig, had sent men to their deaths, many thousands of men. It had been his duty. Was it now to be said that, in obeying the orders of that great man now lying in honour in Dryburgh Abbey, he had not done well? Was he now to stand accused of . . . of murder? That was no reward for a life’s patriotic service.


And what of tonight? Why had he come? Out of respect for the Duke, certainly; he did not altogether agree with the Duke on his attitude to their erstwhile enemy. The General believed, albeit with melancholy bordering on despair, that Britain was enjoying nothing more than a truce in her war with Prussian militarism. He could not believe that anything – talk, diplomacy, treaties, behind-the-scenes-negotiations – anything short of force – naked and brutal – would affect how Hitler behaved. Throughout history, despots had chosen foreign adventures as a way of uniting their people behind them. That way opposition to anything they chose to do could be construed as unpatriotic and be ruthlessly suppressed. The General considered it to be self-evident that the new German Chancellor, like the Kaiser before him, would use mindless xenophobia dressed as patriotism to distract the German people from troubles at home. In his view, the new Germany was worse than the old one – a shabby, disreputable alliance of big business and an army which had convinced itself it had not been defeated in battle but stabbed in the back by its own politicians. But tonight at the Duke’s dinner he would play his part in trying to alert his country to the peril he could see looming on the horizon. Maybe there was still something to be done, something only he could do.


General Craig was a solitary man – all the more so since the death of his dear Dolly – and these sorts of social gatherings were even more of a trial to him now, without her, than they had been before. He had little hope of finding a kindred spirit at the Duke’s table. There was Larmore who had somehow blackmailed his way into an under-secretaryship at the Foreign Office and that appalling rogue Lord Weaver, the Canadian owner of the New Gazette. The General hated journalists, despised the whole pack of them, and he knew a good deal about Weaver through his friend Will Packer who had had business dealings with him back in New Brunswick where Weaver had made his first fortune. Packer had told him that Weaver had come to New Brunswick from Newfoundland, not yet a part of Canada and too impoverished to offer much scope to a man with ideas of making money. Corner Brook, where Weaver had been born, was at the time little more than a village but in New Brunswick, so Packer said, Weaver had spread his wings and turned a few tricks, some at Packer’s expense, which had left him very bitter. It made Craig gag to see how high the man had climbed and he was half inclined to spill a few skeletons out of the closet if Lord Weaver, as he now styled himself, refused to do the right thing by him. The General curled back his upper lip, revealing long yellow teeth. Fortunately, he was no longer gazing into the looking-glass or he might not have liked what he saw there.


When he had arrived at the castle the Duke had told him that the Bishop of Worthing was already there, but after a strong whisky the General had gone to his room to change without seeing him or any of the other guests. He had never met the Bishop but he was well aware of who he was – a pacifist whose anti-war sermons in 1917 and 1918 had, in his view, gravely damaged the war effort. Worse even than the Bishop, the ‘guest of honour’ – if such a one could be so called – was to be some German diplomat. He smiled grimly to himself. He was to dine with his enemies; feasting with panthers – hadn’t someone thus described such gatherings? It made it worse not being in uniform. He only felt truly comfortable in uniform and among his own kind. In white tie and tails he was just another man to be judged by others on his social talents, in which he knew himself to be deficient: small talk, smiles and jokes. Dolly had often told him he was not a sociable animal but of course, to be fair, the Duke had not invited him to dinner to talk sweet nothings. He was a fighter, always a fighter, and he would hold his corner to the bitter end.


He turned again to the looking-glass and began slowly, unwillingly, to tie his tie. His hands froze on the ribbon. The face in the mirror – was that really his? Why, he could see quite clearly the skull beneath the skin. His hands, flecked with yellow liver freckles, the confetti of old age, dropped from his neck and he looked as though at a stranger: the pale face, the cold sea-water-blue eyes, the sharp nose, the narrow upper lip he was happy to disguise beneath a little brown moustache cut to a bristle every morning for half a century. It was a grim face, he thought, and he wondered for a moment whether, had Dolly lived, it would have still looked so.


His inspection was rudely interrupted by a bayonet stab of violent pain in the stomach. He held his hand to his side. The pain was sharper tonight, perhaps because of the stress he was under, but why prevaricate: in the last few months it was always sharper than it had been the day before. He checked he had with him the little silver snuff box in which he kept his pills. It was there. He contemplated taking one now but decided that that was weakness. They had to be kept for when he was really in pain – later perhaps. He settled his shoulders and stiffened his back. His bearing said ‘soldier’ as clearly as if the word had been written on his forehead. Well now – he had better get on with it. He had his duty to do, perhaps for the last time, and he had always done his duty.


‘I’m not going down – I’m telling you, Mother: I just refuse.’ The girl recognized the unpleasant whine in her voice and tried to check herself but really, it was too bad. Her mother had persuaded her to come to Mersham Castle, to what she had known would be the dreariest of dinner-parties, by promising her that among the guests would be Charles Lomax, but she had now been told when it was too late to retreat that Lomax was not to be there after all.


‘Bah!’ said the girl, her narrow face, not unattractive when she smiled, now disfigured by disappointment. ‘I guess his cold won’t stop him taking Pamela Finch to Gaston’s tonight. What a sell! He swore I meant more to him than . . . Anyway, I need to . . .’


‘Now, honey,’ said her mother calmly, seated at the little dressing-table vigorously rubbing cream into her face and trying to convince herself the lines under her eyes were no more noticeable than they had been six months ago. ‘Maybe it’s all for the best. The Duke says his brother – Lord Edward Corinth I think they call him, though why he should have a different name from the Duke’s I will never understand – he’s going to be at dinner and from what I read in the illustrated papers he is everything a young man ought to be: rich, good-looking, and a duke’s brother is something after all.’


‘Oh, Mother – he’s just a younger son,’ the girl said, her voice whetted by scorn. ‘He’s not a duke and never will be. Anyway, I met him at Lady Carey’s and he was so stuck up – I quite hated him. He patronized me – treated me like a child. He dared to tell me I was going round with “wrong ’uns” as he quaintly put it and had the cheek to say if I wasn’t “deuced careful”’ – she mimicked his clipped accent – ‘I’d get myself into trouble.’


Lady Weaver paused for a moment and looked at her daughter queerly. ‘Sound advice I’d say, darling. I like the man already.’


‘Oh, Mother, don’t be a bore. You would say that. You’re so predictable,’ and she flounced out of the room.


In the mirror the mother had caught sight of her child’s face and she had noticed for the first time that her daughter was in danger of turning into a shrew. She was almost twenty-three but when she scowled, as she was scowling now, she looked older. Why was she so often nervy and irritable? Surely she understood that there were younger, prettier girls being presented at court every year. If she was to marry she would have to make an effort to please. She would have to talk to her about it but this wasn’t the moment. Hermione wasn’t a fool. She was just like so many of the younger generation: rootless, pleasure-seeking but essentially unhappy. Spoiled little rich girl, the mother thought ruefully. She needed to find her a good man but where were they? So many had been killed in the war and the new young men – well, they seemed shallow, selfish to her. They liked to assume a ‘know-it-all’ attitude which she found wearisome. If Hermione was to find a suitable husband – someone a little older, more mature – like Edward Corinth perhaps – she had to learn some winning ways. No wonder the Lomax boy had cancelled. She had seen them together when he had come to collect her from Eaton Place before going on to some dance in Belgrave Square and Hermione had been all over him. She had noticed then, though Hermione did not seem to, that it had embarrassed him. Hermione made it quite plain when she did not like a young man and her snubs were legendary but when she did find a boy wild enough to attract her she couldn’t hide her adoration from the poor man, so he usually ran as far and as fast as he could. If only she didn’t feel she had to choose men of whom her stepfather would be sure to disapprove. Her mother sighed. She supposed it must be her fault. Wasn’t it always a parent’s fault if their children turned out – no, she would not say ‘bad’ – ‘difficult’, that was the word. She had so hoped her daughter would get on with her new father but they had always been like oil and water. Joe had tried. It wasn’t his fault. It was the only shadow on her life, which was now so good in so many ways.


She thought with simple pleasure of Joe, Lord Weaver, now closeted with the Duke in the gunroom smoking a cigar, without which he was rarely to be seen, and drinking Scotch whisky, which gave him indigestion. Her husband was what was now being called a press baron. He was immensely wealthy and the owner of two national newspapers, a London evening paper and a large number of North American regional news-sheets much more profitable if less influential than his London stable. Lord Weaver – he had been ennobled by Lloyd George after making a very generous contribution to party funds – had been born and brought up in Newfoundland, in Corner Brook – a one-horse town which he had told her he had got out of as soon as he could. He had not cut his ties with it altogether and when he had made his first money, in New Brunswick, he had financed a paper mill just outside Corner Brook. This had proved a shrewd investment and the town had become almost entirely dependent on woodpulp which was transformed into paper to feed the ever increasing North American newspaper industry. Joe Weaver was now the town’s most famous son. He had returned only once, some years before, and endowed a concert hall, a picture gallery and a hospital. He intended to be buried in Corner Brook, so it was important he was remembered in the town as a generous benefactor and a role model for other young men. Until that day, when he returned in his coffin, he had determined he would never go back.


In England, his adopted country, not much was known about how Joe Weaver came to be a millionaire but this did not stop people gossiping. Among the envious and the cynical there were plenty of malicious stories circulating, but no one had ever found any evidence that in his many business dealings as a young man – first in Corner Brook and then in New Brunswick – he had ever been involved in anything illegal. He had taken chances – he admitted as much – done some favours for some fairly undesirable gentlemen, and had, on one occasion at least, almost gone bankrupt but, as he said, no man ever made money without a little luck, a streak of ruthlessness and nerves of steel. It was also said that he had gone through some sort of marriage ceremony in New Brunswick with a woman who had – conveniently perhaps – died in childbirth. Certainly, when he had come to England in 1917 he was a free spirit – rich, unattached, ready to be useful; he had, in short, reinvented himself. In any case, in wartime there weren’t the same standards operating in London society which would have kept him out of the houses of the aristocracy before the war.


He quickly became a power in the land, an intimate of the Prime Minister and his cronies; with his newspapers and his money – with which he was generous – he became known as someone who could make or break careers. He was a large man, broad in the shoulders and six foot two, by no means conventionally handsome but with the ‘bear’ look which some women find attractive, even taking into account his crumpled face which, some unkind observer had remarked, resembled a tennis ball that had been left several days in the rain. He exuded power all the more potent for being kept on a tight rein. He hid his animal energy and ruthless disregard for anyone’s interests but his own under a veneer of ‘man-of-the-world’ sophistication. He insinuated himself into the Prince of Wales’s somewhat raffish circle and he delighted to surround himself with talented young men wholly dependent on him for their livelihood. He was known to be a terrible enemy to any man who tried to double-cross him. He would be quite prepared to wait months or even years before taking his revenge.


He needed about him beautiful women, to make love to – he had the strong sexual drive of the ambitious man – but just as importantly to wear on his arm like jewellery. Even when he first arrived in London he had no difficulty in attracting the type of woman he admired: elegant, intelligent and where possible married to a Member of Parliament. Then something happened which no one could have predicted: he fell in love. He had met Blanche, Lady Marston, in 1918. She was twenty-six, still beautiful but with a small daughter whom Weaver had disliked on sight. Blanche had no husband. He had died – heroically, it was said, though not by his wife – in some terrible battle in France.


It had been with relief that Blanche surrendered to Weaver’s dominating personality. Her dead husband had almost destroyed her. Guy Marston, when Blanche had married him, was charming, well connected but not rich. She was naïve, little more than a girl, without sensible parents to advise her. She had married Marston after the briefest of engagements to the delight of their respective friends and relations, but Blanche knew, she might almost have said ‘at the altar’, that she had made a terrible mistake – how terrible she was to learn that very night. As soon as they were alone in their suite at the Dorchester, where they were to spend the night before crossing the Channel for a month’s leisurely honeymoon among the Swiss and Italian lakes, he had sat her down on the bed and been brutally frank with her. She was totally innocent about sex – had only kissed her husband half a dozen times – so she had no idea what was supposed to happen in the bed on which the two of them were now perched fully clothed. She suddenly wondered what on earth she was doing with this complete stranger in a hotel room – the first hotel bedroom she had ever been in – and she was frightened. What she saw in her husband’s face did nothing to reassure her. Her mother had considered it unwise to alarm her with any account of the pain and suffering men – English men of the upper classes at least – seemed to delight in inflicting on their wives with the full support of society and the law. Her mother’s experience had led her to believe that sex was a cruel joke played on womankind by a God who was unquestionably male, and she pitied her daughter – but not enough to enlighten her as to what fate had in store for her.


Guy Marston made it clear to her in the most graphic terms that his preference was for the male sex and that he had married her as necessary protection from the law. Blanche had never for one moment been aware that men could be attracted to each other sexually so it took her some time and the scathing sarcasm of her husband to understand what he was saying. He then proceeded to rape her so that she could never claim that the marriage had been unconsummated. The attack left her bruised and bleeding and mentally scarred. If this was sex between men and women, then she could only be glad that her husband was not intending to repeat the act. In public, he continued to be the affectionate husband but in private he never lost an opportunity of humiliating her. On one occasion she returned from a shopping expedition to find him in bed with a hotel waiter and she never forgot the smirk on her husband’s face when he saw her shock and disgust. Thereafter, she insisted on separate bedrooms. Had war not broken out in 1914, when they had been married almost two years, she might have been driven to murder him but merciful fate relieved her of this necessity. Hermione had been the result of Blanche’s sole taste of marital bliss and the baby proved her consolation and joy when so much else made her weep with fear and frustration. Even her husband had been pleased in his own brutish way; to have a wife and a child meant he could scotch any rumours about his sexual preferences. His death on the battlefield renewed her faith in God. Perhaps after all he was not male as she had been led to believe.


Meeting Joe Weaver had been for Blanche the most fortunate of encounters. They had met at a cocktail party – an American invention which the British had taken to with enthusiasm. Neither Blanche nor Weaver normally enjoyed these shouting matches in crowded drawing-rooms but this one, held by a close friend of the Prince of Wales, had seemed unavoidable. Weaver, who was already on good terms with his future King, had felt he had to make an appearance. The friend had placed a beringed hand on his arm and said, ‘Joe darling, I’ve been wanting for months to introduce you to Blanche. I just know you are made for one another. Blanche, this is Joe Weaver. Don’t be put off by how ugly he is. He’s a lovely man but be warned, he can be dangerous.’ She turned to Weaver: ‘Joe, this is Lady Marston – Blanche. She is much better than you. In fact, she is the only sincere woman in this room so do not treat her as you do me.’ Then with a half-smile she left them together.


The friend had been perspicacious. Though superficially such very different characters from very different backgrounds, they each had something the other desired. From that first moment they were attracted to one another. It was not love, not at the beginning, but mutual need. Blanche had poise, impeccable breeding and a sadness in her eyes which Weaver found intriguing. From their meeting, Blanche saw Weaver in animal terms – half man, half monkey – and he made her laugh. Here was a man who exhibited complete self-confidence. He was not remotely interested in what other men thought of him though he knew they contemptuously used phrases like ‘rough diamond’ and ‘self-made man’ to describe him behind his back. He had grown used to being sneered at by nincompoops who had never done a day’s work in their lives. Blanche was immediately impressed that he made no attempt to ‘show off’ in front of her. She had listened so patiently for so many hours to callow young men telling her how wonderful they were that it was a huge relief to find an older, wiser man who asked her about herself and seemed genuinely interested in her answers. They slipped away from the party and had dinner together at the Savoy, despite each being expected elsewhere. Weaver considered himself, with some justification, a shrewd judge of character. As decisive in his personal life as he was in business, he quickly recognized in this sad, sweet-faced woman the wife he could cherish and who would assist him to find his place in British society and discreetly educate him. He knew how to fight dirty, to buy men and influence, but what he wanted was someone to soften his edges; someone who could host his dinner-parties and bring a certain style and elegance to them. He did not want to pretend he was an English gentleman, a breed for which he had something like contempt, but he did want to have an establishment to which no English gentleman would be embarrassed to bring his wife. In Blanche he felt he had found a woman who would be a true helpmeet.


Blanche, in her turn, needed money. Her unlamented husband had left her with nothing but debts and a child to support. It was not easy to keep a small house in Chester Square, a maid and two other servants, dress herself and her child, all on nothing a year. London was awash with widows and though she was not a weak woman she felt in need of a man to give her status and a purpose in life. She had almost despaired of finding one. Joe was different from most of the men she knew. In the first place he was not English and she found his Canadian accent irresistible and delighted to use expressions he used. He called her, in the privacy of their bedroom, honey, sugar pie, his little cookie, and it melted her. She realized she had lived a life without affection so now, when it was so generously offered to her, she found it deeply affecting. Both parties were old enough to understand that their marriage was something of a business arrangement – no cherry blossom and kisses in the moonlight – but to their great surprise they fell in love with one another. When haltingly, the day before they got married, Blanche told him something of what her sex life with her first husband had been – or rather had not been – he had been genuinely horrified. With infinite gentleness – quite unexpected in someone who despised what he termed ‘sentimentality’ – he showed her what pleasure sex could bring where two people respected each other. It was a miracle to Blanche and her love for Joe – his ‘monkeyship’ as she called him – became fierce and her loyalty absolute. If only Hermione would marry and leave them to set up her own establishment . . . there was little else necessary to complete their happiness.


‘She hates my guts, girlie,’ he said to Blanche once, ‘and there ain’t nothing I can do about it. The sooner she finds a life of her own the happier I shall be, but for your sake, angel, I will stick by her and give her whatever you say she needs. But the day I step up to that altar and the man in the frock says, “Who giveth this woman to be married to this man?” will be the happiest of my life.’ Kissing her forehead he added, ‘With the glorious exception, of course, of the day you consented to be my wife.’


When she had finished her make-up, Blanche pulled on her robe and went out of her bedroom into the corridor and tapped on the door of her daughter’s room opposite. ‘Darling, may I come in for a moment?’


She spoke in a low voice, not wishing to draw attention to herself and, not knowing whether Hermione had heard her, she opened the door. At first she could not see what her daughter was doing but then, as she took another pace into the room, the girl heard her and half turned towards the door. Blanche gave a little cry and her hand went to her mouth. It was horrible, unbelievable, and yet she recognized she had known it all along. On Hermione’s face there was rage but when she saw her mother’s shocked face she smiled and for Blanche this was the worst thing of all.


‘Oh for God’s sake, Celia, don’t let’s discuss it now.’


‘But Peter, you promised. Next weekend we would go with Nanny and the children to the seaside: just us. You haven’t seen William or Gladys for weeks. They hardly recognize you.’


‘God, why did we call that child Gladys? It will hang round her neck like a millstone and when she marries she’ll curse us. “I take thee Gladys . . .” I ask you.’


‘You know very well why we called her Gladys: so your rich cow of an aunt will leave her all her money.’


Peter Larmore had achieved what he had set out to do, namely make his wife angry and change the subject. He had promised his mistress to take her to Paris for a few days when he had thought his wife was going to a health farm, safely out of the way, but for some reason she had taken it into her head to suggest accompanying the children to Bognor Regis – to the seaside. Bognor of all places! He swore as he tied his tie. ‘Damn it, Celia, you’ll have to find a new laundry. This shirt is a disgrace and I’ve hardly got a collar I can wear.’


‘Oh, what nonsense, Peter. Come over here and let me fix it for you.’


Reluctantly he left the looking-glass and went over to the bed where his wife was sitting dressed in a slip and nothing else. He found himself thinking she was still a fine-looking woman. Most men would – probably did – envy him. He had no idea why he went after other women not half as handsome as his own wife and not even as good at . . . at what women were supposed to be good at. He did not know why he found himself so unwilling to say ‘sex’ even in his head. After all, in the club the men used language which made his hair stand on end, talking about women in the same language they used about their horses – their ‘mares’.


He wished he wasn’t so damn short of money. He couldn’t understand it. He didn’t gamble – didn’t spend half what some of the other men spent. But women were so expensive and educating the children . . . his slender resources were being drained. As a Member of Parliament he was paid a pittance. He needed this job in the cabinet Stanley Baldwin, the new Prime Minister, had all but promised him – not for the salary but for the influence it would give him, the patronage he would be able to dish out and which would bring in money.


Celia thought she saw what was going through his mind and said, ‘Oh darling, we haven’t got time. The Duke’s a stickler for punctuality.’


It took Larmore a moment to understand what she meant and suddenly he found he did want his wife – wanted her badly. Without any more words he took her there and then – she in her slip, he in his socks and shirt. While her husband grunted and groaned she clung to him, hiding a tiny smile of relief and satisfaction. She had thought there just might be a woman but surely this proved there was only her . . . only her. The trouble with having a Member of Parliament for a husband was that it gave him any number of reasons for not being with her – and she had just caught a word that silly Jane Garton had said which had upset her. She had gone into Galiere’s to buy a hat – a hat she didn’t need but she had promised herself a little present to cheer herself up – and as she entered the shop she thought she heard Jane Garton saying something to another woman whom she did not know about – well, about seeing Peter lunching with a woman at the Berkeley. Jane Garton’s friend, glancing up and seeing Celia, had poked Jane in the ribs with her elbow and whispered something and both women had smiled and pretended they had not seen her. The cats! They had to have someone to gossip about and Peter was so good-looking, so desirable in every way, it was no surprise they should be gossiping about him. Why should he not be having lunch with a woman friend in the Berkeley? It wasn’t a place one would go to for a secret tryst after all. The only odd thing was that when she had casually asked Peter if he would take her to the Berkeley for dinner one evening he said he would like to because he hadn’t been there for months. She had been too sensible to question him and now, as she stroked his hair which was getting just a little thin, her suspicions – no, that was too strong a word, her twinges of doubt – were assuaged. They had been married nine years and he still loved her. She was quite certain of it now.


‘There, my darling, that was lovely but we really must get dressed now. The gong will be going any minute,’ she said.


Larmore disentangled himself from his wife – his shirt and collar now creased and soiled beyond rescue – and in the process almost fell off the bed. He felt rather foolish. Why did he give way whenever he felt the urge? He ought to control himself. He was exasperated with himself, which made him annoyed with his wife. What had she meant: ‘lovely’? Was that what it had been – ‘lovely’? He had a feeling he was being mothered and he did not like it. He was now quite determined that he would not be going to Bognor with his wife and children.


‘So why did you say we would come, Cecil, if you hate it so much?’


Honoria Haycraft looked at her husband with a real desire to hear what his answer would be. He was such an honest man; so uninterested in mixing with ‘society’. He had often talked angrily of the charity balls and dinners the rich gave to show, as he said sarcastically, ‘they cared’ about unemployed miners, the homeless, the half-starved: ‘They stuff their faces with smoked salmon and caviare and think that in some way they’re being Christian when really, of course, they are enjoying having a good time with others of their own class and feeling virtuous into the bargain. We talk about having our cake and eating it but I always think it’s a bit much when the cake is taken from the hands of the starving.’


The Bishop’s wife would remonstrate with him and he would eventually admit that there were some rich people genuinely concerned to do something for England’s great underclass, whose desperate poverty had been exacerbated by the economic ‘depression’. He knew the Duke, for one, to be a good man with a strong sense of purpose and responsibility, but he had so often fulminated against the class system which he regarded as unchristian that it was natural his wife should be surprised to find herself at Mersham Castle, the guest of a duke. Yet many of his fellow bishops, and even the Archbishop of Canterbury, had no difficulty in accepting the idea that it was by God’s will the duke was in his castle and the poor man at his gate. There was even a hymn about it. He, on the contrary, believed that if he were a Christian he must also be a socialist committed to reforming society and distributing wealth more equitably. It was surely outrageous that 80 per cent of the country’s wealth was owned by just 12 per cent of the population. The Bishop was also a pacifist. He believed that wars were fought to benefit the few – the warmongers and the arms dealers – and was convinced that evil could only be defeated by prayer and peaceful resistance. He was a leading figure in a new movement which he hoped would attract support from members of all the political parties: he intended to lead a call for all men of good will to pledge themselves publicly to peace. To pursue his aims he was prepared to go into the lion’s den and this was why he had had no hesitation in accepting the invitation to Mersham.


‘I decided to accept the Duke’s invitation, Honoria,’ the Bishop said a little stiffly in answer to his wife, ‘because first of all, I believe him to be a genuinely good man trying to do his best to alleviate the conditions of the poor but more importantly because I share his concern that, if we are not careful, we will be dragged into another war with Germany. I intend to enlist him in my Peace Pledge campaign.’ He shuddered. ‘I promised myself in 1918 that I would do everything I could to prevent such another disaster as almost destroyed this country.’


He saw his wife smiling. ‘I know I cannot do much,’ he said defensively, ‘but that does not excuse me from doing what little I can do. If we all put in our mite, who knows but the balance will be weighted towards peace.’


‘I wasn’t laughing at you, Cecil,’ she said. ‘I was just loving you for your Jack-and-the-Beanstalk determination. Giant killer!’ Honoria, who had been married to her husband for almost thirty years, kissed him with real feeling. She knew that for all his occasional pomposities and little hypocrisies he was one of the only truly good men she had ever met and that to be married to him was the chief blessing of her life.


‘In any case,’ the Bishop went on, ‘I wanted to meet General Craig. I have it in mind that he is an ogre; that he sent so many young men to their deaths during the war because he was mad or vicious, but I feel it is unjust of me to condemn him without hearing his side of the argument. The new German representative is also, the Duke informed me, coming here to dine tonight and I particularly welcome the chance of telling him that there are many people in Britain today who sympathize with his countrymen’s just demands. I am convinced that only if Germany is a full and active member of the League of Nations can we achieve a lasting peace.’


‘Oh Cecil darling,’ said his wife, alarmed, putting both her hands in his, ‘please don’t get into any political arguments. You know how bitter they can get and how embarrassing they can be for those of us who don’t feel as strongly as you do.’


‘Well, you should do – feel strongly, I mean,’ said the Bishop vehemently. ‘What is a little embarrassment against peace or war?’ Then more gently, squeezing his wife’s hands, he said, ‘Think of our Harry. What is he now? Thirteen? Are we to sit back and see him sacrificed as our fathers’ generation sacrificed their sons? It is unthinkable!’


‘But, my love –’


‘Don’t fret, my darling,’ said the Bishop, seeing his wife was really upset. ‘I mean to listen patiently, not to lecture. If you hear me begin to sermonize you have my full permission to rebuke me.’


‘Look here, Duke,’ Lord Weaver was saying, ‘we share a common aim, to prevent another European war.’ His Canadian twang was a little more evident than usual. He held out his glass and the Duke splashed soda on to whisky. Whenever the Duke wanted to flatter a man into thinking he was of special importance he took him, not into one of the castle’s grand public rooms, but into the gunroom. Connie had a little boudoir, or sewing-room as she liked to call it, not that much sewing was ever done there, where she would charm her female guests into believing they were very special to her, but to be alone with the Duke in the gunroom, his holy of holies, was a compliment very few men could resist.


Although the Duke called it his gunroom it was more properly a rod and line room. There were guns in cases and some lethal-looking seventeenth-century blunderbusses over the mantelpiece but its walls were covered in fishing rods. There were over a hundred on display in racks and two very ancient rods, alleged to have been used by Izaac Walton himself, in glass display cases. There were no moth-eaten stags’ heads staring gloomily from the walls – the Duke had had all these cleared away when he inherited the title and the castle – but there were some magnificent salmon stuffed and mounted, with brass plates below them giving their origin and the history of their capture. The Duke, Weaver knew, had fished all over the world – from barbel in the Zambezi to salmon in Iceland – and Weaver was beginning to think that behind that rather stupid-looking face and the bluff ‘good-fellow’ air of the country gentleman there might be a true fisher of men. Certainly, he was not the fool his enemies were content to label him.


‘I believe we need to give the German people a chance to find their rightful place at the world’s conference tables and encourage them to play their part in the League of Nations,’ Weaver was saying, rolling his glass between his hands which he did when he was speaking sincerely.


‘Yes,’ the Duke said eagerly. ‘I don’t pretend to like this Hitler fellow but we have to deal with the realities and he has the support of the businessmen, “the captains of industry” as your newspapers call them. They believe he is the only man capable of bringing Germany out of recession and into stable, ordered . . . well, not democracy perhaps as we understand it, but at least something like it. Bismarck took Prussia away from parliamentary democracy toward a militaristic society and we know what that led to. That’s why we must – we have a duty to – help Germany accept that she is part of the European balance of power.’


Weaver sipped at his whisky and watched the Duke pacing impatiently round the room quite unlike his normal placid self. ‘Do you know anything about this Baron Helmut von Friedberg? I don’t know much about his background. He’s the new – what? – under-secretary at the German embassy here?’


‘He’s a sort of cousin of mine,’ replied the Duke. ‘My great-uncle married the daughter of Moritz August von Friedberg, a German princeling and a friend of Bismarck’s. This chap, though I have never met him before, is their grandson or great-grandson, I’m not sure which to be honest, and therefore a cousin. But the important thing is that he has direct access to Hitler. Larmore tells me that Hitler does not trust the people at the embassy here and Friedberg has authority to . . . well, to bypass the officials and report back to Hitler direct.’


‘Hmmf,’ said Weaver. ‘Very interesting. He may be very useful to us in getting through to Herr Hitler that we in England wish him well in what he is trying to do in Germany and he does not have to be quite so brutal about it. On the other hand, it makes it very difficult for the Foreign Office. Are they to continue going through the normal diplomatic channels or is that a complete waste of time? This man Friedberg may be all right but the calibre of some of these Nazi new boys swaggering about the world is nothing to write home about, or at least not if you want to write good news.’


‘I’m just as worried as you, Joe, about these Nazis but we have to pull their teeth before they can bite by taking away their just cause of complaint – ridiculous demands from France for reparations and so on.’


‘What of Larmore?’ Weaver said. ‘My information is he has some sort of relationship with Friedberg and I gather Baldwin’s going to bring him into the cabinet – a new position – military supplies, armaments, that sort of thing. I hear little good of him. He’s a womanizer for one thing. If we wanted, the New Gazette could blow his career to smithereens.’


‘He’s not a gentleman,’ agreed the Duke, sighing, ‘but we have to deal with all sorts nowadays.’ Then, thinking Weaver might wonder if he was included among ‘all sorts’, he hurriedly changed the subject. ‘Friedberg should be here in about an hour. He’s staying with the Lachberrys at Norham, so you can see he is moving in the highest circles. I gather the Prince of Wales has taken to him. I’m surprised you did not meet him at the Brownlows’. Anyway, I’m determined to make this evening a success. It’s important.’


‘When is your brother expected?’


The Duke looked at his gold hunter and said, ‘Edward? Why, damn it, he ought to be here now.’ He rang the bell. When the butler appeared he said, ‘Bates, is there any news of Lord Edward?’


‘No, your Grace.’


‘Where can the boy have got to?’ said the Duke to Weaver. ‘It is most annoying. We cannot wait dinner for him for ever.’


‘I expect he’ll turn up before long,’ said Weaver easily. ‘He’s probably had a puncture or something.’


‘Bates, when Lord Edward does arrive tell him not to dress for dinner but to join us immediately will you?’


‘Very good, your Grace,’ said Bates, retreating.


‘Oh, Bates, inform her Grace that we will not wait dinner for Lord Edward and say that Lord Weaver and I will be in the drawing-room in half an hour.’


When the butler had left the room the Duke said, ‘Damn the boy. I wanted him to be here to talk to that stepdaughter of yours. Connie was particularly anxious she had someone of more or less her age to amuse her. Connie said she would be bored to death by all of us old men and no doubt she’s right. She says the young man she had counted on to come – Lomax his name is, I believe – bowed out at the last minute. Really, the young men can’t be relied upon. If I had been invited to dine . . . oh well, anyway, it can’t be helped. I just hope Ned hasn’t had an accident. He races around in sports cars and even flies aeroplanes – I’m only surprised he hasn’t broken his neck already.’


Weaver’s brow was furrowed. ‘I say, Duke, as we are alone can I bring you up to date on that matter I had occasion to talk to you about a few weeks ago?’ He leant forward confidentially and the Duke could see the bald patch on the top of his head and was reminded of Friar Tuck.


‘Of course,’ said the Duke. ‘Is there something . . . ?’


‘I thought you would like to know that the “blackmail” . . . well, it has turned out all right in the end – better than all right, in fact – except for one thing.’


‘What’s that?’ said the Duke.


Lord Weaver bent even closer to the Duke as though he feared someone might be listening at the door and began to explain himself. The Duke was at first intrigued and then disbelieving.


‘It’s like something out of Shakespeare,’ he said at last.
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Saturday Evening


Under other circumstances Edward might have enjoyed his ride. It was peaceful enough lying back against the hay. In the warmth of the summer evening it gave off a sweet smell which reminded him of harvest days in boyhood on Home Farm when he was no different from anyone else, sweating beside lads his own age helping build a haystack or watching unnoticed as the men tinkered with the new threshing machine which was more temperamental even than the farm manager. It was already eight thirty but it was still light. Gradually the frustration he felt at having his plans scuppered by his own folly began to leave him until he was able to contemplate with something approaching equanimity the frosty reception he would receive from the Duke when he finally did arrive at Mersham Castle. He laughed to himself. Here he was sitting beside his agricultural friend behind two handsome carthorses who did not seem to have taken against him for his stupid attempt on the land speed record. Indeed, as Edward stood at the horses’ heads before getting up beside the wagoner he was almost certain he detected a satiric glint in the eyes of Myrtle, the left-hand horse. After all, the wagon might roll along the dusty Roman road at three miles an hour but at least it moved, unlike the Lagonda, looking slightly ridiculous in the embrace of a dry ditch.


He quoted to himself as much as he remembered of Lorenzo and Jessica’s rhapsody to love on a summer’s night in The Merchant of Venice. ‘In such a night as this, when the sweet wind did gently kiss the trees and they did make no noise, in such a night Troilus methinks mounted the Troyan walls and sighed his soul toward the Grecian tents, where Cressid lay that night. In such a night . . .’ How did it go? ‘In such a night, did Thisbe fearfully o’ertrip the dew and saw the lion’s shadow ere himself, and ran dismayed away.’


It rather pleased him that he could remember so much. ‘The Troyan walls,’ he mused. They would have been real battlements complete with curtain walls, parapets, corbels, watch towers, bartizans and all the rest of it. Mersham had nothing so warlike. Who of her people would consider withstanding the will of the Virgin Queen, unless it be some rugged Irish kerns who knew no better. Mersham, whose every cubit he knew as well as the palm of his right hand, he loved more than he knew. It was his enchanted childhood playground until he went to school and even then there were long holidays in which to reacquaint himself with each dusty corner. In childhood his rooms – the nursery and his old nanny’s rooms – were at the top of the house with only the servants’ rooms above them. In winter they could be very cold – the only heating was supplied by inadequate grates. Edward’s father had not approved of mollycoddling his children so he had not permitted fires to be lit in the castle between Easter and October. How Nanny had prayed for late Easters as though God might alter the church calendar for her. During the war, the Duke, grieving for his son, took a masochistic pleasure in making himself – and therefore his family – as uncomfortable as possible in solidarity with the soldiers at the front. The old Duke had never been interested in what he ate and by 1915 the food served in the castle was so inadequate the local doctor had been moved to protest that the Duke was endangering his child’s health. Thereafter, Edward had been allowed unlimited milk and vegetables but meat was only served on Saturdays and cold on Sundays.


But for all this Edward looked back to those days as a blessed period in his life and when he was in Africa trying to sleep in blistering heat, worried by mosquitoes and sweating pints into the single sheet that covered him, he would summon up images of those winter nights at Mersham when the frost on the inside of the windows was as thick as his fingernail.


Behind Edward a mountain of hay threatened a golden avalanche as the cart bumped over each rut in the road and dived into every pot-hole. He pulled at a straw and sucked it pensively. The old carter had said that the nearest public house was four miles back the way he had come and from there he could telephone Mersham for assistance. At this rate it would be an hour before they reached it. He began to wonder if he would even get to the castle that night. Edward and his mercifully unloquacious companion had been trundling over the landscape for three-quarters of an hour without seeing a single soul let alone a motor car when a hooting noise penetrated the creaking and rumbling that gave evidence that the haywain was actually in motion. There was no way of discovering what this hooting signified without bringing the wagon to a halt, which took a full four minutes to achieve. Edward clambered down into the road, his damaged knee making him wince, to see what the matter was.


‘Do you think you could move out of the way and let me pass?’ The speaker was a black-eyed girl in a beret, which failed to restrain unruly curls. She was alone in a two-seater which Edward, who loved motor cars, was able to identify as the new Morgan four-wheeler.


‘I’m afraid that isn’t possible,’ said Edward, coming round to speak to the girl. ‘You can see there are ditches on either side of the road.’


‘You’re not a local,’ said the girl, eyeing him curiously. ‘Are you by any chance the owner of that Lagonda I passed nestling in the ditch about three miles back?’


‘I am,’ said Edward, bowing slightly. ‘Like you, I wanted to do the impossible and pass this moving mountain but in my case I was going too fast to stop when I saw it couldn’t be done. It is my desire to save you from making the same mistake and adding to the litter in the streets. By the way, could you very kindly turn off the engine for the moment? I can hardly hear myself speak. It’s a jolly little car – a Morgan, ain’t it? – but noisy.’


‘Oh God,’ the girl said, clutching her brow. ‘This is all I need. I was trying to reach Mersham before dark but I’m hopelessly lost.’


‘Mersham,’ said Edward hopefully. ‘That’s where I’m going – or rather where I was going before I had the bad luck to run into this monster. Hey, you’re going in absolutely the wrong direction, Miss . . . Miss . . . ?’


‘Miss Browne . . . Verity Browne . . .’


‘Miss Browne, why don’t we turn your car round and I can guide you to Mersham. Are you going to the castle?’


‘Not immediately. I am staying at the Mersham Arms. Why, are you?’


‘I’m so sorry,’ said Edward. ‘I should have introduced myself. I’m Edward Corinth and I was expected at the castle in time for dinner. I am now,’ he checked his watch, ‘two hours late.’


‘Edward Corinth? Lord Edward Corinth, the Duke’s brother?’


‘The very same,’ said Edward bowing again. ‘Have we met before? If we have, please forgive my –’


‘No, no,’ said the girl hastily. ‘I write for Country Life magazine and of course I know your face from . . . oh, you know . . . from the illustrated papers.’ She coloured prettily but recovered herself. ‘I have an appointment with your sister-in-law, the Duchess, tomorrow, to go over the castle. I am writing a series of articles on castles and the editor particularly wanted to include Mersham and she . . . the Duchess, I mean . . . kindly agreed to see me.’


The girl spoke rapidly, a little over-eager, Edward thought, to provide information about herself.


‘Oh, I read Country Life but I don’t remember seeing –’ he said.


‘They have not begun to appear yet,’ said Verity Browne hurriedly.


By this time they had been joined by the wagon driver who had descended to see what was delaying his passenger.


‘I say, my man, think we can swing this little car round so this lady can go back the way she came? I doubt there’s enough room to do a three-point turn but let’s try.’


‘What’s that?’ said Verity.


‘What’s what?’ said Edward.


‘A whatever-you-said-it-was turn.’


‘A three-point turn? You know, reverse and then go forward and so on.’


‘Oh, I see. I’m sure there is room. Let me try. Now, where is reverse?’


‘How long have you had the car?’ inquired Edward nervously.


‘I picked it up today as a matter of fact and so far I haven’t needed to go backwards.’


‘Here, let me see what I can do,’ said Edward officiously, opening the driver’s door. As Verity obediently got out of the car, he was able to get his first proper look at her and he liked what he saw. She was short, not much over five foot he guessed, but her figure was trim and her legs slim and elegant. He suddenly realized she was watching him watching her. He blushed and Verity smiled broadly. Her merry eyes met his in frank enjoyment of his evident appreciation so that he too had to smile.


Hurriedly, he started to lever himself in behind the wheel but jumped back as fast as his gammy leg allowed him. A black Aberdeen terrier was sitting on the seat and despite its small size it gave every impression that it was capable of defending its mistress’s car against all comers. It gave Edward a look of contempt and then, to emphasize its distaste for the intruder, gave three or four little barks.


‘Oh, I’m sorry!’ said the girl. ‘Max, don’t be silly and jealous. This kind man is going to help us turn the car round.’


She scooped up the dog in her arms and thrust it at Edward. ‘Max, meet Lord Edward Corinth. Lord Edward, this is Max.’


‘Delighted,’ said Edward beginning to put a hand on the dog’s head. He withdrew it quickly as the dog gave a snarl and made an attempt to get out of the girl’s clutches.


‘I say, I don’t think Max likes you. I wonder why. He’s usually so nice to people.’


‘Yes, well, I’m not sure I like Max. Anyway, please keep a hold on the animal until I have finished.’


‘Oh, you don’t have to worry. As soon as I have explained to Max you are a friend he will be a pippin. Maxy,’ she said, nuzzling the animal, ‘this is Mummy’s friend and you have to be a good and grateful boy.’


The dog looked unconvinced. ‘It’s really odd,’ said the girl. ‘I have never seen him like this before. Of course, he is a bit class conscious and being a working dog I’m not sure he approves of the aristocracy.’


As Edward made his second attempt to get into the Morgan’s driving seat, he stumbled a little and Verity said, ‘I say, are you hurt? You’ve cut your forehead too.’


‘I did some damage to myself when I put the kibosh on my car,’ said Edward, ‘but don’t worry, it’s nothing serious and it won’t affect my driving.’


He found getting the Morgan into reverse gear painful but tried not to show it. After several attempts he managed to face the car in the opposite direction to which it had been travelling without putting it into the ditch. He got out and thanked his companion of the road for the pleasure of his company and tried to slip him half a sovereign.


‘Oh no, my lord. There be no call for that. I feels to blame for that fine automobile of yours ending up where it did.’


‘No blame to you, Mr . . . I’m so sorry but we met so informally I never got your name.’


‘Ben Tranter, your honour,’ said the wagoner, passing him his bag, ‘I did not think as how –’


‘No matter, it was my own silly fault. At least I avoided doing damage to those magnificent animals of yours. I would never have been able to forgive myself if I had harmed Myrtle or Florence.’ He turned to Verity. ‘Will you allow me?’


‘Be my guest, Lord Edward. Together we may yet reach Mersham Castle before break of day.’


With a final wave Edward got into the Morgan – Verity Browne once again in the driving seat, Max curled peaceably at Edward’s feet which he tried not to move in case the little dog got irritated – and they set off for Mersham. They passed the Lagonda without stopping to inspect it. Edward knew there was nothing he could do until the morning; then he would get Bates to send someone out to look at it. Half a mile further on there was a bang and the Morgan swerved to one side and came to a sudden halt. Max scrambled up on to Edward’s lap and began barking.


‘Gosh, what was that?’ said Verity, rather shaken.


‘Blast it . . . I’m sorry, Miss Browne . . . I did not mean to swear but I do believe we have a puncture. You’re not hurt, are you? I am beginning to think that any vehicle I get into is cursed or else there is some conspiracy aimed at stopping us from ever reaching Mersham. I have learnt my lesson. From now on I am keeping to the main roads. Now, let’s see if your splendid new car is fitted with a spare tyre.’


In fact there were two spare wheels, so obviously punctures were anticipated by Mr Morgan when he designed his motor car, but it took Edward half an hour to remove the damaged wheel and replace it. He sweated over the jack until he wondered if he would have a heart attack. He got covered in grime and oil – for some reason Mr Morgan had taken upon himself to protect his precious vehicle with pints of the wretched stuff – but in recognition of Miss Browne’s presence he kept his language to a moderate damn and blast and then only when the wheel fell on his foot. Max, to his relief, stayed in the car and snored.


Verity, on the other hand, hopped about offering him advice and passing him the occasional spanner. ‘I say,’ she said, ‘it was dashed fortunate for me picking you up like that. I mean, if I had been alone when we ran over that nail I would have had to spend the night in the car or walk miles. Who would think we’re in Hampshire? We might be in the middle of the Gobi Desert, except for the cows and the grass and . . . well, you know what I mean.’


It was half-past nine and beginning to get dark when Edward, feeling stiff and tired, restarted the Morgan and they swung on down the road, the headlights illuminating the chalk and stone so it resembled a white ribbon in the gathering gloom. In fifteen minutes they reached the junction with the main road and from there, Edward knew, it was only twenty minutes to the castle.


‘Might I suggest, Miss Browne, as it is so late and you have been so kind as to rescue me that, instead of going to the Mersham Arms, we drive straight to the castle. I am sure my brother would never forgive me if I did not offer you a room for the night. We can telephone the hotel and tell them where you are.’


‘Oh well, that’s very kind,’ Verity began, ‘but it might be better if –’


‘No, I insist, Verity. May I call you Verity? I feel our adventures on the road have brought us closer together than if we had met in the normal way. And you must call me Edward. Well, that’s settled then.’


‘But I’m just a journalist. I’m not sure the Duke would be –’


Edward was feeling too tired to argue so he merely ignored the girl’s protests. ‘Right here, and then first left over the cattle grid,’ he said. ‘I happen to know that Gerald already has a journalist staying at the castle – Lord Weaver. Do you know him?’


‘Oh no,’ said Verity Browne weakly. ‘I don’t mix with press barons or whatever they are called.’


‘Never mind,’ said Edward, ‘this is a good opportunity to start. Think what it might do for your career.’


‘I don’t need that sort of help,’ said Verity stiffly.


‘No, I’m sorry. That was crass of me. Left here.’


Verity soon found herself on a gravel drive and she gasped as she saw the castle silhouetted in the moonlight. ‘Oh, it’s so beautiful!’ she exclaimed, slowing down. ‘It’s magic, pure magic. How amazing actually to live here.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Edward, humbled. ‘I am fortunate. Of course, I don’t live here any more but I come as often as I can and I do regard it as my real home.’


Edward’s leg was now very painful but he tried not to show it as he stumbled out of the car and banged on the great door. After a few moments it was opened by the butler.


‘Bates, it’s me. I had an accident. Oh, and this is Miss Browne. Would you get a bed made up for her? She has been kind enough to give me a lift and I have invited her to stay the night.’


‘Good evening, my lord. Good evening, miss. His Grace was concerned that you might have had an automobile accident. I trust that you are not hurt?’


‘The Lagonda went off the road about ten miles back, my own silly fault. I’ll have to ask you to send out a salvage party in the morning, Bates.’


‘You are limping, my lord. Shall I telephone Dr Best?’


‘No, in the morning. I bumped my knee, that’s all. Just give me a stick, will you?’ He indicated an elephant’s foot in which umbrellas and walking-sticks were crowded. Bates did as he was asked and then stopped open-mouthed as Edward hobbled inside the house. The chandelier in the hall permitted Bates to see for the first time the state of the young master. His hair and face were messed by oil and dirt and his ulster was smeared and torn.


‘His Grace said you were to go straight into the dining-room without changing,’ the butler said doubtfully. ‘The gentlemen are having their port and cigars, sir, but there is cold ham and salad if you and the lady are –’


At that moment the dining-room door opened and the Duke appeared. ‘My dear boy, I thought it must be you,’ he said, coming forward agitatedly. ‘We have been worried. Have you had an accident? Are you hurt? Bates, tell the Duchess Lord Edward has arrived. Ned, what on earth has happened? You’re filthy –’


‘Calm down, Gerald. Yes, I did have an accident. Trying to avoid a hay wagon idiotically I went into a ditch and broke the axle but I’m not hurt – just knocked my knee a bit. Say hello to Miss Browne, my guardian angel, who rescued me, don’t you know. Miss Browne, the Duke of Mersham.’


‘Good evening, Miss Browne. What has my brother been doing to need rescuing?’


Connie opened the drawing-room door with Honoria, Blanche and Celia Larmore just behind. ‘Ned, is that you? Goodness me, where have you been? We were becoming alarmed.’ Then, seeing her brother-in-law’s grimed face and the way he was leaning on his stick, she said anxiously, ‘Has there been an accident? Are you hurt?’


‘No, Connie, don’t be alarmed. I’m not injured – or only my knee. I’m afraid the Lagonda went off the road. It was either that or colliding with a haywain, and this kind lady, Miss Verity Browne, rescued me.’


‘Ah, Miss Browne – do come in,’ said Connie coming forward. ‘We obviously have a lot to be grateful to you for. Ned, give me a kiss. On second thoughts,’ she said, backing away, ‘I will wait to kiss you until you are cleaned up. Why don’t you go and wash off the worst of the . . . whatever it is you are covered with, Ned . . . and then come into the dining-room and tell us your adventures while you eat. Did you say there was cold ham, Bates?’


‘Yes, your Grace, and salad – and shall I bring in the claret too, your Grace?’


‘Yes, please do, Bates,’ said the Duke.


‘Miss Browne,’ said the Duchess, putting out her hand, ‘you have obviously been very kind.’ She hesitated. ‘You are not by any chance Verity Browne who I was expecting tomorrow?’


‘Yes, Duchess, but now I must go and clean up at the hotel.’


‘Certainly not!’ said the Duchess. ‘We would not hear of it, would we, Gerald? You must be our guest. Bates will show you where to wash and then come into the dining-room and have something to eat while we get a room made up for you. We all want to hear what has been happening so we will sit and watch you eat if that does not sound too like the zoo.’


‘Talking of animals,’ Edward said, ‘Miss Browne has with her an Aberdeen terrier.’


‘Shall I take it to the kitchen, miss?’ inquired Bates. ‘Cook will feed the animal and find a place for it to sleep.’


‘That’s very kind,’ said Verity, beaming at the butler. ‘I would be grateful if you could feed and water Max – that’s his name, by the way – but if the Duchess does not mind, he can sleep in my room. He’s very clean and he’ll curl up on the floor in the corner and not make any mess.’


‘Very good, miss,’ said the butler. To Edward’s amazement, Bates lifted the dog out of the Morgan and carried it off, the dog making no protest whatsoever.


Ten minutes later everyone forgathered in the dining-room – even Hermione Weaver – anxious to hear Edward’s tale and take a good look at the strange girl who had succoured him. Edward, who had had a long and eventful day, was quite happy to leave most of the story-telling to Verity, who seemed quite unawed by the company in which she now found herself; she might regularly have burst in on dinner-parties in ducal mansions for all the effect it appeared to have upon her and yet there was nothing brash or vulgar in her evident pleasure at being the centre of attention. Edward, despite the pain in his leg, enjoyed watching this petite, tousle-haired girl, bright-eyed and pink in the face with excitement, digging into ham and salad while, between mouthfuls, she regaled the assembled company with the story of his brush with death as though she had actually been a witness of the accident. Where Edward might have played down the danger, she exaggerated the damage done to the car and the nearness with which the driver had avoided being seriously injured. Connie kept on glancing at her brother-in-law as if to gauge how much of the story was true, but Edward steadfastly refused to meet her eye. He was in considerable discomfort but he wanted to disguise this from her until the next day. It was unthinkable that he should get Dr Best out of bed, an elderly man on the point of retirement, who in any case would probably be able to do nothing but prescribe rest.


Surprisingly, it was Hermione Weaver who seemed most excited by the new arrivals. It seemed to her mother that, after all, she was not as violently hostile to Edward as she had claimed. When she spoke to him directly it was almost shyly and she seemed even a little jealous that it had been Verity Browne’s good fortune to have come across the motorcar accident and not herself. She also seemed abashed that Verity should have a real job. In Hermione’s circle not many women had paid jobs. It was unthinkable if you were married, of course, and if you were rich and single as she was, there was so much to do that the idea of spending the day as secretary to some businessman or politician was not attractive. However, Blanche did wonder as she looked at her daughter’s animated face if her problems did not stem from sheer boredom. Was she just tired of the empty round of dances, dinner-parties and night-clubs with which she filled her waking hours? Maybe, if Joe could get her a job on one of his papers she might be happier: if Verity Browne could be a journalist why should not Hermione? She decided she would ask her husband when they got to bed that night and see if he thought there was anything in the idea.


The Duke was looking tired and saying very little. It was typical of Ned, he considered, to have an accident driving his motorcar too fast. He was always crashing aeroplanes, motor cars and even boats, and as a result of this accident he had succeeded in breaking up his carefully arranged ‘meeting of minds’. It had all been going rather well, too. Ned had arrived just when the men, relaxing over their port and cigars, were at their most suggestible. It was the time when, with the ladies, bless ’em, out of the way, confidences could be made, friendships forged and unlikely alliances built, but Ned bursting in on the scene had destroyed all that. The women were back at the dining-table and the men could no longer speak freely with the easy confidence of gentlemen gathered in sacred harmony. The whole atmosphere had been ruined, the Duke decided. Before they had heard Edward and Verity at the front door, Craig and Friedberg had to their own amazement found common ground in disparaging the performance of the American forces on the Western Front in 1918, conveniently forgetting that without the Americans the war might have dragged on indefinitely. They told stories – no doubt, the Duke thought, apocryphal – illustrating the poor quality of the American infantry officer, and the two men, who had earlier been snapping at each other’s heels, had gone so far as to laugh at each other’s instances of American ineptitude. That breath of good will was dissipated by the new arrivals. The Duke felt aggrieved but could not say so. As he listened to Verity with half an ear, he reviewed the dinner.


When they sat down there had been some awkwardness about the empty chair but Connie had decided not to clear Edward’s place in case he arrived in time for some food. Hermione had in the end behaved herself, to Connie’s great relief, and had discussed dress-makers with Celia Larmore quite amiably. She had not even been too rude to Honoria Haycraft when the latter opined that night-clubs were the haunt of the devil. Unwisely perhaps, the Bishop had backed his wife up: ‘It’s the cocktails which do the harm in my view. They poison the system. All a civilized person needs is a glass or two of dry sherry before dinner.’


‘And all that smoking,’ went on Honoria, blithely unaware of Hermione’s scowl. ‘In my day girls did not smoke. It’s such a dirty habit.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said the Duke hurriedly. ‘I think you are being unfair on the young. We haven’t left them much of a world to grow up in, you know. What do you think, Hermione?’


‘Don’t ask me,’ the girl said sullenly. ‘I don’t feel as if I am one of the “younger generation” anyhow. Ask my stepfather. The New Gazette is always doing stuff about “youth”. I’m sure he knows all about it.’


There was an awkward silence but the Duke covered it with talk of cricket and the moment passed.


The food had been good and the wine first-rate but the Duke pinned all his hopes on the hour the men would spend over their port once the table had been cleared and the ladies had left to take their coffee in the drawing-room. To grace the occasion he had selected two bottles of his finest port and he was determined, without looking obvious about it, to make it known to his guests just how favoured they were. When Bates had placed the decanter in front of him and offered round the cigars in an oak box which his grandfather had brought back from Cuba in 1883, the Duke dismissed the butler and offered Larmore, the most knowledgeable wine-lover among his guests, a light-hearted challenge. ‘Larmore, I remember you telling me you were interested in port so I thought you might like to taste this,’ he began, with all the benevolence of one who knows he is going to give his guests a treat they probably don’t deserve.


The Duke passed him the decanter and Larmore filled his glass before passing it on. While the others were filling their glasses Larmore was going through an elaborate pantomime, examining the wine as he rolled it in his glass and making curious grunts as he mentally checked off its characteristics. He put the glass to his nose and a strange expression transformed his face. Concentrating fiercely, he drank from his glass. The effect was immediate. The lines of petulance around his rather small mouth vanished and his eyes, which had been narrow and anxious-looking during dinner, shone like those of a dog unexpectedly presented with a particularly juicy beef bone. His whole bearing indicated intense, almost sexual, pleasure. ‘By Jove, Duke,’ he said at last, ‘this is splendid. I don’t know I have ever tasted anything finer. Who is the shipper?’


The Duke assumed a look of low cunning. ‘If I tell you the shipper, can you tell me the vintage?’


‘Very well,’ said Larmore.


‘Taylor’s,’ said the Duke.


All eyes were turned on Larmore but he seemed not in the least disconcerted. ‘Yes,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I thought it was big enough to be the Taylor’s – splendidly rich and powerful.’ He smelled the port again and then held the glass up to the candlelight. ‘As for the vintage, I think it is too mature to be the ’12 which really leaves only the 1900 or the 1896. Hmm – the only port I have had which could begin to match this was with the Devonshires last Christmas and that was the ’86 Graham’s – a regal port but not as good as this – so I think I am going to go for ’96.’ He looked at the Duke inquiringly.


‘Very well done, Larmore. You have hit the nail on the head. Please, fill your glass.’


There was a murmur of approbation from the General and from Lord Weaver.


‘Certainly I couldn’t have done that, Larmore – identified the vintage, I mean,’ said Weaver admiringly, ‘but even I, Duke, can appreciate it’s of particular sweetness and strength – the wrong words, I know, but I have always found it difficult to describe the distinctive character of a fine wine, so you’ll have to forgive me. You have really done us proud, sir.’ Weaver raised his glass towards the Duke and the Duke bowed his head modestly. ‘The burgundy we had with the fish, that was Corton Charlemagne, was it not?’


‘1921, Louis Latour,’ confirmed the Duke.


‘And if I may be so vulgar as to inquire,’ Weaver continued, ‘the claret was . . . ?’


‘Château Haut-Brion, 1920,’ said the Duke, embarrassed but proud. He did not like to seem to brag but it was well that his guests – even philistines like the Bishop and von Friedberg – should understand the compliment he had paid them.


Once again everyone was silent. Larmore refilled his glass and admired the rich ruby colour which, when he held his glass up to the candle, seemed to flame and flicker. He then lowered his head reverentially as if, the Bishop thought, he was going to pray and inhaled the intoxicating scent of a wine which had been maturing for two generations. Still without speaking, he put his lips to the delicate glass and sipped. The lines of anxiety below his eyes were smoothed and his smile lit up his countenance so that, to the Bishop who was sitting opposite him, he suddenly seemed a much younger man.


General Craig said, ‘I don’t have your knowledge, Larmore, but even my untutored palate recognizes greatness.’ He raised his glass to his lips, his hand shaking so noticeably that the Duke wondered if he were ill. Instead of sipping the wine and savouring its particular character he drank deeply. It seemed to steady him a little, and when he replaced his glass on the table the Duke thought he looked less feverish; quite unconsciously the old man stroked his stomach as though the wine was helping his digestion. ‘My doctor tells me I must drink very sparingly but, as I tell him, I have so few pleasures – pleasures of the flesh – left to me that I am loath to give up one of the few I can still enjoy,’ Craig said sadly.


The Bishop too claimed to drink very little but the Duke noticed with amusement that he drained his glass quickly and refilled it from the decanter, which was now circulating for the third time. The Duke saw that Friedberg was a little at a loss to know how to enter the conversation about wine without making a fool of himself, and hurriedly moved to include him in the general bonhomie by asking him if port was much drunk in Germany, and was told that it was not. ‘We prefer brandy or liqueurs but when I am in England and,’ he bowed his head, ‘in such distinguished company, I do as the Romans do – that is the phrase, is it not? – and with the greatest of pleasure’. Saying which he tossed down his port as though it was slivovitz, which made the Duke wince. Von Friedberg went on to spoil the mood of quiet contentment around the table by embarking on a long and boring lecture about the superior merits of the wines of Alsace – a part of Germany, he was moved to say with drunken solemnity, whatever the French might like to claim.


The Duke roused himself to bring Friedberg to heel – politely, of course. Rather subtly, he thought, he interrupted Friedberg by asking General Craig if he had any particular memories of other great wines he had drunk. The General said he could not say he remembered tasting wines nobler than those he had drunk this evening – he nodded to the Duke in tribute – but he had drunk wines in some queer places. He launched into a story of finding a case of champagne, almost boiled by the sun, in General Gordon’s apartments in Khartoum in 1896. ‘It may have been a great year for port,’ he said ruefully, ‘but not for champagne – at least not in the Sudan. I had always believed General Gordon to have been a teetotaller so what the champagne was doing there in his rooms I have no idea. I brought the wine to Kitchener in his tent and he decreed it would be drunk that night under the stars in memory of the man we had come to rescue. It turned out to be a rather embarrassing occasion. Of course, we had no means of chilling the wine and I got a good deal of chaff for, when the bottles were broached and all we officers – of whom I was the youngest and most junior – had a glass in our hand, and our chief had made a little speech, we all drank only to have to spit out the wine which, as I ought to have guessed, was filthy. Fortunately, the chief thought it was funny. He didn’t have much of a sense of humour – great man though he was – but when he did find something funny he would let himself go. On this occasion he roared with laughter, slapped me on the back and said that as a punishment he required me to drink my glass dry, which I did, and was promptly sick. I think perhaps the chief was really celebrating his safe arrival in Khartoum. It had been a most terrible campaign and we were all heartily looking forward to going home. I shall always remember the occasion: the horrible wine, the chief’s laughter and my being sick in the sand. It cemented a special relationship all we young officers had with Kitchener, but I have a feeling that poor Gordon’s ghost might have been hovering nearby quietly satisfied that we who had come too late to save him had at least come too late to enjoy his wine.’


The Duke smiled and turned to the Bishop. ‘I suppose there is no point in soliciting a story from you, is there Cecil? I know you are not a drinker.’


‘Well, no, Duke, though I do remember when I was a young curate taking a communion service in place of my vicar, who was away. It was an ill-lit barn of a church in Middlesbrough and it was very hard for the priest to see how many people were intending to take communion. I was dependent on the church warden when he brought up the collection plate telling me the numbers. On this occasion – either I was nervous or he mumbled – but I thought he said thirty-three while in fact he had said twenty-three and of those twenty-three a majority were little old ladies who merely touched the wine with their lips and did not drink it. Imagine my horror when I saw that everyone had taken communion and I had almost a pint left in the chalice. As you know, the wine once it has been consecrated must be consumed, so I had no alternative but to drink it all down. It was not good wine and, like you, General, I felt very sick, but unlike you it was out of the question to give way to it. I think the sidesman seeing me stagger through the end of the sacrament thought I was drunk – as indeed I was – and reported me to the vicar. The latter rebuked me for being a fool and I think it was from that moment that I decided the grape and I were never going to be good friends – but,’ and the Bishop refilled his glass for the third time, ‘if I may say so, Duke, you are converting me.’ He smiled at his little joke. ‘This really is quite delicious. Even I can understand that you are paying us a rare compliment, Duke, and I thank you.’ He, as Weaver had done, raised his glass to the Duke and smiled benignly.


The Duke wondered if Honoria would reprimand the poor man, as had the vicar all those years ago, when she smelt the wine on her lord’s breath that night.


Von Friedberg was still thinking about the General’s story of Lord Kitchener and he interrupted Larmore, who wanted to recall for the assembled company the many great wines he had sampled in his life, by asking Craig if Kitchener had been as brave as legend had it.


‘Oh yes, brave, stalwart, obstinate, awkward – all these things – a very great soldier in my opinion, second only to my late commander, Field Marshal Earl Haig, God rest his soul, but unlike Haig, Kitchener was not suited to being a politician,’ said the General, shaking his head mournfully.


They waited for him to elaborate but it seemed that the General, now deep in his own thoughts, was not going to provide examples of Kitchener’s battles with the politicians to prove his point, and the discussion turned to the nature of courage. The Duke, with half an eye on Friedberg, made an eloquent plea for politicians and soldiers to have the moral courage to restrain the ‘sabre rattling’ of their political leaders.


Von Friedberg looked sour and went into a long tirade about Germany demanding its rightful place at the council tables of Europe. The Bishop chipped in to assure the German that most English people wanted his country to return to its position as a leading power in Europe, and Larmore hurried to agree.


‘So, that is what will happen,’ said the German sententiously. ‘Under the leadership of our great leader, Chancellor Adolf Hitler . . .’


‘And is it true you are expanding your army?’ asked Weaver, who had been noticeably silent, content to listen to the others and enjoy his port and cigar.


‘Certainly,’ said Friedberg pugnaciously. ‘We need a new model army like your Oliver Cromwell . . .’


‘Not my Oliver Cromwell,’ Weaver muttered but Friedberg did not hear him.


‘. . . and we will build aeroplanes and ships so that no one can say to us “You do this, you do that.” I may tell you in confidence, we have already . . . But no, the wine speaks, Duke, and makes me wish to be indiscreet.’ He simpered knowingly.


The Bishop, his tongue loosened by the wine, said, ‘You make my blood run cold, Baron. I fear for all that I hold dear: humanitarianism, brotherly good will between nations and their leaders. These political creeds we see thriving like weeds in an uncared-for garden – they may not in themselves be evil, they may even bring benefits: jobs, food, a steady income and with these, self-respect, but we must recognize that they are imposed by force and rest on a basis of cruelty and fear.’


The Bishop had spoken with so much feeling there was a moment of embarrassment when he ceased speaking. Everyone tried to avoid the German’s eye though longing to see how he took the attack. Craig looked at the Duke with burning eyes, a small smile curling the edge of his lips, but he said nothing.


Von Friedberg looked round the table at a ring of troubled faces and realized he had gone too far in his triumphalism. ‘Do not worry, my friends,’ he said jovially, actually putting a hand on the shoulder of the General, who was sitting next to him. He puffed at his cigar, sending a plume of smoke over his neighbour who coughed and waved his hand in front of his face. The Duke was anxious lest Friedberg would think the General was being rude, but fortunately he was too absorbed in what he wanted to say to notice the waving hand. ‘We Germans have no quarrel with the English. We admire your Empire. We admire you . . .’ he added mischievously. ‘We are all Aryans and should unite against the lesser races,’ and he waved his finger at Weaver, perhaps in imitation of his leader.


Weaver grunted but said nothing, for which the Duke was grateful.


‘There is room for two empires in the world, surely,’ said Larmore nervously.


‘Ah, Mr Larmore, you are right.’ Friedberg grinned wolfishly. ‘Let me repeat, we Aryans must – how do you say it – “stick together”? Communism is the great enemy and our enemies may overwhelm us unless we have our hand on the sword of justice.’


Friedberg smiled, obviously pleased by his grandiloquence and confident that what he had said would reassure his listeners. But the Bishop for one was uneasy.


‘I always shiver when I hear anyone talk about swords of justice. If indeed yours is a sword of justice, Baron, I urge you not to draw it from your scabbard.’


‘From my scabbard? What is scabbard?’ said Friedberg, momentarily puzzled.


‘Die Degenscheide . . . ?’ suggested the Duke, tentatively.


‘Ja! die Degenscheide – danke, mein Herzog. I did not know you spoke German.’


‘Only a little,’ said the Duke modestly. It was at this point that the conversation turned to what made a good army, and the General and Friedberg unexpectedly found common ground in disparaging Americans. Weaver was just about to put in a mild defence of North American soldiery when they all heard a loud knocking at the door. The Bishop found himself thinking of that ridiculous moment in Macbeth when the knocking at the gate disturbs the sleeping castle and the audience want to giggle because they know there will soon be so much blood. Then there was the rattle of bolts, the sound of Bates opening up, followed by the clear, confident cries of the English nobleman returning home.


Ah!’ exclaimed the Duke with irritation. ‘That must be my brother. Please forgive me if I leave you for a moment to find out what has happened to make him so late. Sit and enjoy your wine, please, I won’t be long.’


For whatever reason, the Duke’s guests felt unable to stay put and rose with their host to stroll after him to the door in the dining-room which opened into the hall. Even Friedberg seemed anxious not to be left behind, either alone or with the Bishop, who was rather drunk and feeling melancholy at the bellicosity displayed by the German and by General Craig. The Bishop stumbled to his feet and followed Friedberg, finding himself beside General Craig. ‘You were very silent when Friedberg was telling us his vision of a resurrected Germany,’ he murmured.


‘What is there to say?’ said the General shortly. ‘It confirms what I already knew – that we will be at war with Germany within ten years. Or rather you will be. I shall be watching from somewhere other.’


The Bishop hardly took in what the General had said to him because at that moment the Duke moved into the hall and they saw through the open door the dirty, dishevelled figures of Lord Edward Corinth and Verity Browne.


‘Well,’ said the Duke when he had heard Verity’s story and tut-tutted over his younger brother’s stupidity, ‘I suppose I must not grumble. At least you are safe, Ned.’


Everyone had seated themselves or stood around the dining-table with no other thought but to be near enough to Verity and Edward to hear the story they had to tell. When the company had returned to the dining-room after greeting the late arrivals the Duke dropped back wearily into his great carver and made Verity and Edward sit on either side of him. Von Friedberg, who obviously had an eye for a pretty girl, sat himself next to Verity and beside him was Larmore who seemed to be surreptitiously trying to get the German’s attention, but Friedberg was intent on charming Verity and would not respond even when Larmore touched him on the sleeve. Beside him sat the General with Hermione Weaver standing at his shoulder, which seemed to be making him uneasy. Perhaps he was thinking that she should not be standing while he was seated or perhaps having her at his elbow made him feel claustrophobic.


On the other side of the table all eyes were on Verity, which she obviously enjoyed. Beside Edward, Weaver listened intently as if she were one of his reporters and next to him the Bishop was feeling the effects of the wine. The latter was attempting to disguise his condition from his wife, who had sat down beside him, by staring across at Verity. Blanche and Connie sat themselves at the end of the table opposite the Duke, Connie only too aware that her husband was not pleased to have women invade that holiest time when the men communed with their port. On the other hand, Edward and Verity’s arrival had delighted her. It had given her an excuse for giving up the stilted conversation she was making with Honoria and Celia Larmore, aware out of the corner of her eye that Blanche and Hermione were quarrelling about something in whispers over by the French windows.


‘Miss Browne,’ said Friedberg gallantly when Verity paused to draw breath, ‘you tell us you write for Country Life. It is, you must believe me, a pleasure to meet you.’ He made her a small bow from his chair. ‘I also read the Country Life. It is sent to me at my castle in Bavaria.’


Verity looked a little sheepish, perhaps feeling she had made too great claims for herself. ‘Oh yes, I am writing some articles for them on life in grand and beautiful houses. The Duchess has very kindly agreed to show me round the castle tomorrow.’


‘That is good. It is a very splendid house.’ He looked slyly at the Duke. ‘They call it a castle but if you wish to see real castles you must visit Germany. Yes,’ he said, intoxicated by the wine and the pleasure of having beside him a young and attractive woman instead of these old men who seemed to distrust him, ‘you must visit me at Schloss Hertzberg, my family seat.’


He smiled roguishly at Verity which made her want to laugh. He was being so charming but it was all wasted on her. He was quite the chevalier, he thought. He put out his hand as if he might seize Verity’s and kiss it. He withdrew it suddenly. He had caught sight of the General’s face which seemed to be contorted with an effort not to laugh. He was outraged. How dare this old man who had killed so many of his countrymen laugh at him. He got up and his chair, unbalanced by the suddenness of his movement, fell backwards. For a moment everyone stared at the German but then they became conscious that the General was not laughing. He was making terrible gasping noises and pulling feebly at his necktie. He began to sway from side to side as though he were attempting to release himself from someone’s grasp.


‘What the deuce . . . ?’ exclaimed Larmore.


Edward was the first to understand the situation. He got up and stumbled round the table. He pushed Hermione to one side and tried to loosen the General’s tie, but the old man was now twisting and writhing so violently that Edward could not do anything; the General’s face was puce with the effort to breathe. With one convulsive jerk he pushed away his chair and fell on to the carpet where he lay twitching like a fish out of water. Edward flopped on to the floor beside him, ignoring an intense spasm of pain which began in his knee and travelled all the way up his spine. He tried to support Craig’s head and shoulders but he knew he could do nothing to ease his agony. ‘Get me some water, will you,’ he called to Hermione, but the girl was too horrified to do anything except shrink backwards, her hand at her throat as though she too were unable to breathe. Connie came rushing up with a glass in her hand but it was too late. As Edward tried to dribble the water into the General’s mouth he choked and the water dribbled down his chin. His eyes bulged as though some intense pressure behind them would propel them out of their sockets. The old man arched his back and then gave a long sigh and collapsed into Edward’s arms. His lips had turned blue and his mouth was fixed in a grin of agony.


‘He’s dead,’ said Edward unnecessarily, looking up at the frightened faces in a circle above him.


There was a horrified silence before Hermione broke it with a scream. As her mother ran to comfort her, Connie said, ‘It was all so sudden. Was it a heart attack?’


Edward looked at her strangely. ‘We must ring Dr Best and I’m afraid we must also inform the police. I’m almost certain General Craig has taken poison.’
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Saturday Night


‘He can’t be dead!’ the Duke said, clumsily getting on his knees beside his brother.


‘I’m afraid he is,’ said Edward, trying to sound calm. He heaved himself to his feet. ‘Connie, will you take everyone into the drawing-room. We ought not to touch anything until the police get here.’


‘Oh, this is too terrible! But poison, whatever do you mean, Ned?’ Connie exclaimed. ‘He must have had a heart attack or something. How could he have been poisoned?’


‘Yes,’ said the Duke angrily. ‘What do you mean saying he was poisoned? Isn’t it enough that the General should have a heart attack here without you . . . without you saying such things?’


‘To die here, in our house,’ said Connie, her hands to her mouth, unconsciously echoing Lady Macbeth, the Bishop noticed. He suppressed an urge to laugh.


‘I mean, it can’t be anything he has eaten. We have all eaten the same food,’ Connie insisted. She looked round her at her silent guests, who seemed to be considering her words and consulting their insides. The Bishop, remembering his duty, knelt beside the dead man, made the sign of the cross over his face and murmured a prayer.


Lord Weaver, ever the man of action, had rung for Bates. ‘I’m sorry, Duke, but Lord Edward is right, we must call the police. Even if it is a heart attack it is better that the police satisfy themselves that it was . . . that it was a natural death.’ He looked at Edward. He was quite certain that the General had been poisoned as Edward had said but it was not for him to say so.


The butler came into the room. ‘Bates,’ said Lord Weaver, ‘the General has had a heart attack, we think, and I am afraid he’s dead. Could you get something to cover his face – a tablecloth or –’


‘I really don’t think we should disturb –’ began Edward.


‘I am not leaving the poor man in this condition without something over his face,’ said the Duke fiercely.


‘Is there anything else I can do for the poor gentleman?’ asked the butler, coming over to where the Duke stood beside the body.


‘I am afraid not, Bates,’ said the Duke. ‘There’s nothing anyone can do. I am going to telephone the Chief Constable from my study and I will also ring Dr Best. Connie, take everyone into the drawing-room, would you, and get John to bring brandy. I am afraid this is a terrible shock, terrible. Colonel Philips is a friend of mine and a good man. We don’t want a local bobby making a mountain of this.’ Then, seeing Celia Larmore looking alarmed, he said, ‘I mean, the last thing the General would want is for his death to be some sort of scandal. We owe it to a great soldier that his death should be dignified. What’s the time?’


‘Five past eleven,’ said Edward, consulting his watch. ‘Look, Gerald, I really don’t think we should touch the body, even to put a cloth over . . .’ He could not quite say over ‘it’ when ‘it’ had so recently been a living man.


The Duke looked thunderously at his brother. ‘Do as I say, Bates,’ was all he said, however.


‘Very good, your Grace,’ said the butler with the equanimity associated with that breed.


He bustled out and Connie started shepherding everyone after him. As they walked slowly out of the room Hermione began to weep noisily and had to be comforted by Blanche, but she too was close to tears. It had all been so sudden. One minute the General had been alive and then he was dead. If one wasn’t safe seated at a duke’s dining-table in an English castle, where could one be safe? It was this realization which was, consciously or unconsciously, going through the minds of everyone present. Death had snuffed out a man’s life without warning and without meaning as easily as one might pinch the flame of a candle. It had taken the General less than a minute to die. It could not but put normal day-to-day anxieties in perspective.


Larmore, still white with shock and holding his wife tightly by the arm, pushed his way through the door, keeping well clear of the dead man. ‘The Duke’s right,’ he almost shouted, ‘we must do all we can to keep this quiet.’


Von Friedberg, who seemed stunned by the calamity, waved the cigar which he had been smoking before the General had collapsed as though he were a schoolboy requesting permission to leave the room. ‘Yes, it is not good for me to be here when the police come. My visit was a secret – how do you say? – informal. I cannot allow it to be known I was here, Duke.’


‘I understand, of course, Baron,’ said Connie, ‘but the Chief Constable is an old friend of ours and you can count on him to be discreet. There is no reason why the newspapers will have to know who was dining with the Duke when this terrible thing happened.’


‘The newspapers!’ exclaimed Friedberg. ‘My name must not appear in the newspapers. The Führer would not be pleased.’


‘If I may say so, Baron,’ Lord Weaver interjected, ‘it might be better if you stayed until the police come so that they can take a statement from you here rather than having to bother you at the embassy.’


‘A statement?’ said the German. ‘But I know nothing. Why do I have to give a statement? In my country there would be no statements.’


‘But we have a rule of law in this country,’ interjected Verity Browne unexpectedly, ‘and –’


‘Please, Baron,’ said the Duchess. ‘If you wish to leave I shall ask Bates to tell your chauffeur to bring round your car immediately.’


‘Thank you, Duchess. I apologize if I am – what do you say? – leaving you in the lurches but you and the Duke understand that, although I am here as a private person, I have –’


‘Say no more, Baron. We quite understand. Let me see you out. I hope next time we meet, it will be on a happier occasion.’


‘No doubt, no doubt,’ said the flurried diplomat, briskly shaking hands with his fellow guests. ‘That was a very pleasant dinner . . . except . . .’


‘Connie, you stay here. I will show the Baron to his car,’ said the Duke.


‘Well!’ said Haycraft when the German had disappeared. ‘Just the sort of ally one would wish for in an emergency.’


Edward had not followed the others into the drawing-room. His shock at what had happened was giving way to puzzlement. He sat down once again beside the body. It was not a pleasant sight. The face was contorted in a dreadful snarl, the teeth bared like fangs, the upper lip with its absurd moustache pulled right up. The eyes were glassy and the expression on the face was of great pain. His skin had a bluish tinge, which Edward knew from his reading was consistent with cyanide poisoning. He was quite certain the General had taken poison and he was confident that the poison was cyanide. He had never seen a death by cyanide but in Africa he had been present when one of his bearers had been bitten by a snake. The poison had been sucked out of the man’s foot by the leader of the party, a white hunter who had much experience of dealing with such emergencies, but Edward had been left looking ineffective and feeling inadequate. He had been prompted by the incident to buy a medical encyclopaedia and read up about poisons and how to administer first aid. He trusted the General was now at peace but the manner of his passing had been unforgivably violent. His eye went down the body and he suddenly saw what he had not previously noticed: the General’s right hand was gripping a small silver box. He longed to prise open the dead man’s fingers and investigate the box but he knew it would be quite irresponsible to do so.


The first question the police would ask was how the General had been poisoned. It had to have been an accident. Murder was unthinkable but so was suicide. No one in their right mind – though of course, by definition, suicides were presumed not to be in their right minds – no one, surely, would choose to kill themselves at a formal dinner-party while enjoying a particularly fine port. The port: that made Edward realize he did not even understand how the General had taken the poison. As Connie had pointed out, they had all eaten the same food except Verity and himself, and all the men at least had drunk the same wine. In any case, if it were cyanide, the poison would have taken immediate effect so he had to assume that it was in the port the General had been drinking when he was convulsed. Bates and John the footman had cleared plates and wine glasses as soon as the ladies had left the dining-room so, apart from two tumblers half full of water and the Duke’s claret glass which he had retained because it was not quite empty, there were only the port glasses on the table. No, that wasn’t quite correct; there were also the two glasses containing claret which Bates had put before Verity and himself to drink with their ham. The General had certainly been drinking port, so which was his glass? There was no port glass in his hand nor on the floor. Edward scanned the table. He assumed the General must have had time to put down his glass before he was convulsed by the burning horror of the cyanide. Although Edward had been sitting opposite him, he had not been looking at him at the crucial moment; his eyes had been on Verity until he heard the General making choking noises. It had all happened so quickly but he was sure he would have noticed if the General had had a glass in his hand when he began to feel the effects of the poison. The unfortunate man had been tearing at his throat, desperate to get air in his lungs, though he must have had tight in the palm of his right hand the little silver box which Edward was itching to examine.


Given then that the General’s port glass was still on the table, it ought to have been easy enough to see which it was, but all the men had been clustered so tightly about Verity listening to her tell her story that there was a corresponding jumble of port glasses on the table within reach of the General. Edward counted nine in all. In addition to the Duke and his male guests at dinner, he and Verity had also each been given a glass to lift their spirits and he remembered that Hermione had demanded and been given a glass at the same time. She said if Verity could drink port so could she. Edward remembered the worried look he had seen on Blanche’s face, and Honoria Haycraft had pursed her lips in disapproval. Edward decided he must take his own advice and not touch any of the glasses on the table, but there was nothing to prevent him sniffing. He thought he detected a strange acidic smell as he sniffed at one of three glasses nearest to where the General had been sitting but he remembered that hydrocyanic acid is highly volatile and evaporates almost immediately it is exposed to the air.


Bates came in carrying a linen tablecloth which he laid gently over the dead man. ‘Thank you, Bates,’ Edward said, suddenly feeling very weary. Although he knew it was wrong to have spread the linen on the tortured face he was grateful that it had been done. The General’s death agony had left him too exposed. This little shroud would give him the privacy we would all surely crave in death.


‘It was poison, wasn’t it, my lord?’


‘Yes, Bates, I believe it was,’ Edward said shortly. ‘Is there a key to the dining-room door? I think it should be left locked until the police have seen everything they need. Oh,’ he said, looking towards the other end of the room, ‘we ought to lock the door into the kitchen too if there is a key to that.’


‘There is a key, my lord, which fits both doors. I will go and fetch it from the key cupboard in the pantry. The French windows are open too, my lord. Shall I close them? The key is in the lock.’


‘No, that’s all right, Bates. I will close them. You go and get the door key.’


The butler hesitated for a moment and Edward said, rather more abruptly than he had intended, ‘Out with it, man. Is there something bothering you?’


‘I wonder if I might ask you, my lord, to speak to Jeffries?’


‘Who is Jeffries?’


‘Jeffries is the General’s man, my lord – his valet,’ he added, seeing that Edward had still not understood.


‘By Jove, yes, of course, Bates. He knows what has happened then?’


‘He knows that his master has had an attack and died, my lord.’ The butler coughed. ‘I thought it better not to make any mention of the possibility that the poor gentleman might have been poisoned. He is very much upset, my lord.’


‘Of course, he must be. I should have thought of it. It was quite right of you, Bates, not to mention poison until the doctor has examined the General. It’s bad enough as it is. We don’t want to upset anyone more than they have to be. What about John, though? Have you told him to keep his mouth shut?’ said Edward, remembering the footman.


‘Yes, my lord. I have taken the liberty of informing the staff of the bare facts of the General’s sudden death and I have reminded everyone that the Duke requires complete discretion about anything which happens in this house.’


‘Very good. I will wait here until you have brought the key. Then ask Jeffries to come to me in the gunroom.’


While he waited for Bates to return, Edward went over to the French windows. They opened directly on to grass which was dry so there was no way of knowing if anyone had entered or gone out of the windows in the last hour or two. There were no signs of anyone – no suspicious cigar stub or anything like that. In any case, Edward thought, the poison could only have been introduced into the port by the General himself or one of the other guests sitting round the Duke’s table. One could not be too careful, however, so Edward closed and locked the windows using his handkerchief. Bates returned as he did so and locked the door through which he had just come and which led to the kitchen. Together, they went out into the hall, securing the dining-room door behind them. In the hall, Edward lit a cigarette; deep in thought, he strolled down the passage to the gunroom.


Jeffries was a wizened little man with a drooping moustache and watery eyes. ‘Ah, Jeffries,’ said Edward, ‘I’m afraid this is very sad. How long have you been in the General’s employment?’


‘Twenty-six years, my lord,’ said the little man, taking out a large spotted silk handkerchief and dabbing at his eyes. ‘My lord, is the General really dead?’


‘I’m afraid he is, Jeffries.’


‘Can I see him, my lord?’


‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible until the doctor has examined him.’


‘How did he die, sir? Please can you tell me that?’


This put Edward in rather a difficult position. He did not want to lie to the little man and in any case he would have to know the truth very soon.


‘I’m afraid the General had some sort of a fit and collapsed while he was drinking his port,’ he compromised.


‘Ah yes. I was expecting it,’ said Jeffries.


‘What do you mean?’ Edward said, amazed.


‘The General has not been well for some months, my lord. He would not say anything much to me but I could see.’


‘You could see?’ queried Edward.


‘He was getting very thin – almost like a skeleton, if you’ll excuse me saying so, my lord – and I could see he was often in pain.’


‘Had he been to the doctor?’


‘He had been to a doctor – Dr Cradel, my lord – but he would say to me that doctors were all fools, my lord, and the last time he went he said he was never going again.’


‘When was that, Jeffries?’


‘Last week, sir, last Wednesday.’


‘Did you know if he was taking anything?’


‘Taking anything, my lord?’ said the little man, alarmed.


‘Medicine – do you know if he was taking any pill or anything like that?’


‘The doctor had given him pills, my lord. I think they were just to dull the pain but he said to me that they were no good, sir.’


‘Do you know if he was in pain all the time, Jeffries, or did he have attacks?’


‘He was in pain all the time, my lord. Even when he was asleep I used to hear him groaning, but I think some times were worse than others.’


‘Mmm,’ said Edward thoughtfully. ‘Well, I am sorry about this, Jeffries. It must be very hard for you.’


‘Indeed it is, my lord. Twenty-six years is a good long time.’


‘Have you anywhere to go?’


‘Now, my lord?’


‘Well, not immediately, of course, but presumably after the funeral . . .’ Edward wondered how to put it, ‘there will be nothing for you to do.’


‘Oh yes, my lord. The General was very good. He bought my old mother a house in Hove – that’s in Sussex, my lord, on the coast. She has been wanting me to come and live with her for some time. My sister lives with her and I think she would be glad of the company too.’


‘I see,’ said Edward, suppressing his amazement that anyone as fossilized as Jeffries could possibly have a mother living anywhere, let alone in Hove. ‘Well, that’s all right, then.’ He thought how sad some people’s lives were – looking after an old widower and then with nothing left to do but go and look after an old mother. But his view of things was immediately contradicted by Jeffries as if he had read his thoughts.


‘I have been very happy, sir, with the General. I was his batman in the war. He was a great man.’


‘His wife died a few months ago, didn’t she? I met her once or twice when the General came to dinner here. She was a delightful woman. They seemed to be very happy together.’


‘Oh yes, sir. It was the saddest day in our lives when Lady Dorothy died.’


Edward was touched that the man identified himself so closely with his master. ‘How did she die?’ he inquired gently.


‘Cancer, my lord, so they said. A year ago it was – almost to the day. The General was very sad. He was never the same again, sir. I thought he would not live very long after . . . after her. He was . . . they were a lovely couple, sir,’ said Jeffries patting his eyes with his handkerchief.


It was salutary, Edward thought, to discover that this dry old soldier, who seemed so crusty, so unlovable, had loved so fiercely and had in turn been loved by two people at least. ‘As far as you know, Jeffries,’ he said at last, ‘did the General have any family – brothers or sisters? There were no children, I believe.’


‘No, my lord, no children. It was their one great sadness. I think there is a cousin in Edinburgh the General sees . . . saw every now and again but no close relations.’


‘I see. Well, you have been most helpful and I am very sorry for you, losing such a good master. You must feel free to stay at Mersham as long as you wish. I am afraid there will almost certainly have to be an inquest before the body can be buried. Do you think you could find out the name and address of the General’s cousin or his solicitor – oh, and also his doctor’s address? We will need to consult . . . did you say he was called Dr Cradel?’


‘Yes, sir. But why does there have to be an inquest?’


Jeffries sounded almost insulted, as if his care of the old man had been called into question.


‘Oh,’ said Edward vaguely, ‘it is usual when death comes rather suddenly, you know.’ Then he added, wanting to prepare the man for what might come, ‘It is possible that the General might have taken the wrong medicine. I must not say anything which might mislead you. I am, as you know, not a medical man, but the General . . . well, he had some sort of fit and it might just have been his illness but . . . well, it was quite violent.’


‘I see, my lord,’ said Jeffries but he obviously did not.


Edward patted the man on the back in sympathy and at that moment the Duke burst into the room. ‘Oh, there you are, Ned. I have been looking for you.’ He eyed Jeffries suspiciously.


‘This is Jeffries, General Craig’s man, you know.’


‘Ah,’ said the Duke, distractedly, dismissing Jeffries from his mind.


‘Will that be all, my lord?’ the little man said, seeing that the Duke wanted to talk to his brother alone.


‘Yes, thank you, Jeffries. I will talk to you again tomorrow and I expect the police may want to talk to you. Nothing to be alarmed about,’ he added, seeing his face fall. ‘They will just want to confirm what you have already told me, I expect.’


Jeffries disappeared and the Duke broke into excited talk. ‘I spoke to Philips – got him out of bed, in fact. He’s coming round now. He’s picking up one of his inspectors on the way. I told him who else was at the castle and he saw at once how important it is to keep the whole thing quiet. He says we are not to touch the body and I said you had locked up the dining-room. I think we can get all this out of the way without the papers reporting anything other than that General Craig was taken ill at dinner and died. By the way, I also rang old Dr Best and he is coming too.’


‘Jeffries – the man I have just been talking to, the General’s valet – says that the General has been very unwell recently. I don’t think you noticed, Gerald, but he has a pill box clasped in his right hand. I think he must have been taking some sort of pill when he died.’


‘You mean you don’t think it was poison?’ said the Duke, his face clearing.


‘I don’t know what to think,’ Edward replied slowly. ‘Let’s see what the doctor says. That may be him now. Look, Gerald, why don’t I join the others in the drawing-room and tell them what is happening while you take the doctor in to see the body, though make sure he doesn’t move it before the police arrive. Here’s the key to the dining-room.’


Bates came in and said: ‘Dr Best is here, your Grace.’


Dr Best was in his seventieth year, silver-haired and slightly stooped but by no means senile. He looked at the Duke with bright black eyes, like a robin’s, and there was something birdlike in the way he walked. As Bates helped the doctor off with his coat, the Duke again apologized for getting him out of bed. ‘Don’t apologize, your Grace. What else could you do? The General’s dead, is he?’


‘Yes. He had some kind of fit when he was drinking his port.’ There was a noise of crunching gravel. ‘Ah, here’s the Chief Constable.’


Colonel Philips was very much the military man – alert, assertive and eager to take charge of the situation. The Duke usually found him tiresomely hearty but on this occasion he welcomed his bluff no-nonsense approach. The Chief Constable shook the hand of the doctor, whom he knew well, and then introduced a tall, lean, grey-haired man smartly attired in a suit and tie despite the lateness of the hour.


‘May I introduce Inspector Pride of Scotland Yard, an old friend of mine – or rather, not as old as me but I’ve known him a very long time – proud to know him, don’t you know, what?’ Inspector Pride smiled thinly and shook the Duke’s hand. ‘He happened to be stayin’ with me so I thought I’d bring him along. You never know,’ the Colonel continued vaguely. ‘Sudden death of a distinguished soldier. Need to be seen to have done it all by the book – mustn’t miss anything, what?’


The Duke led the way to the dining-room and struggled to turn the key in the lock. ‘Don’t normally lock this door,’ said the Duke apologetically. ‘In fact I never knew it had a key.’


‘Did you lock the door, Duke?’ asked Pride. The man, though perfectly polite, had an edge to his voice which implied he was dealing with old fools; this ruffled the Duke’s feathers. He wondered just what the relationship was between the Chief Constable and this cold fish of a London policeman. They did not look as if they would be natural friends. ‘No, no, it was my brother – my younger brother – Edward who locked the door. He was insistent we left everything untouched for you to examine.’


‘Quite right,’ said the Chief Constable. ‘So Edward’s here, is he? Came for dinner?’


‘He was supposed to but his car broke down and he only arrived a few minutes ago – just before General Craig . . . before . . . oh, poor man, poor man.’


While they had been talking the Duke had opened the door and they had gone over to the body. Dr Best had gently lifted the cloth off the corpse and revealed the horribly distorted face of the man who had so recently been eating and drinking at the Duke’s table. To each of the four men the visible evidence of the great pain the General had suffered in death was shocking and unforgettable. A heart attack could not have left its mark so savagely. Dr Best was the first to speak. ‘The General has died of poisoning. It looks to me like cyanide but the post-mortem will confirm it.’


‘That’s what my brother said.’


Pride, kneeling beside the dead man, looked up at the Duke. ‘Your brother? Is he a doctor?’


‘Oh no!’ said the Duke. ‘But he was sure it was poison.’


‘Where is he now?’ Pride said, his flat, inexpressive way of speaking making the Duke shiver.


‘He is in the drawing-room with my wife and my guests. I really ought to go and see them. They will want to go to their beds.’


Pride said, ‘Is everyone here who was at dinner?’


‘Everyone except Baron von Friedberg. He insisted on going.’


‘Who is Baron von Friedberg?’


The Duke thought there was something insolent about the way the Inspector spoke to him but he felt at a disadvantage, as if he had committed some solecism letting one of his guests be poisoned at his table, so he dared not get on his high horse and tell the man off. The Chief Constable was looking uneasy.


‘Von Friedberg is an official at the German embassy,’ the Duke said with as much dignity as he could muster. He had taken an instinctive decision not to reveal to Pride the German’s importance.


‘I see,’ said Pride icily. ‘No one ought to have left the house before the Chief Constable gave his permission.’ The Chief Constable tried to look important but it was evident to the Duke that Pride meant until he had given his permission.


‘I don’t suppose you were able to stop him,’ said Colonel Philips fruitily, trying to take the sting out of Pride’s words.


‘No, I wasn’t,’ said the Duke shortly. ‘And I don’t think I can keep my other guests out of their beds much longer.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It’s twelve o’clock.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said the Chief Constable hurriedly. ‘Pride, I suggest we have a word with the gentlemen now but let the ladies go to their beds. We can talk to them in the morning.’


Pride looked dubious but since he had no official standing in the house he could only grunt his agreement.


‘Your Grace, may I use your telephone?’ Dr Best inquired. ‘I must send for an ambulance to take away the body. I can do the post-mortem tomorrow.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said the Duke, relieved to have an excuse for leaving the room. ‘And I will tell the ladies that they can go to their rooms?’


‘Yes,’ said Colonel Philips, ‘and say to the others, we – I mean Inspector Pride and myself – will come and take brief statements in a few minutes and then they too can go to bed. I don’t think there is much we can do until the morning.’


The Duke turned to go. ‘What do you think happened?’ he said to the doctor, his voice almost breaking. ‘I still don’t understand. I mean, it wasn’t the food. We all had the same food and drank the same wine.’


Dr Best put a sympathetic hand on the Duke’s shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry, Duke. This must be terrible for you and you need not worry that anything you gave the General caused his death. I cannot be absolutely sure until tomorrow when I do the post-mortem but in my own mind I am sure that the General must have taken poison.’


‘That’s what Ned said,’ reiterated the Duke, puzzled, ‘but why should he do it here at dinner?’


‘We don’t know, Duke,’ said Colonel Philips sombrely, ‘but we will find out. Perhaps he took the wrong pill.’


‘That reminds me,’ said the Duke, ‘my brother said he had noticed that there was a silver box in the General’s hand.’


Inspector Pride knelt again by the corpse and examined the hands of the dead man. He grunted, annoyed to have missed seeing the box when he had first looked at the body. Shaking his head, the Duke left the two policemen to their gruesome job. He escorted Dr Best into the hall to use the telephone and then braced himself to face his guests. He wondered if ever again he would be able to eat in the dining-room without feeling sick to the stomach. ‘What a terrible thing, what a terrible thing,’ he muttered to himself. What was he to say to his guests? How could he apologize for involving them in this nightmare?


In the dining-room Pride had prised the pill box out of the General’s hand. He had tried not to leave his fingerprints on it by using one of the napkins from the table, but since there could not be any fingerprints on the box except the General’s he did not trouble too much. He carefully opened the box and showed it to Colonel Philips. It contained five brownish pills. Pride sniffed at them but the only aroma was a musty smell that he guessed must be the snuff which the box had once contained.


‘These will have to go for analysis, of course, but they don’t look like cyanide to me,’ Pride said.


‘Perhaps the General had mistakenly included a cyanide pill along with these indigestion pills or whatever they are and it was pure chance that he took it tonight?’


‘Perhaps,’ said Pride non-committally. ‘Colonel, do you want me to take on this investigation officially or will you have one of your men take charge?’


‘Well,’ said the Chief Constable, ‘I would be very grateful if, since you are here, you could extend your stay with me for a couple of days and tidy all this up. It just happens that of my two best inspectors, one is on leave and the other has a complicated fraud case on his hands. I am sure there is nothing too sinister here – just some bizarre accident – and it is important that the whole thing does not get blown up into a scandal. You know what the press is like – Famous General Poisoned at Duke’s Dinner. It would be a gift to them and I gather from the Duke that apart from this German fellow the other guests are people of importance who will want to keep the lid on the whole thing as far as possible. Even if General Craig had died here of a heart attack it would make headlines, but if there is any whiff of . . .’


‘I quite understand, Colonel. I think it should not take long to establish what actually happened. I want to talk to the Duke’s brother. He seems to have been the first to realize that the General had been poisoned.’


Dr Best came back into the room and agreed to stay by the body until the ambulance arrived. Colonel Philips went out into the hall with Pride where they found the butler, who ushered them into the drawing-room.


‘Bates,’ said the Colonel, ‘will you tell the servants they can go to bed but I shall want to talk to them in the morning. Did the General bring his valet?’


‘Yes, sir – Jeffries. Lord Edward was kind enough to talk to him earlier and put his mind at rest.’


‘Oh, he did, did he?’ said Inspector Pride, who was already beginning to dislike the Duke’s younger brother before he had even met him. ‘He takes a lot on himself, I must say.’


‘I asked him to speak to Jeffries, sir,’ said Bates, turning to the Chief Constable as he opened the drawing-room door. ‘I hope I did not do wrong but the man was very much upset.’


‘No, of course not,’ said the Chief Constable soothingly.


As the two men entered the drawing-room they were met by silence. The Duke stepped forward. ‘Chief Constable, Inspector Pride, may I introduce you to my guests?’


As Pride stood taking in the scene, Colonel Philips shook the hands of Larmore, Weaver and the Bishop and made soothing noises to the ladies. Edward was sitting in an armchair with his damaged leg propped up on a stool. ‘Forgive me if I don’t get up, Colonel,’ he said, stretching out his hand, ‘but I banged my knee earlier today when I was stupid enough to crash my motor car on my way here.’


‘Of course,’ said Colonel Philips. ‘I hope it is nothing serious. I am sure Dr Best will have a look at it after . . . after he is through with poor General Craig. I must explain that Inspector Pride is from Scotland Yard. By good fortune he was staying with me when the Duke telephoned me with the news of the General’s death. He has very kindly agreed to stay on a few days longer and establish exactly what happened. My men are very stretched at the moment so I accepted Inspector Pride’s offer of assistance with alacrity.’ He flashed an avuncular smile at Pride who remained stony-faced.


‘But was General Craig poisoned?’ asked Weaver.


‘It looks like it,’ said the Colonel reluctantly, ‘but we will know more after the post-mortem.’


‘But who . . . how could he have taken poison?’ said the Bishop weakly. ‘We all ate and drank the same food and wine and none of us –’


‘Please, sir,’ said Inspector Pride, speaking for the first time, ‘there is no point in speculating until we have all the facts. It is late and I know you all want to get to bed. I am going to ask each of you to give me a brief statement of what happened at dinner tonight, then you are quite free to leave.’


‘Look,’ broke in Larmore in an agitated voice, ‘I really have nothing to do with any of this. If my name gets into the papers in connection with this business –’


Colonel Philips looked at him with distaste. ‘I’m sure you have no reason to be worried, Mr Larmore, but you will understand that in view of the General’s sudden death we do need to take statements from all you gentlemen – just for the record, don’t you know.’


‘Will there have to be an inquest?’ said the politician, sweating visibly.


‘There will have to be an inquest but –’


‘Oh God,’ exclaimed Larmore. ‘I can just see the PM’s face when he hears I’ve been mixed up in something like this.’


‘Something like what?’ said the Duke, going red in the face.


‘I’m sorry, Duke. I did not mean to be rude but you can see what I mean.’


The Duke said firmly, ‘Inspector, we all want to help you clear up this terrible business as soon as possible and I am sure we are very grateful that you have agreed to look into this horrible accident. We are all conscious of the need for discretion. We owe it to the General that his death should be as dignified as his life. We must let no hint of this poison business get into the press.’ He was giving Inspector Pride a warning and the latter did not like it. ‘While you were in the dining-room, Colonel,’ the Duke went on, ‘we discussed how best to keep all this’ – he gestured with his hands – ‘out of the newspapers, and Lord Weaver has offered to handle all that side of things. I think we can be sure that with his assistance even the newspapers he does not control . . .’ he smiled gratefully at the tycoon, who gave him a little bow of acknowledgement, ‘. . . that even his competitors will treat the death of General Craig as the sad but natural death of a great man and make no mention of . . . of anything else.’


Edward said, ‘Jeffries, his man, spoke to me earlier. He told me, Inspector, that the General had been unwell for some time.’


‘There we are then,’ said the Duke fatuously.


Inspector Pride made no comment. Colonel Philips said, ‘Is there a room we might use, Duke, to talk to each one of you separately? It shouldn’t take very long.’


Predictably, Colonel Philips and Inspector Pride heard the same story from the Duke and his guests: the sudden arrival of Edward and Verity, the return to the dining-room, listening to the girl’s account of Edward’s accident with the Lagonda and the Morgan’s subsequent puncture, the port being circulated, Friedberg getting up and knocking over his chair believing he was being mocked, the realization that the General was not laughing but choking to death. Only Edward had anything to add – what he had learnt from Jeffries of his master’s poor health and his own belief that the General had taken cyanide. He mentioned the pill box he had seen in the General’s hand and Colonel Philips told him that they had retrieved it and the contents would be sent for analysis to the Yard along with all the port glasses and the decanter itself.


‘Why do you think it was cyanide?’ said Inspector Pride coldly.


‘I have read about poisons,’ Edward explained. ‘When you are in Africa you are often a long way from medical help so it is sensible to have some working knowledge of remedies for snake bites and so on.’


‘But surely you are unlikely to be poisoned by cyanide in Africa?’ said Pride.


‘No, but I am a naturally curious fellow so I did not close my book when I had read all there was to read on snake bites. I read on. Is that suspicious, Inspector?’


‘No, the Inspector was just interested, that is all,’ said the Colonel hurriedly. ‘Now, is there anything else you can add, Lord Edward, before we let you go to your bed?’ he went on jovially.


‘Not really,’ said Edward, ‘but . . .’


‘Yes?’ prompted the Colonel.


‘Well, it is just that I remember reading that Frederick the Great always carried around with him cyanide pills in case he was captured by the enemy.’ Colonel Philips looked puzzled and Inspector Pride suddenly yawned. ‘Oh, sorry, I just wondered if officers during the war might also have carried around poison to use in the last resort. I cannot see the General as a man who would allow himself to be captured and imprisoned, somehow.’


‘An interesting idea,’ said the Colonel politely. ‘We will bear it in mind. Ah! I think I can hear Dr Best. Pride, would you ask him to step in here for a moment and look at Lord Edward’s leg?’


Pride looked mutinous but did as he was bid. The doctor, who was himself clearly very tired, prescribed bed for Edward and for all of them and said he would come and see the patient in the morning. It was one fifteen before Edward, having splashed his face with cold water from the tin basin in the corner of his room, stumbled into bed. It had been a long day. He had played cricket like a god, survived an automobile accident, been rescued by a girl with a black Aberdeen terrier and seen a man die horribly of poisoning. The pain in his knee was acute and sleep, when it did come, was uneasy, punctuated by bad dreams.
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Sunday and Monday Morning


Sunday morning and Edward’s knee was so swollen he could not get out of bed; he had to ring the bell and ask for a cup of tea to be brought to him. John, the footman, returned with a silver tray bearing scrambled eggs and bacon, tea, toast and marmalade. Edward glanced at the newspaper but, of course, there was no mention of the General’s death. Connie came to visit him, her white silk pyjamas showing beneath her white silk dressing-gown. If he had ever thought about it, he probably would not have guessed she wore silk pyjamas in bed – it was almost racy, he considered. With her hair down she looked much younger than her thirty-seven years and Edward found himself thinking that his brother had done very well for himself. He had always liked his sister-in-law. She had stood by him when the Duke scolded him for his rackety life-style and was all in all, he thought, a thoroughly good sort. However, he now realized that she was also a woman and, as if she read his thoughts, she pulled her robe tightly about her.


After she had commiserated with him about his leg, he asked, ‘What’s happening downstairs? Do you know?’


‘Bates tells me Joe Weaver is up and dressed, having breakfast. He wants to go up to London before lunch to prepare for the announcement of General Craig’s death. Blanche and Hermione are going after lunch with Peter and Celia Larmore. The Bishop went to early church with Gerald and they have not come back yet. Does that answer your question?’


‘Very good, very clear, Connie,’ said Edward, putting his hand on hers. ‘You make a first-rate witness.’ Seeing her face cloud, he cursed himself. ‘It’s awful for you and Gerald. I’m so sorry,’ he said gently.


‘Yes, it is horrid. I feel so sad for that lonely old man.’


‘The General? How do you know he was lonely?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. There was something in his eyes and his tie was not quite straight, did you notice?’


‘No, I didn’t. You think a wife would not have allowed him to come downstairs with his tie crooked?’


‘I do. I think he was devoted to his wife and when she died – it must have been a year ago – he was beside himself with grief but in a typically English way hid it behind that terrible stiff upper lip you men seem to think necessary.’


‘And that was hidden behind that ridiculous little moustache,’ said Edward. ‘It reminded me of his arch-enemy’s moustache.’


‘Adolf Hitler’s, you mean?’ said the Duchess.


‘Yes,’ said Edward, ‘and that brings me to Gerald. I hope he is not too distressed by the mucking up of his little conference.’


‘I think he is, poor old boy,’ said the Duchess sadly. ‘He has not said anything to me yet but I know it will all come out in due course. It is so important to him, Ned, that we don’t get dragged into another war with Germany.’


‘It is important to all of us.’ Edward almost said something about his fears for the future but then checked himself and said instead, ‘The police? When will they invade us?’


‘Bates says that Inspector Pride will be here about ten o’clock and some of his people are coming down from Scotland Yard to do scientific tests of some kind. I don’t know exactly what. I suppose the wine and so on,’ she said vaguely.


‘And what about my little guardian angel?’


‘Verity Browne? Oh, she’s been sweet. She said it was quite the wrong time to go round the castle with me and she had a slice of toast and went back to London – with her dog – such a dear little thing. I think I might get myself a dog.’


Edward was taken aback. ‘You mean she has gone back to London without saying goodbye to me? I wanted to thank her.’


‘Well,’ said Connie reasonably, ‘she could hardly come and see you in bed. I think it was very tactful of her. I expect she felt in the way.’


‘But won’t the police want to see her?’


‘I don’t see why. What can she tell them that you and I can’t?’


Edward brooded. He somehow felt rather disappointed that the bright little thing and her thug of a dog had gone out of his life without his giving permission.


The Duchess had been watching him amusedly. ‘Tut, Ned! Not used to girls running out on you? If you want a girl, then I get the feeling that Hermione Weaver was rather smitten by you last night.’


Edward shuddered. ‘Oh God, not that little harpy, please.’


‘Now, don’t be unkind. That child is just very unhappy, though why I don’t know. She has a nice mother and a rich stepfather. Anyway, you be kind to her. You could do a lot worse, you know. She is going to be very rich one day.’


‘Oh no, Connie. You are joking, I know, but not Hermione, not in a million years. I know something about the girl and I promise you she’s mad, bad and dangerous to know. I exaggerate, but no – Hermione is not for me.’


The Duchess was rather pleased than otherwise at her brother-in-law’s unexpected display of good sense but she tried not to show it. There was something unstable about Hermione and she sensed the girl would make serious trouble for someone, assuming she hadn’t already. ‘Well, I must go and dress. You stay where you are, at least until Dr Best has been to see you.’


A weary Dr Best called in to look at Edward’s knee at eleven o’clock. He gave the patient some anti-inflammatory pills and told him to rest. ‘Looks like it’s you who needs the rest,’ said Edward sympathetically.


The doctor smiled wryly. ‘Yes, you’re right. I am too old to be up all night working on dead bodies.’


‘What did you discover?’ said Edward eagerly. ‘Oh, I am sorry, I ought not to harass you. I expect it’s all confidential until the inquest.’


‘It is,’ the doctor replied, ‘but in confidence I don’t mind admitting to you that the General was definitely poisoned.’


‘Cyanide?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought so,’ said Edward, unable to suppress a note of triumph. ‘But how did it happen?’


‘God knows,’ said the doctor. ‘That’s not my problem, I am glad to say.’


‘Either he or someone else at the table must have broken a capsule of cyanide into his port sometime after I arrived – but how, and why? I mean, no one in their right mind would commit suicide at the end of a very good and very public dinner.’


‘But of course suicides are usually said to be of unsound mind,’ said the doctor.


‘Unsound to the point of wanting to make an exhibition of one’s own death? I can only imagine doing that if one was trying to make some point – to hurt someone or show someone up.’


‘And since the General did not know any of his fellow guests, that doesn’t make any sense.’


‘No,’ agreed Edward, ‘and in any case I have never heard of anyone committing suicide at a party. You are right – it just doesn’t make sense.’


‘There is something else which I suppose it doesn’t matter me telling you, but please keep it to yourself until after the inquest – the General had stomach cancer. Hawthorn, who did the post-mortem, with me more or less just there as an observer, says that he can only have had a few months or even weeks left to live.’


‘I thought so,’ said Edward, pulling himself into a sitting position. ‘Jeffries – that’s his man, you know – Jeffries told me he had been going to the doctor and the last time he went he came away cursing all doctors and saying he was finished with the lot of them. Presumably the doctor must have told him he could do nothing more for him.’


‘So the pills he had in his hand . . . ?’


‘I bet you anything you like they will prove to be painkillers.’


‘So,’ said the doctor, ‘he took a cyanide pill by mistake for a painkiller?’


‘I think it is the most likely explanation. He may have been contemplating taking cyanide if the cancer pain became too much for him to bear, but not, one imagines, at the Duke’s table. He was a very private man and would never have exposed his bodily weakness to strangers. However, assuming he had a cyanide pill – left over from the war perhaps – he mistakenly put it in with the pain relievers. Then, while drinking the port, he felt bad pain, fumbled for his pill box and . . .’


Edward and the doctor looked at each other in silence as they played over in their minds the awfulness of what had occurred.


Dr Best said, ‘At the end of the meal, after too much and unaccustomed rich food and wine coupled with tiredness – that might well be the time when he would get attacks of pain if he were ill.’


‘Of course, I had not met General Craig for several years before last night but I was shocked at how gaunt he was when I saw him. There was something fevered about his face and his eyes were protruding, I thought. I expect I am imagining it, after the event as it were, but still it does seem plausible. Poor man – all one can say is that if he died unexpectedly he was saved some of the fear and foreboding either of dying of the cancer or committing suicide.’


‘But the agony of his death!’ said the old doctor, shaking his head. ‘You saw his face, Lord Edward. Cyanide poisoning is a terrible way of dying.’


‘Will you tell Inspector Pride our theory? I can’t,’ said Edward. ‘He has made it quite clear he doesn’t like me. I think he thinks I’m an interfering young idiot with more money than sense.’


‘Well,’ said the doctor getting up to go, ‘if it is any comfort, I think you have a very good mind and you see a lot further than most people.’


‘Thank you, Dr Best. That is very kind of you. I might have to ask you to repeat your remarks to my brother, who thinks otherwise,’ he said, smiling.


Throughout the day Edward played host to a stream of visitors. Hermione, in particular, was embarrassingly attentive and it was a relief when her mother came to say that her maid had finished packing and they were leaving. ‘Please come and see us,’ the girl begged.


‘Oh yes, please do,’ echoed her mother, happy that for once Hermione’s attention had been captured by a young man of whom she could approve.


Inspector Pride did not ask to see Edward – rather to his chagrin – presumably content with the brief statement he had taken the night before. Edward spent the afternoon reading and dozing, trying not to devote too much time to futile speculation as to why General Craig chose to die when he did, in the way he did.


The following day, Monday, Edward’s knee was less swollen and he decided he must get out of bed and go down to breakfast if he wasn’t to die of boredom. Being trapped in his bedroom for more than a day was torture to him. He had no valet to help him dress – he had given Fenton a week off to go and paddle in the sea at Bournemouth – so John the footman helped him manoeuvre himself into his trousers. As they were engaged in this tricky operation, Edward thought to ask him if, as he was helping Bates serve Verity and himself cold ham, he had seen anything which, now he looked back, might indicate that the General was contemplating suicide. It was not really the done thing to question the servants, especially in his brother’s house, but he had known John for many years – almost as long as he had known Bates – and he felt he could talk to the man informally without putting him in an awkward position.


‘Nothing at all, my lord,’ said the footman.


‘And during dinner, before we erupted on to the scene, everything was normal? I mean, I know you were concentrating on serving the food but you didn’t notice anything strange?’


‘No, my lord,’ John said. ‘Of course, I have been thinking things over, especially since the Inspector –’


‘Oh, Inspector Pride has talked to you?’


‘Yes, my lord, he has talked to all the servants. Cook was very upset.’


‘Why?’


‘She took it, my lord, that the Inspector was accusing her of poisoning the General.’


‘But that’s absurd. The poison can only have been in the wine. When the General died he was not eating, he was drinking his port.’


‘Yes, but Inspector Pride has, if I may say so, my lord, a somewhat unfortunate manner.’


‘Ah yes, I see what you mean. Is she all right now?’


‘Yes sir. The Duchess took her in hand and was good enough  to speak to us all and reassure us that none of us was under any shadow of suspicion. It was very good of her Grace and took a great weight off Mr Bates’s mind.’


‘Bates! Why should Bates be worried?’


‘The Inspector was very insistent inquiring about the port, my lord – who decanted it and how it was served.’


‘But that is ridiculous. There could be nothing amiss with the port in the decanter. We all drank that. The General must have had the poison in his glass.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


Edward was silent as he pushed his left leg into the trouser, trying not to wince as his knee protested. When that was accomplished and he was pulling on a shabby cardigan which he thought he might be excused for wearing given his status as an invalid, he said, ‘So you noticed nothing in the behaviour of the General or any of the other guests at dinner – before I arrived, I mean – that you thought odd in any way?’


John considered for a minute. ‘I thought, if I may say so, my lord, that the Duke was having a little difficulty with the conversation.’


‘How do you mean exactly?’


‘Well, my lord, it’s not for me to say and I only presume to do so since you ask me, but I had the feeling that there were some long silences – I mean, as though the guests were not quite at ease. Please understand, my lord, I speak in confidence. As you say, my lord, Mr Bates and myself were busy with the food and the wine so I may well be mistaken.’


‘That’s very interesting, John. Did you tell Inspector Pride that this was your impression?’


‘Certainly not, my lord. It would not have been proper.’


Edward considered. ‘I expect you are right, John. The Duke particularly wanted to bring together gentlemen with very different views of the world and no doubt, since they did not have much in common, there was little in the way of small talk.’


‘The foreign gentleman spoke most of the time, my lord, and Mr Bates and myself commented that what he was saying did not seem to please . . . But I beg your pardon, my lord, Mr Bates would think I was being forward in presuming to say so much.’


‘That’s quite all right, John. I promise you that what you say will go no further. Such a terrible thing – it is natural that we should try and establish why and how the poor gentleman took his life.’


‘Indeed, my lord – nothing like it has ever happened at the castle and we are all most shocked.’


Lord Edward Corinth stopped to steady himself as he was about to descend the great staircase. He had a stick in his right hand and he grasped the banister with the other. John had offered to assist him but Edward had told him not to fuss and that he could manage on his own, but the stairs were precipitous and he had no wish to go head over heels down them and break his neck. While he got his balance he looked at the portrait of his father which hung there, magnificently framed in gold piecrust. It was one of John Singer Sargent’s masterpieces. Either the painter or the Duke – almost certainly the latter – had chosen the hall below where he was now standing as the backdrop. The Duke was costumed, somewhat incongruously, in full hunting dress: tightly fitting shiny black boots, breeches, coloured waistcoat, black cravat and black topcoat trimmed with some type of fur. It looked to Edward as though his father had been so impatient to get out of the house and out of the painter’s presence that Sargent had only been able to catch him for a few moments at the front door before he went on out to his beloved horses and hounds, and yet, in other ways, it was very studied. Both painter and subject had been making a point but perhaps not the same point. Edward smiled wryly: certainly Sargent had captured the man’s arrogance. The Duke was standing feet apart, his right hand in the pocket of his jodhpurs, the other holding a hunting crop so that the whip curled along his leg, proclaiming his status not just as master of foxhounds but as monarch of all he surveyed. His youngest son’s eyes were drawn inexorably to his father’s face, deathly pale beneath a black silk top hat.


It was a face which combined weakness and strength of purpose in equal measure: the beaklike nose above thin red lips, the small eyes black like lumps of coal. A memory so vivid it made him clutch his forehead came to Edward out of nowhere. He was six years old. It had snowed heavily during the night and in the morning he had stolen out, unsupervised for once, to build a snowman. He had soon tired of it. The labour was much greater than he had bargained for. Suddenly, just as he was about to give up, his father had arrived dressed much as in the Sargent portrait. Seeing his son defeated and on the point of bursting into tears he had lifted him up and swung him over his head as easily as though he had been his hunting crop and called him ‘a jolly little man’. Then together they had completed building the snowman, his father finding an old trilby for the snowman’s head, a cigar stump for where his mouth should be, and three shiny black coals, one for a nose and two for cold beady eyes. Edward had been enchanted and had looked at his father in a new light, as a magic man. Only gradually did he come to appreciate that this half-hour with his father, playing in the snow, was to be unique. For months and then years afterwards he waited for his father to come and play with him again but he waited in vain. His father, except for that one time, made no sign that he knew his youngest son existed. Edward held no grudge against him. The Duke was a god, and gods, he knew from his studies, were capricious. He treasured this single moment of communion with the father he had feared but never known. Even now he occasionally dreamed of it.


Then there had been the war which they now called the Great War and the death of Edward’s eldest brother Franklyn almost as soon as he reached France. Franklyn, or Frank as he was known in the family, had joined a smart regiment in 1912 and welcomed the war, seeing it as a path to glory – a way of earning his father’s respect – or so his mother had told Edward many years later. He had seen himself leading a cavalry charge on his favourite mare, Star, named for the white mark on her face, but had discovered almost immediately that there were to be no cavalry charges in this horrible new kind of war. Instead, on 23 August 1914, at Obourg, north-east of Mons, he led his men – many from the towns and villages close to home, some he had known all his life – at a group of grey-clad soldiers on the edge of a wood. Waving his revolver in the air as though it was a magic wand, he had died moments later, shot through the head, one of the first British officers to be killed.


The Duke, his mother told Edward shortly before she herself died in 1922, had never shed a tear for his dead son, but for all that, he had been wounded to the heart. He had refused to permit his second son, Gerald, who had just left Eton, to join the army, and father and son had quarrelled bitterly but the father had prevailed. Edward, six years younger than Gerald and still at prep school, had known nothing of this. He had worshipped Frank from afar and had been enormously proud when just before he left for France he had come down to the school, dressed in his uniform, and had taken him and three of his friends to eat scones and jam in the Blackbird, the tea-room in the high street. Then, only a few weeks later, the headmaster had called him into his study and gravely broken the news to him that his brother was dead – that he had died a hero’s death. Edward had been unable to understand it. How could his brother, so strong, so solidly there one moment, be not there the next? His friends treated him almost with awe, patting his back and making embarrassed attempts to console him in the English way. ‘I say, bad show, Ned, what rotten luck.’


Edward had seen Frank so rarely during his childhood it was a year before he could take in that he would never see him again and that he wasn’t just away somewhere, to return unexpectedly and ruffle his hair and present him with a puppy or a Hornby train-set before disappearing again. By this time death was a familiar visitor in the families of all his school companions and his loss was no longer special except to him. His brother was a name to be read out by the headmaster on Sundays along with the other fallen heroes – young men who had been educated to die for king and emperor and had dutifully done so. Now, twenty years later, he could hardly remember what his brother had looked like. There was no portrait of him as there was of their father, and the photographs, however hard Edward looked at them, conveyed nothing; they showed a good-looking young man, virtually featureless, with whom he could hardly associate the dashing, hero figure of his childhood, let alone the reality behind that image. It was a puzzle. Edward liked puzzles but not of this kind with no clues and no witnesses prepared to talk. Neither his mother nor his brother would do more than echo the conventional tributes and it would have been cruel, Edward knew, to have pressed them further. Those dead young men were beyond comment or criticism. They were saints to be prayed for. The Old Duke had considered publishing a book of remembrance, as had the parents of other young officers who had died on the field of battle, but he never got round to it. Maybe there was nothing speakable to say.


Frank had seemed very grown up to Edward when he went off to war but in fact, he could now appreciate, his brother had been little more than a boy, ignorant of life and of the world, and there was the tragedy. It was a burden that fell very heavily on those left behind. Edward turned from the portrait and hopped slowly down the stairs. His father had died in 1920, a shadow of the man Sargent had painted, his mind and body twisted by two strokes, a dribbling incontinent wreck. Gerald was now Duke of Mersham and gathered round his dinner-table men whom his father would have abominated had he ever deigned to notice them: stockbrokers, newspaper editors, politicians and worse. The new Duke saw it as his mission to help prevent another European war and if that meant mixing with men like Lord Weaver, Larmore and Baron von Friedberg then he would do it. What did any of that matter if they could be used to keep the peace? But now, Edward thought grimly, death had entered even into the Duke’s own castle and sat at his table and eaten his food and drunk his wine.


As Edward entered the dining-room the Duke, who was munching toast and honey and reading The Times, looked up at him in surprise. ‘Ned, my boy – are you up? Connie said Dr Best had told you to stay in bed for at least forty-eight hours.’


‘Oh well, Gerald,’ said Edward, helping himself to scrambled egg and sausages from the silver chafing dishes on the sideboard, ‘I got bored. My knee is feeling better so I thought I would come down. Is there anything in the paper?’


He did not need to say what he meant by ‘anything’.


‘There is a long obituary of General Craig. Wonderful how fast these blighters work, eh?’


‘How do you mean, Gerald?’


‘Well, Colonel Philips thought it best to put out a brief statement to the Morning Post and The Times about the General having died rather than let rumours get out about . . . well, about how he died, and here is a long screed about his career and what not. It takes me a day to write a letter and God knows how long it would take me to write something like this, if indeed I could,’ he added meditatively.


‘Ah well, you see, obituaries of distinguished men past their first flush of youth are written in advance of their death so that they can be printed as soon as news of their demise is received.’


The Duke digested this and seemed to find it shocking. ‘You mean, people write things about other people assuming they are going to die?’


‘We all have to die, Gerald.’


An awful thought occurred to the Duke. ‘They haven’t written stuff about me, have they, Ned?’


‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so,’ said his brother soothingly, ‘after all, what have you done?’


The Duke did not know quite how to take this but then saw that his brother was joking and guffawed. ‘Really, Ned,’ he said, ‘I don’t know.’


‘Throw me over the Morning Post if you are not reading it, will you, Gerald,’ said Edward, digging into his eggs.


General Craig’s obituary in the Morning Post was very full and for the most part flattering. Educated at Wellington College, he had made something of a reputation as a young subaltern on Kitchener’s staff in the Sudan in 1896 and had distinguished himself at the battle of Omdurman. It was there he won his Victoria Cross, one of the first to be awarded. Kitchener was passing a pile of ‘dead’ dervishes after the battle when one of them sprang up and charged with his spear, ignoring pistol shots from Kitchener’s entourage. He was about to strike when Craig, throwing himself between the dervish and Kitchener, took the spear in his shoulder and still managed to kill the dervish. However, there was the suggestion of a stain on Craig’s record in the Sudan. The anonymous obituarist alluded in a couple of lines to accusations that Craig had killed wounded prisoners on Kitchener’s orders, an allegation, the obituarist added, which was denied by Kitchener and Craig and never substantiated.


Craig had been wounded again in 1900 at Spion Kop in South Africa during the Boer War, and at the outbreak of the Great War in 1914 was Major-General Sir Alistair Craig VC. He was on Sir John French’s staff and along with a hundred thousand professional soldiers – the British Expeditionary Force – he fought at Mons, on the Marne and at the first battle of Ypres. There was no question, Edward saw with admiration and envy, but that Craig had been a man of exceptional physical courage and an experienced and successful soldier. However, for some reason the General had not ended the war with all the honours and titles one might have expected. He became a full general but not a field marshal and most surprisingly of all he was never given a peerage. What, Edward wondered, had gone wrong for him? The obituarist did not speculate.


Edward folded the newspaper and was about to toss it aside and ask to see The Times’s obituary when his eye caught a headline on page three. It read: ‘General Sir Alistair Craig’s death caused by poison: allegation in the Daily Worker.’ There followed a summary of a report in the latter journal, a newspaper whose existence the Morning Post normally refused to acknowledge, which gave an accurate account of the General’s death from cyanide poisoning at Mersham Castle. Edward went white and bit his lip. His brother would be horrified that any newspaper, let alone the organ of the Communist Party, should be describing in such detail how one of his guests at dinner died. The gutter press would leap on the story. The Duke’s peace-making dinner-parties would be made mock of or there would be suggestions of backroom conspiracies. It didn’t bear thinking about but of course that was just what needed to be done.


He was about to say something to his brother when the Duke gave a howl of anger. He thrust his copy of The Times at Edward, stabbing his finger at a story half-way down page two. He was unable to utter, such was his anguish. With a heavy heart Edward took the paper and looked at the offending item. It, too, was an account of the General’s demise quoting the Daily Worker. Edward might have expected The Times to have added words of disbelief; after all, Times readers did not normally expect accurate reporting from employees of the Daily Worker. The fact that they did not express doubts about the accuracy of the story suggested that they had already checked that it was true.


At last the Duke was able to speak. ‘Who has done this? One of the servants, the police? I asked everyone for discretion.’


‘I am afraid, Gerald, that it is more likely to be one of your guests.’


‘What? You mean one of the women?’ The Duke spoke with absolute scorn of that lesser breed of mortals. ‘Hermione Weaver, I suppose? Why did Connie insist on having that awful girl in our house? Connie!’ he shouted, getting up and going to the door. The Duchess was an early riser and was already in the garden doing something to the hollyhocks with Andrew, the head gardener.


‘Yes, dear, what is it?’ Edward heard Connie calling. She was used to the Duke’s rages. They were unpleasant when they occurred but usually quickly over. On this occasion, however, Edward was inclined to believe that the Duke would not be easily mollified. He valued privacy above almost everything and the idea that he and important guests of his should be held up to public scrutiny was unbearable. Of course, the Duke was aware that at the inquest some account of the General’s death would be reported but he had been confident that he could use his influence to keep it to a minimum. But here was a list of guests given with the implication that one or all of them had poisoned General Craig. It was outrageous, it was . . .


Edward was tortured by another thought. The Duke had forgotten it but there had been a journalist present when the General had died, and she had not been a guest proper so may well have considered she had no duty of silence, in fact just the opposite. Edward could quite see that with ‘a scoop’ handed to her – almost literally on a plate, along with cold ham and salad – she would be mad to do anything but use it. Verity, for of course it was of her he was thinking, had left very early Sunday morning without saying goodbye. It all fitted. The only thing that puzzled him was why she had gone to the Daily Worker. Country Life would not have been suitable, he realized, but why not the News Chronicle or the Daily Express? She would have avoided the New Gazette as this was owned by Lord Weaver but that still left her lots of choice. She hardly looked like a foot soldier in the class war but that meant nothing. Nowadays it was quite impossible to predict the political views of anyone, even someone one knew well, and he did not know Verity at all except as a black-bereted, tousle-haired young flibbertigibbet completely lacking a sense of direction.


Oh God, he thought, he was in for the high jump. He had inadvertently introduced a spy into the heart of his brother’s castle – a spy who had already done incalculable damage. How could his brother invite other important men into his house now? How could any visitor be confident his conversation would not appear in next day’s newspapers? No one would dare to accept his invitations except the vulgarly curious and the sensation seekers.


Connie came into the house, her arms full of roses. ‘What is it, Gerald? You look as if you are about to have a heart attack. Do sit down.’


As the Duke seemed incapable of speech, Edward quickly told her what was the matter and added sheepishly that he feared the author of all their troubles was the girl he had invited into the castle, Verity Browne.


‘Oh no!’ exclaimed the Duchess. ‘She seemed such a nice girl – one of us. Surely, Country Life is quite respectable?’


‘Oh, it is,’ Edward agreed, ‘but we have only her word that she was working for Country Life. When she rang you, Connie, to make an appointment to see the castle, did you ask for any references?’


‘Of course not! What an idea! She wasn’t asking for a job.’


‘I’m not blaming you, Connie. I am just saying we don’t know she was speaking the truth.’


‘I should jolly well hope you are not blaming me, Ned,’ she said heatedly. ‘If people tell me something I believe them.’


The Duke had now regained enough composure to talk. ‘I shall ring up Colonel Philips straight away and have the girl – what do you say her name was? Browne? – arrested.’


‘Oh, don’t be absurd, Gerald. How can one have anyone arrested? She has done nothing illegal – assuming it is her and not Hermione Weaver or Inspector Pride himself. You have just got to keep quiet and appear to be what you are: the host at a dinner-party where one of the guests has had a terrible accident. It is not your fault and no one will dare say it is.’


Connie’s good sense calmed her husband and relieved Edward. Connie was right, he thought: it was annoying, but news of the way the General had died was bound to have got out. There were too many people involved. Still, he felt he ought to do something. ‘Look, Gerald,’ he said, ‘I am frightfully sorry about all this. It is my fault that girl stayed the night here and I apologize but I had no idea –’


The Duke waved his hand. ‘I know, Ned,’ he said. ‘It isn’t your fault. It is just damn bad luck. Why did that poor man have to choose my dining-table at which to end his life?’


The Duke’s question was rhetorical but Edward thought it was worth asking. He decided he could not stay at the castle a day longer. He would go up to London and see if he could get a line on Verity Browne. He was angry and disappointed with her. She had seemed so frank and open, it was unpleasant to find she had been lying to him. What good it would do talking to Verity, even if he could find her, he did not know but at least it was something to do.


‘Connie,’ he said, ‘I’m just going to run up to town. The inquest won’t be until after the weekend and I will be back by then.’


‘But are you well enough? Your leg . . . ?’


‘I’ll go in the train. Fenton is back from his seaside jaunt today and he can look after me.’


In other circumstances Connie would have fiercely opposed his going before his knee was back to normal but she now was too concerned with her husband to worry about her brother-in-law. Gerald was looking a very bad colour. She rang the bell for Bates. When the butler appeared she asked him to telephone Dr Best. ‘Bates, the Duke has had rather a shock and I want to be sure he is not . . . his blood pressure . . .’


For a moment she looked close to tears and Edward got up with the help of his stick and limped over to put an arm round her. ‘There, there, Connie,’ he said. ‘Everything will be all right.’


‘Oh, will it, Ned? The General dying like that . . . I wonder if anything will be all right again.’
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Monday Afternoon and Evening


Edward took the eleven thirty-two and got into Waterloo at one o’clock. He took a cab to his rooms in Albany, where he found Fenton polishing the silver.


‘Good afternoon, my lord,’ said Fenton. ‘Mr Bates telephoned to say that you were to be expected so I have taken the liberty of making up a cold collation for your luncheon.’


‘Thank you, Fenton. How was your holiday?’


‘Very pleasant, thank you, my lord. The weather was clement and I was able to do a little painting.’ Edward nodded respectfully. Fenton was a more than competent portraitist and landscape painter.


‘Well, you must let me see what you have done, Fenton. By the way, did Bates say anything to you about the Lagonda?’


‘Yes, my lord. He informed me that the car was successfully towed to Mersham where the smith was able to repair the axle. However, there is other damage to the vehicle so Randolph, the Duke’s chauffeur, is driving it up to London where the garage can work on it. I hope that your leg is better, my lord.’


‘Thank you, Fenton. It is much better. I expect Bates gave you a full account of the unfortunate business at Mersham.’


‘He did, my lord. General Craig’s death is a sad loss to the country, if I may say so, my lord. He was a great soldier and from what I read in the newspapers I would anticipate that the day will come when we will need soldiers like Sir Alistair.’


‘I fear you may be right, Fenton. Bates told you that the General was poisoned?’ Edward said, filling his mouth with cold chicken.


‘Yes, my lord – a terrible thing. Was it some sort of accident?’


‘I really do not know, Fenton. I suppose it must have been. What else could it have been? Fenton, could you get me today’s Daily Worker?’


‘The Daily Worker, my lord?’


‘Yes, Bates didn’t tell you? A detailed account of the General’s death, which as you can imagine the Duke was hoping to keep as quiet as possible, appeared in that estimable newspaper, and this – I suppose we must call it a scoop – was reprinted in more respectable organs such as The Times.’ Fenton registered the heavy irony with which his master spoke and gathered that he was taking the disaster personally.


‘It may not be easy to find the newspaper so late in the day, my lord, but if you wish it I will walk down to Piccadilly. There is a paper seller there which stocks the more esoteric journals.’


‘Yes, please do. I want to get to the bottom of how they got their story. I believe it was through a young woman of the name of Verity Browne who rescued me when my car went off the road and who had, coincidentally, an appointment to be shown round the castle so she could write an article on great houses for Country Life.’


‘And you think, my lord, that she was not telling the truth?’


‘I think she was not telling the truth,’ Edward confirmed, wiping his mouth on his napkin and reaching for his glass of champagne. ‘I certainly intend to find out.’


While Fenton went in search of the Daily Worker, Edward telephoned a friend of his. The Revd ‘Tommie’ Fox had been up at Trinity with him and they had both been keen oarsmen. Tommie had taken to religion and ended up a curate in Kilburn. He had roped in many of his Cambridge friends to support the boys’ club he ran, and Edward had once or twice been down to box at the club and afterwards talk about life in Kenya, flying and other enthusiasms. The boys were a mixed lot – a few villains but for the most part good lads fighting against a system which deprived them of education and decent jobs and therefore the money to marry and start families. Tommie had been worried by the appeal the Fascists had for many of the boys. The previous September there had been a Fascist march in London and he had been horrified to see several of his lads taking part.


Tommie’s own sympathies were predictably on the left of the political spectrum and Edward thought he might have come across Verity Browne if she regularly wrote for the Daily Worker. ‘Yes, of course I know Verity,’ said Tommie when the preliminary ‘how-are-yous’ had been completed and Edward had stated his business. ‘Her father is the lawyer fellow, Donald Browne – Browne with an “e”. Isn’t he a KC? No, now I come to think of it he refused to take silk on principle. He’s certainly a good barrister and highly valued for his commitment to left-wing causes. He represented the trades union – the boiler makers – against the government last year. You must have heard of him.’


Edward had heard of Donald Browne. As Tommie had said, he was an able lawyer, rich enough, he had heard, to bankroll the Daily Worker and prepared to take up what he considered worthy causes free of charge. Browne was a common enough name, even with the ‘e’ at the end of it, which Edward had not known about never having seen Verity’s name written down, so there was no reason for him to have made the connection. Verity must have seen the General’s death as a golden opportunity to take a dig at the military and at the upper classes. The girl had jumped to the conclusion that the Duke’s dinner-party was a conspiracy – which it was not – no doubt having been involved in so many herself, he thought bitterly. Edward hit his forehead in frustration.


‘How do you think I could meet her, Tommie?’ he said into the telephone. ‘Casually, I mean.’


‘Why, have you got “a thing” for her, old man?’


‘Not quite, Tommie, but I would like to exchange a few words with her without too much of a fuss if that’s possible. To tell the truth she has been a little bit naughty.’


‘That sounds like Verity,’ said Tommie. ‘Well, look, I have been invited to a party tonight and she is more than likely to be there. I wasn’t actually planning to go. It really isn’t my cup of tea – lots of girls in spectacles discussing the joys of Communism and monkey glands.’


‘Monkey glands?’


‘Yes, they’re the new way of keeping young. Gosh, Ned, you really are behind the times!’


Edward rather resented being patronized by his unworldly friend – or at least the friend he considered to have a utopian view of the world which he was too cynical to share. Tommie gave him the address of the house where the party was being held and assured him he had no need of an invitation – ‘It’s not that sort of affair, Ned. In Chelsea we don’t have all your stuffy rules about how you should behave which you have in Eaton Square. We are quite informal, and that reminds me, don’t come dressed like the frog footman. In Bohemia, we rather espouse the tweed jacket and leather patches, corduroys and knitted ties.’


Edward shuddered.


‘Sorry, say that again?’


The noise was deafening. Edward thought the spotty girl with unwashed hair had asked him if he were sleepy and in fact he did feel rather tired. His knee was still hurting and he was beginning to wish he had not come. The party was in an artist’s studio, a barn of a place off the King’s Road, packed with mostly young people but with a fair sprinkling of middle-aged women wearing too much make-up. He had not met the artist yet – his host – but he was sure, looking at the pictures piled against the walls or hanging from the picture rail, that he would not like him. Most of them seemed to feature stick-like men, a lot of green paint and some orange suns.


‘Not sleepy, CP,’ the spotty girl was saying. ‘Are you a member of the Party or just a fellow traveller?’


‘Neither, I’m afraid,’ he admitted. ‘I am a member of the despised aristocracy but we are not a political party yet.’


The spotty girl looked at him suspiciously, her head at an angle. ‘Are you really an aristocrat? I suppose that’s why you are so well dressed . . . and so good-looking,’ she added after a moment.


Edward was irritated. He had asked Fenton to put out his oldest suit and a particularly noxious tie he had been given by a girl with whom he had once believed himself to be in love, and he was quite convinced he looked, if not Bohemian, at least scruffy. He had to admit however, looking round the room, that compared with most of the other men, he was well dressed. There appeared to be a mistaken impression among the artistic fraternity that long hair, cravats and dandruff were in some way attractive. When he turned back from his scrutiny he found that the spotty girl had vanished into the crowd and had been replaced by a young man in what looked like a silk smoking-jacket, smoking a cigarette through a long ivory-coloured holder.


‘Terrible stuff this, don’t you think?’ he said to Edward, indicating the paintings on the wall.


‘They are rather dire, aren’t they?’ said Edward, feeling he might have more in common with the young man than he had first supposed. ‘I don’t even know the name of the artist, mine host, don’t you know.’


‘Adrian Hassel,’ said the young man. ‘He tries hard but he just can’t seem to do it. But tell me why you are here? I’m sure I have never seen you before and if you will forgive me for saying so you do rather stand out in the crowd.’


‘I’m a friend of Tommie Fox. He invited me but I really came to see if I could meet Verity Browne.’


‘Verity!’ exclaimed the young man. ‘Ah, that explains it. She has some very smart friends. You did say you are a friend of hers?’


‘Well, an acquaintance,’ said Edward, not wishing to be caught out in an untruth.


‘An acquaintance, of course. If you were a friend of hers you would not have to come here to meet her. Wait a moment, I am sure I’ve seen her. Ah yes, there she is, talking to the man with the beard. Verity!’ he shouted and his oddly high voice pierced the din effortlessly.


Verity looked up, began to smile and then saw Edward. She blushed deeply and turned as if to look for an escape, but the young man had taken her by the arm and conducted her across the floor. ‘I gather this gentleman – I am afraid we have not been properly introduced so I don’t have his name – is an acquaintance of yours. Perhaps you will be good enough to do the honours.’


‘What . . . oh yes. Adrian, this is Lord Edward Corinth. Lord Edward, this is Adrian Hassel, your host.’


‘Adrian Hassel . . . oh dear,’ said Edward. ‘You must think me very rude and stupid. I apologize.’


‘What is he apologizing for?’ said Verity.


‘He has nothing to apologize for,’ said Hassel gracefully. ‘I said the pictures on the wall were hopelessly bad and he agreed with me, that is all.’


Verity giggled. ‘Adrian, you are an idiot. You deserve whatever you get.’


‘I do, don’t I,’ said the young man. ‘And now I am going to leave the lord and his lady together. That would be the tactful thing to do, would it not?’


Verity punched him in the shoulder, spilling a little of the wine in her glass. ‘Yes, go, Adrian, and good riddance.’


She turned to Edward, forestalling him. ‘I know you must think me the most awful beast. I expect if I were a man you would call me out or something but you must admit it was a perfectly wonderful scoop. All the others were terribly jealous. It’s the first time anything we have written in the DW has been used by the proper papers – I mean the capitalist press,’ she corrected herself. ‘I can’t see it did anyone any harm and it did me so much good. It will all come out at the inquest in any case and . . .’ She stopped, seeing his expression. ‘You are really angry, aren’t you? I’m so sorry. Perhaps it was rather a shabby trick.’


‘Look here,’ said Edward suddenly, ‘why not come and have dinner with me? I would like to talk and I can’t hear myself think in this place. What about the Savoy? Or will it be betraying your principles to spend the evening with a representative of the capitalist classes in the heart of Mammon?’


Edward was not sure why he had asked the girl to eat with him – he had certainly not meant to – nor why he was quite so concerned that she might refuse. Verity looked at him for a moment consideringly, then she said, ‘I’m not dressed for the Savoy.’


‘You look very nice to me,’ said Edward. She was wearing a short green dress – maybe doing honour to the artist whose favourite colour this was – a feather boa and two long ropes of what pretended to be pearls.


‘No,’ she said, ‘not the Savoy.’


Taking this to be a ‘yes’ to having dinner with him, he said, ‘All right then, not the Savoy. We’ll go to Gennaro’s.’


‘Wait there a minute,’ Verity commanded. Edward watched her go over to Adrian Hassel and say something in his ear. He looked at Edward curiously but obviously gave his permission for she bounced back and said, ‘I’ll just rescue my hat and coat.’


Thirty minutes later the taxi dropped them in New Compton Street and Edward ushered Verity into the mirrored rooms. The head waiter greeted Edward like an old friend and presented Verity with a rose, its stalk wrapped in silver paper. ‘You are very busy tonight, Freddy,’ said Edward. ‘Can you find us a quiet table?’


‘Certainly, milord,’ said Freddy, bowing. He clicked his fingers and a waiter rushed up to do his bidding. Freddy mumbled something and they were led to an alcove where a table was erected for them, covered with a white tablecloth and laid with ‘silver’ all in a couple of minutes. Two chairs were brought and the waiter politely held one of them while Verity settled herself. With nothing being said, a bottle of Perrier Jouet was opened with a pop, two glasses filled and the bottle put to rest in an ice-bucket.


‘Freddy pretends he is Italian,’ said Edward when they were settled, ‘but I know for a fact he was born in Bermondsey.’


They had hardly spoken in the taxicab and now he felt he was prattling. He had the feeling that Verity was regretting having said she would come with him.


‘Look,’ she said suddenly, ‘let’s get one thing straight. If you think you can impress me with all this . . .’ she waved her arms, ‘. . . with all this flummery, all this “yes-my-lord, no-my-lord” stuff, you have another think coming. I agreed to come with you simply because I feel maybe I do owe you some sort of apology for – you know – doing what I did, but that’s all.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Edward hastily. He was rather annoyed to find himself being lectured when he had intended to do all the lecturing himself. After all, as she had admitted, he was the wounded party, but there was something so honest and gutsy about her bad temper that he could not be angry for long. The waiter arrived to take their order but Edward waved him away. ‘No, it’s all right,’ said Verity, ‘I know what I would like – fritto misto and then fillet of sole.’


‘And I’ll have the minestrone and the scaloppine al marsala,’ said Edward, ‘and a bottle of Orvieto.’


‘I hope you don’t mean to get me drunk and then seduce me,’ said Verity, smiling as if she now rather regretted having been sharp with him.


‘No,’ said Edward, ‘I merely wanted to talk to you about the General’s death. By the way, you never did write for Country Life, did you?’


‘No. I am afraid I lied and I will write to the Duchess and apologize. I suppose there is no point in writing to the Duke, is there?’


‘No, I’m afraid not.’


‘My original idea was to write a series of articles for the DW on how the rich live. That was why I wanted to see round the castle, but of course the General dying like that – well, you see, it was an opportunity I could not possibly miss. I did not feel I owed anyone silence. No one had asked me to keep it quiet and if they had I would not have agreed.’


‘Have the police been to see you yet?’


‘No, do you think they will want to?’


‘I expect so. You were a witness.’


‘Mm – I suppose I was, though I did not really see anything you didn’t see.’


‘You know he was murdered?’ said Edward. He had no idea that he was going to say what he said until he said it, but having said it he realized it was something he had known since he first knelt awkwardly beside the dying man trying to loosen his tie. He had known it when he was telling himself that it was all a terrible accident and he had known that Gerald had known it and that was one of the reasons he was so upset by Verity’s story in the Daily Worker.


‘I wondered if you thought so too,’ said Verity calmly. ‘I don’t know that there is any evidence but I am sure you are right. I was certain, from the word go, that the warmongering old man would not have committed suicide. If he ever did, he would never kill himself in front of a load of bigwigs.’


Edward said, ‘Well, I thought it might have been an accident. He might have considered killing himself because, according to his man Jeffries, he was ill, and Dr Best confirmed it. He was dying of stomach cancer and he had only a very few months to live. He might perhaps have preferred to choose his own day for dying.’


‘I see,’ said Verity thoughtfully. ‘He certainly looked unwell. He was very thin and there was, unless I am imagining it, a feverishness about him. I mean, there was something almost like hysteria in the way he was talking about the war. Or is that nonsense?’


‘No, I don’t think it is nonsense. I tried to persuade myself that, if he was carrying a cyanide capsule and it got in the silver snuff box he was using to keep his painkillers in, he could have taken the cyanide capsule and put it in his glass instead of the painkiller. He was ill, he may have been in pain, he was tired and maybe a little drunk. He could have made a mistake.’


‘But you don’t think he did?’


‘No. He wasn’t the sort of man to make mistakes. He was, according to Jeffries, a very tidy man. I looked in his room before I left the castle and before Jeffries had packed away his things. It was almost as though he had not been there. The bed was unslept in, of course. There was his watch and a tiny clock on the bedside table. The only book he had with him was the Bible. There was a photograph of his wife – on the dressing-table; nothing much else. A lifetime soldiering means he was used to travelling light. Each item of clothing or shaving tackle would have its very particular place in his one small suitcase.’


‘His wife was dead?’


‘Yes, Jeffries said he was quite alone in the world except for some cousin.’ He hesitated. ‘Tell me, why should you care if the old boy was murdered? Surely he was just the sort of . . . what did you call him – warmonger? – you must really dislike.’


‘I don’t deny it. In theory,’ said Verity seriously, ‘if I had read about his death in the paper I would not have cared. I might have said, “Oh well, one less warmonger,” but it is different if you have been there. And he died so horribly. I keep on thinking it might have been my father. My father is –’


‘Yes, Tommie told me.’


‘Well, he’s had death threats, you know. He – the General, I mean – had no one to care if he lived or died, and if I believe in anything I believe in justice. That’s what being a Communist means. If he was killed we ought to see the murderer brought to justice.’


She stopped, quite breathless with passion. Edward was impressed. She looked like a little firebrand, her bosom heaving and her cheeks red, her eyes bright as fireworks. ‘So you think a Communist Party member and a scion of the aristocracy ought to combine forces to bring a murderer to book?’


‘Don’t scoff,’ Verity said angrily. ‘And don’t be bloody patronizing.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Edward, a little shocked by her swearing at him. ‘I did not mean to scoff. I just wondered what on earth we could do.’


‘Don’t be feeble,’ she answered, still on her high horse. ‘To begin with, how easy would it be for the General to have mistaken one of his painkillers for a cyanide capsule?’


‘Yes, I asked Dr Best that. He said it was possible – anything is possible – but the pills were a very different shape from the capsule which was probably not round but like a tiny tube. What’s more, it was probably made of a kind of glass – though they haven’t found any fragment of it yet – and would have to be broken into the wine or bitten in the mouth.’


‘We are sure it was in the port then?’


‘Yes. Apparently if he had bitten on it there would have been clear burn marks in the mouth and on the teeth but if he swallowed the poison in the port it would not have started . . . you know, killing him . . . until it was in his stomach.’


‘Ugh! How horrible!’ Verity exclaimed and Edward was surprised how tough she could be in some ways and how sensitive in others.


‘It definitely was in the port then,’ Verity said, forking up a mouthful of fried squid.


‘Cyanide evaporates in the air, so if it wasn’t in his mouth it had to have been in liquid and you saw him take a sip of port just before he started choking.’


‘Right, so if he was poisoned . . .’


‘It had to have been by someone round that dining-room table,’ said Edward finishing her thought. ‘A distinctly unpleasant conclusion.’


Edward leaned back in his chair and the hovering waiter refilled his champagne glass. ‘We really have no evidence that it was murder. What could any of the people at dinner have against him, and if one of them had a secret reason for killing him why would they do it in so public a place when they might so easily be seen?’


Verity leaned forward eagerly. ‘No, don’t you see? I agree it must have been an opportunistic killing but what safer place to murder a man than at a semi-official dinner surrounded by guests all with important positions in society. The murderer would be able to count on the police being under pressure to find it all to have been a terrible accident.’


‘You really think the police would hush up . . . murder?’


‘Yes, I do. Can you imagine Colonel Philips, the Chief Constable, realizing he had to find a cabinet minister or a bishop a murderer? He would run a mile.’


‘Of course, the irony is that the murderer obviously did not know the General was dying anyway,’ Edward said.


‘So we can assume then that the murderer did not know the General well enough to know that he was very ill?’


‘That’s right. According to Jeffries he had no close friends and he had told no no one, not even Jeffries, how ill he was.’


‘But the murderer might have known him well years ago.’


‘He was a sort of family friend. We had known him for ages. He was a friend of my father’s but we certainly did not know him intimately. I don’t suppose anyone did.’ Edward bit his lip thoughtfully. ‘So you think if we were looking for a motive for murder we might have to look back in the General’s career? Let’s see, what do we think happened on Saturday night?’


‘I think,’ said Verity, pushing away her empty plate, ‘that the murderer had been waiting all through dinner for an opportunity to poison General Craig’s wine but no opportunity arose. Then just as the murderer was giving up hope, we arrived. Everyone crowded into the hall to see us. The murderer lingered behind and broke the capsule in the General’s port and pop goes the weasel.’


‘But how could he – the murderer, I mean – be sure that the General would sit down in the same place he had been sitting in?’


‘I suppose he risked it. Did everyone leave their port on the table or were some people holding their glass in the hall?’


‘I don’t know, Verity, but we could find out. We would have to go very carefully because we haven’t a shred of evidence for thinking that the General really was murdered. We just have our hunches and they carry no weight with anyone, least of all, I suspect, with Inspector Pride. Still, I can see it might make a great story for you if we can prove something – another scoop in fact.’


‘That’s not my motive,’ said Verity stiffly. ‘I told you, I believe in justice and I don’t see why he should die unavenged.’


‘Golly, you sound like one of the Furies. You remember, they were –’


‘I know who the Furies were,’ said Verity icily. ‘I think I can live with you being an aristocratic ass but if you’re going to “little woman” me through all this I shall throw something at you.’


‘“Through all this”?’ said Edward, suddenly feeling rather pleased. ‘Are we a team then? Holmes and Watson?’


‘I suppose so,’ Verity said, grinning, ‘but don’t try and tell me I’m Watson. Anyway, aren’t you worried about annoying your brother even more?’


‘I think the worst has happened as far as Gerald is concerned. Anyway, if we are discreet enough in our Sherlock Holmesing he will never know.’


‘You will keep me quiet?’


‘I don’t think anyone could do that. I just meant it might look pretty absurd for us to look as though we were trying to do the police’s job. Our qualifications for sleuthing are precisely zero.’


Verity said, not looking up from her fish, ‘I think I did you an injustice. Gosh, this sole is good!’


‘How do you mean – “an injustice”?’


‘Well, to be honest, I didn’t think you had it in you. I took you for a typical wet fish of decayed aristocracy,’ – she indicated her half-eaten sole – ‘brainless, useless and asking to be guillotined as soon as we come to power. You don’t mind me speaking frankly?’


‘Not at all,’ said Edward. ‘And I thought you were just a typical talentless would-be artist or writer or something with a rich father prepared to subsidize absurd political opinions which you did not begin to understand and a liar to boot.’


They stared at each other, surprised by the venom of their remarks. Edward was the first to recover. ‘I apologize. I didn’t think anything of the sort. I think I liked you from the moment you hooted your horn at me on the haywain.’


‘Well, let’s get one thing straight,’ said Verity, only partly mollified, ‘I don’t particularly like you and Max doesn’t like you at all and he’s a good judge of men, but I am willing to suspend judgment on the wet fish issue.’


‘Right,’ said Edward. ‘I don’t like Max much either but I’m quite prepared to be partners in crime detection on that basis if you are.’ He got up from his chair and put out his hand, attracting some curious glances from other diners. Verity also stood up and they solemnly shook hands.


When they had sat down again, Verity said, ‘I expect it does seem rather ridiculous, me and Daddy being Communists when he drives a Rolls-Royce and I have a generous allowance. My excuse is the money allows me to spend my time working for the cause instead of working just to have enough to eat, like some of us. I know the comrades think we . . . Daddy and me . . . are not . . . are not serious, but so what?’ She shrugged. ‘Daddy and I are quite sincere. Of course, we could give away all our money and be poor but it is much more sensible to use the money and our brains to further the cause. It is not as if we believe that everyone has to be poor. We believe that everyone ought to have a good standard of living – that’s what we have to work for. In any case, the really important thing is to unite to destroy the Fascists. No one seems to realize that the Fascists are going to make a war, if they don’t kill us all first using Oswald Mosley’s crew to do it. Have you read Marx and Lenin?’ Before he could answer, she said hurriedly, ‘Still, don’t let’s get into politics now.’


‘I would just say,’ said Edward, ‘that I heartily agree with you – about the Fascists being a threat to peace, I mean – but I vigorously rebut the idea that you have to join the Communist Party to oppose Fascism. The old warmonger as you call him – unkindly, I think – hated Fascists as much as you, even if he also hated Communists. Like you, Verity, I believe in justice and I think that is what gives us common ground. Now, let’s work out a plan of campaign. I think the first thing that Sherlock Holmes might have done is to make a list of suspects.’


Verity looked at him with something like respect. By the time they were served coffee, the champagne and the Orvieto had been finished and Edward was making notes on the back of the menu.


Verity had insisted he list everyone who had been at the dinner, ‘that subservient butler, of course, and the footman and ourselves’.


‘Did you murder the General?’


‘No, and I don’t suppose you did either,’ she allowed, ‘but we must not start assuming things. I know: allow space beside each name for opportunity and motive.’


‘We all had opportunity,’ Edward objected, ‘that’s why we put their names on the list in the first place. And no one has a motive.’


‘No,’ said Verity, ‘be accurate. We do not know if anyone had a motive, which is quite different.’


‘All right, let’s go through the list,’ said Edward. ‘I can’t see what possible motive Bates or John would have. They have both been at Mersham for years – Bates has been there for ever – and it is quite inconceivable that they would murder one of the Duke’s guests.’


‘Does Bates have a first name?’


‘Presumably,’ said Edward, ‘but it would be more than my life was worth to use it. And before you ask, I do know John’s surname. It’s Cross.’


‘We can assume Jeffries is in the clear?’


‘You mean he might have put the cyanide capsule in the General’s pill box and hoped he would take it sometime in mistake for his painkillers?’


‘Yes, but I agree, he has no possible motive unless it turns out he inherits a large sum of money from his master. You can check that,’ said Verity bossily. ‘I suppose the Duke doesn’t have a motive?’ she added, a little embarrassed.


‘No, of course not. Wait a moment though, Frank – that’s our older brother who died in the war – he was under General Craig’s command. The fact he died so uselessly could be said to be a motive.’


‘Oh, I –’


Edward steam-rollered on, determined to bring the case against his brother out in the open so it could be considered and dismissed once and for all. ‘Gerald might have been waiting all these years to take his revenge on the man who ordered his brother to his death.’ He paused and looked Verity in the eye. ‘You’ll say I am prejudiced but I don’t believe it for a moment. For one thing, the dinner was just too important to him to muck it up; for another thing – you saw his face when he saw Craig dying. I just could not begin to suspect him.’ Edward had tried to be objective but suddenly his voice broke. ‘I’m afraid this has hit him very hard. The one thing he lives for is to use his influence to make peace between Germany and England. Now that work cannot go ahead – at least, not until this is all cleared up.’


Verity was silent for a moment or two, wanting to comfort him but not sure what to say. Finally, deciding he would hate her to go all gooey, she said, ‘I agree, I don’t suspect the Duke even though I think he is mistaken in thinking he can achieve anything with these dinners. There is nothing to be gained by talking to Fascists. They just think you are weak. Our only hope is in the leadership of the Soviet Union.’ She was very earnest. ‘Only in Russia is there true freedom.’


‘Have you been to the Soviet Union?’ Edward asked mildly.


‘No, but I hope to go at the end of the year. There’s a conference in Moscow and I may be chosen as a delegate.’


‘So you don’t know for sure that the Soviet Union is the paradise on earth you think it is?’


‘Plenty of people I trust have been. I have been to Germany and I can tell you that enough terrible things are happening there to convince you that I am telling the truth. We are going to have to stop the Fascists by force one day; it’s the only thing they understand.’


‘That’s a depressing thought but I don’t disagree.’


‘Maybe, but it is better to face reality even if it is depressing than hide your head in the sand.’


‘Why try and convince me; aren’t I the class enemy? Anyway, I told you, I think you are right.’


‘It is very disconcerting when you agree with me,’ said Verity, laughing.


‘It won’t happen again,’ said Edward, with his rather crooked smile. ‘But let’s get back to our murderer, if there is one.’


‘I feel sure there is. All my female intuition is screaming warnings.’


‘Golly, do CP members have such bourgeois things as female intuition?’


‘Very funny. I think Larmore is my chief suspect. He’s rotten to the core – a typical right-wing, corrupt capitalist.’


‘Wait a minute, Verity, if we are going to sleuth together you are going to have to put your political prejudices aside. The moment you start stereotyping people you cease to see them as human beings.’


‘Touché!’ Verity said. ‘All right then, I think Larmore needs investigation.’


‘The German – what’s his name? Friedberg – he needs looking at too, but to be honest, I can’t see him murdering a distinguished British general within days of being here on government business.’


‘No, and the Bishop – he’s a good man. He’s a great friend of Tommie’s, did you know? They do good works together.’


‘So who does that leave?’


‘Well, there’s Lord Weaver, a capitalist if ever there was one.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Edward, ‘and therefore a natural ally of the General’s, surely. Would he, even if he wanted to murder someone, choose to do it at the Duke’s table in front of his wife and stepdaughter?’


‘Probably not,’ Verity agreed reluctantly. ‘Don’t forget Hermione,’ she said, cheering up. ‘She was leaning over him as he drank his port and she seemed the most shocked of all of us by what happened. Still, I don’t see how she could have put poison in the General’s glass without anyone seeing.’


‘And remember, she was not in the dining-room when the men were drinking their port. She came in with the other ladies when we arrived.’


‘Yes, and surely if she had poisoned the port she would have known what to expect and would have been less shocked than the rest of us?’ said Verity.


‘Hard to say. She might have done it on a whim and then been horrified by what she had done. Still, it does seem unlikely, and unlikely that she would have been clever enough to have dropped the capsule in the General’s glass without anyone noticing.’


‘More to the point,’ said Verity, ‘what possible motive could she have? I can’t see how her path and the General’s could have ever crossed.’


Edward and Verity looked at each other in dismay. At last Edward said, ‘It looks as if we’re barking up the wrong tree. There seems to be no reason why anyone who could have murdered the General would have wanted to.’


‘So have we argued ourselves out of investigating?’


Edward said, ‘Not quite, but no one must know that we are investigating. We would be a laughing-stock if people suspected it and possibly alarm the murderer should he exist.’


‘Well, I vote we have a casual conversation with each of the possibles and then reconsider. For instance, there would be no problem about talking to the Bishop. We could easily find an excuse. We could say we are interested in his Peace Pledge Union.’


‘What’s that?’ asked Edward.


‘Oh, haven’t you heard? Everyone from whatever party is going to be urged to join together to promise not to go to war and try and persuade governments to pledge themselves to peace too.’


‘Would you join it?’ inquired Edward interestedly.


‘Of course not,’ said Verity scornfully. ‘Haven’t you been listening? We are going to have to fight the Fascists one day and this sort of wishy-washy Utopianism just weakens people’s resolve.’


Edward was impressed. ‘And you could accept Friedberg’s invitation to go out to dinner with him,’ he said slowly.


Verity blushed. ‘Ugh! I hated that man on sight but yes, I suppose he did seem to like me.’


‘More than that, I’d say,’ said Edward, annoyed with himself for minding.


‘I could do a bit of vamping, I suppose.’


‘You are very good at it. Think how you charmed all of us.’


Verity flushed again, this time in anger. She did feel guilty at tricking the Duchess but she did not want Edward criticizing her. ‘You make me sound a scheming bitch,’ she said.


Edward, shocked at her language, realized that what he had meant as a rather clumsy joke had given offence. ‘I am sorry, Verity. Please forgive me. I did not mean to imply . . . It would be too dangerous anyway. Just because we don’t like Nazis, we should not underestimate them. They are not fools.’


‘Oh, stow it,’ she said crossly. ‘We’ll think how to get to Weaver. We need some excuse to talk to him.’


‘I know,’ said Edward. ‘That ghastly girl Hermione seems to have got a crush on me for no good reason. I could be really underhand and get to know her and then her father. Kill two birds with one stone – oops, sorry!’


‘That’s more like it,’ said Verity. ‘If you are as underhand and skulduggerous as me then I won’t feel so bad!’


‘Done,’ said Edward, paying the bill. ‘Now, let’s leave it at that for the moment. Telephone me if you can arrange for us to see the Bishop without arousing suspicion.’


‘Yes, and I will try to get an invitation to go out with the horrible German. God, I will have some explaining to do if the comrades ever find out.’


‘No, I don’t think you ought to; I think it would be too dangerous. If anyone ought to talk to Friedberg it should be me.’


‘As dangerous as involving yourself with Hermione Weaver?’


‘I will risk it with Hermione,’ Edward said grimly.


As the waiter helped them into their coats Edward glimpsed himself and the girl in the mirrored wall: Verity solemn, determined, her seriousness betrayed only by the red feather in her little hat which she wore on the side of her head; he, lean and tanned with the glossy look of a young man-about-town who has never had to worry where his next dinner was coming from. He thought they made an enigmatic couple. What had they got in common – the young lordling and the intense, politically aware young woman? She had guts – he had to admit – and a gaiety of spirit which belied her gloomy prognostications. In a world where women in politics were often thought absurd and ‘unfeminine’, he found her a refreshing alternative to the silly, languid girls whom he met at balls and in country houses and whose conversation was restricted to horses and dogs or the next party.


Verity held out her hand to him. ‘No need to get me a taxi. I live close enough to walk and the fresh air will do me good, and before you ask, I would rather walk alone.’ She softened her admonition with a smile. ‘Thank you for dinner. I will telephone you in a day or two to report progress, if any.’


‘How do you know my number?’


‘For one thing, you gave me your card when we first met behind that hay wagon. I knew I had an idiot to deal with when you gave me your address and telephone number within seconds of meeting.’


‘And the second thing?’ said Edward crossly.


‘The second thing? Oh, well, I suppose Tommie Fox has it, hasn’t he?’


He watched her disappear into the crowd, for Soho was only just beginning to wake up for the night’s pleasures, and he half-hailed a cab before telling himself if Verity could walk, so could he. Albany was only fifteen minutes away. Then he clicked his fingers in annoyance. He had never got her to give him her address or telephone number. What sort of sleuth did that make him? Feeling rather a chump he turned towards Piccadilly. His knee hardly hurt him and he thought after all he might be up to a little dancing. He would ring Hermione.
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Tuesday Evening


Edward felt a bit of a cad. Hermione was obviously besotted with him and when he had rung to suggest an evening at the Four Hundred she had responded with embarrassing enthusiasm. ‘But not the Four Hundred. That’s frightfully old-fashioned now. The place to go is the Cocoanut Grove – you know, in Regent Street.’ Hermione sounded brittle and over-eager but, as he reminded himself, the telephone strangled the voice so maybe it was just her excitement.


Edward’s worst fears were realized at ten o’clock that evening after dinner at the Savoy, when he escorted Hermione to the Cocoanut Grove, a jungle in more ways than one. They descended a narrow staircase, a fire hazard if ever he had seen one, to a gigantic dance room got up like some film producer’s vision of King Kong’s natural habitat. Pillars sprouted green fronds and the walls were adorned with fanciful paintings of tropical islands, volcanoes and palm trees. In one corner of the room there was a large glass tank filled with water in which a few depressed-looking fish swum round and round as if they knew they ought not to be there. The dance floor was already crowded with men in evening dress and women in exotic gowns, silk and chiffon, and much jewellery. It was everything that Edward hated. The temperature was already in the high seventies and the band, performing from inside what appeared to be a log cabin, were sweating visibly.
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