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    Chapter One


    The Night of April 14th 1912


    Richenda and I leaned as far as we dared over the railing and peered out into the vast, starlit sea. The air was so cold it was like pressing our faces against a sheet of ice. The inkiness of the night blurred the line between the sea and the sky. We could have been sailing off the end of the world. The frivolity and liveliness we had found in the week we had spent in New York now seemed a lifetime away.


    ‘Do you think we will see the lights soon?’ asked Richenda for the thousandth time. I could not berate her for her repetition, for the very same thought was echoing around in my own mind. I looked at my wristwatch, a bridesmaid’s present from Richenda and Hans, but I could not read the dial.


    ‘It’s too dark to see,’ I said, ‘but the Captain did say it would take six hours to get there. And that was with turning off the heating and our lights.’


    ‘Can you believe it?’ scowled Richenda. ‘I heard the woman in the cabin next to ours complaining about the cold. And she with six mink coats, too!’


    Despite the seriousness of the situation, I felt pleasure at my companion’s remark. It would not have been that long ago she would have made such a complaint herself. Only a year ago, Richenda Stapleford had been an almost entirely self-centred, spoiled woman, obsessed with fashion, who at best turned a blind eye to the actions of her malevolent twin Richard. Now, recently married to the banker Hans Muller in what was essentially a marriage of convenience for them both, she had unexpectedly blossomed. Having been her housemaid[1], and now paid companion, we had shared many exploits together. The damage done to her by a harsh stepmother, an uncaring father, and a manipulative twin had been worn away to reveal a good woman.


    A woman who, like myself, was currently fretting and praying over those hundreds of souls at peril on the sea tonight.


    There was an aspect of ‘there but for the grace of God go we’ about the situation. When Hans had declared his intention of a spectacular world cruise for Richenda and himself, she had begged to go on the RMS Titanic. Hans had demurred, not at the cost (although it would have been steep even for him), but at the declaration that the ship was practically unsinkable.


    ‘I cannot believe such a thing,’ he had said. ‘I fear the crew and Captain will take greater risks if they believe themselves invincible. It is the nature of man to do so.’


    Richenda had argued hard, but for once Hans had refused her. If he had not, we too would be amongst the stricken passengers of the floundering Titanic, rather than on board the RMS Carpathia, racing to rescue her. We had no idea what had happened, but like many of those on board we had volunteered to share our quarters with those about to be rescued. The Carpathia was not the biggest of ships, and the Titanic had, we believed, almost two thousand souls on board. Hans, like many of the men, had given up his bed completely. Richenda was to share my accommodation and he would sleep on deck, their entire stateroom suite given up. For Hans there had been no question that this should be done, and one stern look at Richenda had convinced her of the same.


    The mood among the passengers on board had been one of disbelief. Unlike Hans, no one else seemed to have thought Titanic sinkable. As it was, people whispered of slight damage and maybe a few people needing to leave the ship. But as the hours wore on and the Captain diverted all possible power to the engines, I think everyone began to realise the gravity of the situation.


    Richenda gave a little cry and pointed out to sea. ‘There!’ she gasped. Ahead of us, in the distance, glimmered some indistinct object. We were quiet as we approached it, but no sooner did it seem to become firm amid the shimmering night sea than we felt the ship shift beneath our feet.


    ‘Iceberg,’ murmured a woman to my right.


    Moonlight struck the structure as we passed it. I believe everyone on board held their breath. Certainly no one around us spoke for several minutes. The beauty of the sparkling ice in the night was unearthly. If was as if a piece of heaven had fallen from the skies and landed in the dark calm of the waters.


    ‘Let’s hope there were enough boats,’ said Hans, appearing at our sides. He handed us each a wrap. ‘They’re gathering shawls for the survivors. You can wear these for now, but …’


    ‘Of course,’ I said, ‘we will at once hand them over to those in more need.’


    Richenda, her teeth chattering, nodded. ‘It is so cold on deck, I cannot imagine how cold the water must be.’


    ‘You would not have to imagine it for very long,’ said Hans grimly. ‘A few minutes at most.’


    Both Richenda and I gasped at the implication. ‘What did you mean about boats?’ I asked. ‘Are there other ships coming to the rescue?’


    Hans shook his head. ‘I talked to one of the officers. Other ships have answered the distress call, but even at six hours away we are by far the nearest. No, I was referring to the lifeboats.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ asked Richenda.


    Hans sighed and huddled down further in his greatcoat. ‘I knew how much you wanted to go on the Titanic, my dear, so I did explore the possibility more fully than you perhaps realised. One of the facts that decided me was the builders’ declaration that a full number of lifeboats was not needed as they would never be used.’


    He took Richenda’s hand in his. ‘I do not take risks with those I value.’ He smiled at me too. Richenda blushed or at least went a shade darker in the night. As a redhead with freckles, and of a fulsome figure, blushing, to which she was unfortunately prone, was never kind to her.


    ‘How short of places were they?’ I asked.


    Hans shook his head. ‘It is pointless to speculate now. But I do fear the number of survivors will not overload this ship, as some have feared.’


    I looked down into the dark water and shivered.


    I cannot tell you how long it was from then that the Carpathia began to slow. I know I was colder than I had ever been in my life. However, despite Hans’ prompting neither of us could bear to retire inside the ship. It was as if we both felt that by willing it so the ship would move faster through the endless sea. That and the sight of the icebergs would have had me rushing out to check every few minutes that we too were not in danger of collision.


    The ship gradually slowed and slowed. Richenda and I peered into the night. ‘Where is it?’ she asked. And then we heard the whistles and the cries from the small wooden lifeboats that remained. ‘She’s gone,’ I said. My heart felt like a stone within me. ‘The entire ship has gone. We are too late.’


    We were not late. To this day people speak of the Carpathia and the impossible race her captain made across the sea. The speed we achieved was incredible, but the damage done to the Titanic by the iceberg was beyond anything anyone had thought possible. It seemed she had split quite in two and sunk quickly to the bottom of the sea.


    The tales we heard that night will stay with me for the rest of my life. Of wives who chose to stay with their husbands. Of small children, now orphaned, handed over by third-class passengers who were refused a place on a lifeboat. Of the men who had run amok and released the lifeboats early in their fear and cowardice, and the bravery of the crew who had restored order even though they knew there was no chance of their own survival. And we heard the terrible, terrible stories, of those locked below decks, and of keys never found no matter how some brave officers sought.


    Richenda and I did not stay in our cabin. We helped the crew as much as we could, but more than anything we made what poor efforts we could to comfort those lost, cold, bereaved, and shocked. Hans too was out in our ship’s lifeboats, scouring for any souls still clinging to wreckage or held aloft by their life-jackets. He never spoke of what he saw that night, but when he came back to us I saw the haunted look in his eyes. It also helps explain what transpired next.


    Richenda, though stout in many ways, does not have my constitution. I have worked below stairs, and before that I grew up in a vicarage where exercise was praised and encouraged. Richenda, long overfond of cake, could not stay the same course I could. I found Hans, by purest chance, as he came in from the boats, and told him I was seeking his wife.


    ‘She has been much moved by the plight of the survivors, but she is not as strong as I. She needs to rest. I fear in this cold she will make herself ill.’


    Hans put a hand on my shoulder. ‘You have both done more than could have been asked of you,’ he said. ‘And there will time for you to do more as we travel back to port, but you both need to rest.’


    I looked across the sea of faces, the survivors still being sorted and shepherded to whatever shelter could be found.


    ‘There are not as many I as thought there would be,’ I said sadly.


    ‘I believe over a thousand lives have been lost,’ said Hans.


    I felt my knees crumble beneath me. Only Hans’ strong arm around my waist stopped me falling into a dead faint.


    ‘A thousand,’ I murmured. ‘A thousand.’


    ‘I should not have told you,’ said Hans. I could hear in his voice he was cross with himself.


    ‘Was it very terrible out in the boats?’ I asked.


    ‘Come, let us find my wife,’ was all he would answer.


    We found Richenda sitting on the lower deck, tears streaming down her face, a child of two or three, dressed in poor clothing, clasped in her arms. Richenda rocked the child gently and was crooning to her despite her tears. When she looked up at us her face showed her shock and despair.


    ‘Her mother died on the lifeboat,’ she said. ‘Her father stayed on the ship. She is two and half years old and her name is Amy.’ Then she began to sob as if her heart might break.


    Hans helped her to her feet, but he made no attempt to take the child from her. ‘Take her to your bed,’ he said. ‘She is cold and scared.’


    ‘She is the daughter of an Irish maid,’ said Richenda, and I could hear the fear in her voice.


    ‘Does she have any other relatives?’ asked Hans.


    ‘She was with another woman, who had come to know them on the journey. The woman thought not.’


    ‘This other woman would not take her?’ asked Hans.


    Richenda shook her head. ‘She has lost her husband and has her two own children with her.’


    Hans nodded. ‘You’d better take her with you to your quarters. You both need rest, and Amelia needs to be out of this cold.’


    Richenda looked at him warily. He gave her a gentle push towards the cabins. ‘Go and rest. There is nothing more to be done now.’


    I let Richenda go on ahead. ‘I have never seen her like that,’ I said to Hans.


    ‘Tonight has changed us all,’ said Hans.


    ‘The child,’ I said haltingly, ‘I fear she will not easily give her up.’


    Hans looked down at me. ‘If the child has no other relatives I see no reason why she should,’ he said somewhat fiercely.


    I must have looked surprised. ‘Honestly, Euphemia,’ he said, ‘I would have thought you knew me better. An accident of birth is no reason to discriminate against a small child, and an orphaned one at that.’


    I always knew Hans Muller was a good man, but it was that night I realised how very good he was.

    

    



    
      [1] And once shut in a cupboard by her, a travesty I find hard to forget!

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    In which the British Government unexpectedly

    calls on my aid in a most unpleasant manner


    Richenda stayed in her cabin from that point onwards. Not because of a lack of desire to help, but because without any previous experience she had suddenly become the mother of a sad, confused, and exceedingly demanding toddler.


    It transpired that Richenda had actually seen the dead mother brought aboard, with the child still in her arms, and it was as if she couldn’t let Amy, as she insisted on being called, go a minute without being held. Apart from seeing that she had what she needed for the child Hans let her be. He knew she was afraid he would take the child away, and to be fair most men would have done their best to have found the child a place among her own class. But Hans’ first wife had suffered a series of miscarriages, and perhaps it was this as much as his own strength of character that made him loath to take a child from his wife’s arms.


    Hans is not from the upper classes, but a respectable middle-class man who has made his own fortune. Because of this he has less class sensibilities than many of his peers, and a strong feudal ethic that makes his small estate one of the best-run and happiest in the country.


    But I fear if I praise Mr Muller much more it will seem as if I harbour romantic feelings towards him. I do not, but I do like him very much, and after this voyage I liked him even more. He had promised me that despite Richenda changing status from a guest in his house to his wife I would always have a home with him, and seeing how he responded to Amy made me certain for the first time that he had meant what he said.


    On board the Carpathia I moved among the passengers, doing what I could and making as few demands upon the overstretched crew as possible. I was surprised therefore on the morning after the rescue, when I had snatched but a few hours’ rest, that I was sought out by a crewman and asked to report to the wireless station.


    The wireless station on board a ship is very small and almost shack-like, so I was surprised to be asked to step inside. The wireless operator and the first mate were waiting for me.


    ‘Miss St John?’ asked the first mate, offering his hand, ‘I understand you and your companions have given up your stateroom. Thank you.’


    ‘It is no more than many have done,’ I answered confused, ‘and so much less than I would like to be able to do.’


    ‘Still, the attitude of passengers such as yourself is much appreciated, ma’am.’


    ‘Thank you,’ I said, preparing to leave. ‘I am sure you have much more important things to do than …’


    The first mate shook his head. ‘No, ma’am, that’s not why you were asked here. Although if I were able I would individually thank every one of you who have showed such kindness.’ He paused. ‘We have received a wire for you.’ He frowned. ‘From the British Government.’


    ‘For me?’


    He held out his hand to the wireless operator, who handed him a slip of paper.


    ‘“To be conveyed in words to Miss St John only by a senior member of the crew. Please ascertain if Mr Fitzroy among the survivors from the Titanic. Response desired as soon as possible. Matter of utmost secrecy and urgency. Please destroy message.”’


    At this point the first mate put a match to the edge of the paper and did so. ‘We have instructions we are to wire your response as soon as we have it, ma’am.’


    ‘But don’t you have a list of the survivors?’ I asked.


    ‘It’s in hand, as is the matter of informing relatives,’ said the first mate. I noticed how tired he and the wireless operator were. The former had deep shadows under his eyes, whereas the first mate standing in my presence seemed unaware that he was swaying slightly. ‘I also understand from both this and another message we have received that any enquires must be made discreetly as much as they must be made swiftly.’


    ‘How then?’ I asked.


    ‘I believe, ma’am, that they require you to do this by sight alone.’


    I made no further protestation and left the two men to their duties. I suppose I should mention at this point that Mr Fitzroy, also sometimes known as Lord Milton, is a spy for the British Empire. Through my scandalous and seeming unbreakable habit of ending up at the scenes of crimes, and often murders, I have come into contact with Mr Fitzroy on more than one occasion. Indeed, it is arguable he once saved my life. [2]


    I certainly owed him a debt, but more than that the shadowy department for which he worked was more than aware of my true identity, as the estranged granddaughter of an earl who had been forced into service to assist her family. None of my employers had ever known who I was and I did not wish them ever to do so. It was the unspoken threat by Fitzroy’s department that if I did not help them out they would reveal my identity, as much as any debt to the man, that made me embark on this difficult task. There has been no mending of the decades-long rift between by mother and her father, and accordingly I am the family’s sole supporter.


    What would make it harder was that I could not tell either Hans or Richenda what I was doing. I had signed a new-fangled thing called the Official Secrets Act, which prevents me on pain of many nasty and terrible things being done to me from talking about Fitzroy or his department. In similar situations past I had been in the company of others who have also signed the Act, such as Bertram, Richenda’s half-brother, or Rory McLeod, a most efficient butler and my one-time … two-times fiancée, and it had been somewhat easier.


    I spent the rest of the day moving among the survivors, helping the crew with the delivery of food and drink, and scanning the faces of all the men. Far fewer men than women had survived. The men, apart from a few passengers from First Class who had commandeered lifeboats (and who I, having seen the suffering of those whose loved ones had nobly stayed behind, felt should be thrown back in the manner of imperfect fish) were in the main the men who had rowed the boats.


    I made as sure as I could that I met all the men concerned. Fitzroy, love him or hate him, and most people did one or the other, was not a man I could imagine dead. The world would certainly be the darker for the loss of his irascible charm and quick wits. But he was also a man capable of great coldness who would sacrifice anyone or anything if his King or Country required it.[3]


    As I made my way to the wireless room once more I pondered on what Fitzroy would have done in his final hours. Would he have fought for a place on a lifeboat or would he have been one of the ones compelling the rest to order? Of all of them I imagine he would have realised the situation was dire almost at once. I liked to think that if he had wanted to get off the ship he could have done and his absence dictated that at the end he had behaved like a true gentleman and helped women and children to safety even though he knew it would cost him his life.


    I delivered my message to the wireless operator and left feeling rather low.


    I was somewhat surprised to receive a summons to the wireless room later in the day. As before the first mate was waiting there for me. ‘I’m very sorry, ma’am,’ he said, ‘but we have received a further message that requires your attention.’


    ‘What is it now?’ I asked tersely. I was almost dead on my feet from fatigue.


    The first mate coughed and looked uncomfortable. The wireless operator would not meet my gaze.


    ‘Yes?’ I asked imperiously.


    ‘If I might be so bold, ma’am,’ said the first mate, ‘as to ask if you are sure without doubt that the man they’re seeking is not among the rescuers.’


    ‘I have made as certain as I can,’ I retorted. ‘Obviously the ship is vastly overcrowded, and despite the sterling efforts of your crew there is still a certain amount of chaos above and below deck.’


    ‘You might like to check again, ma’am,’ said the first mate.


    ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ I exclaimed. ‘Is this what they want me to do?’


    The first mate shook his head. ‘No, ma’am. They’ve asked, if you are certain, if you also will check the dead before we commit any burials at sea.’


    I blanched and the first mate rushed to bring me a wooden chair. I sat down.


    ‘They want me to do what?’ I said, shocked.


    ‘Look, ma’am, if you could give me a description of this man they are so eager to find, I will check the dead men.’ The first mate’s accent slipped a little. ‘It ain’t right to be asking a lady to look at corpses.’


    The operator nodded his silent approval.


    I did consider it, but I knew Fitzroy had been jealous of his true identity. Besides, I owed him more than one favour that I would likely now never be able to repay. I think perhaps a small part of me knew I would only be able to accept and move on from his death when I saw his body.


    I took a deep breath. ‘It’s all right, Officer,’ I said, ‘I appreciate your concern, but my father was a village vicar and I have had occasion to see the dead before.’ I felt it wise not to include my over familiarity with murdered corpses at this moment.


    ‘I don’t think you understand, ma’am,’ said the first mate. ‘Some of these men have been in the water for some time.’


    ‘I imagine that would change their appearance for the worse,’ I said, bravely swallowing back the bile that was hitting the back of my throat.


    The first mate winced. ‘There has already been some deterioration in the water. Even a few fish have … ma’am.’


    A look passed between us and I understood. I managed to make it to the rail before I lost what poor lunch I had managed to snatch.

    

    



    
      [2] I am sure he would argue the point.


      [3] I had always assumed that, as the adage goes, this would include his own grandmother.

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    A most surprising and ill-mannered visitor in

    excellent shoes


    I shall spare you the detail of my searches, but I can say that Fitzroy was not among the dead I saw. At the time I remember thinking, between retches, how very typical of the man it was to put me through such an experience for no gain. I dreamt for weeks of what I saw, and even today I still suffer nightmares. I confess that whole experience gave me a great distaste for travelling by sea.


    Fortunately, Richenda shared my misgivings. That, and the fact she appeared to have suddenly acquired a small, but passionate daughter, made a continuation of the honeymoon on to Italy, as had been planned, impossible. I think even Hans was yearning for the safety and familiarity of his home. He made promises of taking us both abroad again soon, but I believe both Richenda and I had never been happier than when we set foot once more on British soil.


    We had been back at the Muller estate for three days when Amy awoke with her normal morning scream. Hans and I, always early risers, were already sitting down to breakfast. His handsome face contorted with pain as the child’s cries echoed through the house. They quickly subsided and Hans who had paused mid-meal took the top off his egg with some fierceness.


    ‘I am sure Richenda will realise that she cannot remain sleeping in the child’s room,’ I said.


    Hans bit savagely into a piece of toast, but being a gentleman he chewed and swallowed before he spoke. ‘I have offered her the choice of experienced nannies and children’s nurses, who may have a better idea of how best to help Amy.’


    I poured him a cup of tea, rather than the more enlivening coffee. ‘Are you regretting bringing Amy back with us?’ I asked gently. ‘I think it unlikely Richenda would agree to give her up.’


    ‘No, of course not,’ snapped Hans. ‘Though even if I were I could hardly turn the child out. She has been through more than enough.’ He sighed. ‘I had hoped Richenda would take better to motherhood.’


    I sat bolt upright in my seat. ‘That I will not allow,’ I said firmly, ‘Richenda is devoted to the girl and has barely left her side since she was pulled from the sea.’


    ‘Yes, but Euphemia,’ answered Hans. ‘I am not at all sure that is the best way to handle a child. Was your mother by your side day and night?’


    ‘I was encouraged towards independence,’ I admitted, ‘but not at the age of two.’


    ‘At two I was in the care of nursery maids. It was a treat and a pleasure to visit my mother each day. Certainly, there was no question of my keeping my mother from my father’s side. Such a thing would have been thought preposterous.’


    I sensed that this was the root of the matter. Not only had Hans lost his honeymoon, he was now losing his bride. It was not a topic of which I could talk openly, of course. Indeed, Hans’ frustration must have been severe for him to refer to it in front of me even obliquely. I was surprised. It had hardly been a love match, but then Hans did need an heir for his estate and Richenda, though certainly not old, was not in the first bloom of youth. I suspected Hans wanted to sort out the matter of his line quickly.



