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It is not the mountain we conquer, but ourselves.


—SIR EDMUND HILLARY











PROLOGUE
August 1913—Tibet
[image: image]





Did all English girls make love like a man? Or was it only this one?


Max von Brandt, a German mountaineer, wondered this as he stroked the hair out of the face of the young woman lying next to him in the dark. He’d been with many women. Soft, pliant women, who clung to him afterward, extorting promises and endearments. This woman wasn’t soft, and neither was her lovemaking. It was hard and quick and without preliminaries. And when it was over, as it was now, she would turn away, curl into herself, and sleep.


“I don’t suppose there is anything I can say. To make you stay with me,” he said.


“No, Max, there isn’t.”


He lay on his back in the dark, listening as her breath slowed and deepened, as she drifted off to sleep. He couldn’t sleep. He didn’t want to. He wanted to make this night last. To remember it always. He wanted to remember the feel of her, the smell of her. The sound of the wind. The piercing cold.


He had told her he loved her. Weeks ago. And he’d meant it. For the first time in his life, he’d meant it. She’d laughed. And then, seeing that she’d hurt him, she’d kissed him and shaken her head no.


The night passed quickly. Before the sun rose, the woman did. As Max stared ahead of himself, into the darkness, she dressed, then quietly left their tent.


He never found her beside him when he woke. She always left the tent or cave or whatever shelter they’d found while it was still dark. He’d searched for her in the beginning, and always he’d found her perched somewhere high, somewhere solitary and still, her face lifted to the dawn sky and its fading stars.


“What are you looking for?” he would ask, following her gaze.


“Orion,” she would answer.


In only a few hours, he would say good-bye to her. In the time he had left, he would think of their first days together, for it was those memories he would hold on to.


They’d met about four months ago. He’d been traveling in Asia for five months prior. A renowned Alpine climber, he’d decided he wanted to see the Himalayas. To see if it was possible to conquer Everest; to take the world’s highest mountain for Germany, for the fatherland. The kaiser wanted conquests, and better to satisfy him with a beautiful mountain in Asia than a wretched war in Europe. He’d left Berlin for India, traveled north through that country, then quietly entered Nepal, a country closed to Westerners.


He’d made it all the way to Kathmandu before he was apprehended by Nepalese authorities and told to leave. He promised he would, but he needed help, he told them; a guide. He needed someone to take him through the high valleys of the Solu Khumbu and into Tibet over the Nangpa La pass. From there he wanted to trek east, exploring the northern base of Everest on his way to Lhasa, the City of God, where he hoped to ask permission of the Dalai Lama to climb. He had heard about a place called Rongbuk, and hoped he might find an approach there. He’d heard of one who might be able to help him—a woman, another Westerner. Did they know anything about her?


The authorities said that they did know her, though they had not seen her in several months. He gave them presents: rubies and sapphires he’d bought in Jaipur, pearls, a large emerald. In return, they gave him permission to wait for her. For a month.


Max had first heard of the woman when he’d arrived in Bombay. Western climbers he’d met there told him of her—an English girl who lived in the shadow of the Himalayas. She’d climbed Kilimanjaro—the Mawenzi peak—and had lost a leg on Kili in a horrible accident. She’d almost died there. Now, they said, she was photographing and mapping the Himalayas. She was trekking as high as she could, but the difficult climbs were beyond her. She lived among the mountain people now. She was strong like them, and had earned their respect and their liking. She did what almost no European could—moved over borders with goodwill, receiving hospitality from Nepalese and Tibetans alike.


But how to find her? Rumors abounded. She had been in China and India, but was in Tibet now, some said. No, Burma. No, Afghanistan. She was surveying for the British. Spying for the French. She’d died in an avalanche. She’d gone native. She’d taken a Nepalese husband. She traded horses. Yaks. Gold. He heard more talk as he made his way northeast across India. In Agra. Kanpur. And then, finally, he’d found her. In Kathmandu. Or at least he’d found a hut she used.


“She’s in the mountains,” a villager told him. “She’ll come.”


“When?”


“Soon. Soon.”


Days passed. Then weeks. A month. The Nepalese were growing impatient. They wanted him gone. He asked the villagers again and again when she was coming, and always he was told soon. He thought it must be a ruse by the wily farmer with whom he was staying to get a few more coins out of him.


And then she’d arrived. He’d thought her a Nepalese at first. She was dressed in indigo trousers and a long sheepskin jacket. Her shrewd green eyes were large in her angular face. They assessed him from beneath the furry fringe of her cap. Turquoise beads hung from her neck and dangled from her ears. She wore her hair in a long braid ornamented with bits of silver and glass as the native women did. Her face was bronzed by the Himalayan sun. Her body was wiry and strong. She walked with a limp. He found out, later, that she wore a false leg made of yak bone, carved and hollowed for her by a villager.


“Namaste,” she’d said to him, bowing her head slightly, after the farmer had told her what he wanted.


Namaste. It was a Nepalese greeting. It meant: The light within me bows to the light within you.


He’d told her he wished to hire her to take him into Tibet. She told him she’d just returned from Shigatse and was tired. She would sleep first, then eat, and then they would discuss it.


The next day she prepared him a meal of rice and curried mutton, with strong black tea. He’d sat with her on the rug-covered floor of her hut and they’d talked, sharing a pipeful of opium. It killed the pain, she said. He’d thought then that she was referring to her damaged leg, but later he realized that the pain she spoke of went much deeper, and the opium she smoked did little to dull it. Sadness enfolded her like a long black cape.


He was astonished by the depth and breadth of her knowledge of the Himalayas. She had surveyed, mapped, and photographed more of the range than any Westerner had ever done. She kept herself by guiding and by publishing papers on the topography of the mountains for Britain’s Royal Geographical Society. The RGS would soon publish a book of her Himalayan photographs, too. Max had seen some of them. They were astonishingly good. They captured the fierce magnificence of the mountains, their beauty and cold indifference, like no other images ever had. She never went to the RGS in person, for she would not leave her beloved mountains. Instead she sent her work to be presented there by Sir Clements Markham, the RGS’s president.


Max had exclaimed over her photographs and the precision of her maps, amazed by both. She was younger than he—only twenty-nine—and yet she’d accomplished so much. She had shrugged his praise off, saying there was so much more to do, but she couldn’t do it—couldn’t get high enough to do it—because of her leg.


“But you’ve had to climb in order to do this much,” he said.


“Not so high, really. And not on anything tricky. No ice fields. No cliffs or crevasses,” she replied.


“But, it’s all tricky,” he said. “How do you climb at all? Without . . . without both legs, I mean.”


“I climb with my heart,” she replied. “Can you?”


When he had proved to her that he could do that, that he could climb with love and awe and respect for the mountains, she agreed to take him to Lhasa. They’d left Kathmandu with two yaks to carry a tent and supplies, and had trekked through mountain villages and valleys and passes that only she and a handful of sherpas knew. It was hard and exhausting and unspeakably beautiful. It was brutally cold, too. They slept close to each other in a tent, under skins for warmth. On the third night of the trek he told her he loved her. She laughed and he’d turned away, upset. He’d meant it, and his pride had been deeply wounded by her rejection.


“I’m sorry,” she said, placing a hand on his back. “I’m sorry, I can’t . . .”


He asked if there was someone else and she said yes, and then she took him in her arms. For comfort and warmth, for pleasure, but not for love. It was the first time in his life his heart had been broken.


They’d arrived three weeks ago at a bleak Tibetan village at the base of Everest—Rongbuk, where she lived. They waited there while the woman, who was known and well connected, used her influence to get him papers from Tibetan officials which would allow him to enter Lhasa. He stayed with her in her house—a small whitewashed stone structure, with a smaller building tacked on that she used to house her animals.


She’d taken photographs during those days. Once he’d seen her try to climb. She attempted an ice field when she thought he wasn’t watching, with her camera strapped to her back. She was not bad even with only one leg. But then she suddenly stopped dead and did not move for a solid ten minutes. He saw her struggling with herself. “Damn you!” she suddenly screamed. “Damn you! Damn you!” until he feared she would start an avalanche. At whom was she yelling? he wondered. At the mountain? Herself? At someone else?


His papers had finally come through. The day after he received them, he and the woman left Rongbuk with a tent and five yaks. Yesterday, they’d reached the outskirts of Lhasa. It had been their last day together. Last night, their last night. In a few hours, he would begin the trek to the holy city alone. He planned to stay for some months, studying and photographing Lhasa and its inhabitants, while he tried to obtain an audience with the Dalai Lama. He knew his chances were slim. The Dalai Lama tolerated one Westerner—the woman. It was said that on occasion he would drink with her, sing Tibetan songs with her, and swap bawdy stories. She was not going into Lhasa this time, however. She wanted to get back to Rongbuk.


Max wondered now, as he rose in the cold gray dawn, if he would ever see her again. He quickly dressed, packed a few things into his rucksack, buttoned his jacket, and walked out of the tent. Four yaks, presents for the governor of Lhasa, were stamping and snorting, their breath white in the morning air, but the woman was nowhere to be seen.


He looked around and finally spotted her sitting on a large, jutting rock, silhouetted against the sky. She sat still and alone, one knee hugged to her chest, her face lifted to the fading stars. He would leave now. With morning breaking. With this image of her forever in his mind.


“Namaste, Willa Alden,” he whispered, touching his steepled hands to his forehead. “Namaste.”
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“Aunt Eddie, stop! You can’t go in there!”


Seamus Finnegan, sprawled naked across his bed, opened one eye. He knew that voice. It belonged to Albie Alden, his best friend.


“For heaven’s sake, why not?”


“Because he’s asleep! You can’t just barge in on a sleeping man. It’s not decent!”


“Oh, bosh.”


Seamie knew that voice, too. He sat up, grabbed the bedcovers, and pulled them up to his chin.


“Albie! Do something!” he yelled.


“I tried, old chap. You’re on your own,” Albie shouted back.


A second later, a small, stout woman dressed in a tweed suit threw open the door and greeted Seamie loudly. It was Edwina Hedley. She was Albie’s aunt, but Seamie had known her since he was a boy and called her Aunt Eddie, too. She sat down on the bed, then immediately jumped up again when the bed squawked. A young woman, tousled and yawning, emerged from under the covers.


Eddie frowned. “My dear,” she said to the girl, “I earnestly hope you have taken preventive measures. Otherwise, you’ll find yourself with a baby on the way and the father en route to the North Pole.”


“I thought it was the South Pole,” the woman said sleepily.


“It was,” Seamie replied.


“Has he told you about all the children?” Eddie asked the girl, lowering her voice conspiratorially.


Seamie started to protest. “Eddie, don’t . . .”


“Children? What children?” the woman asked, her sleepy look gone now.


“You know he has four children, don’t you? All illegitimate. He sends the mothers money—he’s not a complete bounder—but he won’t marry any of them. They’re completely ruined, of course. London girls, all of them. Three left for the country. Couldn’t show their faces anymore. The fourth went to America, the poor dear. Why do you think the whole thing with Lady Caroline Wainwright ended?”


The girl, a pretty brunette with a short bob, turned to Seamie. “Is this true?” she asked indignantly.


“Entirely,” Eddie said, before Seamie could even open his mouth.


The girl wrapped the duvet around herself and got out of bed. She picked her clothes up off the floor and huffed out of the room, slamming the door on her way.


“Four children, Aunt Eddie?” Seamie said, after she’d gone. “Last time it was two.”


“A gold digger through and through,” Eddie sniffed. “I saved you just now, but I won’t always be around at times like these, you know.”


“What a pity,” Seamie said.


Eddie leaned over and kissed his cheek. “It’s good to see you.”


“Likewise. How was Aleppo?”


“Absolutely splendid! Stayed in a palace. Dined with a pasha. Met the most extraordinary people. A Tom Lawrence among them. He traveled back to London with me. He’s staying in the Belgravia place and—”


There was a loud, resounding boom as the house’s heavy front door slammed shut.


Eddie smiled. “Well, that’s the end of that one. Won’t be seeing her again. What a tomcat you are.”


“More of a stray dog, I’d say,” Seamie said ruefully.


“I heard about Lady Caroline. It’s all over London.”


“So I gathered.”


Seamie had come to Highgate, Eddie’s beautiful Georgian brick house in Cambridge, to recuperate from a brief and heady love affair that had soured. Lady Caroline Wainwright was a privileged young woman—wealthy, beautiful, spoiled—and used to getting what she wanted. And what she wanted was him—for her husband. He’d told her it would never work. He wasn’t good husband material. He was too independent. Too used to his own ways. He traveled too much. He told her any bloody thing he could think of—except the truth.


“There’s someone else, isn’t there?” Caroline had said tearfully. “Who is she? Tell me her name.”


“There’s no one else,” he’d said. It was a lie, of course. There was someone else. Someone he’d loved long ago, and lost. Someone who’d ruined him, it seemed, for any other woman.


He’d finished with Caroline, and then he’d hightailed it to Cambridge to hide out with his friend. He had no home of his own to go to, and when he was in England, he tended to bounce between Highgate, his sister’s house, and various hotels.


Albie Alden, a brilliant physicist, taught at King’s College and lived in his aunt’s house. He was constantly being offered positions by universities all over the world—Paris, Vienna, Berlin, New York—but he wanted to stay in Cambridge. Dull, sleepy Cambridge. God knew why. Seamie certainly didn’t. He’d asked him many times, and Albie always said he liked it best here. It was peaceful and quiet—at least when Eddie was away—and he needed that for his work. And Eddie, who was rarely home, needed someone to look after things. The arrangement suited them both.


“What happened?” Eddie asked Seamie now. “Lady Caroline break your heart? Didn’t want to marry you?”


“No, she did want to marry me. That’s the problem.”


“Mmm. Well, what do you expect? It’s what happens when you’re a dashing and handsome hero. Women want to get their claws into you.”


“Turn around, will you? So I can get dressed,” Seamie said.


Eddie did so, and Seamie got out of bed and grabbed his clothing off the floor. He was tall, strong, and beautifully made. Muscles flexed and rippled under his skin as he pulled his pants on, then shrugged into his shirt. His hair, cut short on the sides, long and wavy on the top, was a dark auburn with copper glints. His face was weathered by the sun and the sea. His eyes were a frank and startling blue.


At thirty-one years of age, he was one of the world’s most renowned polar explorers. He’d attempted the South Pole with Ernest Shackleton when he was still a teenager. Two years ago, he’d returned from the first successful expedition to the South Pole, led by the Norwegian Roald Amundsen. In demand all over the world, he’d embarked on a lecture tour shortly after returning from Antarctica and had traveled nonstop for nearly two years. He’d come back to London a month ago and already he felt it, and everyone in it, to be dull and gray. He felt restless and confined, and couldn’t wait to be gone again on some new adventure.


“How long have you been in town? How are you liking it? Are you going to stay for a bit this time?” Eddie asked him.


Seamie laughed. Eddie always talked this way—asking a question, and before you could answer it, asking ten more.


“I’m not sure,” he said, combing his hair in the mirror above the bureau. “I may be off again soon.”


“Another lecture tour?”


“No. An expedition.”


“Really? How exciting! Where to?”


“Back to Antarctica. Shackleton’s trying to get something together. He’s quite serious. He announced it in the Times last year, and he’s already drawn up some very detailed timetables. All he has to do now is scare up some funds.”


“What about all the war talk? Doesn’t that worry him?” Eddie asked. “People talked about nothing else on board the ship. In Aleppo, too.”


“It doesn’t worry him a bit,” Seamie replied. “He doesn’t give much credence to it. Says it’ll all blow over, and wants to sail by summer’s end, if not earlier.”


Eddie gave him a long look. “Aren’t you getting a bit old for the lad’s life? Shouldn’t you settle down? Find a good woman?”


“How? You chase them all away!” Seamie said teasingly. He sat down on the bed again to put his socks on.


Eddie flapped a hand at him. “Come downstairs when you’ve finished dressing. I’ll make us all some breakfast. Eggs with harissa sauce. I bought pots of the stuff back with me. Wait till you taste it. Simply marvelous! I’ll tell you and Albie and his boffin friends about all my adventures. And then we’ll go to London.”


“To London? When? Right after breakfast?”


“Well, perhaps not right after,” Eddie conceded. “Maybe in a day or two. I’ve got the most fascinating man staying in my town house whom I want you to meet. Mr. Thomas Lawrence. I was telling you about him just a moment ago, before your paramour nearly slammed my door off its hinges. I met him in Aleppo. He’s an explorer, too. And an archaeologist. He’s traveled all around the desert, knows all the most powerful poohbahs, and speaks flawless Arabic.” Eddie suddenly stopped speaking and lowered her voice. “Some people say he’s a spy.” Eddie said this last word in a whisper, then resumed her normal, booming tone. “Whatever he is, he’s thoroughly amazing.”


Eddie’s words were punctuated by a sudden clap of thunder, followed by the pattering of rain against the mullioned windows, one of which had a cracked pane.


“Water’s coming in,” she said. “I must call the glazier.” She sat watching the rain for another minute. “I never thought I’d miss the English weather,” she added, smiling wistfully. “But that was before I’d seen the Arabian desert. It’s good to be back. I do love my creaky old house. And creaky old Cambridge.” Her smile faded. “Though I do wish the circumstances of my return were different.”


“He’ll be all right, Eddie,” Seamie said.


Eddie sighed heavily. “I hope so,” she said. “But I know my sister. She wouldn’t have asked me to come home if she wasn’t terribly worried.”


Seamie knew that Mrs. Alden, Albie’s mother and Eddie’s sister, had wired Eddie at Aleppo, asking her to return to England. Admiral Alden, her husband, had taken ill with some sort of stomach complaint. His doctors had not yet figured out what was wrong with him, but whatever it was, it was bad enough to keep him in bed and on pain medication.


“He’s made of tough stuff,” Seamie said. “All the Aldens are.”


Eddie nodded and tried to smile. “You’re right, of course. And anyway, that’s about enough moping for one morning. There’s breakfast to attend to and then I must call the glazier. And the gardener. And the chimney man, too. Albie’s done nothing in my absence. The house is dusty. My mail is up to the rafters. And there’s not one clean plate in the entire kitchen. Why doesn’t he get that girl from the village up here to do some cleaning?”


“He says she disturbs him.”


Eddie snorted. “I really don’t see how she could. He never comes out of his study. He was in it when I left two months ago. And he’s in it now, working harder than ever, even though he’s supposed to be on sabbatical. He’s got two more boffins in there with him. I just met them. Dilly Knox, one’s called. And Oliver Strachey. They’ve got blackboards and charts and books strewn all over. What on earth can they be doing in there? What can possibly be so fascinating?”


“Their work?”


“Hardly. It’s all just numbers and formulas,” Eddie said dismissively. “That boy needs a wife. Even more than you do, I daresay. He’s far too odd and absentminded to continue without one. Why is it that you have more women after you than you can possibly cope with and poor Albie hasn’t any? Can’t you push some of your admirers in his direction? He needs a good woman. And children. Oh, I would so love to hear the happy noise of little ones in my home again. How wonderful those years were when Albie and Willa were little and my sister would bring them here and they’d swim in the pond and swing from that old tree—that one right there,” Eddie said, pointing at the huge oak outside the bedroom window. “Willa would climb so high. My sister would plead with her to come down, but she wouldn’t. She’d only climb higher and—”


Eddie suddenly stopped talking. She turned and looked at Seamie.


“Oh, crumbs. I shouldn’t have spoken of her. Do forgive me.”


“It’s all right, Eddie,” Seamie said.


“No, it isn’t. I . . . I don’t suppose you’ve had a letter from her recently, have you? Her own mother hasn’t. Not for the last three months anyway. And she’s been writing to Willa twice a week. Trying to get word to her about her father. Well, I suppose getting letters to and from Tibet is a rather tricky business.”


“I suppose it is. And no, I haven’t heard from her,” Seamie said. “But I never have. Not since she left Africa. I only know as much as you do. That she nearly died in Nairobi. That she traveled through the Far East afterward. And that she’s in the Himalayas now, looking for a way to finish the job.”


Eddie winced at that. “You’re still pining for her, aren’t you?” she said. “That’s why you go through women like water. One after another. Because you’re looking for someone who can take Willa’s place. But you never find her.”


And I never will, Seamie said to himself. He had lost Willa, the love of his life, eight years ago, and though he’d tried, he’d never found a woman to come close to her. No other woman had Willa’s lust for life, for adventure. No other woman possessed her bravery or her passionate, daring soul.


“It’s all my fault,” Seamie said now. “She wouldn’t be there, a million miles away from her family, her home, if it hadn’t been for me. If I’d handled things properly on Kilimanjaro, she’d be here.”


He would never forget what had happened in Africa. They’d been climbing Kilimanjaro, he and Willa, hoping to set a record by being the first to climb the Mawenzi peak. Altitude sickness had plagued them both, but it had hit Willa especially hard. He’d wanted her to go down, but she’d refused. So they went up instead, summitting much later than they should have. There on Mawenzi, he’d told her something he’d felt for years, but had kept to himself—that he loved her. “I love you, too,” she said. “Always have. Since forever.” He still heard those words. Every day of his life. They echoed in his head and in his heart.


The sun was high by the time they’d begun their descent, too high, and its rays were strong. An ice-bound boulder, loosened by the sun’s heat, came crashing down on them as they were heading down a couloir. It hit Willa and she fell. Seamie would never forget the sound of her screams, or the twisting blur of her body as it flew past him.


When he finally got to her, he saw that her right leg was broken. Jagged bone stuck through her skin. He went down the mountain to their base camp to get help from their Masai guides, only to find they’d been murdered by hostile tribesmen. He’d had to carry her off the mountain, and through jungle and plains, alone. After days of walking, he’d found the train tracks that run between Mombasa and Nairobi. After flagging down a train, he managed to get Willa to a doctor in Nairobi, but by the time they got there, the wound had turned gangrenous. There was no choice, the doctor had said; it would have to be amputated. Willa begged and pleaded with him not to let the man cut her leg off. She knew she’d never climb without it. But Seamie hadn’t listened to her pleas. He’d let the doctor amputate to save her life, and she’d never forgiven him for it. As soon as she was able, she left the hospital. And him.


I wake up every morning in despair and go to sleep the same way, she’d written in the note she left for him. I don’t know what to do. Where to go. How to live. I don’t know how to make it through the next ten minutes, never mind the rest of my life. There are no more hills for me to climb, no more mountains, no more dreams. It would have been better to have died on Kilimanjaro than to live like this.


Eddie reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Stop blaming yourself, Seamie, it’s not your fault,” she said resolutely. “You did everything a human being could have done on that mountain. And when you got her to Nairobi, you did the only thing you could do. The right thing. Imagine had you not done it. Imagine standing in my sister’s drawing room and telling her that you did nothing at all, that you let her child die. I understand, Seamie. We all do.”


Seamie smiled sadly. “That’s the hard thing of it, though, Eddie,” he said. “Everyone understands. Everyone but Willa.”
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“Pardon me, Mr. Bristow,” Gertrude Mellors said, poking her head around the door to her boss’s office, “but Mr. Churchill’s on the telephone, the Times wants a comment from you on the trade secretary’s report on child labor in East London, and Mr. Asquith’s requested that you join him for supper at the Reform Club this evening. Eight o’clock sharp.”


Joe Bristow, member of Parliament for Hackney, stopped writing. “Tell Winston if he wants more boats, he can pay for them himself. The people of East London need sewers and drains, not dreadnoughts,” he said. “Tell the Times that London’s children must spend their days in schools, not sweatshops, and that it’s Parliament’s moral duty to act upon the report swiftly and decisively. And tell the prime minister to order me the guinea hen. Thanks, Trudy luv.”


He turned back to the elderly man seated on the other side of his desk. Nothing, not newspapers, not party business, not the prime minister himself, was more important to him than his constituents. The men and women of East London were the reason he’d become a Labor MP back in 1900, and they were the reason why, fourteen years later, he remained one.


“I’m sorry, Harry. Where were we?” he said.


“The water pump,” Harry Coyne, resident of number 31 Lauriston Street, Hackney, said. “As I was saying, about a month ago the water started tasting funny. And now everyone on the street’s ill. Lad I talked to works down the tannery says they’re dumping barrels of lye on the ground behind the building at night. Says the foreman don’t want to pay to have the waste carted away. Water lines run under that building and I think the waste from the tannery’s getting into them. Has to be. There’s no other explanation.”


“Have you told the health inspector?”


“Three times. He don’t do nothing. That’s why I came to you. Only one who ever gets anything done is you, Mr. Bristow.”


“I have to have names, Harry,” he said. “Of the tannery. The man in charge. The lad who works there. Anyone who’s been ill. Will they speak to me?”


“I can’t answer for the tannery man, but the rest will,” Harry said. “Here, give us that pen.” As Harry wrote down names and addresses, Joe poured two cups of tea, pushed one over to Harry, and downed the other. He’d been seeing constituents since eight o’clock that morning, with no break for lunch, and it was now half past four.


“Here you are,” Harry said, handing the list to Joe.


“Thank you,” Joe said, pouring more tea. “I’ll start knocking on doors tomorrow. I’ll pay a personal visit to the health inspector. We’ll get this solved, Harry, I promise you. We’ll—” Before he could finish his sentence, the door to his office was wrenched open. “Yes, Trudy. What, Trudy?” he said.


But it wasn’t Trudy. It was a young woman. She was tall, raven-haired, blue-eyed—a beauty. She wore a smartly tailored charcoal gray coat and matching hat, and carried a reporter’s notebook and fountain pen in her gloved hands.


“Dad! Mum’s been arrested again!” she said breathlessly.


“Bloody hell. Again?” Joe said.


“Katie Bristow, I’ve told you a hundred times to knock first!” Trudy scolded, hot on her heels.


“Sorry, Miss Mellors,” Katie said to Trudy. Then she turned back to her father. “Dad, you’ve got to come. Mum was at a suffrage march this morning. It was supposed to be peaceful, but it turned into a donnybrook, and the police came, and she was arrested and charged, and now she’s in jail!”


Joe sighed. “Trudy, call the carriage, will you? Mr. Coyne, this is my daughter, Katharine. Katie, this is Mr. Coyne, one of my constituents,” he said.


“Very pleased to meet you, sir,” Kate said, extending a hand to Mr. Coyne. To her father she said, “Dad, come on! We’ve got to go!”


Harry Coyne stood. He put his hat on and said, “You go on, lad. I’ll see meself out.”


“I’ll be on Lauriston Street tomorrow, Harry,” Joe said, then he turned to his daughter. “What happened, Katie? How do you know she’s in jail?” he asked her.


“Mum sent a messenger to the house. Oh, and Dad? How much money have you got on you? Because Mum says you need to post bail for her and Auntie Maud before they can be released, but you can do it at the jail, because they were taken straight there, not to the courts, and crikey but I’m parched! Are you going to finish that?”


Joe handed her his teacup. “Did you come all the way over here alone?” he asked sternly.


“No, I have Uncle Seamie with me and Mr. Foster, too.”


“Uncle Seamie? What’s he doing here?”


“He’s staying with us again. Just for a bit while he’s in London. Didn’t Mum tell you?” Katie said, between gulps of tea.


“No,” Joe said, leaning forward in his wheelchair and peering out of his office. Amid five or six of his constituents sat Mr. Foster, his butler, upright, knees together, hands folded on top of his walking stick. Upon seeing Joe looking at him, he removed his hat and said, “Good afternoon, sir.”


Joe leaned farther and saw his usually brisk, no-nonsense secretary fluttering madly around someone. She was blushing and twisting her necklace and giggling like a schoolgirl. The someone was his brother-in-law. Seamie looked up, smiled, and gave him a wave.


“I wish Mum had let me go to the march. I wanted to. Would have, too, but she said I had to stay put in school,” Katie said.


“Too right,” Joe said. “This is the third school we’ve put you in this year. If you get thrown out of this one, it won’t be so easy to find another that will take you.”


“Come on, Dad!” Katie said impatiently, ignoring his warning.


“Where were they taken?” he asked.


“Holloway,” Katie said. “Mum wrote in her note that over a hundred women were arrested. It’s so unfair! Mum and Dr. Hatcher and Dr. Rosen—they’re all so accomplished and smart. Smarter than a lot of men. Why won’t Mr. Asquith listen to them? Why won’t he give them the vote?”


“He feels it won’t go over well with the Liberal Party’s voters, all of whom are men, and most of whom are not yet ready to acknowledge that women are every bit as smart, if not smarter, than they are,” Joe said.


“No, I don’t think so. That’s not it.”


Joe raised an eyebrow. “It isn’t?”


“No. I think Mr. Asquith knows that if women get the vote, they’ll use it to throw him out on his bum.”


Joe burst into laughter. Katie scowled at him. “It’s not funny, Dad. It’s true,” she said.


“It is indeed. Stuff those folders in my briefcase and bring it along, will you?”


Joe watched her as she put her pad and pen down and then collected his things, and as he did, his heart filled with love. He and Fiona had six children now: Katie, fifteen; Charlie, thirteen; Peter, eleven; Rose, six; and the four-year-old twins, Patrick and Michael. Looking at Katie now, so tall and grown-up, so beautiful, he remembered the day she was put into his arms, the day he became a father. From the moment he held her, and looked into her eyes, he was a changed man. He’d held that tiny girl in his arms that moment; he would hold her in his heart forever.


Joe loved all his children fiercely, and delighted in their differences, their passions, their opinions and abilities, but Katie, his first-born, was more truly his child than any of the others. In looks, she was a younger version of her mother. She had Fiona’s Irish loveliness, her slender build and her grace, but Katie had got her driving passion—politics—from him. She was determined to go up to Oxford, read history, and then go into politics. She’d declared that once women were fully enfranchised, she would run for office on the Labour ticket and become the country’s first female member of Parliament, and already her ambitions had gotten her into hot water.


Six months ago, she’d been asked to leave the Kensington School for Young Ladies after she’d single-handedly got the school’s cleaners and groundsmen into a labor union. He and Fiona had found her a place at another school—Briarton—and then, three months ago, she was asked to leave that school, too. That time, it was three unexplained absences from her afternoon French and deportment classes that had gotten her into trouble. After the third infraction, the headmistress—Miss Amanda Franklin—had called Katie into her office. There, she asked Katie why she had missed her classes and what could possibly be more important than French and deportment.


For a reply, Katie had proudly handed her a single sheet newspaper, printed front and back. On the front, at the top, were the words Battle Cry, in twenty-two-point type. Followed by katharine bristow, editor-in-chief, in eighteen-point.


“I should have told you about it, Miss Franklin. I would have, but I wanted to wait until it was finished, you see,” she said proudly. “And here it is, hot off the presses.”


“And what exactly is it, may I ask?” Miss Franklin had asked, raising an eyebrow.


“My very own newspaper, ma’am,” Katie replied. “I just started it. I used my allowance money to get the first edition printed. But money from advertisements will help with the next one. I intend for it to be a voice for working men and women, to chronicle their struggle for fair working conditions, higher wages, and a stronger voice in government.”


Katie’s newspaper featured a story about the prime minister’s refusal to meet with a delegation of suffragists, another about the appalling work conditions at a Milford jam factory, and a third about the enormous turnout for a Labour rally held in Limehouse.


“Who wrote these stories?” Miss Franklin asked, her hand going to the brooch at her neck, her voice rising slightly.


“I did, ma’am,” Katie said brightly.


“You spoke with factory workers, Miss Bristow? And with radicals? You sat in upon debates in the Commons?” Miss Franklin said. “By yourself?”


“Oh, no. I had our butler with me—Mr. Foster. He always goes with me. Do you see those there?” Katie asked, pointing at advertisements for men’s athletic supporters and bath salts for women’s troubles. “I got those by myself, too. Had to knock on quite a few doors on the Whitechapel High Street to do it. Would you like to buy a copy, Miss Franklin?” Katie asked her eagerly. “It’s only three pence. Or four shillings for a year’s subscription. Which saves you one shilling and two pence over the newsstand price. I’ve already sold eleven subscriptions to my fellow students.”


Miss Franklin, whose students included many privileged and sheltered daughters of the aristocracy—girls who had no idea that men had bits that needed supporting, or that women had troubles only bath salts could solve—went as white as a sheet.


She declined Katie’s offer, and promptly wrote to her parents to inquire if their daughter’s extracurricular activities might be more fully fostered at another school.


Joe supposed he should have been stern with Katie after she was sent down for a second time—Fiona certainly was—but he hadn’t been able to. He was too proud of her. He didn’t know many fifteen-year-old girls who could organize a labor force—a small one granted, but still—or publish their very own newspapers. He’d found her a new school, one that offered no deportment lessons and that prided itself on its progressive teaching methods. One that didn’t mind if she missed French to attend Prime Minister’s Questions—as long as she made up her homework and did well on her tests.


“Here you are, Dad. All packed,” Katie said now, handing Joe his briefcase. Joe put it on his lap and wheeled himself out from behind his desk. Katie picked up her pad and pen and followed him.


Joe had been paralyzed by a villain’s bullet fourteen years ago and had lost the use of his legs. An East End man by the name of Frank Betts, hoping to discredit Fiona’s brother Sid—then a villain himself—had dressed like Sid, appeared in Joe’s office, and shot him twice. One of the bullets lodged in Joe’s spine. He’d only barely survived and spent several weeks in a coma. When he finally came to, his doctors gave him no hope of a normal, productive life. They said he would be bedridden, an invalid. They said he might well lose both his legs, but Joe had defied them. Six months after the shooting, he was healthy and strong. He’d had to give up the Tower Hamlets seat he’d won just before he’d been shot, but in the meantime, the MP for Hackney had died and a by-election had been called. Joe went out campaigning again, this time in a wheelchair. He won the seat for Labour handily and had held it ever since.


Joe rolled himself into his waiting room now and explained to his constituents what had happened to his wife. He apologized and asked them to please come back first thing in the morning. All agreed to his request, except a group of church ladies outraged over the posters they’d found plastered all over Hackney advertising a racy new musical revue—Princess Zema and the Nubians of the Nile.


“Lass has got about as much clothing on her as she had the day she was born!” one indignant lady—a Mrs. Hughes—said.


“I have to cover me grandkiddies’ eyes when they walk down the very street we live on!” another—Mrs. Archer—exclaimed. “We’ve got the kaiser making ructions, and Mrs. Pankhurst and her lot throwing bricks through windows. Our young girls are smoking and driving, and to top it all off, we’ve now got naked Egyptians in Hackney! I ask you, Mr. Bristow, what’s the world coming to?”


“I don’t know, Mrs. Archer, but I give you my word that I will personally see to it that the posters are removed by the end of the week,” Joe said.


After he’d mollified the women, and they’d left his office, Joe, together with Katie, Seamie, and Mr. Foster, took the elevator to the street, where Joe’s driver and carriage were stationed. Another carriage, the one Katie and her escorts had traveled in, waited behind his.


“Thanks for coming to get me, luv,” he said to Katie, squeezing her hand. “I’ll see you at home.”


“But I’m not going home. I’m going with you,” Katie said.


“Katie, Holloway is a prison. It’s not a Labour rally, or a jam factory. It’s a terrible place and it’s not fit for a fifteen-year-old girl,” Joe said firmly. “Go with your uncle and Mr. Foster. Your mother and I will be home shortly.”


“Come on, Kate the Great,” Seamie said.


“No! I won’t go home! You’re treating me like a child, Dad!” Katie said hotly. “The suffrage movement is something that will affect me. It’s politics. And women’s rights. It’s history in the making. And you’re putting me on the sidelines! I want to write about the march and the arrests and Holloway itself for my paper and you’re going to make me miss the whole thing!”


Joe was about to order Katie home when Mr. Foster cleared his throat. “Sir, if I may make an observation,” he began.


“As if I could stop you, Mr. Foster,” Joe said.


“Miss Katharine does present a most persuasive argument—a skill, I might add, which will serve her well in Parliament one day. What a remarkable boon for the country’s first female MP to be able to say she was on the front lines of the fight for women’s suffrage.”


“You’ve got him in your pocket, too, haven’t you?” Joe said to his daughter.


Katie said nothing. She just looked at her father hopefully.


“Come on, then,” Joe said. She clapped her hands and kissed him.


“We’ll see if you’re so happy once you’re inside Holloway,” he said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“Can you use a hand, Joe?” Seamie asked. “I’m feeling a bit useless here.”


“I could,” Joe said. “And an extra bit of dosh, too. Since it seems I’m expected to liberate half the prison. Have you got any?”


Seamie checked his wallet, said that he did, and handed Joe twenty pounds. Joe asked Mr. Foster to take the second carriage home.


“I will, sir,” Mr. Foster replied. “And I shall have the maid ready a pot of tea.”


“Good man,” Joe said.


He, Seamie, and Katie got into his carriage, a vehicle custom made to accommodate his chair. The driver carefully urged his pair of bay horses into traffic, then headed west, toward the prison. In only a few minutes they were at London Fields, the park where the suffrage march was to have terminated. The three passengers had been talking during the ride, but they all fell silent as the carriage rolled past the green.


“Blimey,” Joe said, looking out one of the windows.


Wherever they looked, they saw devastation. The windows of a local pub and several houses were broken. Costers’ carts were upended. Apples, oranges, potatoes, and cabbages had rolled everywhere. Banners, torn and tattered, hung limply from lampposts. Trampled placards littered the ground. Residents, costermongers, and the publican were trying their best to restore order to the square, sweeping up glass and debris.


“Dad, I’m worried about Mum,” Katie said quietly.


“Me, too,” Joe said.


“What happened here?” Seamie asked


Joe could hear a note of alarm in his voice. “I’m not sure,” he replied, “but I don’t think it was good.”


As the carriage rolled out of the square, Joe saw the publican throw a bucket of water over the cobbles in front of his pub. He was washing something red off them.


“Was that—” Seamie started to say.


“Aye,” Joe said curtly, cutting him off. He didn’t want his daughter to hear the word, but it was too late.


“Blood,” she said.


“Blood?” Seamie said, shocked. “Whose blood?”


“The marchers’,” Joe said quietly.


“Wait a minute . . . you’re telling me that women—women—are being beaten up on the streets of London? For marching? For asking for the vote?” Seamie shook his head in disbelief, then said, “When did this start happening?”


“You’ve been off tramping across icebergs for quite a few years, mate,” Joe said wryly. “And then off on your lecture tours, too. If you’d stayed in London, you’d know that no one’s asking for much of anything anymore. The have-nots—whether they’re the poor of Whitechapel, or national labor unions, or the country’s suffragists—are all demanding reform now. Things have changed in dear old England.”


“I’ll say they have. What happened to the peaceful marches?”


Joe smiled mirthlessly. “They’re a thing of the past. The struggle for suffrage has turned violent,” he said. “We’ve now two factions pushing for the vote. There’s the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies—led by Millicent Fawcett, with Fiona a member—which wants to work constitutionally to achieve its aims. And then there’s the Women’s Social and Political Union, let by Emmeline Pankhurst, which has become fed up with Asquith’s foot-dragging and has turned militant. Christobel, Emmeline’s daughter, is a firebrand. She’s chained herself to gates. Thrown bricks through windows. Heckled the PM in public. Set things on fire. The Pankhursts’ activities get a lot of press coverage. Unfortunately, they also get the Pankhursts—and anyone who happens to be near them—arrested.”


Joe glanced at Katie as he spoke, and saw that she’d gone pale. “It’s not too late, luv. I can still get you home,” he told her. “I’ll have the driver take us there first, then Uncle Seamie and I can continue on to Holloway.”


“I’m not afraid, Dad. And I’m not going home,” Katie said quietly. “This is my battle, too. Who’s Mum doing this for? You? Charlie? Peter? No. For me. For me and Rose, that’s who. The least I can do is go with you to fetch her. And write about what I see for my paper.”


Joe nodded. Brave girl. Just like your mother, he thought. Bravery was good and bravery was noble, but bravery couldn’t protect one from horses and batons. He was anxious about his wife, worried she might’ve been hurt.


“I guess that old dear was right,” Seamie said.


“What old dear?” Joe asked.


“The one in your office. The one complaining about the musical revue. She asked you, ‘What’s the world coming to?’ I thought she was just a cranky old bat, going on about naked Egyptians, but now I’m wondering if maybe she had a point. England, London . . . they’re not the same places that I left back in 1912. I sound like an old dear myself, but stone me, Joe—roughing up women? What is the world coming to?”


Joe looked at his brother-in-law, whose expression was still one of astonishment. He thought of his wife and her friends in some dank holding cell in Holloway. He thought of the strikes and labor marches that were nearly a daily occurrence in London now. He thought of the latest volley of threats from Germany, and of Winston Churchill’s telephone call, which had almost certainly been about garnering support for the financing of more British battleships.


And he found that he had no answer.











CHAPTER THREE
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Seamie Finnegan thought he knew about prisons. He’d been in one for a few days once, years ago in Nairobi. His brother Sid had been incarcerated there for a crime he had not committed. Seamie and Maggie Carr, a coffee plantation owner and Sid’s boss, had contrived to break him out, which had involved Seamie and Sid trading places. It hadn’t been a difficult thing to do. There had only been one guard on duty and the building itself was, as Mrs. Carr had put it, “a two-bit ramshackle chicken coop of a jail.”


Now, however, as he gazed at the building looming in front of him, Seamie realized he knew nothing about prisons, for Holloway was like nothing he’d ever seen.


It looked like a dark medieval fortress, one with a keep, an iron gate, and crenellated turrets. A pair of gryphons flanked the entrance—an arched passage wide enough to permit carriages—and through it he could see the cell blocks—long, rectangular structures with row upon row of small, high windows.


He felt suffocated just looking at it. His explorer’s soul craved the vast, open places of the world—the snowy expanses of Antarctica and the soaring peaks of Kilimanjaro. To him, the mere thought of being confined behind Holloway’s ugly stone walls was crushing.


“Uncle Seamie, this way. Come on,” Katie said, tugging on his hand.


Joe had already rolled through the passage in his wheelchair and was halfway across the lawn and heading toward an inner building marked receiving. Seamie and Katie quickly caught up with him.


The scene inside the receiving area was chaos. As Joe counted out Fiona’s and her friend Maud Selwyn Jones’s bail money to a uniformed man seated behind a desk, and Katie interviewed a woman holding a bloodstained handkerchief to her head, other women—many wearing torn and bloodied clothing, some with cuts and bruises—angrily denounced the wardresses and the warden. Family members and friends who’d come to collect them pleaded with them, trying to convince them to leave, but they would not.


“Where’s Mrs. Fawcett?” one of them shouted. “We won’t leave until you release her!”


“Where are Mrs. Bristow and Dr. Hatcher?” another yelled. “What are you doing with them? Let them go!”


The chant was taken up. Scores of voices rang out as one. “Let them go! Let them go! Let them go!”


The noise was immense. Over it, a wardress yelled that they must all leave, right now, but she was soon shouted down. Seamie saw an older man in a black suit and white collar going from guard to guard, a worried expression on his face.


Joe saw him, too. He called to him. “Reverend Wilcott? Is that you?”


The man turned around. He wore spectacles, was clean-shaven, and looked to be in his fifties. His hair was graying, his expression kindly and befuddled.


He squinted at them, lifted his glasses, and said, “Ah! Mr. Bristow. Well met in Islington, eh?”


“Hardly, Reverend. Jennie’s been arrested, too, then?”


“Indeed she has. I’ve come to collect her, but she doesn’t appear to be here. I’m most concerned. The warden has released many of the women to family members, but not Jennie. I’ve no idea why. I spotted Mr. von Brandt a moment ago, looking for Harriet. Ah! Here he is now.”


A tall, well-dressed man with silvery blond hair joined them. Introductions were made and Seamie learned that Max von Brandt—German and from Berlin originally, but currently living in London—was Dr. Harriet Hatcher’s cousin and had been sent by Harriet’s anxious mother to fetch her.


“Have you found her?” Joe asked him.


“No, but I did see the warden briefly, and he told me that Harriet and several other officers from the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies are being held elsewhere in the prison.”


“Why?” Joe asked.


“He said it was for their own safety. He told me that he’d had to separate officers of Mrs. Fawcett’s group from those of Mrs. Pankhurst’s. There were some harsh words between them, apparently, and he feared further hostilities would take place. He said they would be released shortly, but that was an hour ago and there’s still no sign of them.”


Joe, frustrated, wheeled himself over to a harried wardress to try to find out more. Max went with him. Katie continued to interview marchers and scribble notes. Seamie and the Reverend Wilcott attempted to make polite conversation. The reverend knew Seamie’s name and asked about his adventures in Antarctica. Seamie learned that the reverend headed a parish in Wapping and that his daughter Jennie, who lived in the rectory with him, ran a school for poor children in the church.


“It’s also a de facto soup kitchen,” the Reverend Wilcott explained. “As Jennie always says, ‘Children who are hungry cannot learn, and children who cannot learn will always be hungry.’ ”


As Reverend Wilcott was talking, a gate at the far end of the receiving room was opened and a group of dazed and weary-looking women walked through it. Seamie recognized his sister immediately, but his relief at seeing her soon turned to dismay. Fiona’s face was bruised. There was a cut on her forehead and blood in her hair. Her jacket was torn.


As the women entered the receiving area, a cheer went up from their fellow marchers—those who had been released but had refused to leave. There were hugs and tears and promises to march again. Joe and Katie hurried to collect Fiona. Seamie followed them. Women’s voices swirled around him as he made his way across the room. Seamie didn’t know most of the women, but he recognized a few of them.


“God, but I need a cigarette,” one woman said loudly. Seamie knew her. She was Fiona’s friend Harriet Hatcher. “A cigarette and a tall glass of gin,” she said. “Max, is that you? Thank God! Give us a fag, will you?”


“Hatch, is that a cigarette? Have you got an extra?” Seamie knew that voice, too. It belonged to Maud Selwyn Jones, the sister of India Selwyn Jones, who was married to his and Fiona’s brother Sid.


“You all right, Fee?” Seamie asked his sister when he finally got to her. Joe and Katie were already on either side of her, fussing over her.


“Seamie? What are you doing here?” Fiona asked.


“I was at home when your message arrived. I accompanied Katie.”


“Sorry, luv,” Fiona said.


“No, don’t apologize. I’m glad I came. I had no idea, Fiona. None. I . . . well, I’m so glad you’re all right.”


He was upset to see the marks of violence on her. Fiona had raised him. They’d lost both parents when she was seventeen and he was four, and she’d been both sister and mother to him. She was one of the most loving, loyal, unselfish human beings he had ever known, and to think that someone had hurt her . . . well, he only wished he had that someone here now, right in front of him.


“What happened?” Joe asked her.


“Emmeline and Christabel happened,” Fiona said wryly. “Our group was marching peacefully. There were crowds there, and police constables, but very little heckling or baiting. Then the Pankhursts showed up. Christabel spat at a constable. Then she lobbed a rock through a pub window. Things went downhill from there. There was a great deal of shouting. Fights broke out. The publican’s wife was furious. She walloped Christabel, and went after other marchers, too. The police started making arrests. Those of us who had been marching peacefully resisted and, as you can see, paid for it quite dearly.”


“The warden told us you were being held downstairs for your safety,” Joe said. “That there was scuffling between the two factions here at the prison.”


Fiona laughed wearily. “Is that what he told you?”


“It’s not true, Mum?” Katie asked.


“No, luv, it’s not. The warden held us downstairs, but not for our safety. There was no scuffling between us. The warden wanted to scare us, and he did. But he didn’t scare us off. He’ll never succeed in doing that.”


“What do you mean, scare you off?” Seamie asked.


“He put us all in a cell next to one in which a woman, another suffragist on a hunger strike, was being force-fed. He did it on purpose. So we would hear it. It was terrible. We had to listen to the poor thing scream and struggle, and then she was violently sick. So they did the whole thing over again. And again. Until she kept the food down. They made sure we saw her, too. Afterward. They marched her right by our cell when it was over. She could hardly walk. Her face was bloodied. . . .”


Fiona paused, overcome by emotion. When she could finally speak again, she said, “We were all quite undone, sickened ourselves, and cowed, every one of us. Except Jennie Wilcott. She was the only one amongst us with any presence of mind. She was magnificent. As the woman was marched by us, Jennie started to sing. She sang ‘Abide with Me,’ and the woman heard her. Her head was hanging down, but when Jennie sang, she looked up. And then she smiled. Through the blood and the tears, she smiled. And then we all started singing. I think the whole prison must have heard us and taken heart. And it was all because of Jennie.”


“Fiona, what exactly is force—” Seamie had started to ask, when a young woman suddenly stumbled and bumped into him. She was small and blond, about twenty-five or so, he guessed, and she had the ugliest black eye he’d ever seen.


“Pardon me! I’m ever so sorry,” she said, embarrassed. “It’s this eye. I can’t see terribly well with only one.” She was holding tightly to the Reverend Wilcott’s arm.


“There’s no need to apologize,” Seamie said. “None at all.”


“Mr. Finnegan, this is my daughter Jennie Wilcott,” the Reverend said. “Jennie, this is Seamus Finnegan, Fiona’s brother and a very famous explorer. He found the South Pole.”


“Very pleased to meet you, Miss Wilcott,” Seamie said.


“Likewise, Mr. Finnegan. How on earth did you get from the South Pole to Holloway? Some great misfortune must have befallen you.”


Before Seamie could answer her, Katie tugged on his arm. “Uncle Seamie, we’re leaving now. Are you coming?”


Seamie said he was, then turned back to the Wilcotts. “Please, take my arm, too, Miss Wilcott. It’ll be easier for you with someone on either side of you. I know it will. I went snowblind once. On my first trip to Antarctica. Had to be led around like a lamb.”


Jennie took Seamie’s arm. Together, Seamie and the Reverend Wilcott walked her out of the receiving area, toward the long, gloomy passageway that led from the prison to the street.


“Fiona’s just been telling us about your ordeal,” Seamie said as they walked. “You must be the same Jennie who sang ‘Abide with Me’?”


“Did you now, Jennie?” the Reverend Wilcott said. “You told me about the force-feeding but you didn’t tell me that. I’m glad you sang that one. It’s a lovely old hymn. It must have given that poor woman a great deal of comfort.”


“My motivation had more to do with defiance than comfort, I’m afraid, Dad,” Jennie said. “I sang to that woman, yes. But also to her tormentors. I wanted them to know that no matter what they do to us, they will not break us.”


“What is force-feeding?” Seamie asked. “And why were the wardresses force-feeding a prisoner?”


“Do you not read the London papers, Mr. Finnegan?” Jennie asked. There was an edge to her voice.


“Indeed I do, Miss Wilcott,” Seamie replied. “But they are hard to come by in New York, Boston, or Chicago. To say nothing of the South Pole. I only returned to London a month ago.”


“Forgive me, Mr. Finnegan. For the second time. It has been a very trying day,” Jennie said.


“Once again, there is nothing to forgive, Miss Wilcott,” Seamie said. He turned toward her as he spoke. Her eye was horribly swollen. He knew it had to be very painful.


“It was a fellow suffragist the wardresses were force-feeding,” Jennie said slowly. “One who’d been arrested for damaging Mr. Asquith’s carriage. She’s been in prison for a month now and is in the process of starving herself.”


“But why would she do that?”


“To protest her imprisonment. And to call attention to the cause of women’s suffrage. A young woman starving herself to death in prison makes for a good news story and elicits a great deal of sympathy from the public—which makes Mr. Asquith and his government very unhappy.”


“But surely you can’t force a person to eat if she doesn’t wish to.”


Jennie, who’d been looking straight ahead as she walked, turned her head, appraising him with her good eye. “Actually, you can. It’s a very dreadful procedure, Mr. Finnegan. Are you sure you wish to know about it?”


Seamie bristled at her question, and at her appraisal of him. Did she think he couldn’t handle it? He’d handled Africa. And Antarctica. He’d handled scurvy, snowblindness, and frostbite. He could certainly handle this conversation. “Yes, Miss Wilcott, I am sure,” he said.


“A female prisoner on hunger strike is subdued,” Jennie began. “She is wrapped in a sheet to prevent her from flailing and kicking. Of course she does not wish to cooperate with the wardresses, or the prison doctor, and so clamps her mouth shut. Sometimes, a metal gag is inserted between her lips to force her mouth open and she is fed that way. At other times, a length of rubber tubing is forced into her nose and down her gullet. Needless to say, that is very painful. The doctor pours nourishment through the tube—usually milk mixed with powdered oats. If the woman is calm enough, she can breathe during the procedure. If she is not . . . well, if she is not, then there are difficulties. When the allotted amount of milk has been fed, the tube is removed and the woman is released. If she vomits it up, the doctor begins again.”


Seamie’s stomach turned. “You were right, Miss Wilcott,” he said, “it is a dreadful thing.” He caught her glance and held it. She knew a great deal about the procedure. He shuddered as he guessed the reason why. “It’s been done to you, hasn’t it?” he asked. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. It was not the sort of thing one asked a woman one had only just met.


“Yes, it has. Twice,” Jennie said, unflinchingly. Her frankness surprised him.


“Perhaps we should find a pleasanter subject to talk about with Mr. Finnegan, my dear,” the Reverend Wilcott said gently. “Look! Here we are. Out of the lion’s den and into the light. Just like Daniel.”


Seamie looked ahead of himself. They’d come to the end of the long stone passageway and were now outside of the prison. He saw that his family had preceded him to the street. Darkness was coming down and the streetlamps were glowing.


Fiona was sitting on a bench, her eyes closed. Katie sat next to her scribbling in her notepad. Joe, Seamie guessed, had gone off in search of the carriage. The street had been filled with carriages when they’d arrived, and his driver had not been able to park in front of the prison. Harriet Hatcher, standing next to the bench, had found a fresh cigarette. Max and Maud were with her. Maud was laughing throatily over something Max had just said.


“I must find a hackney cab. Mr. Finnegan, would you be so good as to stay with Jennie while I do?” the Reverend Wilcott asked.


Seamie said that he would. “Let’s get you to a bench, Miss Wilcott,” he said.


They passed under a streetlight on their way, and Seamie, glancing once again at Jennie’s face, let out a low whistle. He examined the puffed and blackened flesh in the lamplight and winced.


“Is it very bad?” Jennie asked.


“It is. It’s awful.”


“Why, thank you,” Jennie said, laughing. “Thank you very much! Ever hear of something called tact?”


Seamie laughed, too. He had seen something else when he’d looked at her just now—that she was very pretty, even with a black eye. A few seconds of awkward silence followed, and Seamie found he didn’t want their conversation to end. He quickly thought of something to say to make sure it didn’t.


“Your father mentioned that he heads a church in the East End.”


“Yes, that’s right. In Wapping. St. Nicholas’s. Are you familiar with the saint?”


“No,” Seamie said, suddenly worried that she would give him some dull, proselytizing description of the saint and all his miraculous doings, and then admonish him to start attending church on Sundays, but again she surprised him.


“He’s the patron saint of sailors, thieves, and prostitutes,” she said. “Which means he’s perfect for us, really, since we have plenty of all three in Wapping. You should see the High Street on a Saturday night.”


Seamie laughed again. “Have you been in Wapping a long time?” he asked her.


“We’ve been there for twenty-five years now. Well, my father has,” Jennie said. “Dad took over a poorly attended church and made it vital again. My mother opened a school for neighborhood children about twenty years ago. I took it over six years ago. One hundred percent of our children stay until they’re fourteen. And twenty percent of our graduates go on to a vocational school,” Jennie said. “Of course, we don’t do it alone,” she continued. “That the school is still open is due mostly to the generosity of your sister and brother-in-law, Mr. Finnegan. It is their school as much as mine. In fact, they just gave us money for ten more desks and a blackboard.”


Seamie found that he was very interested in the work she was doing. He wanted to ask her more about it, but they’d reached the bench. Fiona and Katie moved over to make room for Jennie. Harriet, Max, and Maud, having finished their cigarettes, walked over to join them.


“Were you just talking about your school, Jennie?” Fiona asked, opening her weary eyes.


“I was,” Jennie replied. “In fact, I was just telling your brother about yours and Joe’s contributions.”


Fiona smiling tiredly, pointed at a poster stuck to the side of an idling omnibus. “I was just thinking about the school myself. I see that one of your former students, little Josie Meadows, has done quite well for herself,” she said. “ ‘Princess Zema, Ancient Egypt’s Most Mysterious Enigma.’ Mysterious and an enigma. Top that if you can!”


Jennie, looking at the poster now, too, sighed. “I suppose she has. If you call dancing around half-naked and carrying on with villains doing well.”


“Villains?” Fiona echoed.


“Half-naked?” Seamie said.


“Princess Zema?” Harriet said. “Why do I know that name?”


“Because it’s on every billboard, every telephone pole, and every bus in London,” Jennie said, shaking her head. “Josie Meadows, a girl I used to teach, is the lead.”


“In Princess Zema,” Fiona said. “Eighty exotic dancers, twenty peacocks, two panthers, and a python bring to life the story of an Egyptian princess, stolen from her palace bed on the eve of her wedding, sold into slavery by a false, fierce, and felonious pharaoh.”


“Sounds fantastically fabulous,” Max joked.


“My goodness, Fiona, how do you know all that? You haven’t seen it, have you?” Jennie said.


Fiona shook her head. “Charlie, my eldest boy, had the poster. God knows where he got it. I took it away from him. It’s rather risqué, as you can see.”


“Josie was actually more than just a student of mine,” Jennie explained to Seamie and the others. “She was like a sister to me. I’d taught her since she was ten years old. She’s nineteen now. She desperately wanted to be on stage. And now she is. As an exotic dancer. She does a number with veils, I’m told, that leaves very little to the imagination.”


“What’s this about villains?” Fiona asked.


“Rumor has it that Billy Madden’s taken a fancy to her,” Jennie said quietly.


“Billy Madden,” Fiona said grimly. “My god, what a foolish girl. She doesn’t know what she’s gotten herself into.”


She traded glances with Seamie. They both knew who Billy Madden was—the most powerful crime lord in all of London. Sid, their brother, and once the boss of the entire East End crime world, had told them Madden was one of the most brutal, vicious men he’d ever known.


“Oh, I think she does know,” Jennie said sadly. “I saw her the other day. Diamonds on her fingers and bruises on her face.”


“Yegads, how ghastly,” Maud said. “As if today wasn’t depressing enough already. Let’s change the subject. Or better yet, let’s have another smoke. Harriet, darling, care to join me? Max?”


“I guess I had better, Miss Selwyn Jones,” Max said. “Since I’m the one with the cigarettes.”


As Maud, Max, and Harriet headed to the curb so as not to blow smoke all over the others, Fiona turned back to Jennie. “Never mind Josie and her villains. Tell Seamie about one of our successes,” she said. “Tell him about Gladys.”


But before Jennie could tell him, Joe arrived with his carriage. Fiona and Katie said their good-byes and offered to take Maud with them and drop her at her home. Maud thanked them, but said she would go to the Hatchers’ house with Harriet and Max. Seamie said he would wait with Miss Wilcott until her father returned, and then get his own cab to Fiona and Joe’s house.


“I’d love to hear about the other girl,” he said to Jennie, when they’d left. He was glad the others had gone—glad for the chance to talk with her alone.


“The other girl?” Jennie repeated.


“The success story. You were starting to tell me about her when Joe came with the carriage.”


Jennie smiled. “Yes, I was. Gladys Bigelow is a success story,” she said. “Truly. She was a student at our school. A very bright girl. Came from a dreadful situation—a drunken, violent father, who’s since died, and a very poorly mum. She was destined for some dreadful job in a factory, but instead she’s working for Sir George Burgess, second in command under Mr. Churchill at the Admiralty.”


Seamie watched Jennie’s expression change as she talked about her former student. Her face became radiant.


“She attended our little school, then went on to secretarial studies. I’d originally asked Fiona and Joe if they might have a place for her. They didn’t at the time, but Joe knew Sir George was looking for a capable girl and he gave him Gladys’s name. And Sir George hired her.”


“That’s a wonderful story, Miss Wilcott,” a voice said from behind them. It was Max von Brandt. Seamie hadn’t been aware that Max was listening. He hadn’t even known Max was there. He’d thought he was still out by the curb, smoking.


“Yes, it is, Mr. von Brandt,” Jennie said, turning toward Max. “That job has changed her life. Gladys was a bit shy. A bit withdrawn, you see. All she had in her life was her sick mother and her Thursday-night knitting group. And now, because of her studies, she also has a job she loves. At the Admiralty, no less! She has purpose and independence, and they mean the world to her. Why, she’s even become a suffragist. She attends the evening meetings. Isn’t it amazing? These are the things an education can do.”


“Jennie! Over here, my dear!”


It was the Reverend Wilcott. He’d finally found a cab.


“Take my arm,” Seamie said. “I’ll walk you to the street.” Jennie did so. She said good-bye to Max, waved at Maud and Harriet, then Seamie led her toward the cab.


“I wonder, Mr. Finnegan . . . I wonder if I might ask you to come and speak to the children. At the school,” she said as they walked. “Perhaps next week? You’re a very dashing figure, you know. You’ve achieved so much, done so many amazing things. I know they would be so excited to see you. And so grateful. And so would I.”


Seamie had speaking engagements planned for the week, and a meeting with Sir Clements Markham at the Royal Geographical Society. Markham had rung him up at Fiona’s house and told him he wanted to speak with him about a position at the RGS. In addition, Seamie had long-standing plans with his friend George Mallory to go on a pub crawl. They were all reasons for saying no—but they weren’t the main reason. The main reason he wanted to say no to Jennie Wilcott was that he was afraid to say yes. He was afraid to see her again. She stirred something in him. Admiration, he quickly told himself. But it was deeper than that, and he knew it and it scared him. The other women he’d been with over the last few years . . . they’d stirred something in him, too—his lust. This was a different feeling. Jennie Wilcott, in just the few moments he’d known her, had touched his heart. No woman had touched that part of him for a very long time.


Don’t do it, he told himself. You’ve just finished with Caroline. The last thing you need right now is some new entanglement. “I’m not sure I can, Miss Wilcott. I’ll have to look at my schedule,” he said to Jennie.


“I understand, Mr. Finnegan,” she said, trying to hide her disappointment. “You must be incredibly busy.” She tried for a smile, but winced instead. “Oh! Ouch!” she exclaimed. “This eye’s so big and fat, it hurts to even smile now.”


“That shiner’s getting worse, I’m afraid,” Seamie said. And then without thinking, he gently touched the bruised skin around her eye. “It’s going to swell a bit more and then, in a day or so, it’ll start to go down, though the bruising will last a bit longer, I’m afraid.”


“I take it you’ve had a few black eyes yourself,” Jennie said.


“One or two,” he admitted. “Good night, Miss Wilcott,” he said, handing her into the carriage,


“Good night, Mr. Finnegan,” Jennie said. She sat down, then leaned toward the door before he could close it. “You will try to visit our school, won’t you? You’ll think about it at least?”


Seamie looked at her, at her poor eye, nearly swollen shut now, at her blouse stained with blood. He thought of what she had endured in her fight to obtain the vote—beatings, imprisonment, force-feeding. He remembered how only days ago, at Cambridge, he’d felt that London, and everyone in it, was dull and gray, and wondered now if he’d been mistaken.


“Yes, Miss Wilcott,” he finally said. “I will.”











CHAPTER FOUR
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Willa Alden stopped her heavily laden yak. For several long minutes she did nothing but stare at the sight before her. She’d seen it too many times to count. She’d looked at it through a camera lens, a telescope, a theodilite, and a sextant. She’d photographed it, sketched it, mapped it, measured it. And still, it took her breath away.


“Oh, you beauty,” she whispered. “You cold, impossible beauty.”


Rising before her, all peaks, ridges, and sheer cliff faces, was Everest. A white plume swirled around the summit. Willa knew it was high winds blowing the snow around, but she liked instead to think it was the mountain spirit dancing around her high, remote home. Chomolungma the Tibetans called Everest—Goddess Mother of Mountains.


From where she stood, a few miles south of Rongbuk village, on the Rongbuk Glacier, Willa could see the mountain’s north face rising. Time after time, her head told her there was no way up that bloody mountain, and time after time, as she looked at the north face, all forbidding rock and snow, her heart wouldn’t listen. What about that ridge? Or that spur? it said to her. And that cliff . . . it looks like a tough nut from here, but maybe if a very experienced climber were to tackle it, in good weather, a very gifted climber, one equipped with an oxygen tank . . . what then?


There was no way up Everest, no way at all, without oxygen—of this she was certain. She had suffered badly from altitude sickness climbing Kilimanjaro’s Mawenzi peak, and that was only about seventeen thousand feet. What would happen to a human being at twenty-nine thousand feet?


Willa knew the first symptoms of altitude sickness—the ceaseless nausea and vomiting; the swelling of the face, hands, and feet; and the crucifying difficulty of pulling air in and out of your lungs. She had suffered all of them. And as one climbed higher, the symptoms became more serious. Altitude sickness often attacked the lungs. A dry, hacking cough would set in, and then fever—both of which signaled fluid in the lungs. A climber might then find himself coughing up bright red froth. If the height didn’t get the lungs, it often got the brain. A nagging headache became a crashing one. Confusion followed, and then blurred vision. The climber started losing control over his hands and feet. If he didn’t get down, and fast, paralysis and coma were next. Then death.


“Why?” people asked her, unable to understand that which made alpinists risk everything to achieve a summit.


If only I could show them this sight, this magnificent Everest soaring into the blue sky. Untouched, pristine, wild, and fearsome, she thought. If only I could show them that, they’d never ask why again.


And soon she would. Soon her pictures of the Himalayas would be published. She had almost all the shots she needed. Soon the world would see for itself what mere words could never adequately describe.


“Come on, old stick,” she said to her yak.


She pulled her fur cap down tightly around her ears and clapped her mittened hands together. A small, thin grimace stiffened her features as she and her animal started walking again. Her leg was playing up. Just a bit. But a bit often turned into something more, and she had no time for it today. She wanted to be well upon the Rongbuk Glacier and have her camp set up by early afternoon. She had a great deal of work to do.


During the time she’d been in the Far East, she’d sent the Royal Geographical Society photographs—shots of India, of her temples and cities and villages. Of her mighty rivers, arid plains, her lush hills and valleys. She’d sent pictures of China and its Great Wall. Of Marco Polo’s Silk Road and Genghis Khan’s Mongolia. Sir Clements Markham had shown her pictures at the RGS. He’d turned them into books—books that had made her a bit of money.


Two years ago, she’d written Markham with a new proposal—a book of photographs on the Himalayas. Of Annapurna. The Nilgiris. And Everest.


A few months later, she’d received his one-line reply—Himalayas. Yes. How soon?—and ever since, she’d been working nonstop, pushing herself mercilessly in the pursuit of the perfect shot—a shot that would be stunning and beautiful, so good it would make people gasp, or quiet them into a reverent awe. She now had more than two hundred images for her Himalayas book—of the mountains in all their moods, the villages that surrounded them, the people who lived at their feet.


And the route. She had that.


She had pictures of what might be a way up Everest.


And they would make her famous. Cement her reputation as an Alpine explorer. They would sell a great deal of books and make her money, which was something she desperately needed now. Her aunt Eddie had given her five thousand pounds when she was younger, but she’d already spent a good deal of it. On a passage to Africa. And then one to India. On her travels throughout the Far East. On bribes to officials to let her cross borders. On food and tea and shelter. On cameras and film, darkroom equipment, tents and cots, and the animals needed to carry it all.


The route, the path, the way, she thought now, squinting up at the mountain as she trekked along. Markham wanted it. The Germans wanted it. The Italians and the French and the Americans, too. Alpinists were a competitive lot; being first was all that mattered to them. And being first up the highest mountain in the world—well, there was no prize greater than that. Willa knew that well enough. She’d been first once. First up the Kilimanjaro’s Mawenzi peak. It had cost her her leg and nearly her life. It had cost her her heart.


“Hup, hup!” she said to her yak, urging him up the snowy shoulders of the glacier.


They walked on, over the white vastness, for an hour, then two, until Willa had what she wanted—an unobstructed view of the north col. She stopped then, hammered an iron stake into the snow, and tied the yak. Slowly, methodically, she unloaded her animal and set up camp.


It took her an hour to unpack her gear, pitch her tent, and build a fire pit. She always traveled and worked alone. She preferred it that way, but even if she hadn’t, there was no other choice. There were not many women who wished to live as she did, in a cold, foreign, and forbidding environment. Without any domestic comforts. Without a husband or children. Without any guarantee of safety or protection.


And as for men . . . Willa would have gladly signed on to any number of expeditions sponsored by the RGS, but they would not have her. Their expeditions were conceived and executed by men, and it was still unthinkable for a woman to be included in an exploratory party to the North Pole or the South Pole, or down the Nile, or up Everest, because she would have to trek, climb, eat, and sleep with men. And that was unacceptable. Not to herself or the men she might be climbing with, but to British society, and it was British society that was footing the bill. They were the ones contributing monies to the RGS, and they were the ones financing its expeditions.


When Willa finished setting up camp, she loaded her rifle and placed it on the ground beside her cot. The rifle was protection against wolves; the kind that went around on four legs and the kind that went around on two. When she was satisfied that everything was in its proper place, she fed her yak and then fixed herself a small meal of hot tea and sampa—a mixture of barley flour, sugar, and a pungent butter made from yak’s milk. She deliberately ate little to keep herself thin. The thinner her body, the less likely she was to suffer her menses—an encumbrance at the best of times, and even more so when one was a world away from flush toilets and running water.


When she’d finished her meal, she decided to do a bit of trekking. It was late afternoon, she still had two, maybe three hours of light. She stood up to wash her dishes, and gave a small gasp. The yak bone prosthetic was lighter and more comfortable than the wooden one she’d had made in Bombay, when she’d first arrived in India, but after a long day’s trekking, it still hurt her. The pain was growing stronger now. She knew what was coming and she dreaded it. People talked of the feeling of a phantom limb, of the odd, unsettling sensation that the lost arm or leg was still there—people who hadn’t lost a limb, that was. Those who had knew of something different. They knew of the dull, hard aches that often turned into an unbearable agony. They knew of the lost days, the restless nights.


How many times had she screamed herself awake? How many nights had she torn her sheets to bits, wept and shrieked and banged her head against the wall, nearly blind from pain? Too many to count. Dr. Ribiero, the man who’d amputated her leg, had given her morphine in the days following her surgery. She’d left Nairobi on crutches only a few days after her amputation, with a few bottles of the drug, and had traveled east. And there, after her morphine supply had run out, she’d discovered opium. She’d bought it in the markets of Morocco and Marrakech, from farmers in Afghanistan, and from peddlers in India, Nepal, and Tibet. It dulled the pain in her leg, and it dulled a pain that was even sharper—the one in her heart.


She took some now. She reached into her coat pocket, for she always kept it close, drew out a small hardened chunk of brown paste, cut a piece off, and proceeded to smoke it in a pipe. Within minutes, the drug had beaten back the pain and she could walk again. She quickly cleaned her dishes, checked that her yak was tied securely, then set off.


Untethered and alone, trekking across the pristine snows of the glacier, she felt as wild and free as a falcon circling, a winter fox loping across the snow, a wolf howling at the moon. As she approached the lower foothills of Everest, the trek became a climb, but still she went on over an ice field, across some jagged moraine. The terrain became more challenging, and her artificial leg more of a hindrance, but she could not stop. Everest, soaring high above the glacier, was glorious. It pulled at her, cast its spell upon her, and she was powerless to resist it.


The low foothill became a proper slope, and still she pressed on, heedless and unaware, seduced by the mountain, refusing to remember that she could no longer climb. She used her good leg to push herself up the slope, and she used her bad one, too—jamming the carved, unfeeling toes into cracks and crevices, using the foot to pivot and the leg to hold her weight. She used her strong, sinewy arms to pull herself up to a hold, and her powerful hands to keep her there.


Up she went, higher and higher, intoxicated by the cold whiteness, the sound of her own breath, the incredible feeling of ascending. Of gaining the slope. She was climbing, well and fast, and then it happened. She lost a handhold and slipped. Down she hurtled, screaming, as the fall jammed the edge of her false leg into her flesh. Ten feet. Twenty. Thirty. At forty, she managed to arrest the fall, clawing at the side of the slope. She ripped off two nails doing so, but she’d only feel those later.


She clung there, shaking and sobbing, her face pressed into the snow. The pain of her injuries was terrible, but it wasn’t that pain that was making her cry. It was the terrifying memories of Mawenzi. This fall had woken them up and they rushed at her now, paralyzing her. They were so intense, so harrowing, that she could not move an inch, she could only clutch at the slope, eyes closed, sick with fear.


She remembered the fall and the impact. She remembered Seamie getting her down off the mountain and then pulling her shattered leg straight. She remembered him carrying her for miles and miles. And the pain—she remembered the red, ragged, unspeakable pain.


She’d been out of her mind from it—and from fever—by the time Seamie got her to Nairobi. The doctor there had taken one look at her and decided to amputate immediately. She’d begged him not to, begged Seamie not to let him. But the doctor had taken her leg anyway, right below the knee.


Seamie had told her she would’ve died if he hadn’t allowed the operation. What he hadn’t understood is that she had died, at least a part of her had. She would never climb high again. She couldn’t. Her artificial leg didn’t allow the flexibility, the stability, and the fluid physical finesse that were required to undertake challenging ascents. In some ways, what had happened to her was worse than death, for all that was left to her now was working to ensure that others would one day climb the highest mountain in the world. It was a leftover life. A second best. She hated it, but it was all she had.


She had hated Seamie, too. Almost as much as she loved him. She’d cursed him, and her useless leg. She’d blamed him, too. Because it was easier that way—having somebody to blame for what had happened to her, someone other than herself.


She remembered leaving Nairobi, and taking a boat from Mombasa. Her wound was still seeping blood; she could barely hobble on her new crutches, but she was so wild with grief and anger, so overwhelmed by the conflicting emotions she felt for Seamie, that she’d wanted to put as much distance between herself and him as possible. She’d managed to get herself all the way to Goa, where she’d taken a small house on the coast. She’d stayed there for half a year, waiting for her leg to heal properly and mourning her lost life. When she’d gotten her strength back, she traveled to Bombay, where she’d found a doctor who could fit her with an artificial leg. She allowed herself a month in that city to learn how to walk properly on the new leg, and then, loaded with cameras, a few pieces of clothing, a chunk of her aunt’s money, and little else, she left Bombay. She could never climb again, but she could still explore, and she was determined to do so. She left the civilized world, hoping to leave her heartbreak behind as well, but it followed her. Wherever she went, whatever she saw, or heard, or felt—it was Seamie she ached to share it with—whether it was the breathtaking vastness of the Gobi desert, the sound of a hundred camel bells announcing the arrival of a merchant’s caravan, or the sun rising over the Potala Palace in Lhasa. She had tried to run away from him and had failed, for he was in her head and in her heart, always.


There had been times—so many of them—when, longing for him, she would impulsively decide to return to London. And to him. If he would have her. As she began to pack, she would imagine seeing him again, talking to him, holding him in her arms—but then just as quickly, she would stop packing and tell herself that she was a fool because surely Seamie wouldn’t even wish to see her, much less talk to her or take her in his arms. She had left him eight years ago. She’d run away. Blamed him. Broken his heart. What man could forgive those things?


A strong wind blew down upon Willa now, making her shiver, whirling away her memories of Mawenzi and of all she had lost there. She stopped trembling, stopped crying, and got herself down the last thirty feet of the climb.


Dusk was falling by the time she made it back to the glacier. She didn’t have her gun with her, but she wasn’t afraid. Camp was not far. She knew she would make it there before the light faded entirely. She was limping. Her leg was bleeding; she could feel it. Her hands, too. Opium would dull the pain of those wounds, and the wound to her heart as well.


Willa walked slowly across the snow, the sun setting behind her—a small, broken figure, lost in the shadows of the soaring, ageless mountain, and in the shadows of her own broken dreams.











CHAPTER FIVE
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Seamie had been a guest in Edwina Hedley’s London house on many occasions. He should have been familiar with it, but every time he set foot in it, it looked completely different. Eddie was forever traveling and forever bringing home plunder from her adventures with which to redecorate it.


There might be a new bronze Buddha in the dining room. Or a stone carving of Kali. Or a Thai demon, a dragon from Peking, a beaded fertility goddess from the Sudan. There might be Indian silks draping the windows, or Afghan suzanis, or fringed shawls from Spain. Once when he’d visited, a massive Russian icon was hanging from the foyer’s ceiling. Right now, a huge, ornate mosaic fountain was burbling in the middle of its floor.


“It looks like Ali Baba’s cave,” he said, turning around in circles.


“It looks like a bloody souk,” Albie muttered. “How can anyone move with all this rubbish strewn about?”


“Good evening, my dears!” a voice boomed from the drawing room.


A few seconds later, Eddie was kissing them hello. She wore a flowing turquoise silk tunic over a long, beaded skirt, and heavy necklaces of amber and lapis. Her thick gray hair was piled high on her head, held in place by two silver combs. Bracelets of silver studded with onyx jangled on her wrists.


“I like the new decor, Eddie,” Seamie said. “That fountain’s a smasher.”


“Oh, that’s nothing!” Eddie replied. “Most of what I bought is still on a boat in the middle of the Mediterranean. I can’t wait until it arrives. I bought an entire Bedouin tent! I shall have it installed in the backyard. And furnish it with rugs, skins, and pillows. And we shall have the most wonderful garden parties in it. I shall have to find some belly dancers, however, for the proper effect.”


“Might take some doing here in Belgravia,” Seamie said.


Albie handed her a box. “From Mum,” he said.


Eddie peered inside. “An almond sponge! What a darling! She knows it’s my favorite. But she shouldn’t have taken the time to make it for me. Not with all that’s going on. How is your father, dear?”


“About the same, Aunt Eddie. No change, I’m afraid,” Albie said. Then he quickly changed the subject.


The admiral was not well, not at all. Seamie and Albie had visited him that afternoon. He was gaunt and gray-faced and barely had the energy to sit up in bed. Seamie knew that his old friend didn’t like talking about his father’s illness; he knew that it worried him terribly.


The admiral’s illness had changed Albie. In fact, Seamie barely recognized his friend these days. Albie’s entire personality had changed. He’d always been the befuddled academic—even when he was ten years old. He’d always been bookish and distracted, dreaming of formulas and theories. But he was more than distracted now. He was tense. He was haggard-looking and short-tempered. And how could he not be? Seamie wondered. He never stopped working. Seamie thought the constant work was likely Albie’s way of coping with his fears for his father’s health, but he wished he wouldn’t push himself so hard. Albie spent almost all of his time poring over documents with Strachey and Knox and other Cambridge lads. They were already at work when Seamie rose in the morning, and were still at it when he went to bed at night. Seamie didn’t know exactly what they were all doing—dreaming up more incomprehensible equations, he imagined—but whatever it was, it was damaging Albie. He barely ate or slept. Seamie had had to drag him out of his office and practically push him onto the train to London today. He was certain that if Albie kept up this punishing pace, he would soon find his own health broken.


“Come in, my dears! Come in and meet my other guest,” Eddie said now, taking Seamie’s arm and Albie’s hand and leading them into her drawing room. Seamie saw that she’d gotten rid of her furniture and replaced it with low, painted wooden beds, each topped with bright silk cushions. The place looked like an opium den.


“Tom, this is my nephew Albie Alden, and his friend Seamus Finnegan, the dashing Antarctic explorer,” Eddie said, as a young man, holding a glass of champagne, stood up to greet them. “Albie and Seamie, may I present Tom Lawrence. He’s an explorer, too, but he prefers the warmer climes. He’s just returned from the deserts of Arabia. We met onboard a steamer out of Cairo. Spent some lovely days together.”


Seamie and Albie shook hands with Tom, then Eddie handed them glasses of champagne. Seamie guessed that Lawrence was in his mid-twenties. His skin was bronzed. His eyes were a light, Wedgwood blue; his hair was blond. He stood awkwardly in Eddie’s overdone drawing room and looked so uncomfortable in his suit—as if he would like nothing better than to chuck it off, pull on some trousers and boots, and head back to the desert. Seamie liked him immediately.


“I believe we’ve met, Mr. Alden,” Lawrence said. “I was visiting friends at Cambridge several years ago. The Stracheys. George Mallory. I met you and Miss Willa Alden, too. In the Pick. Do you remember?”


“Why, yes. Yes, I do,” Albie said. “One of the Stephen girls was with you. Virginia.”


“Yes, that’s right,” Lawrence said.


“I’m very pleased to see you again, Tom,” Albie said. “I wouldn’t have recognized you. The desert’s turned you from a pasty English lad to a golden boy.”


Lawrence laughed warmly. “You should have seen me a year ago,” he said. “Not golden at all, but as red as a radish and peeling like an onion. How is Miss Alden? I’ve seen her photographs of India and China. They’re quite remarkable. Superb, actually. Is she well?”


Albie shook his head. “I wish I could tell you. Unfortunately, I have no idea.”


“I don’t understand,” Lawrence said, puzzled.


“She had an accident. About eight years ago. On Kilimanjaro. She was there with Mr. Finnegan,” Eddie said, her eyes resting on Seamie as she spoke. “She took a fall and broke her leg. It had to be amputated. The fall broke her heart, too, I fear, for she never came back home. Took off to the East instead, the headstrong girl. To Tibet. Lives there with the yaks and the sheep and that bloody great mountain.”


Seamie looked away. The conversation pained him.


Lawrence noticed. “I see. I fear I’ve treaded rather harshly on tender ground,” he said. “Please forgive me.”


Eddie flapped a hand at him. “Don’t be silly. There’s nothing to forgive. We’ve all moved past it. Well, most of us have.”


Seamie looked out of a window. Most of the time he appreciated Eddie’s honest nature, her candid words, but there were times he wished she could at least try to be subtle.


“Why is everyone still standing? Sit down,” Eddie said. “Albie, you take those pillows . . . yes, those right there. Seamie, you sit here, next to Tom.” Eddie’s voice dropped to a whisper. “He’s a spy, you know. I’m certain of it.”


“What rubbish, Eddie,” Lawrence said.


“What do you talk about with all those Arab sheiks, then, Tom? Camels? Pomegranates? I doubt it. You talk uprisings. Rebellion. Freedom from their Turkish masters.”


“We talk about their lives, their ancestry, and their customs. I take photographs, Eddie. Of ruins and tombs and vases and pots. I make notes and sketches.”


“You make maps and alliances, my dear,” Eddie said knowingly.


“Yes. Well. Turkish delight, anyone?” Lawrence asked, passing a plate of sugared rosewater jellies.


“Tell me, Mr. Lawrence, how did you come to find yourself in Arabia?” Seamie asked diplomatically.


“Archaeology. I love digging up old things. Went to Syria while I was an undergraduate. Studied the crusaders’ castles there and did my thesis on them. After I left university, I was offered work with D. G. Hogarth, an archaeologist with the British Museum. I took it. Did quite a bit of digging in the ancient Hittite city of Carchemish. In fact, I think we dug up both banks of the Euphrates,” Lawrence said happily.


“I don’t know if I could take the desert,” Seamie said. “All that heat and sand. I need snow and ice.”


Lawrence laughed. “I understand your love of all things pristine and cold, Mr. Finnegan. I enjoy mountains, and Alpine scenery, but the desert, Mr. Finnegan . . . oh, the desert.”


Lawrence stopped speaking for a few seconds and smiled helplessly, and suddenly his was the face of a man in love.


“I wish you could see it,” he said. “I wish you could hear the sound of the muezzins calling the faithful to prayer. And see the rays of the sun coming through the minarets. I wish you could taste the dates and the pomegranates, picked in a lush desert garden. And sit in a Bedouin tent at night listening to their stories. If you could meet the people—the imperious sheiks and sharifs. The veiled harem women. If you could meet Hussein, the sharif of Mecca, and his sons. If you could feel their hunger for independence, for freedom.” He shook his head suddenly, as if embarrassed by the depth of his feeling. “If you could do these things, Mr. Finnegan, you would turn your back on Antarctica in a heartbeat.”


“Oh, I don’t know, Mr. Lawrence,” Seamie said, baitingly. “I don’t think your sand dunes can live up to my icebergs. To say nothing of my seals and penguins.” His voice turned serious. He matched Lawrence’s poetry with his own. “I wish you could see the sun rising on the Weddell Sea, its rays striking the ice and exploding into a million shards of light. I wish you could hear the song the wind sings to you at night and the shrieking of the ice floes shifting and shattering on the restless seas. . . .”


Tom listened raptly as Seamie spoke. They were talking about such vastly different parts of the world, and yet their kinship was immediate, for each understood the passion in the other. They were explorers, and each felt the force that called one into the great unknown. They knew the pull that made one give up the comforts of hearth and home, the nearness of friends and family. It was no accident that they were both unmarried, Seamie and Lawrence. They belonged to their passion, their yearning to see, to discover, to know. They belonged to their quest, and to nothing else.


For a few seconds after he finished speaking, Seamie’s heart clenched with sorrow. It was so good to sit with these people. So few understood what drove him, but they did. There was another who understood. But she wasn’t here and he wished—with his heart and his soul and everything inside him—that she was.


“I’m going back as soon as I can,” Lawrence said, breaking the silence, giving voice to the urge they were both feeling. To get out of this gray, smothering London and back into the wild, beckoning world. “I’m going back to Carchemish. I’ve been working under William Ramsey most recently, the renowned New Testament scholar. He’s with the British Museum. I’m back here to give a report on our findings. It has to be done, of course, but as soon as I’ve finished, I’m heading back to the desert. There’s so much more to do. And you, Mr. Finnegan? Have you any further adventures planned?”


“Yes,” Seamie said. “And no. And . . . well, possibly I guess.”


“That’s a strange answer,” Lawrence said.


Seamie admitted that it was. “Ernest Shackleton is getting up another expedition to Antarctica, and I’m very interested in going,” he explained. “But I have a compelling reason to stay in London now, too.”


“Really?” Eddie said, raising an eyebrow. “Who is she?”


Seamie ignored her. “Clements Markham offered me a position at the RGS. Just yesterday in fact. He wants me to help with the money-raising efforts for new expeditions. I’d have an office and a fancy brass plaque on the door and a salary, and he tells me I’d be a fool not to take it.”


“He’s right,” Albie said. “You would be. You’re getting too old for this Boy’s Own adventure stuff.”


“Why, thank you for pointing that out, Alb,” Seamie said.


A melancholy quiet descended on both Seamie and Lawrence at those words. Perhaps he is thinking himself too old for further adventures, too, Seamie thought. Or perhaps, he—like me—travels the world because he’s lost someone and hopes that if he goes far enough afield, if he’s cold enough or hot enough, in deep enough danger, hungry enough or sick enough, he might just forget that person. He never does, of course, but he always keeps trying. The strange, sad mood persisted until Lawrence said, “And what do you do, Mr. Alden?”


“I’m a physicist,” Albie said. “I teach at Cambridge.”


“He writes the most horrible, inscrutable, incomprehensible equations you’ve ever seen,” Eddie interjected. “On a blackboard in his office. All day long. He’s supposed to be on sabbatical, taking it a bit easy. Instead, he’s working all hours. It’s absolutely inhuman.”


“Aunt Eddie . . . ,” Albie protested, smiling embarrassedly.


“It’s true, Albie. You never rest. Never have a nice long lunch. Never go for a ramble. You’re as washed-out-looking as a pair of old knickers. You need a holiday. I know you’re the country’s leading and most exalted boffin, Albie dear, but surely England can wait another month or two for whatever it is that you’re working on?”


“No, Aunt Eddie, England can’t,” Albie said. He was still smiling, but there was suddenly an edge to his voice and a grim look in his eyes. Seamie stared at his old friend, startled. Albie never spoke in anything but polite and measured tones.


As quickly as it had come, though, the hard edge was gone, and Albie’s voice was mild again. No one else seemed to have noticed the lapse and Seamie wondered if he’d only imagined it. Frowning slightly, he decided he would get Albie out of the house this week for a hike across the fens, no matter how much he protested.


Prodded by his aunt, Albie told them all a bit about his work, and about the current preoccupation of physics professors the world over: the rumor that Albert Einstein would soon publish a set of ten field equations that would support a new theory of general relativity. Albie was in the process of trying to explain geodesic equations when the butler appeared in the doorway and said, “Beg your pardon, ma’am, but dinner is served.”


“Oh, thank God!” Eddie said. “My head is spinning!”


The party rose. Eddie led the way out of the drawing room and down the hallway to the dining room.


As they reached the dining room, Lawrence stopped suddenly and placed a hand on Seamie’s arm. “Never mind Clements Markham,” he said to him quietly and with feeling. “Come out and visit me, Mr. Finnegan. You’re not too old for adventures; you can’t be. Because if you are, then I am, too. And if I was, I shouldn’t know what to do. I shouldn’t know how to live, and, frankly, I wouldn’t wish to. Do you understand that feeling?”


Seamie nodded. “I do, Mr. Lawrence. All too well.”


“Then do come. Bake your cold bones in Arabia’s desert heat for a while.”


Eddie, who’d been standing inside the doorway to the dining room listening, said, “Tom’s right, Seamie. Sod Markham and Shackleton, too. Go to the desert. Bake your bones in Arabia.” She smiled, then added, “And thaw your heart while you’re at it.”











CHAPTER SIX
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“Fourpence, mister. You won’t regret it,” the girl in the red shawl said, smiling seductively. Or trying to.


Max von Brandt, head down, shoulders hunched against the cold, shook his head.


“Two, then. I’m clean, I swear. Only been on the game a week.” The false brazenness was gone. She sounded desperate now.


Max glanced at her face. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen. A child. Thin and shivering. He pulled a sixpence from his pocket and tossed it to her. “Go home,” he said.


The girl looked at the coin, then at him. “God bless you, mister. You’re a good man, you are.”


Max laughed. Hardly, he thought. He opened the door to the Barkentine, hoping the girl had not seen his face, or that she would not remember it if she had. The Barkentine, a den of thieves in Limehouse, on the north bank of the Thames, was the sort of place Max von Brandt occasionally had to visit but was careful never to be seen doing so.


He had done his best to blend in. He’d worn the rough clothes of a workingman, he hadn’t shaved for three days, and he’d hidden his silvery blond hair under a flat cap, but it was harder to hide his height, his sun-bronzed skin, or the fact that his legs weren’t bowed from rickets. These things came from good food and fresh air, and in the East End of London, there was precious little of either.


Once inside the pub, Max approached the bartender. “I need to see Billy Madden,” he said to him.


“No one here by that name,” the man said, not bothering to look up from the day’s racing sheet.


Max looked around. He knew what Madden looked like; he had a picture. He knew what Madden was, too: a thief with a boatyard—which was exactly what he needed. He inspected the faces in the room. Many had scars. Some ignored him, others eyed him insolently. He saw a woman, young, blond, and pretty—despite the faded bruises on her face—sitting alone by a window. Finally, he spotted Madden at the back, playing a game of solitaire, and walked up to his table.


“Mr. Madden, I’d like to speak with you,” he said.


Billy Madden looked up. He wore a bright scarf knotted around his neck and a gold hoop in one ear. A scar puckered his brow. His mouth was filled with decaying teeth. He was a large man, physically imposing, but most unsettling were his eyes. They were predator’s eyes—dark, soulless, and keen.


“Who the fuck are you?” Madden growled, his free hand going to a large flick knife on top of the table.


Max knew he would have to tread carefully. He’d been warned that Madden was violent and unstable. He wished he didn’t have to deal with him, but he had no choice. The boys from Cambridge were hot on the scent. He had to find some new way of evading them, and fast, or everything would be ruined.


“My name is Peter Stiles. I’m a businessman. I would like to make a deal with you,” he said, in a perfect London accent.


“You’re a dead man, is what you are,” Madden said. “You’ve a lot of bloody cheek. Maybe I’ll cut some off. Throw it in the river. Throw you in after it. What’s to stop me, eh?”


“A good deal of money,” Max said. “I need your help, Mr. Madden. I’m prepared to pay you well for it. If you kill me, we can’t do business.”


Madden sat back in his chair. He gave a curt nod. He kicked a chair out from under the table. Max sat down.


“I’ve heard you’ve a boatyard,” Max said. “I need a boat. A motorized one.”


“For what?” Madden asked.


“To take a man from London to the North Sea. To certain coordinates there. Every fortnight. I also need a man who can pilot that boat. A man who is well known to the river authorities, who has been seen coming and going on the Thames for years, and whose movements will raise no eyebrows.”


“Why do you need all this?”


“I have something that needs passing into other hands.”


“Swag?” Madden asked.


“I would prefer not to say,” Max said.


“If I’m risking my boat, and my man, I’ve a right to know,” Billy said.


“Jewels, Mr. Madden. Valuable ones. I need to get them out of England, to the continent,” Max said. He took his money clip out of his pocket, peeled off five twenty-pound notes from it, and laid them on the table. He rested his hand on top of them. “I’m prepared to make generous terms with you,” he said.


Madden’s small eyes lit up. He reached for the money, but Max did not release it.


“I’m paying you for your boat, your man, and your silence. Are we clear on this? If one word of this gets out, our deal is off.”


“I hardly go looking for publicity in my line of work. Your secret’s safe with me,” Madden said.


Max nodded. He pushed the money over to him. “This is a down payment only. My man will bring more each time. His name is Hutchins. He will be on the dock behind the Barkentine two weeks from tonight. At midnight. Have your man meet him here.”


Max stood up. He tipped his cap to Madden, then left. Madden was a grim and horrible man, and Limehouse a grim and horrible place. He was glad to be leaving both, but the meeting had been productive. Very productive.


He had something to pass into other hands, yes—but it wasn’t jewelry. And he needed a chain to do it. A strong, unbreakable one stretching between London and Berlin.


And tonight, the first link had been forged.











CHAPTER SEVEN
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“Votes for Women no?” Seamie said, reading aloud the words on a huge banner stretched across his sister’s dining room table. “That’s not going to help your case, Fee,” he added, as he kissed her cheek.


Fiona laughed. She had a needle in her hand and was bent over the banner, stitching. “I still have to add the W,” she said. “Get yourself some breakfast, Seamie, luv.”


“I think I will, thank you,” Seamie said, sitting down at the table. A maid was clearing dirty plates, smeared with egg and jam, where the younger children had been sitting. They’d just gotten up from the table and had run past Seamie in the hallway. Only Katie and Joe remained at the table.


“Good morning all,” Seamie said, but he got no response. Katie, her eggs untouched, her tea going cold, was shifting photographs around on a mocked-up layout of the Battle Cry. Joe, sitting at the head of the table, was writing furiously. The morning’s newspapers lay open on the table near him. Crumpled sheets of paper littered the floor all around him.


“Pass us those kippers, Joe, will you?” Seamie said, as he put his napkin in his lap. “Joe? Oi! Joe!”


Joe looked up, blinking. “Sorry, lad,” he said. “What is it?”


“Can I have the kippers?” Seamie said. Joe passed them over. “What are you doing?” Seamie asked him.


“Working on the speech I’m due to deliver in the Commons asking Parliament for more money for schools.”


“Will you get it?” Seamie asked, spearing a fish from the platter Joe had handed him.


“It’s doubtful,” Katie said, before Joe could reply and without looking up from her newspaper. “Mr. Churchill’s speaking, too. Right after Dad. He wants more boats and he has a good deal of support for them from both benches. Germany’s saber rattling has many in England eager to build up our military. Calls are being made for monies to fund a new fleet of dreadnoughts and Dad thinks they’ll be heeded—based on precedent. Five years ago, Lloyd George tried to cut naval spending—back when he was chancellor of the exchequer—and was roundly defeated.”


Seamie shook his head, laughing. “Is that so, Kitkat?” he said, calling Katie by a nickname he’d given her—one that he knew she hated. “Don’t you ever talk about anything other than politics? You’re fifteen years old, and a girl, for goodness’ sake. Don’t you ever talk about dances or dresses or boys?”


Katie looked up at him, narrowing her eyes. Seamie laughed. He liked to spar with her.


“You really oughtn’t to tease her,” Fiona said, still stitching. “She gives as good as she gets. You know that.”


“Come on, Kitkat,” Seamie said, not heeding his sister’s warning. “I’ll buy you a new dress. From Harrods. A frilly pink one with bows on it. And a hat to match. We’ll go today.”


“Yes, let’s,” Katie said, smiling like a shark. “And while we’re there, let’s buy a suit, too. For you, Uncle Seamie. A gray worsted cut nice and tight with miles of buttons. We’ll get a tie, too. To keep your shirt collar nice and tight around your throat. Just like a noose. Today a desk job at the RGS, tomorrow a nice little wife who’ll darn your socks for you, and next week a semidetached in Croydon.” She sat back in her chair, crossed her arms over her chest, and started humming Chopin’s Funeral March.


“Tomboy,” Seamie said, bested and genuinely annoyed by it.


“Pencil pusher,” Katie retorted.


“Hoyden.”


“Office boy.”


“I haven’t even taken the job yet!” Seamie said defensively.


“Oi, you two!” Joe said. “That’s enough.”


Seamie, still glowering—for Katie had touched a nerve—speared himself a broiled tomato from a platter.


“I warned you,” Fiona said to him.


“Can you take me to the Clarion’s printing presses tomorrow afternoon, Uncle Seamie? Please? I need to get the next edition of the Battle Cry printed and Mum and Dad are busy and they won’t let me go alone,” Katie said.


“I don’t see why I should,” Seamie said, huffily.


Katie smiled again. It was a real smile this time, broad and engaging. “Because you’re my uncle and you love me to bits,” she said.


“Did,” Seamie said. “I did love you to bits.”


Katie’s face fell.


“Oh, I’m just joking. Of course I’ll take you,” Seamie quickly said. He couldn’t stand to see her sad, even if she was just putting it on.


“Thank you, Uncle Seamie!” Katie said. “I was just joking, too. You’d never take that job, I know you wouldn’t. And you’d never move to Croydon, either.”


Katie went back to her paper. Joe continued to write, Fiona to stitch. The younger children’s voices carried to Seamie from another part of the house—they were shrieking and laughing and undoubtedly having fun.


Seamie stopped piling food on his plate and looked at them—Fiona, Joe, and Katie. He was happy, being here with his sister and her family, but it struck him now that it was her family, not his. As much as they loved him, and as much as he loved them, he was an uncle—not a father, not a husband. And he had never felt that distinction as keenly as he did right now. He had no idea why. Perhaps it was Katie teasing him about having a little wife who would darn his socks. She was right, of course—he wouldn’t take the RGS job, much less move to Croydon—but as he looked at his sister and her family—together around the table, busy and contented, always happy to spend time in one another’s company—he wished, just for a moment, that he had someone in his life who could make him want to move to Croydon. An image of Jennie Wilcott popped into his head, but he quickly pushed it out again. Connecting her to this odd, uncharacteristic longing for domestic bliss was madness; he barely knew her.


“Give us a paper, will you?” he suddenly said to Joe, wanting to dispel his strange mood.


Joe handed him one. Seamie spread it out next to his plate, picked up his fork, and glanced at the headline. kaiser’s dreadnought launched, it read. And below it, chill wind blows across belgium and france.


Neither the ominous headline nor the story that followed it did anything to dampen Seamie’s appetite. He was starving. He added broiled mushrooms, bacon, poached eggs, and buttered toast to the herring and tomato already on his plate, then poured himself a cup of tea. It was an Assam, bright, brick red, and strong enough to bring the dead back to life. He needed that. George Mallory was in town. They’d gone out on a pub crawl last night and he hadn’t gotten home until three a.m.
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