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      For Tony, with love and thanks – I couldn’t
do it without you.
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      BOOK ONE

      

      
      Changes

      
      
         The anguish of the earth absolves our eyes
         

         Till beauty shines in all that we can see.

         War is our scourge; yet war has made us wise,

         And, fighting for our freedom, we are free.

         Horror of wounds and anger at the foe,

         And loss of things desired; all these must pass.

         We are the happy legion, for we know

         Time’s but a golden wind that shakes the grass.

         Siegfried Sassoon, ‘Absolution’

         Lord, let me know my end,

         and what is the measure of my days

         Psalm 39 v4

      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      30th September 1915

      
      The first post arrived early at Morland Place. Eddoes, the stable boy, lived next door to the postmaster and was given the
         early delivery to bring with him when he came in to work. So when Jessie came down at seven, the butler Sawry had already
         sorted the letters and placed them on the table in the great hall. But there was nothing for her, nothing from the Front.
         Her disappointment was acute. The battle at Loos had been fought on the 25th and 26th of September, and she had calculated
         that there could be a letter today. She turned away, pushing down disappointment and worry.
      

      
      It was one of her hospital mornings, and she had to be at Clifton at a quarter to eight. The house was quiet, and the small
         dining-room seemed dark and a little chill. She sat alone at the long, polished table, with her dog Brach lying across her
         feet. Her mother Henrietta would not be up for another half-hour – since Jessie had moved back to her childhood home, it had
         been an object to get her mother to rest a little more. Uncle Teddy, the master of Morland Place, had already been and gone.
         He took his first breakfast at half past six before going off round the estate, and would return for a second at nine when
         the rest of the family came down. But Morland Place routine rose above all variations, and eggs and bacon were waiting for
         Jessie under the covers. There was fresh coffee in the pot, and as she sat down Sawry came in with toast.
      

      
      He knew, of course, that there had been no letter for her. His silence brimmed with sympathy as he placed the toast-rack on
         the table and laid the newspaper beside her. In most households it was a cardinal sin for anyone to open the paper before
         the master had had it, but Sawry’s gesture told Jessie that if she wanted to read it, he would see it was refolded properly
         before Uncle Teddy returned.
      

      
      Jessie left it unopened. In her state of suspended anxiety she had no interest in the military situation. She knew what the
         paper would be full of. The Loos action had been hailed excitedly as the first real victory of the war. The German defences
         had been smashed, the line advanced and held. Without opening it, she knew there would be pages of triumphant analysis, diagrams
         of advances, maps showing where the front line had been and where it was now, with the area in between impressively shaded.
      

      
      One day she might be able to be pleased about all that. For now, she wanted only to know that her men were safe. They were
         her cousins, both, and dear to her: Ned, whom she had married, and Bertie, with whom – oh, helplessly! and since they were
         both married, hopelessly – she had fallen in love. Bertie had been in France from the beginning; Ned had fought for the first
         time at Neuve Chapelle, then at Ypres. Loos was his third major action, and Bertie’s … No, she had lost count of how many
         Bertie had seen. They had come through so far with only minor wounds. But it didn’t make the waiting any easier each time.
         She chewed and swallowed bacon, eggs and toast to fuel herself for the day ahead, but they might have been cardboard for all
         she tasted them. All she wanted was the pencilled scrawl on a scrap of grubby paper that said, ‘I am well’, the lifeline flung
         out from the Front.
      

      
      At a quarter to eight she set off in the little Austin. Ned had bought it to replace their pre-war Arno when he left her to
         join up. He’d always said the Arno was too big for a woman to drive – a point of contention between them. He didn’t really approve of women driving at all. There had been many of those little, uneasy differences between them. It seemed
         that you could not know what a man was really like before you married him. She and Ned had grown up together, and he had been
         as an indulgent and admiring elder brother. But as a husband he had what she felt were old-fashioned ideas about what she
         should and shouldn’t do. Perhaps they shouldn’t have married … She shook that thought away, and replaced it with an urgent
         prayer: Let him be safe! Please, God, let them both be safe!

      
      It was a fine day, full of soft, late sunshine, a little hazy, with the smoky autumn tang of blackberries and dying leaves.
         As she drove along her eye took note of things – the autumn colours just beginning in the elms and chestnuts, the hawthorn
         berries reddening in the hedges, the sudden emptiness where the summer madness of martins had gone. The oats were ripe up
         at White House Farm; the potatoes wanted a week or so more. At Woodhouse, where the wheat had been cut, they would be fleet-ploughing
         this week. The natural world, the farming year went on in their massive immutability, as though there were no bloody struggle
         in France, laying waste to women’s hearts.
      

      
      At the hospital she was greeted by Sister Morgan with the usual snarl: like many professional nurses, she resented the volunteers
         the war had thrust upon her. She began with an accusation about a bottle of disinfectant broken and the pieces hidden in the
         dustbin. Jessie was not guilty, but she did not bother to protest. Sin was always attributed to the lowest and least nurse
         on the ward. Whoever really had done it would not dream of sacrificing herself to save ‘the VAD’ – as Jessie was called, though
         she was not one. ‘VAD’ was a pejorative term to Sister Morgan, who finished her dressing-down by giving Jessie all the toilsome
         and disagreeable jobs to do. First there were bed-pans to clean; then the floors to be scrubbed. After the dressing round
         she was given the bloody bandages to wash, and when she had finished that, there were the bed-wheels to clean and oil – anything to keep her away from the patients.
      

      
      But she was glad of the hard work, which blanked out her thoughts. Besides, propriety demanded that she maintain a cheerful
         mien. ‘Chin up’ and ‘There’s a war on’ were the phrases now commonly used in response to any hardship or privation. In peacetime
         any show of emotion had been regarded as not quite the done thing; in wartime it had become positively unpatriotic. Waiting
         for news from a man at the Front? So were ten thousand others. Grin and bear it. Don’t you know there’s a war on?
      

      
      Her day’s work finished at nine in the evening, and by then she was in a state of physical exhaustion beyond thought. She
         drove herself home, where her mother, knowing she could not have borne either company or conversation, silently helped her
         out of her coat, saw that she had her supper – mutton stew and a baked apple – then sent her straight up to bed. Her maid
         Tomlinson had a bath ready for her beside the fire; helped her undress, dried her afterwards and put her into a warmed nightgown,
         as if she were a child. Jessie was grateful both for the attention and the restraint. How hard it must be for her fellow nurses
         on Maitland Ward, who would not be so petted at the end of a hard day! She got into bed, and was asleep before Tomlinson had
         finished folding her clothes. She wasn’t even wakened by the inevitable noise and bustle of removing the bath.
      

      
      The 30th had been the last of her three hospital days that week, and on the next morning she slept late and went down to breakfast
         at ten to nine. Uncle Teddy was already there, seated at the end of the table with the newspaper open. He looked up and smiled
         as Jessie came in. ‘Something for you from France,’ he said, nodding to the letter by her plate.
      

      
      It was from Bertie – she knew as soon as she saw it. He and Ned had both been taught in the same style, but his handwriting
         was smaller and firmer. Relief flooded her. He had written – he was safe! But, oh, it was an envelope that had seen hard times! The corners were battered, there were muddy
         marks on it, and the direction was smeared where water had dripped on it. Inside, the notepaper was no better – a cheap sheet
         to begin with, rough and porous, with what seemed to be a coffee stain on one corner, and dirty fingermarks here and there.
         It hurt her in a strange way, to think of Bertie’s having dirty hands, when he had always been so particular about his appearance.
         It brought home to her the privations of the Front in a starkly simple way. Bertie was in a place where even washing your
         hands was not to be taken for granted.
      

      
      The letter was a brief one.

      
      
         28th September, near Houchin

         My dearest Jessie,

         I am snatching a moment from duties to let you know I am all right. We came out of the line early yesterday morning and were
            all day getting back to our billets, as the roads were choked. We did not get here until after ten last night. We had hard
            fighting but acquitted ourselves with honour. My untried men never flinched, though the German fire was hot as Hades. We are
            counting the cost today – around 400 of the battalion not at roll-call, though we hope many more stragglers will come in.
            The fighting goes on, but we are out of it for now. I came through without a scratch – Fenniman too – but Pennyfather was
            wounded, I don’t know yet how seriously. More later, but a thousand duties call me now. God bless you.
         

         Your loving cousin,

         Bertie

      

      
      She read it again for the joy of knowing he had come through. Uncle Teddy was watching her. Bertie’s letters to Morland Place
         were always addressed to her, but everyone was interested in his welfare. She got up and took the letter to her uncle, then went to serve herself with breakfast while
         he read it, finding herself suddenly hungry. The sausages smelled wonderful, and there were mushrooms – the benison of autumn.
      

      
      ‘Well, that is good news!’Teddy exclaimed. ‘Now we only have to hear from Ned.’ Ned was his adopted son, the bastard child
         of his late brother, but he had given him his name and a fortune, and could not have loved him more if he had been the child
         of his body. It had been a cause of great joy to him when Ned had married Jessie. He liked to keep those he loved close about
         him. ‘So they had fierce fighting of it?’ he went on. ‘Shame about his friend Pennyfather. Is Fenniman the one you met in
         London, who took a fancy to our little Emma?’
      

      
      Jessie chatted to him lightly until the others came down – her mother, Teddy’s wife Alice and his daughter Polly, and Jessie’s
         brother Robert and his wife Ethel. Teddy announced the good news, and Henrietta threw him a look of silent relief. Bertie
         was the son of their late sister Regina. In his rather turbulent youth he had often been at outs with his father, and had
         taken refuge at Morland Place, where Henrietta had mothered him. She sometimes called him her ‘extra son’.
      

      
      Ethel, who was not distinguished for her tact, immediately wondered why, if Bertie had written, nothing had come from Ned.

      
      ‘We shall hear tomorrow, mark my words,’ Teddy said at once, in a cheerful, confident tone. However worried he was, it was
         necessary for the master of Morland Place not to show it at a time like this. He was looked up to by so many people, from
         the servants and tenants to the townspeople of York and the volunteers in the York Commercials, the ‘Kitchener’ battalion
         he had helped to found. Morale must be kept up.
      

      
      The next day there was no letter from Ned. Early news from the Front was good news; each day that passed made good news less likely. Of course, his unit might not have come out of the line as early as Bertie’s – there was always that. And
         the first of the officer casualty lists appeared in The Times that day, and Ned’s name was not there.
      

      
      ‘He’s all right, I tell you,’ Teddy told the uncertain faces round the breakfast table. ‘I feel it in my bones.’

      
      Rob took up the cause. ‘His letter might have gone astray. It happens all the time at the bank. I had a very angry customer
         the other day, who’d sent an instruction by post, which we never received. Ned could have sent a message and it got lost.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a likely explanation,’Teddy agreed. ‘But he’ll have had my letter by now, and he’ll write again. We’ll hear tomorrow
         for sure. Tomorrow, or the next day.’
      

      
      Jessie wrote another note to Ned, and replied to Bertie’s letter, asking if he knew anything. ‘If you have seen him, do let
         us know. Or if you see him, ask him to send us a note to say he is well. We are all anxious until we hear from him.’
      

      
      Another day with no letter. There were men, now, back in England, wounded, and talking to their relatives. Rumours began to
         circulate. There had been a lack of organisation in the aftermath. The casualties had been heavier than anticipated, and insufficient
         hospital trains had been provided to move the wounded to the base hospitals. The casualty clearing stations were clogged,
         and problems had backed up all the way down the line. Men were still lying untreated in the fields around the medical tents,
         their names not even having been taken.
      

      
      ‘He could be wounded, then, and we wouldn’t know about it,’ said Henrietta at dinner.

      
      Jessie ate soup without answering. She saw that her mother had stopped hoping he was completely unhurt. She was settling for
         his being wounded rather than dead – the latter was unthinkable. But Jessie knew a little of what machine-gun bullets and
         shrapnel could do. She was not willing yet to bargain. She could not bear to imagine such damage to the smooth body she had
         slept beside and taken such pleasure of during their marriage. He must be alive and he must be unhurt.
      

      
      Still no letter came. Bertie’s reply to Jessie arrived, and she knew from the length of it that it was not simple good news.

      
      
         6th October 1915. Near Houchin

         My dearest Jessie,

         I am sorry that you have had nothing yet from Ned – though you may have heard by the time you receive this letter. I hope
            so. I have made enquiries of my own but have nothing definite to report. The Kents were in very fierce fighting, both on Hill
            70 and at Chalk Pit Wood, and were very much cut up. I believe fewer than a hundred of them came back, but that is only hearsay.
            Their colonel and all the staff were among the casualties, so there is no-one left in the battalion to make arrangements and
            take names, etc. I understand someone from Brigade staff is to take over for the time being.
         

         I cannot hold out much hope that he is entirely unharmed – I think my enquiries would have found him if he had been on his
            feet and with the survivors – but there is every hope that he will be found among the wounded. You cannot imagine the confusion
            and muddle here, and it is perfectly possible for a man not to be on any list. I am still having men turn up, having been
            ‘lost’ the best part of two weeks. Perhaps he is even now on his way home in a hospital ship without any idea that you do
            not know his fate. Once he is in England you will be sure to hear from him. I shall keep making enquiries, and let you know
            at once if I hear anything more.
         

         As ever,

         Bertie

      

      
      There was enough here to keep hope going at Morland Place. Official notification generally took weeks to arrive, but in normal circumstances one could expect a letter from the battalion’s commanding officer quite soon after the event. In this
         case, there was no commanding officer to perform the service, as Teddy pointed out with minor triumph. Ned’s name still did
         not appear on any of the casualty lists, and that gave support to his hopes. Jessie would not talk about it at all. Her only
         defence was to blank out her thoughts with hard work. At the hospital, at her stables at Twelvetrees, where she bred horses
         for the army, she flung herself into the most exhausting tasks to try to keep out the fears that were knocking always at her
         mind, demanding admission.
      

      
      So things stood on the day the telephone call came. The apparatus was fixed to the wall in the kitchen passage, on the family
         side of the green-baize door. Sawry came out from his room to answer it.
      

      
      A woman’s voice said, ‘Am I connected with Morland Place?’

      
      ‘Yes, madam. To whom did you wish to speak?’

      
      ‘I’m not quite sure. This is Sister Wheatley of the Waterloo Ward in St George’s Hospital. To whom am I speaking?’

      
      ‘I am the butler, madam.’

      
      ‘Ah. Then perhaps I had better speak to your master.’

      
      ‘I will bring Mr Morland to the instrument, madam, if you will be so kind as to wait.’

      
      Sawry went away, ascertained that Mr Morland was in the steward’s room with his secretary, Baskin, and delivered his message.
         The mixture of hope and anxiety in the master’s eyes was painful to see. Behind the green-baize door the same arguments and
         anxieties had been rehearsed as among the family. Sawry went back to the telephone in the hall, made sure that the call was
         connected – and then hesitated. He was a good servant and it had never in his life before even occurred to him to eavesdrop on a Family conversation; but if this were – as surely it must be? – something to do with Mr Ned … Sawry’s
         struggle lasted one fierce second before in shame and defiance he put the receiver to his ear.
      

      
      ‘What can I do for you, Sister Wheatley?’ There was the faintest discernible tremor in the master’s voice.

      
      She explained. ‘I am in charge of an acute military ward and we have recently had an intake of wounded “other ranks” from
         Loos. There is a soldier here, a private, who is quite seriously ill, and he keeps talking about Morland Place. At first my
         nurses thought he was just raving, because he is feverish, but then a lady visitor heard him and said there was a Morland Place, in Yorkshire, and that she was slightly acquainted with the family. She said perhaps we ought to contact
         them. So that is what I’m doing. I suppose he might be a servant or some other employee of yours. I thought you should know
         in case you want to visit him.’
      

      
      She sounded as if she didn’t think a man with a telephone and a butler to answer it would be likely to want to travel all
         the way to London for the sake of an employee, but that it was her Christian and professional duty to make it possible.
      

      
      Teddy’s feelings had seesawed wildly as she spoke, from the disappointment that it could not be Ned to the hope that it was
         someone with news of Ned. Perhaps he was wounded and in another hospital, somehow unable to communicate. ‘What is the man’s
         name?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Daltry,’ Sister Wheatley said. ‘Private Daltry of the North Kent regiment.’

      
      Sawry drew in a breath at the name. Daltry was Mr Ned’s manservant, who had volunteered with him and gone to France as his
         batman. It must be news of Mr Ned, then!
      

      
      Teddy’s voice came after a pause. ‘I know him. Is he badly hurt?’

      
      ‘His wounds are severe, and his condition has been complicated by pneumonia. But he is a little better this morning. If you
         wished to visit him, I think he would be able to talk to you.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Teddy. ‘Yes, I will visit him. I will come up at once. Tell him that Mr Morland is coming to see him today.’

      
      ‘I will certainly do so,’ she replied, sounding much more gracious after this compassionate response. ‘Does he have any relatives
         who ought to be told? He has not been able to give us an answer to that question.’
      

      
      ‘As far as I know, he has no-one. He has been with our family for many years. But I will make enquiries.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘Thank you, Sister, for letting me know about him. Is there anything I can bring for him? Does he need anything?’
      

      
      ‘All our boys need everything, Mr Morland. They leave their kit behind when they’re brought out. If it weren’t for the volunteer
         ladies they wouldn’t have a pair of pyjamas between them.’
      

      
      ‘Pyjamas. What else?’ Teddy was businesslike, now there was something he could do.

      
      ‘Facecloth. Shaving tackle. Soap. Those would all be useful. And, of course, they always want cigarettes and chocolate, and
         things to read.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll see to it. Thank you, Sister, with all my heart.’

      
      Simmons, the chauffeur, went off in the motor to fetch Jessie from Twelvetrees, while Teddy, with Henrietta’s help, assembled
         such necessaries as could be found around the house. Soap and shaving soap were easy enough, as were a clean facecloth from
         the linen cupboard, and an unbroached tin of cigarettes from Teddy’s own store. Henrietta sensibly suggested that matches
         would probably also be needed. Teddy telephoned to Makepeace’s, the draper’s shop he owned in York, to have them pack new
         pyjamas and a dressing-gown ready for collection. He told them to put in a dozen handkerchiefs, too, and asked them to send
         an employee along the road to Toynbee’s to buy a razor and shaving-brush. Teddy’s elderly manservant, Brown, meanwhile packed
         an overnight bag in case a stay in London should be indicated, while Tomlinson did the same for Jessie. So when Jessie arrived
         back from Twelvetrees – in a state of some agitation, since Simmons had not been able to tell her what the summons was all about – she had only to wash and change
         and they were off.
      

      
      They drove into York, collected the package from Makepeace’s and stopped at the newsagent on the corner for a tin of chocolate
         and some light reading matter. Jessie, remembering something Bertie had said in a letter, suggested boy’s comic papers, and
         they took a selection of twopenny magazines and a couple of fourpenny ‘adventure’ novelettes.
      

      
      Simmons dropped them off at the station, and they were able to catch an express just after noon. After the bustle of getting
         away, sitting still in the train left them at the mercy of their thoughts and anxieties.
      

      
      ‘I wonder what it is he wants to tell us,’ Jessie said uselessly, as the train took the beautiful curve just past Chaloner’s
         Whin, which her engineer grandfather had laid out long ago when the railways first came to York.
      

      
      ‘He must know something about Ned,’ Teddy said. ‘A soldier-servant stays near his master at all times.’
      

      
      Jessie met his look. ‘Part of me doesn’t want to know. Suppose—’

      
      ‘Better not,’ Teddy said. He managed a smile. ‘We should have bought something to read for ourselves.’

      
      ‘Would you like to try the Boy’s Own Paper?’

      
      ‘No. Let’s go to the dining-car and have luncheon.’

      
      ‘I couldn’t eat a thing.’

      
      ‘Yes, you could,’ Teddy said firmly. ‘You’ve been out since breakfast, and we may not have another chance to eat for hours.
         Besides, it will keep us occupied.’
      

      
      The train had moved into the straight and was picking up speed, and they could hear the steward coming down the corridor saying,
         ‘First service for luncheon, madam. First service for luncheon, sir.’ Jessie realised that she really was hungry, and followed
         her uncle meekly from the compartment.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Sister Wheatley was a very different proposition from Jessie’s nemesis, Sister Morgan. Morgan was a desiccated wasp of a woman
         who looked for trouble and found it. Sister Wheatley was tall, well-built, handsome, with warm brown eyes and an air of calm
         behind her efficient briskness. She made Jessie think of a well-fed, well-schooled horse – and she always liked people who
         reminded her of horses.
      

      
      ‘Private Daltry has shrapnel wounds in both legs,’ she told them, when they were brought to her in her room on arrival. ‘He
         also received a grazing wound to the head; and he was lying out on the battlefield for two days before they brought him in,
         which complicated matters and led to pneumonia. We did think at one time we were going to lose him, but he is fighting his
         way back, and the surgeon hopes we can save the legs.’
      

      
      ‘Is he well enough to see us?’ Teddy asked.

      
      ‘He’s very weak, but it may ease his mind to see someone from Morland Place. He’s been quite agitated about it.’

      
      They found Daltry halfway down the ward on the right. He had been a background figure in Jessie’s life for many years, coming
         to Morland Place to valet Ned when he first reached a man’s estate. Then, when she and Ned had married, he had come with them
         to Maystone, their neat villa in Clifton. There, he had become so much more than a gentleman’s gentleman. He had acted as
         butler, footman and major-domo, steering the household through such crises as drunken cooks, financial recessions, the coming
         of the war and the consequent depletion of staff. Quietly and efficiently he had filled gaps, anticipated needs, and kept
         the other servants cheerful. He was a tall, good-looking man, calm and capable, and Jessie always thought of him faintly smiling.
      

      
      Just for a moment she didn’t recognise him. How could this be Daltry, this unshaven scarecrow, hair dishevelled, gaunt face
         waxy with fever? His head was bandaged, his arms stuck out of the sleeves of a hideous pair of pyjamas that were too small
         for him, and his fingers twitched restlessly at the bedcovers, which were stretched over a cradle protecting his legs. When they stood at the foot of his bed he stared at
         them with bright, hot, blank eyes for a long moment before recognition dawned.Then, to Jessie’s horror, he began to cry. It
         was the worst thing of all, to see capable, rocklike Daltry cry. The tears rolled helplessly and he put up a feeble hand to
         wipe at them. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he moaned. ‘I’m so sorry.’
      

      
      Teddy had snatched out his handkerchief, but hesitated, fearing for the man’s dignity. Jessie took it from him and went to
         minister. She drew Daltry’s hand away from his face, wiped his cheeks, stroked the hair from his forehead, and murmured, ‘It’s
         all right. We’ve come to help you. Sister says you’re going to be all right.’
      

      
      After a few gasping sobs he fumbled the handkerchief out of her hand and blew his nose. She poured some water into his glass,
         and helped him to sip it.
      

      
      ‘We’ve brought you some things,’ Jessie went on. ‘Shaving tackle and so on. Pyjamas, handkerchiefs. And some cigarettes and
         chocolate for when you’re feeling better. You mustn’t worry about anything except getting well.’
      

      
      He looked from one to the other with a humble wonder that hurt Jessie all over again. ‘You came all the way down here to see
         me?’ he said.
      

      
      ‘You’re one of the family,’Jessie said. ‘Of course we would come.’

      
      Tears welled again, but he made an effort to hold them back. ‘I don’t deserve it,’ he said. ‘I’ve let you down. I failed him.’

      
      So they had come to Ned at last, Jessie thought, and it didn’t sound hopeful. ‘I’m sure you haven’t let anyone down,’ she
         said. He was still feverish, she could see, and his breathing was laboured. He ought not to talk too much. Questions could
         wait until he was stronger. ‘Why don’t you rest now, try to sleep a little? We’ll leave you in peace and come back another
         time.’
      

      
      Daltry reached out to her. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I must tell you about Mr Ned.’ He looked at Teddy. ‘You ought to know. I must tell
         you now.’
      

      
      There seemed nothing for it but to let him talk.

      
      The fighting had been fierce on the way to Hill 70. All the officers had been lost, except Ned. Eventually he had found himself
         in charge of about half a company of survivors, just north of Bois Hugo.
      

      
      ‘We were in the air,’ Daltry said, and then translated. ‘I mean, we were ahead of our line, isolated. Far out in front, stuck
         there in a trench on our own, with the enemy advancing. We fought them off, but they kept coming. We had to fall back. So
         Mr Ned sent the men off with the sergeant. He stayed with the rearguard to lay cover. The Boche were coming up through the
         woods, outflanking us. And they were shelling ahead of them. There was only seven of us left. We made a run for the woods.
         Mr Ned was coming last with Acres and the machine-gun. Then a shell burst, and he got caught in the blast. Broke his legs,
         I think. They were all bloody, his trousers torn to shreds. He couldn’t walk. He told me to go on. I wanted to stay with him
         but he ordered me. I swore I’d go back for him. I looked back when I got to the trees and he’d managed to crawl into a shell-hole.’
      

      
      His voice had grown fainter, more breathless as he spoke. His interlocutors listened in silence, Jessie staring at him, not
         seeing him, seeing instead the scene he was describing, trying to understand it. Teddy was looking fixedly at his hands.
      

      
      Daltry went on: ‘That’s the last time I saw him. I promised I’d go back for him, but that place, where he was – that shell-hole
         – it was the furthest any of us advanced that day. Everyone’d fallen back, and the Germans kept coming on. By the end of the
         day they’d overrun it. It’s behind the German line now. So I couldn’t get to him. I tried, sir, I really tried.’
      

      
      ‘I know you did,’ said Teddy. ‘I believe you.’
      

      
      ‘I shouldn’t have left him,’ Daltry mourned. ‘I keep thinking of him, lying there, waiting, all alone. I failed him.’

      
      ‘You didn’t fail him. Good God, man! You had to obey orders,’ said Teddy. ‘There was nothing else you could do.’

      
      Daltry only shook his head.

      
      Sister Wheatley paused behind them, then walked round to take Daltry’s pulse. ‘I think that’s enough for now,’ she said quietly.
         ‘His temperature is going up again. You must rest now.’ She addressed the patient. ‘Your visitors can come again another time.’
      

      
      Daltry tried to protest, and fell into a racking spasm of coughing that left him flattened and gasping. Sister waved Teddy
         and Jessie back and began to draw the curtains round the bed.
      

      
      Teddy said, ‘Don’t worry about anything, Daltry. We’re going to take care of you.’ But he didn’t know if the man heard him,
         or understood.
      

      
      They stood awkwardly outside the drawn curtains for a moment, then turned away down the ward. Jessie was still holding the
         parcel from Makepeace’s, and Teddy the one containing the other items. A nurse came towards them and they gave the things
         to her and asked her to see Daltry got them.
      

      
      ‘I will. Don’t worry.’ She looked towards the screens. ‘Perhaps you’d like to come back tomorrow?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Teddy. ‘We’ll do that.’

      
      Someone called out something, and the nurse looked, and said, ‘Does that patient want to speak to you?’

      
      A man a few beds down, with his arm in a splint and his head hugely bandaged, was waving, pointing at them and beckoning.
         They went over to him. He looked up at them anxiously. ‘Are you friends of Private Daltry’s, sir, miss?’
      

      
      Teddy said, ‘I’m the father of his officer.’

      
      ‘You mean Lieutenant Morland, sir?’

      
      ‘That’s right. And this is Mr Morland’s wife.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I see. Sorry, ma’am. Sir, Daltry’s been that cut up. Raving, he’s been, about Mr Morland, and how he never went back
         for him. But, sir, you ought to know, he tried to get him, he really tried. Three times he went out across no man’s land,
         sir, I tell you no lie, and ole Fritz still chucking whiz-bangs and strafing anything that moved. That’s when he got wounded.
         I wasn’t in the action meself. I was in the cooks’ party, back behind the line, but o’ course we was all brought into it afterwards
         as stretcher-bearers. Daltry, he’d come back first off with the survivors – hardly none of them, sir, I give you my word. About a hundred, no more – that’s all as came back. And that Daltry, he said as how Mr Morland was
         out there, wounded, and he was going back to get him. Well, there wasn’t no CO nor no-one to tell him he could or he couldn’t,
         so off he went. But that part o’ the battlefield – where he’d been with Mr Morland, sir – well, ole Fritz had retaken that,
         so he couldn’t get through. Fust time, he got hit in the leg with shrapnel, but he come back with some wounded Jock he’d picked
         up on the way, helping him along, like. And he says he’s going back to try again. I says to him, “Mate, you’ll never make
         it.” Blood all running down his leg, and limping, he was, but he says, “I got to,” and orf he goes again. Comes back with
         another wounded man, goes back again. And he never come back that time. I thought he’d bought it, till I saw him on the ’ospital
         ship. Shell got him, both legs, that last time, and he lay out there two days before they got to him. I copped my packet the
         same day they found him, so we was on the same ship, sir, the Anglia. But he keeps going on about Mr Morland, and how he let him down. I wisht you could make his mind easy, sir. He done everything
         he could. It weren’t his fault. No-one couldn’t have got through, I sweartergod.’
      

      
      Teddy nodded. ‘I’ve told him so already, and I’ll tell him again when we visit tomorrow. Thank you for telling me what happened. It’s plain that Daltry has nothing to reproach himself for. In fact, he was extremely brave.’
      

      
      The man nodded anxiously. ‘Didn’t want you to think no-one tried, sir. I’m very sorry about Mr Morland, sir. He wasn’t my
         officer – I was in A Company, sir – but I know everyone liked him. New to the battalion last year, he was, but he was highly
         thought of.’
      

      
      Teddy cleared his throat. ‘So, as far as you are aware, nothing is known of Mr Morland’s fate?’

      
      ‘Well, sir, no, sir. Where he was, up by Bois Hugo,’ he pronounced it Boys You-go, ‘ended up behind the German line. When
         I come away there was still fighting going on, but we hadn’t pushed Jerry back from there, and as far as I know, we never
         did.’ He glanced at Jessie’s set face, then looked urgently at Teddy again. ‘But if he didn’t get back, sir, the Jerries’ll
         take care of him, sir, like we take care o’ theirs.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Teddy. ‘Thank you.’ He nodded a farewell and was turning away, when a thought struck him. He turned back. ‘Cigarette?’

      
      ‘Thank you, sir. Don’t mind if I do. Always short o’ fags. Left all my gear back in France.’

      
      Teddy proffered his cigarette case, then with an impatient shake of his head at himself, scooped out the contents and laid
         them all on the bed between the man’s hands.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sir. Thank you, sir. Much obliged, I’m sure.’

      
      Teddy and Jessie did not speak until they were walking down the stairs, their feet loud on the stone in the echoing stairwell.

      
      ‘He’s alive,’ Teddy said. Jessie looked at him, startled out of her thoughts. ‘I’m sure he’s alive. Daltry said he was sheltering
         in a shell-hole.’
      

      
      ‘He was wounded. Badly, by the sound of it.’

      
      ‘But the Germans overran the position almost immediately, from what Daltry’s saying. So they’ll have taken him back and given
         him medical treatment.’
      

      
      ‘Then – what? He’d be a prisoner-of-war?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right. An unhappy fate, but better that than—’ He didn’t finish it, but she knew what he meant. Better that than dead.

      
      It was a painful hope. Jessie felt exhausted with emotion. How could she bear any more uncertainty, wondering and waiting
         for confirmation that never came? ‘How would we find out?’ she asked wearily.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, but there must be ways. The Red Cross, I suppose. Or the War Office – they must keep in touch with their opposite
         numbers about prisoners-of-war.’ He brightened. ‘There might be an exchange. Look how Jack was exchanged after only a couple
         of days.’
      

      
      Jack, Jessie’s favourite brother, was an RFC pilot who had been shot down during the first battle of Ypres. He had been captured
         by German flyers, and they had exchanged him for one of theirs because they did not have the medical facilities to treat him.
         Jack’s injuries meant he hadn’t flown since, but he was still hoping to get fit enough to go back. However, Jessie suspected
         that flyers were rather a different breed, more gentlemanly towards each other than soldiers in the line had time or space
         to be.
      

      
      Teddy’s spirits were rising, buoyed by hope and the prospect of action. ‘Do you suppose Cousin Venetia would know who to contact
         about a prisoner-of-war? After all, her husband’s in the War Office. He must know the right strings to pull. And, by the by,
         we must keep an eye on Daltry, and make sure he knows there’s a home with us when the war’s over, or when he’s discharged,
         whichever it turns out to be. We must come back tomorrow and make sure he knows he’s not to blame for anything. I don’t like
         to think of him fretting over it.’
      

      
      Jessie was swept along by his energy and optimism, and tried to think like him, but she felt too tired. She could not offer
         him any encouragement, only a lack of resistance.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Cousin Venetia – Lady Overton – was not at home when they called at her house in Manchester Square. The butler, Burton, informed
         them that she was operating at the Southport Hospital but was expected back shortly, and invited them to wait. They were glad
         to rest after the strains of the day, and even more glad when tea was brought and laid for them beside the fire in the drawing-room.
         There was always a good tea at Manchester Square. Today there were watercress sandwiches, anchovy-paste sandwiches, Viennese
         fingers, and Battenberg cake, to which Teddy was particularly partial. Jessie poured the tea, and they sipped and ate in silence,
         staring at the fire.
      

      
      Venetia came in just as Jessie was pouring the second cup, closely followed by the maid with fresh crockery and hot water.
         ‘What a pleasant surprise,’ she said cheerfully. Jessie thought she looked tired, and would probably have been glad to find
         her hearth unoccupied. She kissed the thin cheek, which was cold from the outer air, and caught the faint antiseptic smell
         about her.
      

      
      ‘Do sit down again,’ Venetia said, shaking hands with Teddy. ‘Don’t let me disturb your tea. Jessie, will you pour me a cup?’

      
      The tea tray had been ample and they had not made great inroads into it. Jessie handed the cup and Venetia helped herself
         to sandwiches. She was always hungry after finishing a list. She had been one of the first lady-doctors to qualify, and though
         she had given up her general practice, surgery still held a fascination for her. There was a continual demand for female surgeons,
         who were scarce. Retirement, she and her husband had agreed, had ceased to be an option when the war broke out. He went daily
         to the War Office and she operated weekly lists at the New Hospital for Women and at the Southport.
      

      
      ‘I can see from your faces that this is not a social call,’ she said, when neither of them spoke. ‘You had better tell me
         what has happened.’
      

      
      It was Jessie who spoke. ‘Ned was at Loos,’ she said. ‘He’s – missing.’ It seemed a horrid word as she said it – worse in its way than ‘dead’. At least there was a nobility in
         that – a right to grieve and be comforted. With ‘missing’, one was left in limbo.
      

      
      ‘We’ve not been told yet that he is,’Teddy broke in quickly. ‘But we can’t get any news of him.’ And in a businesslike manner,
         which was easier for him to sustain, he told Venetia the story.
      

      
      She was not the sort of person to deal in platitudes or mouth false hopes. She asked one or two brisk questions, then said
         only, ‘I will see what I can do for you. Overton is still at the War Office. He will know the right channels to try. Excuse
         me, and I will go and telephone him.’
      

      
      She rose and went out, leaving her tea hardly touched. Jessie felt guilty; but she was grateful for the immediate response.
         After only a quarter-hour Venetia came back and told them that her husband was putting an enquiry in train, and asked them
         what their plans were. When they said they had promised to go back to the hospital the next day, she would not hear of their
         going to an hotel. ‘You must stay here, of course. I’ll have rooms prepared for you – if you will just push the bell, Jessie.
         I expect you’d like to have a bath and a rest before dinner. Fortunately we are not engaged tonight, so it will be just us
         and Oliver. We won’t dress.’
      

      
      Oliver, Venetia’s younger son, was also a doctor. He and Jessie had known each other since childhood: Venetia’s and Henrietta’s
         children had all played together during regular summer holidays in Yorkshire; and in adulthood Oliver and Jessie had become
         close during her visits to London to stay with his sister Violet. He was a lively, witty young man, and it was thanks to him
         that what might otherwise have been a heavy evening passed pleasantly. No purpose would be served, he felt, in dwelling fruitlessly
         on the possibilities. At dinner they talked of everything but Loos and Ned, and Jessie was glad of the respite from her own
         thoughts.
      

      
      When they went into the drawing-room afterwards for coffee, Lord Overton was called away to the telephone. An awkward silence
         seemed to threaten, and Venetia said, ‘Play something for us, Oliver. It has been a difficult day and I need music.’
      

      
      Oliver went obligingly to the piano, took out the first piece he came upon and put it up. It was the Brahms Variations, Opus
         118. ‘I think this may be rather beyond my skill as a performer,’ he said, ‘but I’ll give it a try. Nothing venture, nothing
         gain, as they say. Jessie, will you turn for me?’
      

      
      He was a practised if not an inspired musician, and managed well enough to keep them occupied until his father came back into
         the room.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t much to tell you yet,’ Overton said, as he crossed to his chair. Oliver moved up on the piano stool and gestured
         to Jessie to sit beside him. He took her hand – it was icy cold. ‘That was Lattery at the War Office telephoning me. He confirmed
         what you’ve been told – that the North Kents were very heavily cut up. I’m sorry to have to say this, but only ninety-eight
         of them came back unwounded, and there were no officers among them.’
      

      
      Oliver felt Jessie’s hand tighten, and pressed it in return.

      
      ‘Someone from Brigade staff has had to take charge of them for the time being,’ Overton went on. ‘Lattery is going to put
         through an enquiry to Brigade Headquarters in France. Of course, as soon as I hear anything, I will pass it on to you, but
         it may be a day or two – perhaps more, given the situation out there.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Teddy, blankly.

      
      Overton went on, ‘Lattery emphasises that there’s a great deal of confusion on the ground which they’re only now managing
         to sort out. Hundreds of people go “missing” and turn up again afterwards, not even realising that no-one knew where they
         were.’ He paused, looking at Teddy searchingly. ‘Lattery did confirm that the area around Bois Hugo is still in German hands. However, it’s possible that Ned managed to get back, or was brought back, before the Germans retook
         the position. You shouldn’t give up hope on that account.’
      

      
      Teddy seemed to shake himself. ‘Of course not. Give up hope? I know he’s alive. I feel it. We’ll find him all right. I’m grateful to you for doing this for us.’
      

      
      ‘Not at all,’ Overton said politely. He exchanged a brief but speaking glance with his wife, and she understood that Lattery
         had been much less sanguine than her husband was admitting. She felt for Jessie, but there was nothing she could say to bring
         her comfort. Poor Jessie had had a hard time of it since her marriage, with two miscarriages, and then Ned being transferred
         from his ‘Pals’ battalion – still in training in Yorkshire – straight to the Front.
      

      
      They did not sit long that evening, everyone being ready for an early night. The following day, after visiting Daltry again,
         and finding him exhausted from the emotions of the previous day, but calmer in his mind, Teddy and Jessie went home to Morland
         Place, to wait.
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      

      
      Polite society, on the whole, did not care much about fine art. Of course, no-one would have missed the opening day of the
         Summer Exhibition, but that was a social occasion along the lines of Ascot or Henley. And if there was a special show of important
         paintings, naturally one would not have liked to miss it: it would be a bore to have to say one had not gone when everyone
         else was talking about it. But the paintings themselves were secondary considerations, compared with seeing one’s acquaintances
         and being seen by them.
      

      
      The National Portrait Exhibition, however, was a different matter. Pictures of people were much more interesting than bowls
         of fruit, plough horses, fishing-boats and thatched cottages; and there was always amusing gossip to be exchanged about the
         subjects. It was probably the only exhibition the ton attended where the painted faces were as much looked at as those present in the flesh.
      

      
      Venetia’s preferred art form was music, and in her busy life she had little time to keep up with the rest. She was surprised
         to receive an invitation to the private viewing, but in the same envelope there was a note from Violet pressing her to accept
         it. It was a novelty to find her daughter so interested in paintings – such a novelty, in fact, that she would have supposed
         there was an ulterior motive, if sweet, straightforward Violet had ever had a devious breath in her body. She decided to make
         the effort and go.
      

      
      When she entered the gallery, she found that her chronic punctuality had presented her ahead of the crowd. She was not sorry
         to look at the paintings undisturbed. They were, she thought, a mixed bunch, some adequately skilled, some frankly clumsy.
         The only interest for her was in recognising some of the sitters.
      

      
      But then she came upon it, in a favoured position at eye level in the middle of the south wall. The first shock was electric,
         and she felt the hair stand up on her scalp as Violet gazed down at her from within a gilt frame. So that was why she wanted me to come, was her first thought; the second was to wonder why Violet hadn’t told her she was sitting. And then, belatedly, the reason
         for the shock reached her consciousness.
      

      
      The painting was brilliant, there was no doubt about it. It was in a different class from everything else in the room. The
         light was superb, the likeness haunting; but there was about it a quality of sensuousness that seemed almost improper in this
         public surrounding. Violet reclined on a chaise-longue, dressed in a flowing, colourful, Rossetti-ish gown, her feet bare,
         her hair loose and tumbling over her shoulders. There was a fur draped over the end of the chaise – Venetia recognised Violet’s
         sable wrap – and her soft white forearm resting against the stiff black guard-hairs of the fur seemed the essence of sensuality.
         Most disturbing of all was her expression. She gazed out – her eyes, through the painter’s skill, looking right into those
         of the viewer – with a faint smile on her lips, and an almost slumberous air of utter relaxation about her. She looked as
         though – Venetia found the thought in her head unbidden – as though she had just been made love to.
      

      
      In all the other portraits on display the subject sat up straight in formal pose, with a kind of rigid propriety, which was
         the expected mode. Violet’s picture was as different as a fresh, dew-pearled rose from dusty wooden flower carvings. Venetia
         had been staring at it so long that she realised, suddenly, the gallery was filling up. She moved hastily away, anxious not to draw attention to the picture, and stationed
         herself solidly in front of Lady Parker, a portrait whose artist had so little grasped the principle of perspective that the
         pug on her lap seemed to be a two-dimensional cut-out floating in mid-air in front of her.
      

      
      Alone for the moment with her thoughts, she asked herself how Violet, her Violet, could look like that on canvas. Why had she kept the sittings secret? Who was the artist? She had been too taken
         aback to look at the signature or the card on the wall. She fumbled through the catalogue now and found it. Violet, Countess of Holkam, by Octavian Laidislaw. Laidislaw: she had heard of him – just. He was a new and upcoming painter, rather a darling of the arty set. He had painted
         Lady Verney earlier that year, she remembered – Laura Verney, who had been one of the beautiful Somerset Mellis sisters, brilliant
         but impoverished, before she had married her wealthy young baron. Laidislaw must be one of the Verney set. But how had he
         come to paint Violet?
      

      
      Then she remembered Violet’s telling her, back in the spring, that she had gone to a soirée at the Verneys’. She had been surprised at the time, since they were not Violet’s set, but the matter had been of too little
         importance for her to remember it until now. She must have met him there. But that barely answered the questions raised by
         the remarkable picture.
      

      
      Venetia had never met Laidislaw, but she assumed him young, of an age with the Verneys. She knew nothing else about him. What
         was he to Violet? Now she came to think of it, there had been something different about her lately, an extra glow. It had
         made the mother in Venetia wonder if she might be with child again – Holkam had visited from the Front in August. She had
         had an air both of happiness and distraction, as though she had a secret—
      

      
      Venetia stopped herself, but the thought concluded itself despite her. As though she had a secret lover.

      
      It was not possible. It was not possible because it was Violet, sweet, polite, obedient, good Violet, who had never caused her parents a moment of anxiety in all her life. She had never wanted anything but to marry
         and have children and, having done so, had led a life of blameless propriety as the leader of the young marrieds of the ton, the sort of young matron so approved of by the high sticklers that they nodded and smiled over her, and said she gave them
         hope that the younger generation were not all gone to the dogs.
      

      
      It was not possible. But, then, how had Laidislaw got her to look like that? Was it all his imagination? It was hard to believe
         even the most talented painter could conjure an expression so warm, tender and real if he had never seen it in life.
      

      
      She shook the thought away. It hardly mattered, at least in social terms, whether he had or he hadn’t. Society was going to
         see that painting and assume the rest. There was going to be a scandal.
      

      
      She remembered how Sargent’s painting Madame X had caused a sensation in the year before her marriage, back in the eighties. That painting was only guilty of showing Madame Gautreau in a rather décolleté black dress with the strap slipping off the shoulder, but the strap had been enough to have the portrait condemned as louche
         and obscene. It had ruined both sitter and painter. Sargent had had to spirit the picture away before the exhibition closed
         and hide it, to prevent its being destroyed by the lady’s irate family. Next to Madame X, the painting Violet, Countess of Holkam (her name was given, so even those who had never met her would know!) was a barrel of gunpowder with a lit fuse.
      

      
      Hearing the background noise of a throng, Venetia knew it was impossible that she would be left much longer on her own. She
         turned cautiously to look round, and saw that already there was a crowd around Laidislaw’s painting, which was growing as
         the excited murmuring drew those from other parts of the room. She saw people she knew, and she caught some curious glances as well as polite nods. There was
         Laura Verney, with whom she was only acquainted, throwing her an agonised look that she could not interpret. Mrs Danbury and
         Mrs Worsley nodded and smiled to her, then put their heads together, talking while still looking at her. Lord and Lady Yearmouth
         – friends of Holkam’s – were just turning away from the picture with a shocked look, caught her eye, and gave her a stiff
         bow apiece before moving away, talking in low voices. And here was Lady Egerton, the first to reach her.
      

      
      ‘My dear, what a piece of work!’ she exclaimed, smiling, but with a keenly searching eye. Venetia tried hastily to rearrange
         her expression to neutrality, knowing she must look as shocked as she felt. ‘I must congratulate you. Violet is a very handsome
         young woman, and the artist has captured her beauty perfectly. Did Holkam commission it?’
      

      
      She could hardly have asked a more awkward question, for to confess ignorance would be to add fuel to the flames. Instead
         Venetia asked, ‘How is John? Have you heard from him lately? I believe his battalion wasn’t at Loos – isn’t that the case?’
      

      
      If Lady Egerton was startled by the change of direction, she was beguiled by the subject, for there was nothing she liked
         to talk about more than her son. ‘No, he was safe at Armentières, thank God – though it doesn’t do to talk about safety, but
         one can’t help a mother’s feelings, can one? Of course he wished he had been there, but so many officers were killed. You’re
         so lucky, my dear, not to have a son in uniform – or, I should say, at the Front, because of course your eldest boy is in
         uniform, isn’t he, but safe in Russia.’
      

      
      At that awkward moment rescue arrived in the shape of her old friends the Sandowns, who performed a neat cutting-out exercise
         and, flanking her so that no-one else could get to her, walked her away.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Venetia said, when they were clear. ‘Though I doubt I can escape persecution for long. You’ve seen the picture?’
      

      
      ‘It’s a wonderful likeness of Violet,’ said Lady Sandown, ‘but a little – well, startling. Such an intimate feeling, it gives one, as if one were alone in the room with her. The painter must have quite a talent.’
      

      
      Lord Sandown said, ‘Do I take it you hadn’t seen the work before today?’

      
      ‘I didn’t even know it existed,’ she said. No danger in admitting as much to her close friends.

      
      ‘Ah,’ he said; and, after a moment, ‘There’ll be some who’ll have plenty to say about it, I’ve no doubt. Pity Holkam’s abroad.
         Would have been better if he’d been here.’
      

      
      ‘There’s the artist now,’ said Lady Sandown. ‘Just coming in, with Humphreys.’

      
      ‘How do you know him?’ Venetia asked in surprise.

      
      ‘Oh, I met him at the Royal Academy dinner last year. My, he looks pleased with himself, doesn’t he?’

      
      He did. He was young, and a handsome man, in a Bohemian sort of way: his hair, Venetia thought, could do with trimming. It
         was black and curly, and went with an olive skin, dark eyes and white teeth to give a Byronic look; and he had about him an
         air of energy and health, like a highfed horse. Attractive, yes, she could see that – but to Violet? Philip Humphreys, the
         gallery’s director, led him into the centre of a group of benefactors and art critics, who fell on him hungrily. The fact
         that the director had entered with him suggested strongly that the prize was a foregone conclusion.
      

      
      ‘Venetia?’

      
      She realised Lady Sandown had been saying something. ‘I’m sorry?’

      
      ‘Shall we go? Have you seen enough? We can share a taxicab.’ The Sandowns lived in Portman Square.

      
      ‘I’m waiting for Violet. She asked me most particularly to come. Of course I understand why, now. She isn’t usually interested
         in paintings.’
      

      
      Lady Sandown looked back at the crowd around Laidislaw’s picture. ‘I think perhaps it would be wiser if she didn’t appear.
         Perhaps we can intercept her if we go now.’
      

      
      But it was too late. As they eased their way through the crowds towards the door, Violet came in, and stood in the doorway
         scanning the room. She looked so absolutely and normally herself that Venetia at once felt guilty for having supposed she
         could have changed. She was wearing a dress and short jacket of lavender bouclé silk, a small glazed grey hat with a black
         hackle, several ropes of pearls, and her silvery fox fur draped round her shoulders. Her lovely face, porcelain-delicate and
         framed by waves of dark hair, looked serene and gently smiling. Her usual attendant, Freddie Copthall, was at her elbow. He
         escorted her everywhere that Holkam didn’t care to go, and was so much an accepted part of her ensemble that he sometimes went unnoticed for whole evenings together.
      

      
      Venetia could see her daughter, but she couldn’t get to her, there being an obdurate knot of close-linked backs directly in
         her way. She waved discreetly, trying to catch her attention; but at that moment Violet saw Laidislaw and he saw her.
      

      
      They didn’t quite run into each other’s arms, but Laidislaw evidently left the director in mid-sentence at the sight of her. They met in the
         middle of the room, he took both her hands and kissed them, and they looked at each other in a way that could have melted
         granite.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear,’ breathed Lady Sandown.
      

      
      A little space seemed to have cleared around Violet and Laidislaw. They plainly had eyes for no-one but each other; everyone
         else seemed to be staring at them, and whispering urgently among themselves. And then he led her ceremoniously by the hand
         to the picture. A way opened before them, and as Violet stood and looked at her own image, a hush fell, so that her words,
         though quietly spoken, could be heard by most people. ‘Oh, Octavian, it’s wonderful!’

      
      Now the buzz rose again, excited, scandalised, knowing, malicious, or haughtily disapproving. A few of the stuffier people
         left, making sure that they were seen to do so. Some men, presumably representatives from the newspapers, were frantically
         scribbling in notebooks. Kitty Sandown pressed her friend’s arm and said, ‘Well, there’s nothing to do now but stand fast.
         Shall we go and join them?’
      

      
      Venetia gave her a grateful look. ‘Thank you, Kitty dear. Perhaps we can still get her away.’

      
      As they approached from one side, Lord and Lady Verney came up on the other, equally bent on rescue. Violet greeted them with
         excited warmth, then turned a vivid face to her mother and said, ‘Oh, Mama, you came! I’m so glad. Isn’t the painting wonderful? I had no idea, because he wouldn’t let me see it until now but, oh, I never thought a painting could be so beautiful and
         so real. But forgive me – please allow me to present Octavian Laidislaw, the artist.’
      

      
      ‘Painter,’ Laidislaw corrected her in an underbreath, unable to help himself.
      

      
      ‘Octavian, my mother, Lady Overton. And this is Lady Sandown and Lord Sandown – how nice of you to come,’ she added, as though
         this were her drawing-room.
      

      
      Lady Sandown leaned forward to kiss her cheek, but tried firmly to bring her down a notch. ‘We came by invitation, my dear.
         We’re trustees. We had no idea there would be a picture of you here.’Violet had the grace to blush, and she turned to Laidislaw. ‘A remarkable piece of work, Mr Laidislaw. It quite seems
         to live and breathe.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he beamed. ‘It is the best thing I have done. I knew from the first brushstroke that it would be.’

      
      Lady Verney broke in, trying to recover ground, and stop Laidislaw and Violet from holding court in quite that settled, proprietary
         way. ‘I’m afraid the mischief was done at my house, Lady Sandown. Violet came to the unveiling of my own portrait, and of
         course she’s so beautiful Laidislaw at once wanted to paint her. It’s a very fine work, Laddie. And now do you suppose we could steal you away? Verney and I are having a luncheon party at the Savoy and we’ve more or less promised
         everyone that we would bring you.’ She made it sound as flattering as possible, as if his presence were the only reason for
         the party; but she flung an impassioned glance at Venetia, who took the cue and her daughter’s arm, turning her a little one
         way as Laura Verney turned the painter the other.
      

      
      ‘Yes, and we must go, too,’ Venetia said. ‘You’re coming with us, Violet? Lady Sandown is going to drop us off at home.’ Freddie
         Copthall had just struggled up through the throng to join them, and she smiled at him. ‘Freddie, you and Violet are coming
         to lunch with us at home, aren’t you?’
      

      
      Freddie was not of the very brightest, but he had heard a lot as he wriggled through the crowd, and would have had to be blind
         to miss Venetia’s look. ‘Oh, yes, rather! Delighted. Lunch. Top hole! Very jolly, eh, what, Violet?’
      

      
      It might have worked, given the determination of the elder matrons, and the habit of deference of Violet herself; but Laidislaw
         merely looked astonished. He spoke decidedly. ‘Oh, no. That’s nonsense! I beg your pardon, Lady Overton, but we can’t break
         up the party like that. It would be very poor sport. You must all come and join us at the Savoy,’ he went on largely, playing
         fast and loose with Laura’s hospitality. ‘It’s by way of being a celebration, you know. Just between us,’ he lowered his voice
         theatrically, ‘I have an idea that Violet’s portrait is going to win the prize.’ He beamed and resumed a normal pitch. ‘So
         everyone must come and drink champagne with us. You too, Copthall. Now, do say yes, dear Lady Overton!’ He caught her hand
         and smiled at her beguilingly, and she felt for an instant the full force of his charm. ‘It won’t feel right at all if you
         don’t come.’
      

      
      Venetia looked at Laura Verney, who said, ‘Very well, Laddie, we’ll all go, but we must leave now.’

      
      ‘Things are only just beginning to warm up,’ he objected. ‘And I’ve hardly spoken to anyone. I want to hear what people think of the picture.’
      

      
      ‘There’s the rest of the run to do that,’ Laura said firmly. ‘They’re not going to announce the prize today, you know. Besides,
         you don’t want to be hanging on people’s sleeves like a dog begging for sugar. Much better disappear early and maintain an
         air of confidence and mystery.’ Venetia saw the young man was struck by that, and thought Lady Verney knew her Laidislaw well.
         ‘Besides, it’s intolerably hot in here,’ Laura went on. ‘Poor Violet is drooping.’
      

      
      Violet was not precisely drooping, but she was looking uncomfortable: she was just realising that this was an attempt to get
         them out of the gallery, but not understanding why.
      

      
      Laidislaw looked at her in concern, and said, ‘Very well, we’ll go now. It is rather crowded.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ Lady Verney said, the relief just apparent in her voice as she tried to usher him away.

      
      But though Laidislaw had given in graciously, he had one last grenade to let off. Instead of falling in at Laura’s side, he
         offered his arm to Violet, and led the procession towards the door like royalty, smiling to this side and that, while his
         retinue, with glances of despair, fell in behind him, and felt the burning eyes of the entire room making of this what they
         would – which was precisely what Violet’s protectors had hoped they wouldn’t.
      

      
      At the restaurant, Laidislaw held court. Venetia had joined the party purely to cover her daughter’s presence there, and had
         expected the occasion to be tiresome in the extreme; but after a few initial moments of irritation, she found herself falling
         under Laidislaw’s spell. He talked continuously, with a flowing facility of language, and though she could not decide that
         he actually said anything of importance, he was undoubtedly amusing to listen to. His quickness and high spirits gave the
         impression of intelligence, and he had been well educated, but as time passed she began to decide that he was not particularly clever. In fact, there was something rather childlike about him, an eager innocence, which, despite
         herself, she began to find endearing. There was no harm in him – and, indeed, little conceit: he seemed to have no personal
         vanity, did not play on his looks, and seemed not to care about fame or fortune. He was in love with his talent – which, given
         that it was a significant one, was forgivable, or at least understandable. His work was everything to him.
      

      
      Venetia acquitted him of meaning her daughter any harm. She had been like him, in many ways, in her youth, when she was struggling
         to be a doctor and sacrificing everything else – reputation, family ties, even love – along the way. She knew now, with the
         wisdom of age, that she had caused her family – and poor Overton – a great deal of grief in the headlong process. So she understood
         Laidislaw, and would have applauded his single-mindedness, had her child not been caught up in its backwash.
      

      
      The luncheon party was, as Lady Verney had said, a small one, with only four other guests: the Arbuthnots – a harmless country
         squire and his plain but obviously loved wife, who were as fascinated by Laidislaw as snakes by a charmer – and Lord and Lady
         Gresham.They were respectable young members of the ton, known to the Overtons and the Sandowns; intimates of the Verneys, and as committed to the cause of the arts as them. In such
         company Violet’s presence became unexceptional. Venetia concluded that Laura Verney had planned the whole thing with forethought,
         and was grateful to her – even if it was Laidislaw’s reputation she wanted to save. But it occurred to Venetia to wonder why
         Lady Verney had thought saving was necessary. Had she seen the painting beforehand, when Violet had not? Or did she know something
         else?
      

      
      When it was time for the party to break up, Lady Verney murmured something urgently to Laidislaw, to which he listened with
         a frown, but eventual acceptance. When the intervening guests stood up, he leaned across to Violet and whispered something that made her blush, then the Verneys, Laidislaw and the Arbuthnots walked off together. The Sandowns
         and Greshams made their farewells, and Venetia said to her daughter, ‘I’ll drop you at home from my taxicab.’ Violet, who
         seemed to be in a reverie, smiled vaguely and said thank you. A meaning glance at Freddie Copthall was enough to send him
         away, and Venetia and Violet took the taxi alone.
      

      
      Violet did not seem likely to initiate any conversation. She sat, smiling faintly, looking out of the window in a happy dream.
         Venetia knew she must tread carefully. What the portrait suggested could not be the case. Given Violet’s character, it was
         impossible that she had entered into an illicit relationship, however attractive Laidislaw might be. Perhaps there had been
         passionate feelings, but Violet was so innocent she would hardly know what to do with them. And in spite of his flamboyance,
         Laidislaw had that childlike quality too. A romantic infatuation between artist and sitter must be all there was to it. To
         hint at anything more would probably shock poor Violet dreadfully – and it was important not to shock her, if one wanted to
         be able to influence her actions.
      

      
      So Venetia began, ‘I didn’t know you were sitting for your portrait. Why didn’t you tell me?’

      
      Violet came out of her reverie and said, ‘I didn’t tell anyone. I had it done as a birthday present for Holkam – a surprise
         for him. He’s been talking for a long time about wanting a portrait of me.’
      

      
      ‘A present for Holkam?’ Venetia said. This was better! A good, acceptable reason. ‘But then – why allow Laidislaw to exhibit
         it?’
      

      
      Violet smiled at her mother. ‘It wasn’t for me to allow or not allow. Laidislaw decided. He said it was so good it must be
         shown to the world.’
      

      
      ‘It is a remarkable piece of work,’ Venetia said evenly. ‘Had you really never seen it before?’

      
      ‘No, he never would show me what he’d done.’

      
      ‘How odd. Didn’t he show anyone? Lady Verney, for instance?’
      

      
      Violet looked surprised. ‘Why would he show her?’

      
      ‘They are obviously good friends. I just had the impression she had seen it before.’

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ Violet said. ‘He said he wanted it to burst onto the world at the exhibition.’

      
      ‘It will certainly do that.’

      
      ‘You sound as though you don’t like it. Is something wrong?’

      
      ‘My love, it’s a beautiful thing, a wonderful likeness, but I’m afraid there is going to be a lot of fuss about it.’

      
      ‘What sort of fuss? I don’t understand.’

      
      Venetia chose her words carefully. ‘It shows you en déshabille, and in a very informal pose. A married woman of your position is not usually seen like that by anyone but her husband. I’m
         afraid there will be those who say it should never have been painted – certainly that it should never have been exhibited.
         It does rather expose you, my love.’
      

      
      Violet looked troubled, and a little hurt. ‘Laidislaw says that beauty and art transcend all rules. Surely people wouldn’t
         be so – so narrow-minded about it.’
      

      
      Venetia almost laughed at such naïveté. ‘Most of the world is narrow-minded, darling. And people like nothing better than
         condemning the behaviour of others. It makes them feel so much better about themselves. I don’t want to upset you but I overheard
         comments along those lines in the gallery, and I’m afraid there will be many more once the general public gets to see it.
         And in attacking the painting they will be attacking you – and Laidislaw. I strongly advise you to withdraw the picture from the exhibition straight away.’
      

      
      Violet’s eyebrows went up. ‘But I can’t do that. Laidislaw would never agree.’

      
      ‘He doesn’t have to agree. You commissioned the work, darling. You paid for it. The painting belongs to you, not to him.’

      
      ‘I did ask him to do it in the first place,’ Violet said, colouring a little, ‘but it soon went beyond that. He wouldn’t take
         any money from me. He says it’s his masterpiece and belongs to the world. I was worried when he wouldn’t let me pay him, because
         he isn’t a rich man, but he says it will win the prize, and then it’s to go to New York and win another prize there.’
      

      
      This was worse than ever. ‘New York? That must never happen. You must persuade him to withdraw it. I’m quite serious about
         this, Violet. There is going to be a scandal if the painting goes on public view. How do you think Holkam will feel about
         his wife’s likeness being displayed for everyone to stare at and comment on?’
      

      
      For the first time in her life, Venetia saw stubbornness in her daughter’s lovely face. ‘I expect he’ll see what a wonderful
         work of art it is, and be pleased,’ she said. ‘And I don’t see at all why there should be a scandal. People have their portraits
         taken every day – goodness, the gallery’s full of them! In any case, Mama,’ she went on firmly, as Venetia was about to speak,
         ‘there’s nothing I can do about it. Laidislaw wouldn’t hear of its being withdrawn, and I couldn’t persuade him even if I
         wanted to.’
      

      
      The short cab-ride was over; they were pulling up in front of the house in St James’s Square. Venetia did not renew her argument.
         It was evidently no use – and the one thing she could take comfort from was that if Violet did not think she had enough influence
         with the artist to make him withdraw the painting, it was unlikely that there was any intimate relationship between them.
         The way forward would be to tackle Laidislaw himself.
      

      
      She kissed her daughter’s offered cheek. ‘What do you do this afternoon?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Oh, nothing in particular,’ Violet said, and then, hastily, with another blush, ‘Oh – that is, I have a committee to go to.
         I’d forgotten. I shall have to hurry or I shall be late.’
      

      
      Venetia was already thinking about her proposed interview of the painter, otherwise she might have noticed how unlike Violet this confusion was.
      

      
      Violet entered the tall, cold house in its afternoon quiet, calling for her maid, hardly noticing that she had had to open
         the door for herself – another footman had left to volunteer in the wake of the battle of Loos. Her mother’s words had disturbed
         her and she needed a comfort she could only get in one place. Her Pekingeses, Lapsang and Souchong, reached her first, dashing
         across the marble floor of the hall with a skidding of paws, pink mouths wide in their sooty faces in smiles of welcome. She
         scooped them up and hugged them, and then, as Sanders appeared, headed for the stairs, saying, ‘I need to change quickly.
         I’m going out at once.’
      

      
      Sanders followed her upstairs. ‘How was the exhibition, my lady?’

      
      ‘Very exciting. The painting is quite wonderful.’ Sanders was the only person in the world who had known she was having it
         taken. Indeed, it would have been impossible to keep it from her, given that Violet had had to let down her hair for the sittings.
      

      
      ‘Will it win the prize, do you think, my lady?’

      
      ‘It was the best thing there by miles. There was nothing to touch it.’
      

      
      They entered the bedchamber and Violet put down the dogs and threw her fur on to the bed. ‘The grey grosgrain suit, and the
         blouse with the pearl buttons,’ she said. Sanders knew at once where her lady was going. The grey grosgrain was the plainest
         thing she owned, and the blouse buttoned down the front. ‘And you’ll have to dress my hair again, simply.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, my lady,’ said Sanders. When her mistress had first come home with her hair pinned clumsily, having evidently been undone
         somewhere else, she had not known what to think. And even when she knew exactly what to think, she had not known what to feel.
         Her mistress and master had lived more or less separate lives since the birth of their third child, as was quite common in their rank of society; and
         there was no doubt that whatever my lady was doing, it made her very happy. But Sanders could not help worrying that the earl
         was not going to be as indifferent to it as my lady thought – and now there was this portrait, on public display, which he
         had never even been told about. All Sanders could do was to say, ‘Be careful,’ and having actually said it aloud once, she
         did not dare say any more. But she worried none the less.
      

      
      The door of the house in Ebury Street was opened by Laidislaw’s landlady, Mrs Hudson, whose hard, flat eyes raked Violet with
         a contempt that was wasted on her, since her thoughts were very much elsewhere.
      

      
      ‘Is Mr Laidislaw back?’

      
      ‘Upstairs,’ said Mrs Hudson, stepping aside reluctantly to let her in. And then, almost despite herself, she added, ‘You’d
         better watch your step, my lady.’ The honorific was entirely satirical. ‘There’s been one of them reporters hanging round outside.’
      

      
      Violet heard, but did not absorb what she said. ‘Thank you, Mrs Hudson,’ she answered, already at the stairs.

      
      As she reached the first landing, Laidislaw’s door opened. ‘I thought I heard a taxi. You’ve been so long!’

      
      ‘I came as quickly as I could. I had to change.’

      
      She went in and he closed the door behind her, and then they were in each other’s arms. She could feel his excitement like
         a vibration that ran through his body. He was elated from the morning’s triumph, and raised to a pinnacle by the celebratory
         lunch – though little of the champagne drunk there had passed his lips. There were other stimulants more effective with him.
         When he had kissed her, long and passionately, he raised his head to look at her, and said, ‘My inspiration! My lovely muse!
         So beautiful, my Violet. Without you, today’s triumph would not have happened.’
      

      
      She gazed up into his dark eyes, and said, ‘It’s your talent, nothing to do with me. The picture is wonderful. I’ve never seen anything like it! I wish you’d shown it to me before.’
      

      
      He laughed. ‘No, I wanted the great unveiling – and I wouldn’t have missed your expression for the world! If you’d seen it
         here first, it wouldn’t have had the same effect. Darling, darling, it is going to take the world by storm! Come, come with
         me, I can’t wait any longer.’ He drew her by the hand towards the bedroom. ‘You want me too?’
      

      
      ‘So much!’ she said. In the bedroom he pulled off his clothes and then helped her with hers. When they were naked she stopped
         him a moment, before they lay down on the bed, and said, ‘There’s never been anyone but you, Octavian – you know that, don’t
         you? I’ve never loved anyone but you.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ he said, his bright eyes serious. ‘And I’ve never loved anyone but you. You are everything I’ve ever dreamed of.’

      
      They lay down, then, and met in flame. She yearned and ached for him, and was satisfied, and it seemed just then the most
         remarkable thing about love, that it could be both the sickness and the cure; that one could want so much, and not be disappointed.
      

      
      Afterwards they lay in each other’s arms and talked – or rather, at first, Laidislaw talked. He was still elated from the
         events of the morning, and had to tell her in detail what the director had said and the hints he had given about the prize,
         and what some member of the hanging committee had said, and how he had felt when he saw the painting there in pride of place,
         and how he had felt when Violet had come in, and how she had looked when she saw it, and what he had heard from this person
         and that critic.
      

      
      His flow of talk was punctuated by kisses and caresses, and in any case it was what Violet liked almost best of all, to lie
         in his arms and listen to him. But when he wound down at last, she had to bring up her mother’s concerns, because now she had had time to think about it, she realised that Laura Verney had been behaving oddly too, as though she
         was also not completely happy about the exhibition. And Lord and Lady Sandown had looked grave, and even Freddie – she paused,
         wondering what it had been about Freddie, but he was too nebulous a person to be sure of what he thought or felt about anything.
         But there had been something about him, even so. So it was clear that there might be something to be concerned about, and she wanted both to warn Octavian,
         and to have him reassure her.
      

      
      ‘Mother says the painting is a remarkable piece of work,’ she said, ‘but she is worried that there might be some adverse comments
         about it. Because of painting me in such an informal pose, I think. She thinks there might be – well – a scandal.’ She said
         the last word nervously, afraid of upsetting him, not wanting to spoil his mood of happy triumph.
      

      
      She need not have worried on that score. He was too far above the earth to be brought down to it so easily.

      
      ‘Oh, there was bound to be someone who said that. Great works of art always have their earthbound, petty critics—’

      
      ‘My mother isn’t petty,’ Violet objected, hurt.

      
      He kissed the crown of her head. ‘No, darling one, of course she isn’t. You didn’t say she criticised the painting, only warned that others might. And I know that there may be some who don’t like it, but we won’t
         care about them. I told you when I was painting you that many people would never really see what we had done. Great art is not for everyone.’
      

      
      ‘You said people wouldn’t see, but you didn’t say there would be a scandal,’ she said in a small voice. She did not want to
         seem earthbound and petty herself.
      

      
      ‘There won’t be,’ he said confidently. ‘Your mother naturally worries about you, but there’s no need. I had much the same
         sort of thing from Laura, but I told her—’
      

      
      ‘Octavian, did you show her the picture before the exhibition?’

      
      ‘No, I didn’t show her,’ he said, laughing, ‘but she broke in like a burglar while I was at Aston Magna to look at it, the
         wicked creature! Although she did summon me to her house as soon as I got back to confess, so I suppose it could hardly rank
         as a high felony.’
      

      
      ‘What did she say about it?’

      
      ‘That it was brilliant, which I knew for myself without being told,’ he said.

      
      ‘But she warned you as well that there might be scandal?’ Violet urged nervously.

      
      ‘No, nothing like that. Don’t worry so much, my rose. Nothing will spoil this moment for us.’

      
      For once, Violet was not to be put off. ‘But what did Laura warn you about?’
      

      
      He drew back his head to look at her. ‘You really are worried, aren’t you?’ He traced the lines of her face with a finger,
         making her shiver with desire. ‘There’s no need. Laura was worried that anyone looking at the picture would know we were lovers.
         But she only guessed it because she knows us, and because she’s a particularly sensitive person. No-one else will see what she sees.’
      

      
      Violet was silent. Was that what her mother was worried about? Had she seen what Laura saw? Had she guessed? Violet felt bad
         about keeping secrets from her mother, but this was not something she could confess. Her mother would think it wrong. She
         might even be ashamed of her, and Violet couldn’t bear that, from the mother she loved and admired so much. And Papa – what
         would Papa think if he knew? He and Mother had been devoted to each other all their lives, and he wouldn’t understand.
      

      
      She loved Octavian so much, she did not want any shadow to fall on them. She did not want anyone to criticise them – that
         was why she wanted their love to be kept secret. Would the painting expose it?
      

      
      ‘You really don’t think anyone else will guess?’

      
      ‘My precious girl, you saw the people at the gallery. Animated potatoes! You only have to look at their bovine faces and their blockish expressions to know they see nothing. And
         the people who are spiritually refined enough to see will be the people who will understand and accept. Does Laura condemn us? No. So, you see,
         there’s nothing to worry about. The world is divided into people like us, and the rest. Those like us will celebrate with
         us, and the rest won’t ever know.’
      

      
      He was caressing her in such a way as to make further conversation impossible, and she put her arms round his neck and her
         lips up to his; but as passion carried her away in a delicious flood, she was aware of one residual question: which category
         did Holkam come into?
      

      
      But perhaps, she thought, he would never see the painting. The exhibition would be over before he came home again from the
         Front.
      

      
      That the scandal did not burst full-formed, like Athene from Zeus’s head, into the public sphere was a matter of chance. On
         the day after the private viewing, Wednesday, the 13th of October, the newspapers were full of the execution by the Germans
         of the nurse Edith Cavell. The outrage generated by the act consumed the public for days afterwards.
      

      
      Nurse Cavell had been charged, along with thirty-five other people, with helping two hundred Allied soldiers to escape from
         occupied Belgium into neutral Holland. She had been matron of the Berkendael Medical Institute in Brussels since 1907, and
         was much respected for improving standards there. When Belgium had been occupied by Germany in 1914, the Institute was taken
         over by the Red Cross and became a military hospital for all nationalities. Matron Cavell and her staff had nursed them all
         impartially, but under her aegis the Institute had secretly sheltered British, French and Belgian soldiers fleeing the Germans,
         and had helped them to escape.
      

      
      Through the first year of the war, the German authorities gradually became suspicious of the comings and going at the Institute. In August 1915 Edith Cavell had been arrested by the
         German police. She was kept in solitary confinement for ten weeks while a confession was extracted from her: she was not even
         allowed to see her attorney until the day her trial by court-martial opened in October. To help enemy soldiers to escape was
         not a capital offence in German military law; but at the trial she was obliged to acknowledge that she knew many of them would
         serve again against the Germans, and even that some had written thanking her for enabling them to ‘fight another day’. This,
         the German prosecutor contended, meant she was guilty of attempting to conduct enemy soldiers back to the front line, for
         which, under the German military code, the penalty was death.
      

      
      America and Spain, neutral countries, joined the British and Dutch in making frantic appeals for clemency, but two days after
         the sentence was pronounced it was carried out. Edith Cavell and her Belgian guide, the Brussels architect Philippe Baucq,
         were taken at dawn to the Tir National firing range, and shot dead by firing squad. The other thirty-four who had been accused
         with them had their sentences remitted to hard labour. It was strongly opined by the British press that this was because they
         were not British: Edith Cavell, a rector’s daughter from Norfolk, had been shot in retaliation for the German defeat at Loos.
      

      
      Amid the shock and passion of fury against the Germans for this new ‘frightfulness’, the critical reaction to the National
         Portrait Exhibition could command little space in the papers and less attention from their readers. There was a mention of
         Laidislaw’s picture on the arts page, which described it as remarkable, but a dangerous conceit. ‘While no doubt brilliant
         in its execution, it is none the less disturbing for the barriers it breaks down that would better have been left intact.’
      

      
      There was a report on the society page about the exhibition itself, which in the usual way of such reports was little more than a list of the important people who had been there and
         what they had been wearing. The little more was, however, almost as bad as it could be:
      

      
      
         The centrepiece of the exhibition was a picture so immodest as to be quite shocking. The distinguished company hardly knew
            what to make of a portrait of the lovely Lady H— in a garb at once fantastic and insufficient. Lady H—, long admired in the
            ton as the leader of the younger set, appeared as no female of fashion ever has before in a public place – or indeed anywhere
            outside her own boudoir. If this is a new trend in portraiture, your correspondent sincerely hopes it will not catch on.
         

      

      
      Venetia found both reports because she was looking for them, but given the rest of the content of the newspapers that day,
         it seemed unlikely anyone who had not been at the exhibition would notice or read them. It was a breathing-space, she thought;
         and despite her own feelings of sadness and outrage over Edith Cavell – whom she had met when the younger woman was training
         at the London Hospital – she could only be grateful that, if such a horrible thing had had to happen at all, the news of it
         had broken just when it did.
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      

      
      From enquiries among the servants, Teddy had learned that Daltry had always said he had no family, having been the only son
         of elderly parents long since deceased. There was, however, an uncle, a half-brother of his father, who was a cobbler in Knaresborough;
         and though Daltry had said he had not seen him since his childhood, decency demanded he be informed of the situation. Meanwhile,
         Teddy had written Daltry a detailed letter about the provision he meant to make for him when he was released from the hospital
         and the army. There would be a home for him at Morland Place; and when he was well again, whatever work he felt capable of
         would be provided, along with a pension and a cottage in later life. He would never want either security or affection.
      

      
      Teddy never received a reply to the letter. Instead, the news came from St George’s that Daltry was dead. The family was shocked
         – he had seemed to be going on well. But the injuries to his legs were severe, and gangrene had set in, necessitating urgent
         amputation. Weakened by the pneumonia, he had not survived the operation. Teddy was as distressed by Daltry’s death as Jessie
         was, feeling that he had given his life for Ned. He wanted Daltry to be buried at Morland Place by those who had loved him
         best. But the half-uncle, roused to family feeling by the story of his nephew’s heroism, claimed the body, and it was released
         to him for burial.
      

      
      Teddy and Jessie attended the funeral at the church of St John the Baptist. Jessie had been afraid that the congregation would
         be upsettingly small, but the story of Daltry’s courage had spread quickly, and almost every soul in the little town turned
         out to honour Knaresborough’s (adopted) son, so there was nothing but standing-room in the body of the lovely old church.
      

      
      They met the cobbler, who was flushed with excitement at his sudden connection with celebrity, and now remembered many stories
         of the child Daltry’s early promise and precociously manly ways. Jessie hoped they were true – they were, at least, the sort
         of things that might be, given what she knew of the adult Daltry. The cobbler and his closest friend, a shopkeeper, were already talking about
         a memorial plaque in the church, and were urgent that the Morlands should return to the ‘humble abode’ for funeral baked meats.
         In what Jessie thought a remarkable piece of diplomacy, Uncle Teddy not only pleaded them off without hurting anyone’s feelings,
         but obtained permission to choose and provide the headstone for the grave. Comforted by the knowledge that that, at least,
         would be seemly, they departed for Morland Place to mourn in their own way a good servant and true friend.
      

      
      The battle at Loos continued through October, with fresh troops being marched in, a joint Allied offensive on the 8th of October,
         and desultory other actions; but as General Haig complained in a letter to Lord Kitchener, the element of surprise had been
         lost, and the enemy proved impossible to shift from the new line. Had the reserves been immediately available to him in the
         opening stages, Haig said, the German second line could have been taken; but it took the reserves twelve hours to reach Loos,
         by which time the Germans had regrouped. The opportunity had been lost.
      

      
      Lord Kitchener could be in no doubt whom Haig thought was to blame. The commander-in-chief, Sir John French, had been in charge
         of the reserves. Haig said there had been an intolerable delay in sending the reserves in; French said he had sent them as soon as requested. Haig complained that
         they had been held too far behind the line; French retorted that they were held out of range of German artillery, as was common
         sense. The bitterness between the two was well known in upper military circles, and Lord Kitchener was caught uneasily between
         them. He deplored the breach of military etiquette shown by Haig in complaining to him over the head of French, his immediate
         superior. But Haig was the hero of the hour, fêted in the newspapers; and, moreover, he had the ear of influential friends,
         most notably the King – Haig’s wife was a lady-in-waiting to Queen Mary.
      

      
      The fact was, as Lord Overton said to his wife, that the people were tired of getting nowhere in the war and wanted someone
         to blame. They wanted new, more vigorous leadership. Furthermore, the cost at Loos was beginning to be reckoned now, and it
         was heavy: fifty thousand casualties, and of those twenty-five thousand were killed or missing. The number of the missing
         was particularly high, for countless thousands had died on Hill 70, which was now behind the German line, so the bodies were
         irrecoverable. They would probably never be accounted for. All over the country families waited for news that would never
         come.
      

      
      Major Calcott, the Brigade officer who had taken temporary charge of the Kents, wrote fully and courteously to Teddy at Morland
         Place, but the information was all negative. Lieutenant Morland’s name did not appear on any list of the wounded or the dead.
         Enquiries among the survivors of the battalion had yielded only that no-one could say they had seen Ned since he had stayed
         behind to cover the retreat from the trench at Bois Hugo.
      

      
      And on the 17th of October, when things had quietened down again at Loos, a further piece of unwelcome information came from
         Calcott:
      

      
      
         It is our unofficial custom after a battle to make a list of the names of German officers captured and brought back by us,
            and to have it dropped over the enemy trenches by one of our aircraft. The Germans reciprocate with a list of captured British
            officers. I am sorry to have to say that Lieutenant Morland’s name was not on the list we received in this way.
         

      

      
      Though Teddy had not hoped that Ned had been taken prisoner – he still wanted to find him on the right side of the Front –
         it was another closed door. The worst seemed confirmed when Bertie wrote to Jessie soon afterwards.
      

      
      
         My own questions have met with much the same response as the official enquiry. By the way, Calcott is a very good fellow and
            you may be sure he is doing everything he can. Tell Uncle Teddy that no stone is being left unturned. But there is nothing
            to be found out. I would do anything rather than hurt you, but I think it would be worse for you in the long run to be harbouring
            false hopes. So I have to tell you that Ned is almost certainly dead. The place where he was last seen was heavily shelled
            by the Germans ahead of their advance, and under shelling of that order he could hardly have survived. I am sorry to say this,
            my dearest Jessie, but I think you must be brave and face the fact that he is not coming back – and face even more bravely
            the knowledge that you will probably never know where he lies. There will be many, many people in your position after this
            battle, and countless thousands more before the war ends. Take what comfort you can from the fact that his courage was never
            in doubt. His last action was bravely to risk his life for his men, taking the rearguard so that they could fall back and
            fight on. I am proud that he was my cousin and I shall honour his memory always.
         

      

      
      But Teddy remained unconvinced. ‘I don’t think much of that. We heard from Daltry that he was sheltering in a shell-hole,
         and everyone knows shells don’t fall in the same place twice. I’m still wagering that he got back. He’s lying in a hospital
         somewhere, injured. His name doesn’t appear on any list, that’s all. It’s nothing but an administrative error. It happens
         all the time,’ he added stubbornly, as his wife looked at him reproachfully.
      

      
      Henrietta felt she had to speak. ‘But if he was in a hospital somewhere, we’d have heard by now,’ she said hesitantly. ‘He’d
         have written to us.’
      

      
      ‘He might be too ill to send us word,’ said Teddy. ‘Look how long it was before we heard about Daltry – and that was only
         because someone happened to know the name of Morland Place. Suppose he can’t talk, or – or he’s lost his memory? There could
         be any number of reasons why we haven’t heard.’
      

      
      Henrietta glanced at Jessie, who was sitting a little apart on one of the settles, mending a piece of harness – the only sewing
         she ever did voluntarily. Her attention seemed to be fixed on the needle and palm, but Henrietta knew she must be listening.
         How painful was it for her to have these hopes continually revived? Or would it be harder for her if everyone gave up expecting
         any good news? She wished she knew what was best for her daughter.
      

      
      Teddy went on: ‘I’m going to start enquiries of my own, find out every hospital that received casualties from Loos and ask
         them if they’ve got him – or anyone they can’t account for. There’s a mistake somewhere – a wrong name put down, or wrongly
         spelt, or something. We’ll find him. I’ll find him.’
      

      
      Jessie stood up. ‘I think I’ll just go and check on Hotspur before I go to bed. His near-fore pastern was rather warm when
         I came in. I don’t want him going lame.’ She went out without looking at anyone, Brach so close beside her that her head might
         have been glued to Jessie’s thigh – the bitch never strayed far from her mistress, these days.
      

      
      When she had gone, Henrietta said gently to Teddy, ‘I’m not sure it’s the best thing for Jessie, to keep raising her hopes
         like that.’
      

      
      Teddy said, ‘Raising them? What makes you think they’ve fallen?’

      
      Ethel looked up from her knitting. ‘The most likely thing is that Ned is dead, however much we don’t want to believe it.’

      
      ‘I don’t believe it,’ said Teddy. ‘And I never will until I have proof. You women give up too easily. Robbie’s with me on this
         – aren’t you, Rob?’
      

      
      Robbie turned a page of the newspaper he hadn’t been reading, and cleared his throat awkwardly, aware of his wife’s eyes on
         him. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it isn’t a satisfactory situation, not knowing for sure one way or the other, I suppose. But—’
      

      
      ‘There’s no “but” about it,’ Teddy broke in. ‘Ned’s alive. I know it. I can feel it. And I’m going to find him. That’s all
         there is to it.’
      

      
      ‘It’s very laudable of you, Uncle,’ said Ethel, ‘but—’

      
      ‘Laudable? For God’s sake, what’s wrong with all of you?’ Teddy cried, jumping up. ‘Just because some clerk made a mistake, I’m supposed
         to sit down meekly and believe the worst? Well, I’m not so spineless, and nor is Ned! I’m going to find him – and then you’ll
         all be sorry you doubted.’ And he stalked out.
      

      
      The outburst was so unlike the normally equable Teddy that no-one spoke for a few moments. Then Ethel sighed, and said, ‘He’s
         upset.’
      

      
      Robbie agreed with this remarkable insight. ‘We all are,’ he added.

      
      ‘Shall I go after him?’ Ethel made to lay aside her knitting.

      
      Alice caught Henrietta’s appalled eye and stood up. ‘No, no, don’t disturb yourself. I expect he’s gone up to bed, and I think
         I’ll follow. Goodnight, everyone.’
      

      
      She found him in the steward’s room, where she had expected him to be. He would be too restless to go to bed. He was walking
         back and forth across the room, and turned to her as she came in. ‘Well, have you come to harangue me?’ he said testily. She
         only raised her eyebrows, and some of the tension left him in a little, rueful laugh. ‘No, when did you ever harangue anyone?
         I’m sorry. Did I upset you? I didn’t mean to. But I can’t stand the way everyone’s so willing to write him off.’
      

      
      ‘It isn’t that we’re willing …’ said gentle Alice.

      
      ‘You don’t believe he’s dead.’ He stared at her urgently but, much as she loved him, she couldn’t lie, so she said nothing. ‘I
         remember, you see,’ said Teddy, his voice trembling a little, ‘when he first came to me – how he used to sit on my knee and
         chatter to me, tell me all his little concerns. I’d never cared about children before. But after all that had happened to
         him, he trusted me. I can’t let him down.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ she said, and her soft, faded voice sounded too loud to her in the quiet room. Still she went on, believing it was
         for his own good, ‘But I can’t help thinking if he were alive, we’d have heard something.’
      

      
      He turned away from her, to hide his face until he had control of it. He spoke with his back to her, and his voice was quiet
         and resigned. ‘Very well. I’ll just have to do it alone.’
      

      
      She felt the hurt of it, but she knew then, just as she had known after Titanic, that there was nothing she could do to comfort him. He must find his own way out. She could only wait for him on the other
         side.
      

      
      In the stable, Jessie leaned against Hotspur’s accommodating neck and wished she could cry. It might be a release from the
         feelings of helplessness and confusion. She didn’t know how to think about Ned, whether it was worse to hope or not hope,
         or even what to hope for. If he was alive, how badly hurt must he be to be unable to communicate? And if he was dead, how had he died? Her mind was raw with unwanted speculation,
         unanswered questions.
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