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Part One
War




1914

1

The darkness of war had spread across Europe, but at Blaize, Lord Glanville’s country house on the bank of the Thames, the chandeliers glittered as brightly as though the world for which they had been made could expect to endure for ever. Yet the ballroom they illuminated on this October evening was empty, and no sound disturbed the silence of the old house. It was the moment within the eye of a cyclone when the rushing wind suddenly holds its breath in an unnatural calm. The storm was just about to break.

For three days Kate Lorimer had looked on with admiration as the household bustled with activity, in preparation for the ball which would celebrate her brother Brinsley’s twenty-first birthday at the home of their aunt and uncle, Lord and Lady Glanville. The idea that dancing and dining and drinking and flirting were unsuitable activities for a country at war was not one which was likely to occur to either the hosts or the guests tonight. England was fighting to preserve the values of a civilized society against the clumsy aggressions of a decaying Austrian empire, and a brash new German army and navy. Already young men were dying on the battlefields of France. It was necessary that gestures should be made, gestures of gaiety and defiance, to show that a way of life could not so easily be killed.

Amidst all the preparations of the past few days, only one small concession had been made to the fact that England was at war. The fragile silk curtains, intended to drape decoratively at the sides of the ballroom windows rather than to cover them, had been stored away. Their replacements were made of a heavier fabric which would prevent any light from being seen outside. It was unlikely that a Zeppelin would waste its explosive load on an isolated country house when the whole city of London, further down the Thames, offered so much more tempting a target. But it seemed sensible to remove even the slightest cause for unease.

Not until midnight would the party supper be served to the guests, so the members of the family who were staying at Blaize had assembled for a light meal earlier in the evening. Most of them now had retired to their rooms for a brief rest or last-minute adjustment of hair or gown. Kate was alone as, dressed for the ball, she wandered through the suddenly silent house. The heavy doors of the banqueting hall were closed. With the secret pleasure of a child opening her Christmas stocking too early, she let herself into the hall so that she could inspect the tables set for the buffet.

The sumptuous display represented the culmination of a month of planning and several days of feverish effort. A patisseur had been brought from London. Out of spun sugar he had fashioned exotic birds and butterflies, creating a feast as much for the eye as for the palate. The wives of Lord Glanville’s tenants, tying their aprons and rolling up their sleeves, had augmented the normal kitchen staff in a heroic baking of breads and tarts and hams. A last-minute whipping of cream and the dextrous dressing of cutlets in paper collars had been preceded by two days of steaming endeavour in which the kitchen hobs and ovens were organized with military precision. Lobsters boiled in cauldrons, salmon simmered in fish kettles and sucking pigs turned on spits which, although rarely used, had been maintained in good order for three hundred years.

When it was cold, the food had been arranged on Jacobean banqueting dishes to be glazed and decorated. Sixteenth-century refectory tables were covered with eighteenth-century lace cloths. Waterford glass sparkled with the light reflected off highly polished Queen Anne silver. Starched drawn-thread napkins were piled beside stacks of Waterloo plates, each hand-painted with a different scene from the Duke of Wellington’s battles. It was a measure of the secure foundations of Lord Glanville’s heritage, as well as the extent of his wealth, that although it had been necessary to transport a certain amount of china and glass to the country from Glanville House in Park Lane, there had been no need to hire a single piece.

By now all the preparations were complete. In less than an hour, as the first carriage or motor car drew up outside the door, the inhabitants of Blaize would begin to move in their appointed tracks like wound-up clockwork figures waiting only for a lever to be pressed. Lord and Lady Glanville would appear to greet their guests, footmen would step forward, maids would hurry along cold back corridors. But now the house was as quiet as though it were uninhabited. The housekeeper had come from her hall, the cook from her kitchens and the butler from his pantry, to inspect the ballroom and the buffet for the last time and, satisfied in their own spheres, had retreated downstairs again. Blaize was at peace.

Moving along the table, Kate reached forward to pick out a cherry from a huge punch bowl and caught sight of her own reflection in the gleaming silver. Even distorted by the curve of the vessel, the face it showed her was familiar – freckled and green-eyed, with wide, strong eyebrows and cheekbones and a generous mouth – but it seemed to be attached to the body of a stranger. In a way she felt herself at this moment to be as artificial a creation as the swan which had been made out of meringue or the miniature trees whose fruit, on close inspection, proved to be not apples but sweetmeats. With the help of her aunt’s maid she had been laced into a corset which constricted her sturdy waist, and buttoned into a ball dress whose shot silk matched her sea-green eyes. She had refused to wear even the discreetest cosmetics, but had allowed the maid to pile her long, thick hair – the tawny colour of a lion’s mane, and almost as unmanageable – elaborately high on her head. The strain of maintaining this edifice upright caused her to stand even straighter than usual.

This effect of stateliness was not one which came naturally to Kate. She had only recently qualified as a doctor, and her years of hard work as a medical student had allowed her little time for society entertainments of this kind. In any case, she had no taste for them as a rule. But she and her brother Brinsley were very close and she was anxious that he should not be ashamed of his sister’s appearance in this celebration of his birthday.

Kate turned away from her study of the buffet tables, licking her fingers, and found that she herself had been under observation. Brinsley rose from the window-seat of one of the mullioned windows of the Tudor hall and stepped down to take her hands.

‘You really do look absolutely ripping, Kate,’ he said. ‘I like the dress.’

‘You should have said that before, when Aunt Alexa was listening. It’s the one she gave me two years ago for my own twenty-first. It makes me feel a little like Cinderella – as though at midnight the clock will chime and all these trappings will disappear. But I must return the compliment. You look absolutely ripping yourself.’

Brinsley was wearing his new second lieutenant’s uniform, still as smartly pressed as when the tailor first delivered it. But he had made no attempt to sleek down the exuberant curls of his golden hair in the approved military style, and his eyes sparkled with high spirits which were equally unsubdued.

‘You approve, then?’ he asked.

‘Oh yes, very smart,’ said Kate. ‘How I wish that Mother and Father could see you. You must have a photograph taken to send to them. They’ll be thinking of you at this moment and wishing you were with them.’

‘Could we take a walk?’ asked Brinsley abruptly. ‘Would you be too cold?’

‘I’ll fetch a wrap.’ Kate was strong, and normally unmindful of the weather. But her ball dress was cut low at both back and front and she guessed she would feel the chill as soon as she moved away from the blazing log fires of the house.

She took Brinsley’s arm as, a few minutes later, they made their way down the stone steps and strolled towards the river. Had the war not imposed a need for darkness, their Aunt Alexa would certainly have ordered the carriage drive to be illuminated with oil lamps, the front of the ancient house to be decorated with coloured lights, and spotlights to be fixed on the roof to pick out the twisting patterns of the sixteenth-century brick chimneys. As it was, a full moon provided a romantic substitute for all these. The woodland paths along which Kate and Brinsley wandered were dappled with the moving shadows of the trees, but were lit clearly enough for them to move without hesitation.

For a little while neither of them spoke. Kate guessed that Brinsley, like herself, would be thinking of their parents and of their childhood home in Jamaica. Hope Valley, the village community in which their mother worked as a doctor and their father, a Baptist missionary, as pastor, had been Brinsley’s home until he was sent to England for his schooling. Kate had remained longer with her parents in the West Indies, but her wish to become a doctor like her mother had been so strong that when she was eighteen she too had been allowed to go to England to study.

The past five years had been satisfying ones for Kate, but she guessed that her parents must often have been lonely without their two elder children – for two of their other children had died in infancy and the youngest, still living at home, was a cripple. On this evening in particular they would be upset not to have Brinsley with them. Kate knew that her brother, coming down from Oxford in June without distinction but without disgrace, and then enjoying two leisurely months of playing county cricket, had planned to set sail for Jamaica in September, ready to celebrate his coming-of-age in his old home.

Two shots in a Sarajevo street were to change the lives of a whole generation. A birthday party in Jamaica was hardly a significant casualty. Brinsley had shown no interest in politics, and Kate felt sure that the rapid exchange of declarations of war across Europe must have taken him by surprise. Both at school and at university, however, he had been a member of the Officers’ Training Corps, so he was one of the first to volunteer and to be commissioned. Now he was awaiting the summons to join his regiment, and it could not be very much longer delayed.

Their walk brought them to the bank of the River Thames. The moon, escaping from the net of the trees, was brighter here, reflecting in the broad band of water which scarcely rippled on this calm night as it swept steadily towards the sea. Peaceful and powerful at the same time, the movement hypnotized them into stillness at first. Then Kate surprised herself by laughing at an incongruous thought. Brinsley’s questioning look made it necessary to explain.

‘I was thinking, if we were in Hope Valley, we’d both have sat down on the bank of the stream without giving it a second thought.’

‘When we lived in Hope Valley we were both shabby, all the time,’ said Brinsley. ‘No beautiful ball dress to be spoiled by mud or grass stains.’

‘And no elegant uniform.’ It was true that in Jamaica they had been allowed to run wild. Their mother had cared nothing for her own appearance and felt no need to dress her own children more smartly than those of her patients. In a tropical village, clothes were required for decency and not for either warmth or fashion. ‘All the same, this birthday would have been a very special day for Mother and Father. They must be disappointed that you’re so far away.’

‘Yes. I’m sorry about that, of course.’ Brinsley sighed, but almost at once Kate heard the regret in his voice giving way to excitement. ‘But I don’t really feel ready to settle down at home yet. I can’t pretend that the prospect of acting as a kind of farm manager for the rest of my life is a very jolly one.’

Kate knew what he meant. Their father performed all the spiritual duties which his black congregation required of their pastor; but he was a man of great energy and ability, and early in his pastorate he had been so shocked by the poverty of the villagers that he had organized them into an agricultural labour force. Whipped on by his passionate oratory, they had reclaimed a derelict plantation next to the village, and now the efficient running of the estate had become Ralph Lorimer’s chief enthusiasm. Since Brinsley had never shown any bent towards any other profession, it was taken for granted that he would return to help his father manage the plantation. Kate laughed affectionately now at her brother’s lack of eagerness.

‘What would you rather do instead?’ she asked.

‘Oh, nothing in particular. Anything that would leave me time to play a little cricket. I shall have to settle down to work sometime, I can see that – and I know I’m lucky to have a family business on offer. All the same, I’m in no hurry to start. A few months of adventure will be just the thing.’

Kate glanced across and saw that his eyes were alive with excitement at the prospect. For her own part, she had wanted to be a doctor for as long as she could remember. She had always known that years of hard work would be needed to attain her ambition; and although her mother’s generation had borne the brunt of the fight against prejudice and prohibition which had for so long made it impossible for women to become doctors at all, Kate had appreciated that determination as well as study would be required. Her social conscience and serious approach to life made her temperamentally the opposite of her brother, but her affection for him made it easy for her to sympathize with his light-hearted lack of ambition.

All the same, it was difficult not to wonder how ‘jolly’ he would find the next few months. Kate’s own vocation was to heal, and she would have been appalled if she had ever found herself expected to take life instead of preserving it. Nor was she absolutely clear why it was so necessary for England to become involved in the war at all. Who were the Serbs, and why should the assassination of an Austrian archduke be of more than local importance? Brinsley had done his best to persuade her that now the war had started it ought to be won quickly; and the best way to win it quickly was to send as many soldiers as possible to fight in France, and with the greatest possible speed. It was certainly obvious to Kate that if the finest young men were required, Brinsley was one of them; but she could not help wondering whether Brinsley himself – although ready and indeed eager to fight – had recognized that at some moment he would have to kill.

The thought worried her, but it was not appropriate to this evening of celebration. Still holding Brinsley’s arm, she turned away from the river.

‘Time you were on parade at Blaize,’ she suggested. ‘They won’t be able to start without the guest of honour.’ They began to walk slowly up the hill towards the house.

‘You really do look stunning, Kate.’ Whatever Brinsley had been thinking about down by the river, it was clearly not the prospect of killing Germans. ‘It’s a pity I’m not older than you.’

‘Why?’

‘Because a lot of chaps like to marry other chaps’ sisters.’

‘It must be quite difficult to avoid doing so,’ Kate laughed.

‘Oh, come on, you know what I mean. The sisters of their friends. But of course all my friends are too young for you. You and I should have been born the other way around.’

‘It’s kind of you to offer me all your fellow-undergraduates and fellow-cricketers, even if you do promptly snatch the offer back again. But I haven’t spent all these years training as a doctor just to give up without making use of my qualifications. I don’t intend to marry anyone, whether older or younger.’

‘There’s nothing to say you’d have to stop being a doctor just because you got married,’ Brinsley protested.

‘How many of these friends of yours would allow their wives to work?’ Kate asked him. ‘And how many female doctors do you know who are married?’

‘I only know three female doctors, full stop,’ said Brinsley. ‘One is you, and it’s you I’m trying to persuade. One is my mother, and she’s married.’

‘Fortunately for our own reputations.’ Kate was still laughing. ‘But she’s married to a missionary. Missionaries’ wives are a special case.’

‘And there’s Aunt Margaret. She was married as well.’

‘Aunt Margaret is another special case.’ Kate was silent for a moment, thinking affectionately of their father’s elder sister, who had provided a home for Brinsley and herself when they each in turn left Jamaica for England. Dr Margaret Scott was as dear to both the young Lorimers as their own mother, but no one could pretend that her life had followed the normal pattern of a Victorian woman.

‘She didn’t marry when she first qualified,’ Kate pointed out now. ‘She worked as a doctor until she was in her mid-thirties. And when she did marry, she stopped working.’

‘That was so that she could have a baby.’

‘She stopped working,’ repeated Kate. ‘The only reason why she went back to being a doctor was because her husband died and she had to support the baby. She wasn’t married for more than a few months out of the whole of her life. You can’t argue from Aunt Margaret. And if I may say so, it’s very arrogant of men to think that the only thing in life a woman wants is a husband.’

‘It may be arrogant, but you have to admit that it’s very often true.’

‘Well, perhaps I can understand it being true of other women, because they can all long to get their hands on a gorgeous creature called Brinsley Lorimer. But since I’m disqualified from that privilege, I hope you’ll allow me to get quietly on with my doctoring.’

They stepped out of the woodland as they spoke, and paused for a moment to stare in admiration at Blaize. The two wings which had been added to the old house in the reign of William and Mary provided the more comfortable rooms for normal living, but the Tudor structure in the centre of the mansion was the perfect setting for any grand occasion. As soon as it became clear that Brinsley would not be returning to Jamaica for his coming-of-age, Margaret Scott had offered him a party in her small London house; but his other aunt, Alexa, had swept the suggestion aside. She had never behaved as warmly as Margaret to her niece and nephew, but when it came to giving a dance, she would allow no one to consider any alternative to the Glanville country house. At this very moment, as the clock on the stable tower struck the hour for which the guests had been invited, the wide entrance doors were flung open and the carriage approach was flooded with a warm and welcoming light.

‘How very thoughtful it was of Aunt Alexa to make sure that the ballroom windows were blacked out!’ exclaimed Kate. But there was no trace of anxiety in her laughing voice. In its peaceful country setting, Blaize could surely never be touched by the dangers of war.

‘There’ll be no Zeppelins tonight,’ said Brinsley. ‘It’s my birthday, and everyone knows that I was born while Lady Luck was smiling. Only good things can happen on my birthday.’

They had been walking arm-in-arm, but now Kate moved her hand to rest lightly and formally on her brother’s arm. They stepped forward into the light and progressed with dignity up the stone steps and into the house. But if they had hoped that the staff would be caught out by the arrival of an apparently over-punctual pair of guests, they were disappointed. Two lines of footmen wearing the Glanville livery stood ready to receive them, and the butler’s silver tray awaited the first card which would tell him whom to announce. From the ballroom, a little way away, could be heard the last faint scrapings of sound as the orchestra tuned their instruments. There were a few seconds of silence and then, as though the ballroom were already crowded instead of completely deserted, the house was flooded with music as warmly as with light.

It was time for the ball to begin.
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Even in portraiture the English nobility was not prepared to mix with trade. The Tudor long gallery on the highest floor of Blaize displayed a row of aristocrats with high foreheads and long noses. They were all descended from one of William the Conqueror’s companions-at-arms, and they were all ancestors of Piers Glanville, the present holder of the title. But Alexa’s father, who had once owned a shipping company and a bank in Bristol, had not been invited to join their company.

Instead, the portrait of John Junius Lorimer hung alone in the screened balcony above one end of the ballroom. The picture showed an old man, heavily built and dressed in sombre black. His long hair and beard and profuse side whiskers were white, but his bushy eyebrows had been painted bright chestnut. Margaret Scott, who climbed the steps to the balcony shortly before midnight, had once had hair as bright as those eyebrows; for, like Alexa, she was the daughter of John Junius Lorimer. But she was twenty years older than her half-sister and now, at the age of fifty-seven, the colour was fading and her forehead showed the lines of past sorrow and present responsibility.

In London, Margaret was a professional woman held in high esteem. Like her best friend Lydia, the mother of Kate and Brinsley, she had been a member of the first generation of women who had succeeded in qualifying as doctors in England, and now she was not only in charge of the gynaecological department of one of the great London teaching hospitals but was also responsible for the welfare of all the female students who trained there. But tonight her role was not that of a doctor but of an aunt and mother. This was a family occasion.

There were chairs in the balcony, but Margaret was a small woman and found that if she sat down she could not see above the solid lower section of the screen. Instead she stood, looking through the lattice at the picturesque scene below. Alexa, tonight’s hostess, had been an opera singer in her youth, and when she married Piers Glanville he had encouraged her to convert a tithe barn on his estate into a small opera house. So she had the contacts to turn any party into a production if she chose, and the designer whose more usual responsibility was to create Count Almaviva’s house or Don Giovanni’s palace on the stage had been given a new challenge for this special occasion. He had transformed the ballroom into a tropical forest, through which the women in their beautiful dresses dipped and swirled like exotic butterflies. Many of the young girls wore white, but Alexa had invited friends of her own generation as well as those on Brinsley’s list, and above their rich silks and brocades sparkled the jewels of a wealthy and secure society.

The girls in their debutante season were pretty enough, but it seemed to Margaret that none of them could rival their hostess. Alexa Glanville at the age of thirty-seven was as beautiful as Alexa Lorimer had been at seventeen. Tall and slender, she brought elegance to any gown she wore, and to honour this evening’s celebration her reddish-gold hair was coiled on her head like a crown in which delicate sprays of diamonds glittered, half-hidden.

Margaret looked for her son, Robert, and saw that he was partnering Kate. It was surprising how well they were dancing – for Robert did not attend many functions of this kind, while Kate’s tall, sturdy body did not suggest that she would be graceful. But she had a musical ear, and her medical training had ensured that she was never clumsy. Certainly the two cousins seemed to be in perfect accord as they circled the floor – although Margaret noticed that Robert looked unusually thoughtful. Perhaps he was needing to concentrate on the steps, for there was no sign of the cheerful grin which had hardly changed since he was a little boy – although the carroty curls which he had inherited from his mother and grandfather had sprung up again from his attempts earlier in the evening to discipline them, and this tousled confusion made him look younger than his twenty years. Margaret felt her heart swelling with pride and love as she watched him. Robert was her only child, born after the death of his father, and her whole happiness was bound up in him.

The wooden treads of the stair to the balcony gave noisy warning that someone was coming to join her. Margaret turned away from the dancers and found that it was one of her many nephews. Arthur Lorimer was the son of Margaret’s elder brother, who had died some years before. Although Arthur was a younger son, he had inherited his family’s dock and shipping business, because his brother Matthew had abandoned the offices of the Lorimer Line to become an artist. Arthur himself, now in his thirties, found the world of business completely congenial and was never happier than when he was absorbed in his accounts. He lived in the Bristol mansion which had once belonged to John Junius Lorimer and devoted himself to making money. Although his business associates and competitors thought of him as a hard and cold-natured man, he had a strong family feeling, and had welcomed the invitation to join in Brinsley’s celebrations.

They chatted now for a few moments, but Arthur’s concentration was not on the conversation. ‘Have you seen Kate?’ he asked abruptly. ‘She gave me the supper dance, but she seems to have disappeared.’

‘She was dancing with Robert only a moment ago.’ Margaret turned back to look over the screen, and found that the couple had left the floor, although the orchestra was still playing. ‘Well, she’s hardly likely to go without supper. And she’s not the sort of girl who would stand you up.’

Arthur nodded his agreement. For a moment he seemed on the point of saying something else; but after looking down once more to check that Kate was not hidden anywhere in the jungle below he changed his mind and went down the steps without speaking.

Always observant, Margaret could not help noticing that he seemed to be under some kind of strain. She wondered, as she had wondered once or twice before, whether he wanted to marry Kate. She had noticed that ever since his cousin’s arrival in England he had formed the habit of spending the night at Margaret’s house whenever he had to come to London on business, although the return journey to Bristol was not a long one. He was not a man who found it easy to chat to young women or to spare the time from his business to indulge in the formal ritual of courtship. Nor could Margaret ever imagine him falling in love. But the relationship of one cousin with another was a relaxed one, and he had always seemed at ease with Kate.

There was another reason why Arthur – approaching the decision rationally, as he was certain to do – might have seen Kate as a possible wife. She was a doctor. This could make it easier for him to confess to her, as he had earlier done to Margaret herself, the consequences of the attack of mumps which he had suffered at the age of twenty-five. He might also hope that someone dedicated to her profession would be more willing than most ordinary women to embark on a marriage in the knowledge that her husband would never be able to give her children. Not many men allowed their wives to work; but it was a concession Arthur might be prepared to offer as a form of compensation. Whether Kate would allow herself to be bribed into matrimony was another matter.

Margaret tut-tutted to herself. Match-making, even when it was only in the imagination, was a temptation which ought to be resisted. The young people were perfectly capable of making their own plans. Of more immediate importance was Arthur’s reminder that the next item on the programme would be the supper dance, for which she too was engaged. She turned to go down, and found herself facing the portrait of her father. His piercing eyes reminded her of the many occasions during her childhood when he had demanded an explanation of some misdeed. She had been frightened of him then, but now her chin lifted – not so much defiantly as in triumph. When John Junius Lorimer died he had left his family ruined and disgraced. If anything was required to prove how hard and how successfully his four children had worked to raise themselves out of that morass of dismay, it was tonight’s ball, with its background of wealth and its strong ties of family affection. As she made her way back to the ballroom floor, the war was far from Margaret’s thoughts, and she was happy.

3

Kate had been surprised when her cousin Robert interrupted their dance together to ask whether she would talk with him for a few moments. Usually teasing and carefree, he had become unexpectedly serious. They had both spent many holidays at Blaize, and knew their way around the old house. The library was not one of the rooms open to the generality of tonight’s guests, so as she followed Robert there Kate guessed that they would not be interrupted.

‘I need advice,’ he said abruptly, closing the door behind him. ‘I want to join up, like Brinsley. Or at least, I don’t know whether I want to, but I think I ought to.’

‘Robert! You can’t do that. It would break Aunt Margaret’s heart.’

‘But everyone else is doing it. Of course no mother is going to like it, exactly, but other mothers are letting their sons go.’

‘Other mothers may have other children, and husbands. Aunt Margaret has no one but you. She’d never have a moment’s peace while you were away.’

‘It would be hard for her, I know it would. But what am I to do, Kate? Have I got to spend the rest of my life wrapped in cotton wool because I’m the only son of a widow? There has to be a moment when I leave home and start living my own life.’

‘Well, of course,’ Kate agreed. ‘And by any normal definition of leading your own life, I’m quite sure that Aung Margaret would want you to go. But this is different. You must see the difference.’

‘What I see is that everyone else is going. What am I to say when my friends ask me why I’m still at home? “I can’t leave my mother.” I don’t want to hurt her, Kate, but I feel this is my duty. I was hoping you could help.’

‘If you want help, Uncle Piers is the best person to ask for it.’ Kate knew that Lord Glanville had been Margaret’s closest friend in England for almost twenty years. ‘But if you’re asking me for advice –’

‘No.’ Robert smiled, although it was only an imitation of his usual cheerful grin. ‘I’m looking for someone whose advice will be to do what I already want to do. I can see you’re not the right person. I mustn’t make you late for your supper. Who’s taking you in?’

Kate consulted the programme which, with its miniature pencil, swung from her wrist, and saw that Arthur had initialled the next dance.

‘And he’s a punctual man,’ commented Robert when she told him. He held the door open for her. Kate hesitated, feeling that there must be something more she could say. But although Robert resembled her brother Brinsley in his laughing and apparently carefree attitude to life, there was a difference between the two cousins. Robert’s light-heartedness, unlike Brinsley’s, was not central to his character, but was the ripple on the surface of a pool of thoughtfulness. He laughed and he teased and he was always ready to play, but at heart he was serious. Brinsley might view with horror the thought of a settled future and a working career, but Robert was already in the middle of training to be a civil engineer. Kate saw that he had spoken the truth when he admitted that he was asking for support rather than advice. It meant, almost certainly, that he had already made up his mind.

Back in the ballroom, Arthur was looking for her with an impatience which contained a hint of anxiety. As Kate smiled, to show that she had not forgotten, she thought how well evening dress became him. Robert was too young and somehow too rugged to look at ease in the shining, stiff-fronted shirt and long tail coat which were part of the black and white uniform worn by all the civilian men at the ball; while at the other extreme Lord Glanville, tall and silver-haired, looked distinguished whatever he wore. But Arthur’s clothes changed him entirely for the better. By day his slightness made him appear insignificant; his face was too narrow to be handsome and his hair was already beginning to recede slightly, suggesting that he would be bald one day. Now, though, he appeared almost elegant.

Or perhaps, thought Kate, it was just that the whole atmosphere of the ball placed the dancers and the surroundings at one remove from reality. Just as a gauze might be dropped in Alexa’s riverside opera house to blur the edges of the action behind it, changing it from drama – already far from real life – to fantasy, so now the romantic setting had transformed all those who enjoyed it, making all the men seem handsome and all the women beautiful. All except herself, of course – but even she felt herself walking taller, playing her part in the scene.

The doors of the banqueting hall were thrown open and there were gasps of admiration even from guests accustomed to such displays of tasteful extravagance. Kate and Arthur, as befitted members of the family, hung back for a little, accepting a glass of punch from one of the footmen as they waited. Kate was still conscious of some kind of tension in Arthur’s manner, and searched for a subject of conversation to break their silence.

A group of Brinsley’s friends, who had all volunteered at the same time as himself, led their partners to the buffet and gave her the chance to comment.

‘How smart they all look in their new uniforms,’ she said. ‘Do you intend to volunteer, Arthur?’

‘I’m thirty-six,’ he said. ‘Too old to learn to be a soldier. This is a young man’s war. And even if that weren’t the case, I can be more use to the country by remaining at work. We’re not being told very much about the German submarines. I suppose the Government is anxious not to alarm the country. But there are certain to be losses at sea. Ships will be sunk, and they must be replaced quickly if the country isn’t to starve. The Lorimer Line has had contracts with the same shipbuilding firm for a great many years. I bought that firm last week, and I intend to increase its output at once. I’d hoped to interest Brinsley in the new business, as a matter of fact – to keep as much as possible of its profit within the family. Naturally he couldn’t do anything until the war is over, but after that I thought he might find a management position in Bristol more exciting than exile to Jamaica. But clearly he has too much to think about at the moment. He wasn’t able to give the idea proper attention.’

Kate suspected that Brinsley had little interest in business of any kind, and even less aptitude for it. But her brother would have to settle down to some kind of work sooner or later, so she was careful not to spoil an opportunity by putting her thought into words. There was another objection, though. ‘I imagine my father will want him to take over the work of the plantation eventually,’ she said.

‘It’s my impression that your father has already found a capable assistant,’ said Arthur. ‘We have a good deal of business correspondence about the bananas which he consigns to my ships. I noticed two years ago that the letters which he signed were written in a different hand. And now his secretary, or whoever it may be, appears to have taken over all the office work. Besides being more efficient in keeping his accounts up to date, he’s been quite awkwardly enterprising in looking for alternative markets and ships, which your father would never have done. I was forced to revise my quotations last year.’ Arthur’s thin lips curled in a smile of grudging admiration for the unknown Jamaican who had beaten him in his own field. ‘It seems to me that if your father needs a manager to succeed him, he already has one.’

‘Do you know his name?’ asked Kate.

‘D. Mattison, he signs himself.’

‘Duke!’ exclaimed Kate, smiling with pleasure.

‘You know him?’

‘Very well. He was our best friend in Jamaica, Brinsley’s and mine. He’s older than we are – he must be almost twenty-eight by now. He used to play cricket with Brinsley. It’s because Duke was such a good bowler that Brinsley became such a good batsman. And he always had a good head for figures. I suggested to Father before I left the island that he ought to take Duke into his office. I’m delighted that he’s done so.’

‘Duke is an unusual name to be christened,’ said Arthur.

‘Not for a Jamaican.’

‘Are you telling me that he’s black?’

‘Well, brown, really. Quite a few of the islanders show signs of English blood, and Duke more than most.’ Kate couldn’t help smiling at the expression on her cousin’s face. It was difficult to tell whether he was more shocked at the thought that he was doing business with a native or by the need to recognize that moral standards in the colonies had not always been as high as they should have been. Kate changed the subject quickly before Arthur should express some opinion with which she would be bound to disagree. ‘Shall we find ourselves a seat for supper?’ she suggested.

‘There’s no hurry,’ said Arthur, and it was true that the space round the buffet tables was crowded. ‘Will you come into the conservatory with me, Kate? It’s very hot in here.’

Kate could not control a smile. She had heard from her friends so many accounts of proposals of marriage which had taken place in conservatories that the word had become a joke, as though such an extension of the house existed purely for this purpose, and not for the benefit of the plants which grew there. She was about to tease her partner – for although a few moments earlier she had felt herself enveloped in a romantic atmosphere, it had not touched her emotions – when it occurred to her that Arthur had not spoken in joke. He was displaying all the nervousness of a man planning to put the conservatory to this conventional use.

The idea came as a shock. Kate had been on friendly terms with Arthur ever since she arrived in England to start her medical training, but she had never thought of him as anything more than a cousin, and she did not wish to do so now. Instinctively she took a step backwards, searching for a reason to stay in the crowded hall.

The excuse which presented itself was not one which she would have chosen. While she had been talking to Arthur, Lord Glanville’s butler had come into the hall, carrying the silver tray on which he was accustomed to present letters. But no ordinary letter would arrive at this time of night. What Brinsley was reading was a telegram.

His face flushed with excitement. He called to those of his friends who were in uniform and they hurried to read the words over his shoulder. They spoke briefly to their partners before moving in a little group towards their startled hostess. But Brinsley called them to a halt.

‘One more dance!’ he shouted. ‘Lord Kitchener won’t begrudge us a last waltz.’ He dispatched the butler to call back the orchestra, who were taking their own break for refreshments, and led the way back into the ballroom. There was an eager chatter of voices as the other guests left their suppers and followed.

Arthur was saying something, but Kate did not hear the words. Too abruptly to be believed, the atmosphere of the ball had changed from a romantic dreaminess to a highly charged drama, and Kate’s blood was cold with a sudden fear. Brinsley, without doubt, had received his summons to leave for France. His friends, commissioned at the same time, would in a few moments hurry to their homes to discover whether similar telegrams were waiting for them, but Kate’s emotions were centred on her brother alone.

‘How can he look so excited when he’s going into such danger?’ she exclaimed, appalled that the family should have admired Brinsley’s enthusiasm without stopping to reflect that it was leading him somewhere where he would have to kill or be killed.

‘How could he go into such danger if he were not excited?’ Arthur countered. His arm was round her waist as though he feared that she might faint, but Kate was hardly aware of it.

‘I can’t let him go,’ she cried, overwhelmed by the nearness of the parting; but as she tried to hurry into the ballroom, Arthur tightened his grip.

‘You can’t hold him,’ he said. ‘None of us can. We have no rights any more. He has to do whatever his country orders. And when he is happy to obey, it would be unkind of you to do anything but support him.’

Kate realized that her cousin was speaking the truth. It was unusual for her to reveal her emotions but her unhappiness now made some gesture necessary. She turned into Arthur’s waiting arms, her head pressed against his chest, while she struggled to restrain her tears.

‘Brinsley has an aura of good fortune,’ Arthur said quietly. ‘Can’t you feel it as you look at him? Some people are lucky, against all reason, and he’s always been one of them. He’ll come back. They’ll all come back. The war will be over by Christmas.’ He paused for a moment. ‘It’s natural that you should be upset. Your parents are a long way away. You’ll be lonely when Brinsley’s gone. We could help each other, Kate. It’s lonely for me as well now that Beatrice has decided she must work in London. You’re losing a brother: I’ve already lost a sister. It’s ridiculous for one man to live alone with so many servants in a great mansion like Brinsley House. It would make me very happy if you’d agree to share it with me, Kate.’

Through the confusion of her anxiety Kate heard the words and – although not immediately – understood them. Appalled by her own weakness, she pulled herself away from Arthur and straightened her shoulders, steadying her body and her emotions at the same time.

‘I shouldn’t have allowed – I can’t – I’m sorry, Arthur.’

She seemed unable to communicate and could see that he did not understand what it was that she was failing to say, for his puzzled frown gave place immediately to a sympathetic smile.

‘I’ve chosen the wrong time to declare myself,’ he said understandingly. ‘How can I expect you to think of anyone but Brinsley at this moment? After he’s left we’ll talk again.’

‘Excuse me,’ said Kate. She knew that she was behaving badly in leaving him so abruptly but she could not bear to waste any more of the time which she might be spending with her brother. She hurried out of the banqueting hall and into the ballroom, arriving just as the waltz was ending.

‘Have you been called to go?’ she asked Brinsley.

‘Yes, but not till morning,’ he said reassuringly. ‘The others will want to push off now so that they can pick up their things and say goodbye to their families. But everything I need is here. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t dance till dawn. Don’t look so upset, Kate.’

‘But of course I’m upset!’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s only a few hours, isn’t it, since I said I felt like Cinderella. And now midnight’s struck, but it’s not my dress that disappearing. It’s –’She was too near to tears to go on.

‘It’s what?’

‘Everything.’ Her gesture took in the whole of her surroundings, the jungle ballroom and the exotic display of food in the banqueting hall. ‘You’re all going. And the ball is ending too soon. It’s as though the life we’ve known, everything about it, is coming to a close.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Brinsley. ‘Why do you think I’m going, if not to make sure that everything will be able to go on as before? And why should the ball stop, when we’re still here? Come on, Kate; keep your chin up. You’ve never let anything beat you before. Why don’t we show them all what we can do?’

He spoke to the leader of the orchestra and then smiled at his sister as he took her in his arms, allowing her a moment to steady not only her body but her feelings after such an uncharacteristic display of emotion. Then they moved smoothly together in a rhythm which was unfamiliar to many of the guests, for the tango was still a novelty in England. Doubtless some of the young debutantes present would have learned the new steps, but in their eyes Kate knew that she was an oddity, dull and over-serious. They would certainly not expect to see her giving what was almost an exhibition dance. It would be yet another joke on the part of a young man who allowed nothing to subdue his spirits.

It was an odd side-effect of their childhood in Jamaica that Kate and Brinsley both had a strongly developed sense of rhythm. Neither of their parents was musical, but the two children had almost unconsciously absorbed the music in the Jamaican air. When the members of the Hope Valley congregation sang Baptist hymns, they transformed them into something powerful and thrilling. As they worked, they sang other songs, fitting the rhythms to the tasks; and in the evenings they sang and danced in a different way – a way disturbing in its intensity. Both the young Lorimers had learned to feel the throbbing of nonexistent drums through the stresses of the singers and the movements of their bodies. The rhythm of the tango was as different from Jamaican music as Jamaican from English, but Kate and Brinsley found no difficulty in moving with a graceful precision which brought applause from the older guests.

For a moment after the music had stopped they stood close together. Neither of them had yet fallen in love, although Brinsley moved from one flirtation to another: their strongest emotional attachment was still to each other. Kate knew that this state of affairs could not survive for much longer, but for the moment she was bound by ties so tight that part of herself would go to France with her brother the next day. Even Brinsley, normally light-hearted to the point of frivolity, recognized this; and for a few seconds the gaiety of his smile faded into affectionate seriousness as he looked into her eyes.

‘You’re not to be frightened for me, Kate,’ he said. ‘I shall be all right. And it’s only for a little while. It will all be over by Christmas.’

It was the second time within an hour that Kate had heard that phrase. She tried to make herself believe it and, with rather more success, forced herself to smile back into her brother’s eyes.
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In time of war, nothing makes such a fierce frontal assault on the emotions as military music. The sound of the drums was at first hardly more than a vibration, an almost imperceptible disturbance of the air, but it was enough to catch the attention of the excited, shouting, jostling crowds on the departure platform of Waterloo Station. Within a few seconds the full diapason of a regimental band could be heard, its bright brassiness piercing the air and lifting the spirits. Margaret tried to control the excitement which the music induced in her. A feeling of elation affected not only the soldiers who were waiting to board the train but also the civilians who had come to see them off. Although she reminded herself that a mass emotion of this kind was dangerous, warping the judgement, she was not proof against the contagion of patriotic pride.

Louder even than the band itself now was the tramp of well-drilled feet, and Margaret felt her eyes pricking with tears – of admiration rather than sadness – as a battalion of guardsmen marched the length of the platform and came to a stamping halt beside the carriages reserved for them at the front of the train.

The civilians cheered them as they passed and the men in uniform – most of them, like Brinsley, volunteer members of the British Expeditionary Force – watched their immaculate professionalism with envy. Then the chatter of farewells was resumed.

Six members of Brinsley’s family had come to see him off. Alexa and Piers Glanville, Margaret and Robert and, of course, Kate, had all travelled with him from Blaize. Arthur had said his farewells there and had returned directly to Bristol; but his sister Beatrice had joined the party at the station.

In the years before the war, as it became clear that she would never marry, Beatrice had lived, as convention demanded of a spinster, in her brother’s Bristol mansion. Fretting at her uselessness, she had allowed her temper to grow as sharp as her features, and had become the least popular member of the Lorimer family. But since the third day of the war she had been working full time in the London office of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. Over a period of many years she had supported the movement in its efforts to win the vote for women, acting as its local secretary in Bristol. But now the organization had changed its immediate aim, and was assembling the staff and equipment of medical units to be sent to the front. Beatrice too had changed as she committed all her time to the cause instead of giving a few hours of voluntary work each week. Her resentment that she was still a spinster had been replaced by confidence in her own new-found efficiency and the knowledge that she was doing a worthwhile job. Almost overnight she had become friendlier and less prickly. Her absence from Brinsley’s birthday celebrations had not been because of her admitted dislike of Alexa, but on account of an urgent need to pack up a consignment of drugs for France. Margaret could tell that her eldest niece was genuinely glad of the opportunity to join the family party, and anxious to assure Brinsley of her affection and support.

At the moment, though, it appeared that it was with Margaret herself that Brinsley wished to speak. She felt his hand on her arm as he led her a little way from the others. The platform was crowded, but each family group was intent only on its own leave-taking. Surrounded by strangers, it was possible to speak freely.

There was no time for any preamble. Knowing that he would be leaving at any moment, Brinsley came abruptly to the point.

‘We’ll be off soon,’ he said. ‘Aunt Margaret, you’ll keep an eye on Kate for me, won’t you?’

‘I’ve never known a young woman better able to look after herself,’ said Margaret. ‘What foolishness do you anticipate?’

‘She’s turned down an offer of marriage from Arthur. I’m certainly not implying that’s foolish. Arthur seems to me to be a cold man.’ Brinsley laughed. ‘Kate thinks he has his eyes on part of Father’s estate as a marriage settlement.’

‘Then Kate is uncharitable. I agree that Arthur doesn’t appear likely to fall passionately in love with anyone, but he’s been fond of Kate since she arrived in England. It would fit his nature to choose someone he knows well for a wife, rather than a strange young woman. Anyway, we may agree that Kate has made the right decision.’

‘But for the right reason? She told me she’d be ashamed to devote herself to the comfort of one man when she should be using her skills to serve hundreds. I wouldn’t like her to end up as an old maid like Beatrice.’

‘One day she’ll be swept off her feet by a dashing young prince on a white charger and all her doubts will be forgotten. That’s not really what’s worrying you, is it, Brinsley?’

‘I don’t know what’s worrying me,’ he confessed. ‘But she’s planning something. She has that broody look. I’d like to feel that you’d discuss with her any ideas she may be considering.’

‘Well, of course,’ Margaret assured him. ‘You know very well that Kate is almost a daughter to me, just as you are another son. Look after yourself, Brinsley.’

It was a foolish remark to make to a young man on his way to a battlefield. For a few seconds Brinsley’s smile seemed a little less carefree than usual. As he kissed her goodbye, Margaret could feel the depth of his affection for her. He had never put it into words and he did not do so now, but it was true that for the past eight years their relationship had been almost that of mother and son. While she watched him make his farewells to Beatrice and Robert and Piers Glanville and Alexa, she felt a moment of sympathy for his mother, her dear friend Lydia, who had been deprived of so many years out of her elder children’s lives.

Whistles were blowing. Brinsley had saved his last embrace for Kate and for a moment brother and sister clung together as though they feared that they might never see each other again. But the prevailing atmosphere was one of excitement, not sadness. Brinsley leaped on to the train and reappeared almost at once to smile from a window. Everyone was waving now: the platform fluttered with handkerchieves. With a blast from the steam whistle the engine began to hiss and puff. Very slowly, so that Margaret and Kate found it possible for a few seconds to keep pace with Brinsley as he leaned from the window, the train began to move. There was a last-minute rush of repeated messages; hands were clasped and reluctantly released. The engine picked up speed and the band started to play again.

They played ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary’. The soldiers leaning from the train sang it lustily and as their voices faded the civilians on the platform took up the chorus. They sang it through a second time, and a third, still waving at the blank end of the guard’s van as it pulled away along the rails and curved out of sight.

The soldiers were not, of course, going to Tipperary but to Ypres. A dead weight of anti-climax stifled the excitement on the platform as the band ceased to play. The waving handkerchieves drooped and were put to a different use, dabbing at eyes unable any longer to smile. The little group of Lorimers lingered on the platform, reluctant to disperse – as though the parting need not be considered final until they as well as Brinsley had left the station. Even Margaret, who had taken time off from her hospital duties, could not bring herself to move at once. There was only one farewell which could have wrenched more cruelly at her heart – if it had been Robert, and not Brinsley, who had just been carried away. Sometimes she was frightened that such a moment might come; but then she reminded herself that Robert would not be twenty-one for another nine months, and surely the war would be over before then.

Even while she reassured herself, anxiety made her stretch out a hand to Robert for comfort. He took her hand, but failed to provide the comfort.

‘I want to go as well, mother,’ he said.

It was almost the first time in his life that Margaret had seen her mischievous, carrot-haired son looking so serious. She stared at him without at first understanding what he meant.

‘Go where?’

‘Into the army. The Royal Engineers. To go on with my engineering training but be of some use to the country at the same time.’

The shock was so great that Margaret still could not absorb it. She had prepared herself for the parting with Brinsley but Robert, surely, was only a boy. Lord Glanville came up to stand beside him.

‘Robert discussed this with me at Brinsley’s party,’ he said. ‘He wanted to be sure that you wouldn’t feel yourself alone while he was away. Naturally, I was able to promise that Alexa and I would always be at hand if you needed any kind of support.’

You mean, if Robert is killed, thought Margaret, but it was not a thought which could be put into words, though Robert and Piers must already have faced it. She had to struggle against a panic which closed her throat so that for a moment she was unable to speak.

‘Well, we must think about it,’ she said at last, trying to smile; but Robert’s serious expression did not change.

‘I went to the recruiting office this morning,’ he said. ‘It’s done.’

‘Robert, how could you! without even a word?’

‘How could I expect you to debate a decision like that and be forced in the end to say that you agree? It must be easier, surely, for you to accept that it’s settled.’

‘You’re not twenty-one yet,’ she protested. ‘I could –’ She checked herself. Whether or not Robert needed his mother’s permission to enlist – and she was not sure what the legal position was – he had made a man’s decision and she would never be able to treat him like a child again. They could discuss the decision, and if it proved that Margaret still had the power to annul it, she could try to persuade him to change his mind. What she could not do was simply to say No. She was forced to recognize that every mother must face the moment of realizing that her first-born has grown into an adult with a life of his own. But not many mothers were confronted in that moment with a choice which might be literally one of life or death. Was her whole life to consist of partings from the men she loved? Without making any pretence that she approved or even accepted his decision, she kissed Robert to reassure him of her love.

But the unexpectedness of his news had left her confused, almost dizzy. She heard her name called and turned so sharply that she staggered, needing Robert’s arm to steady her.

Kate, who must have left the family group while Robert was breaking his news, was running down the platform towards them, her eyes wide with shock. Margaret held her breath and waited to hear what new horrors this day held in store.
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Kate had left the family group as Brinsley’s train finally disappeared from sight, in order that no one should see how close she was to tears. Sniffling vigorously and rubbing her eyes, she was not at first conscious of her surroundings. When at last she had brought her feelings more or less under control, she was surprised to see a row of ambulances drawing up in the station forecourt. To take her mind off Brinsley she forced herself to be curious and followed the men who hurried from each vehicle as it came to a halt. They led her to the platform furthest from that on which the band had been playing.

The platform was covered with stretchers, and more were still being unloaded from an ambulance train which must have arrived unobtrusively while everyone’s attention was on the departing troop train. Kate stared unbelievingly at the rows of men who lay, too weak or too shell-shocked to move, with grey faces and sunken eyes which stared unblinkingly from black sockets. She began to move amongst them, asking questions and occasionally lifting a blanket to inspect the wound it covered. Then, horrified, she ran as fast as she could to find Margaret.

‘Come and see here, Aunt Margaret.’ She seized her aunt’s hand and tugged her towards the other platform while the rest of the family, startled, followed more slowly. For a moment the two women, both doctors, stood side by side, taking in the scene in silence. Then Kate led Margaret over to one of the wounded men with whom she had spoken a little earlier.

‘Look at this,’ she said quietly to Margaret. She raised the blanket which covered his leg. He was still wearing the khaki trousers of his uniform, covered in mud, and his blood-stained puttees: only the boot had been cut away. ‘It’s five days since he was wounded. I asked him. Five days to bring him from the front line to here with only a field dressing. Just look!’

Even in her state of horror Kate had enough tact not to describe what she had recognized. Perhaps the man had not yet realized that he would have to lose a leg. Margaret, staring at the slimy bandage and blackened, gangrenous toes, would not need to be told.

‘Where are you taking them?’ Margaret asked one of the ambulance men.

‘Thirty to Charing Cross Hospital,’ he said. ‘The rest’ll wait here till we find out where there’s room.’

The rest of the party came up to join the two women and Kate repeated her indignant reaction to Lord Glanville. But Margaret gestured them to move away from the stretcher area so that they could talk without being overheard.

‘The hospitals must be cleared to make room,’ she said. ‘I shall go back at once and stop admissions to my gynaecological ward. Given efficient transport, my patients can perfectly well be cared for in the country. These men need surgeons and skilled nurses, and they need them at once. All the London teaching hospitals ought to make all their beds available to these emergency cases while the crisis lasts.’

Kate, who had only recently qualified as a doctor, had none of her aunt’s power to take decisions like this. While the members of the older generation discussed what should be done, she stood back in silence.

Margaret had spoken with the authority of a professional woman and Lord Glanville, even more accustomed to taking decisions at a high level, was considering the situation with equal gravity. Kate knew that he had been personally responsible, fifteen years earlier, for persuading Margaret to leave her country practice and supervise the women students of the hospital of which he was a benefactor and governor. So although he had no medical experience, he was familiar with hospital administration.

‘These men are surgical cases, I take it,’ he said to Margaret. ‘They’ll need operations without delay and surgical nursing for some time afterwards – and then what? A less intensive standard of nursing for what could be a considerable period while their wounds heal?’

‘If they’re lucky, yes,’ said Margaret. ‘If they arrive at the operating theatre in time.’

‘And during this healing period they’ll be occupying beds which may be needed by the next trainload of wounded, and the next.’

‘But this can’t go on indefinitely!’ exclaimed Alexa – though like her husband she kept her voice low. ‘Obviously there has been a major battle. Something must have been decided by it. And I understood from the newspapers that the war is almost over, that we are on the point of victory.’

‘The newspapers are telling us what we hope to hear,’ said Piers. ‘It was true a few weeks ago that the Germans were in retreat. But when they became too tired to retreat any further they dug trenches to protect themselves for a breathing space and found – as each of the men on this platform has found – that a row of concealed machine guns can be remarkably effective in keeping an army at bay. I suspect that there will be many more injuries of this kind. It seems to me a matter of some urgency that the surgical wards in London should be kept available for acute cases; and that means that convalescent soldiers must be moved out as fast as emergencies move in. No doubt the hospitals are making their own plans. What I have in mind is a specific proposal.’ He turned towards Alexa. ‘Your opera house at Blaize is not due to open for its next season until the summer,’ he suggested. ‘It would not take too much reorganization to convert it into a long ward for men who require rest and some care, but not the most skilled nursing. There would be room in the main house for the doctors and nurses to stay. It must be your decision, of course. What do you think?’

‘But rehearsals are due to start –’ Alexa’s first reaction was a selfish one. Before she could express even a single objection, however, her gaze returned to the rows of stretchers and the men who lay on them, too weak even to groan. She put a hand apologetically on her husband’s arm. ‘You’re quite right, Piers,’ she said. ‘How ought we to arrange it? We should need medical advice if the conversion is to be efficient.’

‘The best plan would be to attach Blaize to one of the London hospitals as its country branch,’ suggested Margaret.

‘And since I’m already a governor of yours, there’s no need to waste any time in choosing between them all,’ said Piers. ‘I hope you won’t mind if I put forward your name, Margaret, to be medical administrator of the country branch, since we shall all have to live and work together so closely.’ He thought for a moment. ‘I’ll take Alexa back to Park Lane now and then come straight to the hospital to see what arrangements can be made.’

‘It’s too late!’ Kate cried, watching as Piers and Alexa hurried off. Robert went with them, perhaps still fearing an emotional outburst from his mother if he stayed. But it seemed that Margaret had for the moment succeeded in pushing her personal distress to the back of her mind.

‘Too late for these men, perhaps,’ she agreed. ‘But Piers’s plan will help others. And all his colleagues in the House of Lords have large country houses. If a first experimental scheme can be seen to work successfully –’

‘I don’t mean that,’ interrupted Kate. ‘I mean that it will be too late for the next batch of wounded as well as for these if they are always to be sent back to England. How many lives are being lost by this kind of delay, do you think? The men should be treated as soon as they are wounded; and that means within a short distance of the battlefield.’

‘Well, obviously there must be dressing stations and field hospitals,’ Margaret began; but again Kate interrupted her.

‘And obviously there are not enough. Or else they are not adequately equipped. Or else there are not enough doctors. Aunt Margaret, I must go to France as well.’

‘You may think you see a need, Kate.’ Beatrice – Arthur’s elder sister – had taken no part in the earlier conversation and she spoke now with the the cold edge of sarcasm which came naturally to her voice. But Kate could tell that she had been as deeply affected as any of the others by the contrast between the strong young men who had set off from Waterloo that morning and the broken bodies of those who had returned. ‘I can promise you, though, that the War Office will not think any emergency great enough to warrant the recruitment of women doctors. In the suffragists’ office we have fought this battle twice and lost on each occasion. Since the generals are finding the Germans more difficult to defeat than they had expected, they console themselves by putting women to rout instead.’

‘What’s happened, then?’ demanded Kate.

‘The French have accepted us. Dr Louisa Garrett Anderson and Dr Flora Murray are already in France. They are the leaders of a Women’s Hospital Corps which has been entirely paid for by private subscription. And the Scottish Federation has raised enough funds to equip two complete units. The first of them will be leaving for France within the next two weeks, if all goes well.’

‘I want to go with it,’ said Kate. She was overwhelmed by the strength of her need to become involved.

‘It’s fully staffed.’ Beatrice spoke with a firmness as great as her cousin’s. But her brusque comment did not prevent her from looking thoughtfully at Kate as though to estimate how far she had spoken only out of impulse. ‘But there’s still a vacancy in the second unit. We expect that to be ready in January.’

‘Will you accept me?’

‘You haven’t had much experience yet,’ Beatrice pointed out. ‘But it’s not for me to say yes or no. The surgeon who’ll be in charge of the unit has already been appointed. You’d have to convince her that you could make yourself useful. I’m expecting her to call at the office this afternoon with the list of equipment she wants me to provide. If you’d like to come at two o’clock –’

‘I’ll be there,’ said Kate. ‘Thank you, Beatrice.’

The change in Beatrice did not go so far as to make her smile easily. She nodded as Kate in acceptance of the arrangement and advanced her lips towards Margaret’s cheek without actually touching it. Then, businesslike and matter of fact, she strode away.

‘Don’t rush into a decision like this, Kate,’ Margaret said, putting a hand on her niece’s arm as though that would be enough to hold her back. ‘It’s too important to be settled all in a minute. And I promised Brinsley I’d look after you. He’s fighting in order that the people he loves shall be safe. He wouldn’t want you to put yourself in such danger. Besides, you’ve seen for yourself how great is the need for doctors here.’

‘One doctor in France could save the work of ten in London,’ Kate argued. ‘Suppose Brinsley were to be wounded, Aunt Margaret. One of the men I spoke to had lain for three days at Boulogne waiting for a ship. No one even changed his dressings. Could you bear to think of something like that happening to Brinsley when I might be able to prevent it? Or if not for him, for some of the others like him.’ She saw Margaret shiver and guessed that her aunt was imagining not Brinsley, but Robert lying on a stretcher in a railway shed. ‘When you know, absolutely know, that something is the right thing to do, no amount of thinking about it is going to change the rightness. It isn’t exactly that I want to go, Aunt Margaret. I don’t see it as Brinsley does, as a kind of adventure. But the need is there. I have to go. There’s no choice.’

‘I’m frightened, Kate,’ said Margaret. ‘It’s only a few hours since we were all dancing at Blaize. And now the place is to be filled with wounded men and Brinsley has gone and you and Robert will follow him. Where is it all going to end?’

‘God knows. Do you think the Germans are as convinced that God is on their side as we are that he’s on ours?’

She tried to make the question sound light-hearted, almost a joke, but in her heart she too was frightened. Everyone in the family – everyone in England – was having to make plans for an emergency which stretched into an indefinite and unpredictable future. Only one thing must be reckoned as certain. The war would not, after all, be over by Christmas.
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Two days after her interview in Beatrice’s office, Kate learned that her offer to serve as one of the two doctors in the next women’s medical unit had been accepted. Perhaps her cousin, knowing her to be hard-working and conscientious, had recommended her, or perhaps she owed her success to her youth and strength and energy. Certainly Kate herself was as well aware as anyone else that although she was fully qualified she had not had a great deal of unsupervised experience of dealing with emergencies – and in work of this kind, most of the casualties brought to her were likely to be emergencies.

Since it would be ten weeks before the unit was ready to leave, she took steps to improve her usefulness by volunteering for temporary hospital work. Doctors and surgeons were working round the clock to accept the flood of wounded soldiers sent back from France, and Kate was welcomed as a member of a team which inspected each man as he arrived, supervised the cleaning of wounds, made a detailed observation of the damage, performed the more straightforward operations or those which were necessary to prepare for major surgery, and kept a close watch for a few days afterwards to guard against complications. She worked four twelve-hour duties each week, and this allowed her the opportunity also to play her part in the upheaval which was taking place at Blaize.

On her first visit she found Margaret already installed there. Lord Glanville had wasted no time in making his property available and pressing both the hospital governors and the army to accept his sister-in-law as its commandant. Alexa had cleared a corner room in the east wing to act as an office, and by the time Kate arrived, it had already taken on the appearance of an operations room at the front line. Plans of the various buildings on the estate were pinned to the wall and every piece of furniture was covered with papers listing equipment required or actions to be taken. Kate had already learned from Lord Glanville that Robert had had to report for training within two days of volunteering. The leisurely process which had carried Brinsley to the front was a thing of the past, and it did not require very much sensitivity to recognize the worry behind Margaret’s frown of concentration.

Kate found it curious to walk through the house which she knew so well from holiday visits and to consider its amenities now in such a different light.

‘The family will keep the whole of the west wing.’ Margaret told her. ‘That’s where the nursery suite is, and we don’t want to disturb Frisca and little Pirry. Most of the east wing will be made available for the medical staff. That means Alexa loses her drawing room and morning room, I’m afraid. They’re going to use the library as a drawing room instead. As for the Tudor part of the house, there are problems in converting it. We’ve had a surveyor in to look at the long gallery up at the top. It’s the perfect shape and size for a ward, but apparently the floor wouldn’t take the weight. There would be trouble with stretchers on the stairs as well. The ballroom is more promising, and reasonably straightforward because it’s empty. The decisions still to be made are about the opera house.’

They walked together through the wood. The path down towards the river was not too steep, but rain the previous night had left it muddy and slippery. Lifting her skirt to keep the hem clean, Kate paused to look back.

‘Do you expect to transfer any of the patients from the theatre to the house?’ she asked. ‘It may not be an easy journey. And if doctors are coming and going all day, the mud will get much worse.’

Margaret nodded and made a note in the notebook which was tied by string to her belt.

‘So we shall need a path with a firm surface and a gentler slope,’ she agreed. ‘Gradual enough to push a wheelchair up, in fact. Now then, give me your ideas on this.’

They had arrived at a very long brick building, older even than the house. Once upon a time it had been a tithe barn, built right on the bank of the Thames so that tenants of the Glanville estate could bring that part of their harvest which they owed to the church to a convenient place of storage – especially convenient in view of the fact that the Glanvilles had the patronage of the living, and could usually find a member of the family to accept it. During the last century, though, the tithe barn had been allowed to fall into disuse and decay, and only in the past few years, since Lord Glanville’s marriage to Alexa, had it been repaired and converted to an opera house.

Even Kate, who was so strongly aware of the need, felt a moment’s sadness to see the building which had been Alexa’s pride stripped so unceremoniously of its trappings. Already the seats had been taken out, and at this very moment workmen were taking up the raked floor. There would be no need for any of the hospital beds to have a better view of the stage than the rest.

At this moment, however, the stage proved to be in use. A little girl in a white dress was dancing to music which issued from the huge horn of a gramophone. So intently was she concentrating on her energetic but graceful movements, that she did not notice the two new arrivals. This was Frisca, Alexa’s daughter, made fatherless even before she was born by an earthquake in San Francisco and adopted by Lord Glanville when he married her mother.

The record came to an end and Frisca curtsied to the workmen before running to wind the machine up again.

‘You ought not to be here, Frisca,’ said Margaret, stepping on to the stage. ‘You’re distracting the men.’

‘They like it.’ Frisca pirouetted as she spoke. Her dimpled smile was infectious. It was impossible to feel gloomy in Frisca’s presence – and equally impossible to be strict. Everyone knew that the seven-year-old, angelically blonde, was spoiled, but no one could bring himself to be the brute who would dim the radiance in those wide blue eyes. Kate watched with amusement as Margaret did her best to be severe.

‘Yes, I’m sure they like it, but they should be getting on with their work instead of watching you. Off you go.’

Frisca’s pretty face clouded. ‘Everywhere I go today people tell me to go somewhere else. All the rooms are different and everyone’s busy and I can’t do anything I want to.’

‘You should be in the schoolroom, surely,’ suggested Kate.

‘Miss Brampton’s saying goodbye to her cousin. He’s going to be a soldier like Robert, and she’s been crying all morning. She gave me some sweets to keep out of the way for half an hour.’

‘By the time you get back to the house, the half-hour will be up. Run along.’

Pouting, the little girl made her way off the stage and out of the theatre, dawdling at first but unable to restrain herself from skipping happily before she was out of sight. Kate continued to smile.

‘I’ve never seen such a child for dancing,’ she said. ‘One of these days I’m sure she’s going to become as famous as her mother – but as a prima ballerina, not a prima donna. Now then, tell me what you’re going to do with all this.’

There were so many details to be discussed and so many decisions to be made that Kate was filled with admiration for her aunt’s appreciation of each problem and the firmness with which she made up her mind. They discussed catering, and accommodation for nurses. They considered how the actors’ dressing rooms could best be used, and whether there was a need for an operating theatre.

On this last point the two women held different views.

‘We can hardly hope to equip Blaize as a complete hospital,’ Margaret pointed out. ‘I see it only as a place for recuperation and convalescence. Surely it would be a mistake to attempt anything more ambitious. We’ve set ourselves a limited objective: to free other beds and services for the men in most urgent need by accepting those who need only time and care for their recovery.’

‘I know that was what Uncle Piers suggested,’ Kate agreed. ‘But when I came off duty this morning the corridors of the hospital were lined with beds. These were the men who had been moved out of the acute wards, and these are the cases who will be sent to a place like Blaize if the present rate of casualties continues. They’ve had their main operations, certainly. But there’s gas gangrene in almost every wound. At a guess, I would think that one in ten may need further surgery. I agree that those cases ought not to be sent here. But I suspect very strongly that in fact they will arrive.’

Margaret’s face paled, and Kate guessed that she was thinking about Robert. She continued to talk quickly, forcing her aunt to concentrate on the matter in hand. more notes were taken, more measurements made. It was a relief, back at the house, to see the calmness with which Lord Glanville accepted the day’s new sheets of requirements. He had made himself responsible for obtaining everything Margaret wanted, whether it was equipment such as beds and blankets or labour for the necessary tasks of conversion. His authority, and his many friends in the world of affairs, cut through the red tape of War Office inefficiency and smoothed away difficulties which would have been daunting to a mere doctor. Kate watched and admired.

For eight weeks she lived a double life. Her work in London would once have been considered full time, but she travelled regularly to the country to undertake what was in effect a second week’s work. At first it was only administrative: but even before Blaize could be considered ready to receive its first patients, the ambulances began to arrive, and Kate took turns with Margaret in assisting the hard-pressed admissions doctor. There were times when she could have wept with tiredness, times when she would have paid any price for a full night’s sleep. But the survivors of the Battle of Ypres lay in such stoical silence as they waited their turn for attention that Kate found it impossible to turn away as long as there was still work to be done. She had never been a frivolous young woman, but these first months of her working life matured her with remarkable speed. She never ceased to be appalled by the injuries she saw, but with every day that passed she was able to deal with them more competently.

When Christmas came she allowed herself a single day of rest. By now Margaret had closed her London home and it was tacitly accepted that Blaize would be the family centre for as long as the war lasted.

Already, though, the family was scattering. Brinsley was still in France and Robert too had left for the front. Even to Kate it seemed that his period of training had been very short, and she could see the same anxiety in Margaret’s unhappy eyes. But he had assured his mother that his role would be to lay the tracks of light railways for the movement of supplies, and this would be done behind the line. Kate could feel no such consolation when she thought about Brinsley.

So it was a small and not very merry group of people who assembled in the library at Blaize to celebrate Christmas – the Christmas which had once been expected to mark a return to peace. Nor were Kate’s spirits raised by a piece of news which came from Beatrice. A date had been fixed – two weeks ahead – on which the second women’s unit would leave England. But it was not going to France.

Kate knew that there had been great difficulties in getting women doctors admitted to the war zones. The British War Office had remained adamant in its refusal to accept the offer of skilled workers and modern equipment, while the French had proved unable to use the first unit to good advantage. All the same, it was a specific desire to help British soldiers on the Western Front which had prompted Kate to volunteer. It was with dismay that she learned that her unit would be going to Serbia.

Six months earlier she would not even have known where Serbia was. Even now she found it difficult to care greatly about the fervent nationalists whose hatred of Austria had started the war. She sat in silence for a little while, wondering whether to withdraw her application. No one could say that the work she was doing in England was not a valuable contribution to the war effort.

Lord Glanville noticed her silence and guessed at its cause, although Kate was ashamed to admit that her own form of nationalism was making her reluctant to care for anyone but her own fellow-countrymen. It had always been a joke in the family that the Glanville library contained every book, on however unexpected a subject, that anyone could need. Now its owner not only produced a map, but proved himself to be the unlikely owner of a Serbo-Croat dictionary, brought back to England by an ancestor whose Grand Tour had once taken in Diocletian’s palace. Kate accepted the gift without enthusiasm and continued to consider her future.

But there was no real choice. It would be disgraceful to withdraw from her commitment so late in the day, leaving Beatrice less than a fortnight to find a substitute. And certainly if she did withdraw, she would never be offered a place in any other unit and so would lose her only chance of working in a front-line hospital. It was not so long since she had been convinced that it was there, in the places where men were actually being wounded, that she could be most useful, and that conviction had not changed. Perhaps after a little while she would be allowed to transfer to a different theatre of war. But soldiers could not choose where they would serve. Why should she expect different treatment for herself?

Kate allowed herself one long sigh of disappointment and resignation. Then, as the others looked at her in curious sympathy, she forced herself to smile. After only a few seconds the smile ceased to be a pretence as the warmth of her feelings for her family made themselves felt. When she had so little time left in England, she must fill every moment with happiness. Who could tell, after all, when she would be able to spend Christmas at Blaize again?
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