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To my wife, Emma,
without whom
nothing in my life
would be quite possible.
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Dancing into Battle
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The past, as we have been told so many times, is a foreign country where things are done differently. This may be true – indeed it patently is true when it comes to morals or customs, the role of women, aristocratic government and a million other elements of our daily lives. But there are similarities, too. Ambition, envy, rage, greed, kindness, selflessness and, above all, love have always been as powerful in motivating choices as they are today. This is a story of people who lived two centuries ago, and yet much of what they desired, much of what they resented and the passions raging in their hearts were only too like the dramas being played out in our own ways, in our own time …

It did not look like a city on the brink of war; still less like the capital of a country that had been torn from one kingdom and annexed by another barely three months before. Brussels in June 1815 could have been en fête, with busy, colourful stalls in the markets and brightly painted, open carriages bowling down the wide thoroughfares, ferrying their cargoes of great ladies and their daughters to pressing social engagements. No one would have guessed that the Emperor Napoleon was on the march and might encamp by the edge of the town at any moment.

None of which was of much interest to Sophia Trenchard as she pushed through the crowds in a determined manner which rather belied her eighteen years. Like any well brought-up young woman, especially in an alien land, she was accompanied by her maid, Jane Croft, who, at twenty-two, was four years older than her mistress. Although if either of them could be said to be protecting the other from a bruising encounter with a fellow pedestrian, it would be Sophia, who looked ready for anything. She was pretty, very pretty even, in that classic blonde, blue-eyed English way, but the cut-glass set of her mouth made it clear that this particular girl would not need Mama’s permission to embark on an adventure. ‘Do hurry, or he’ll have left for luncheon and our journey will have been wasted.’ She was at that period of her life which almost everyone must pass through, when childhood is done with and a faux maturity, untrammelled by experience, gives one a sense that anything is possible until the arrival of real adulthood proves conclusively that it is not.

‘I’m going as fast as I can, miss’ murmured Jane, and, as if to prove her words, a hurrying Hussar pushed her backwards without even pausing to learn if she was hurt. ‘It’s like a battleground, here.’ Jane was not a beauty, like her young mistress, but she had a spirited face, strong and ruddy, if more suited to country lanes than city streets.

She was quite determined in her way, and her young mistress liked her for it. ‘Don’t be so feeble.’ Sophia had almost reached her destination, turning off the main street into a yard that might once have been a cattle market but which had now been commandeered by the army for what looked like a supply depot. Large carts unloaded cases and sacks and crates which were being carried to surrounding warehouses, and there seemed to be a constant stream of officers from every regiment, conferring and sometimes quarrelling as they moved around in groups. The arrival of a striking young woman and her maid naturally attracted some attention and the conversation, for a moment, was quelled and almost ceased. ‘Please don’t trouble yourselves,’ said Sophia, looking around calmly. ‘I’m here to see my father, Mr Trenchard.’

A young man stepped forward. ‘Do you know the way, Miss Trenchard?’

‘I do. Thank you.’ She walked towards a slightly more important-looking entrance to the main building and, followed by the trembling Jane, she climbed the stairs to the first floor. Here she found more officers apparently waiting to be admitted, but this was a discipline to which Sophia was not prepared to submit. She pushed open the door. ‘You stay here,’ she said. Jane dropped back, rather enjoying the curiosity of the men.

The room Sophia entered was a large one, light and commodious, with a handsome desk in smooth mahogany and other furniture in keeping with the style, but it was the setting for commerce rather than Society, a place of work not play. In one corner, a portly man in his early forties was lecturing a brilliantly uniformed officer. ‘Who the devil is come to interrupt me!’ He spun round, but at the sight of his daughter his mood changed and an endearing smile lit up his angry red face. ‘Well?’ he said. But she looked at the officer. Her father nodded. ‘Captain Cooper, you must excuse me.’

‘That’s all very well, Trenchard –’

‘Trenchard?’

‘Mr Trenchard. But we must have the flour by tonight. My commanding officer made me promise not to return without it.’

‘And I promise to do my level best, Captain.’ The officer was clearly irritated but he was obliged to accept this, since he was not going to get anything better. With a nod he retired and the father was alone with his girl. ‘Have you got it?’ His excitement was palpable. There was something charming in his enthusiasm: this plump, balding master of business who was suddenly as excited as a child on Christmas Eve.

Very slowly, squeezing the last drop out of the moment, Sophia opened her reticule and carefully removed some squares of white pasteboard. ‘I have three,’ she said, savouring her triumph, ‘one for you, one for Mama and one for me.’

He almost tore them from her hand. If he had been without food and water for a month, he could not have been more anxious. The copperplate printing was simple and elegant.
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He stared at the card. ‘I suppose Lord Bellasis will be dining there?’

‘She is his aunt.’

‘Of course.’

‘There won’t be a dinner. Not a proper one. Just the family and a few people who are staying with them.’

‘They always say there’s no dinner, but there usually is.’

‘You didn’t expect to be asked?’

He’d dreamed but he didn’t expect it. ‘No, no. I am content.’

‘Edmund says there’s to be a supper sometime after midnight.’

‘Don’t call him Edmund to anyone but me.’ Still, his mood was gleeful again, his momentary disappointment already swept aside by the thought of what lay in store for them. ‘You must go back to your mother. She’ll need every minute to prepare.’

Sophia was too young and too full of unearned confidence to be quite aware of the enormity of what she had achieved. Besides which, she was more practical in these things than her star-struck Papa. ‘It’s too late to have anything made.’

‘But not too late to have things brought up to standard.’

‘She won’t want to go.’

‘She will, because she must.’

Sophia started towards the door, but then another thought struck her. ‘When shall we tell her?’ she said, staring at her father. He was caught out by the question and started to fiddle with the gold fobs on his watch chain. It was an odd moment. Things were just as they had been a moment before, and yet somehow the tone and substance had changed. It would have been clear to any outside observer that the subject they were discussing was suddenly more serious than the choice of clothes for the Duchess’s ball.

Trenchard was very definite in his response. ‘Not yet. It must all be properly managed. We should take our lead from him. Now go. And send that blithering idiot back in.’ His daughter did as she was told and slipped out of the room, but James Trenchard was still curiously preoccupied in her absence. There was shouting from the street below, and he wandered over to the window to look down on an officer and a trader arguing.

Then the door opened and Captain Cooper entered. Trenchard nodded to him. It was time for business as usual.

Sophia was right. Her mother did not want to go to the ball. ‘We’ve only been asked because somebody’s let her down.’

‘What difference does that make?’

‘It’s so silly.’ Mrs Trenchard shook her head. ‘We won’t know a soul there.’

‘Papa will know people.’

There were times when Anne Trenchard was irritated by her children. They knew little of life, for all their condescension. They had been spoiled from childhood, indulged by their father, until they both took their good fortune for granted and scarcely gave it a thought. They knew nothing of the journey their parents had made to reach their present position, while their mother remembered every tiny, stone-strewn step. ‘He will know some officers who come to his place of work to give him orders. They, in their turn, will be astonished to find they are sharing a ballroom with the man who supplies their men with bread and ale.’

‘I hope you won’t talk like this to Lord Bellasis.’

Mrs Trenchard’s face softened slightly. ‘My dear,’ she took her daughter’s hand in hers. ‘Beware of castles in the air.’

Sophia snatched her fingers back. ‘Of course you won’t believe him capable of honourable intentions.’

‘On the contrary, I am sure Lord Bellasis is an honourable man. He is certainly a very pleasant one.’

‘Well, then.’

‘But he is the eldest son of an earl, my child, with all the responsibilities such a position entails. He cannot choose his wife only to suit his heart. I am not angry. You’re both young and good-looking, and you have enjoyed a little flirtation that has harmed neither of you. So far.’ Her emphasis on the last two words was a clear indication of where she was headed. ‘But it must end before there is any damaging talk, Sophia, or you will be the one to suffer, not he.’

‘And it doesn’t tell you anything? That he has secured us invitations to his aunt’s ball?’

‘It tells me that you are a lovely girl and he wishes to please you. He could not have managed such a thing in London, but in Brussels everything is coloured by war and so the normal rules do not apply.’

This last irritated Sophia more than ever. ‘You mean that by the normal rules we are not acceptable as company for the Duchess’s friends?’

Mrs Trenchard was, in her way, quite as strong as her daughter. ‘That is exactly what I mean, and you know it to be true.’

‘Papa would not agree.’

‘Your father has successfully travelled a long way, longer than most people could even imagine, and so he does not see the natural barriers that will prevent him going much further. Be content with who we are. Your father has done very well in the world. It is something for you to be proud of.’

The door opened and Mrs Trenchard’s maid came in, carrying a dress for the evening. ‘Am I too early, ma’am?’

‘No, no, Ellis. Come in. We were finished, weren’t we?’

‘If you say so, Mama.’ Sophia left the room, but the set of her chin did not mark her out as one of the vanquished.

It was obvious from the way that Ellis went about her duties in pointed silence that she was burning with curiosity as to what the row had been about, but Anne let her dangle for a few minutes before she spoke, waiting while Ellis unfastened her afternoon dress, allowing her to slip it away from her shoulders.

‘We have been invited to the Duchess of Richmond’s ball on the fifteenth.’

‘Never!’ Mary Ellis was usually more than adept at keeping her feelings concealed, but this amazing information had caught her off guard. She recovered quickly. ‘That is to say, we should make a decision on your gown, ma’am. I’ll need time to prepare it, if it’s to be just so.’

‘What about the dark blue silk? It hasn’t been out too much this season. Maybe you could find some black lace for the neck and sleeves to give it a bit of a lift.’ Anne Trenchard was a practical woman but not entirely devoid of vanity. She had maintained her figure, and with her neat profile and auburn hair she could certainly be called handsome. She just did not let her awareness of it make her a fool.

Ellis knelt to hold open a straw-coloured taffeta evening dress for her mistress to step into. ‘And jewels, ma’am?’

‘I hadn’t really thought. I’ll wear what I’ve got, I suppose.’ She turned to allow the maid to start fastening the frock with gilded pins down the back. She had been firm with Sophia, but she didn’t regret it. Sophia lived in a dream, like her father, and dreams could get a person into trouble if they were not careful. Almost in spite of herself, Anne smiled. She’d said that James had come a long way, but sometimes she doubted that even Sophia knew quite how far.

‘I expect Lord Bellasis arranged the tickets for the ball?’ Ellis glanced up from her position at Anne Trenchard’s feet, changing her mistress’s slippers.

She could see at once that the question had annoyed Mrs Trenchard. Why should a maid wonder aloud at how they had been included on such an Olympian guest list? Or why they were invited to anything, for that matter. She chose not to answer and ignored the question. But it made her ponder the strangeness of their lives in Brussels, and how things had altered for them since James had caught the eye of the great Duke of Wellington. It was true that no matter the shortages, whatever the ferocity of the fighting, however the countryside had been laid bare, James could always conjure up supplies from somewhere. The Duke called him ‘the Magician’, and so he was, or seemed to be. But his success had only fanned his overweening ambition to scale the unscalable heights of Society, and his social climbing was getting worse. James Trenchard, son of a market trader, whom Anne’s own father had forbidden her to marry, thought it the most natural thing in the world that they should be entertained by a duchess. She would have called his ambitions ridiculous, except that they had the uncanny habit of coming true.

Anne was much better educated than her husband – as the daughter of a schoolteacher she was bound to be – and when they met, she was a catch dizzyingly high above him, but she knew well enough that he had far outpaced her now. Indeed, she had begun to wonder how much further she could hope to keep up with his fantastical ascent; or, when the children were grown, should she retire to a simple country cottage and leave him to battle his way up the mountain alone? Ellis was naturally aware that her mistress’s silence meant she had spoken out of turn. She thought about saying something flattering to work her way back in, but then decided to remain quiet and let the storm blow itself out.

The door opened and James looked round it. ‘She’s told you, then? He’s done it.’

Anne glanced at her maid. ‘Thank you, Ellis. If you could come back in a little while.’

Ellis retreated. James could not resist a smile. ‘You tell me off for having ideas above my station, yet the way you dismiss your maid puts me in mind of the Duchess herself.’

Anne bristled. ‘I hope not.’

‘Why? What have you got against her?’

‘I have nothing against her, for the simple reason that I do not know her and nor do you.’ Anne was keen to inject a note of reality into this absurd and dangerous nonsense. ‘Which is why we should not allow ourselves to be foisted on the wretched woman, taking up places in her crowded ballroom which would more properly have been given to her own acquaintance.’

But James was too excited to be talked down. ‘You don’t mean that?’

‘I do, but I know you won’t listen.’

She was right. She could not hope to dampen his joy. ‘What a chance it is, Annie. You know the Duke will be there? Two dukes, for that matter. My commander and our hostess’s husband.’

‘I suppose.’

‘And reigning princes, too.’ He stopped, full to bursting with the excitement of it all. ‘James Trenchard, who started at a stall in Covent Garden, must get himself ready to dance with a princess.’

‘You will not ask any of them to dance. You would only embarrass us both.’

‘We’ll see.’

‘I mean it. It’s bad enough that you encourage Sophia.’

James frowned. ‘You don’t believe it, but the boy is sincere. I’m sure of it.’

Anne shook her head impatiently. ‘You are nothing of the sort. Lord Bellasis may even think he’s sincere, but he’s out of her reach. He is not his own master, and nothing proper can come of it.’

There was a rattle in the streets and she went to investigate. The windows of her bedroom overlooked a wide and busy thoroughfare. Below, some soldiers in scarlet uniforms, the sun bouncing off their gold braid, were marching past. How strange, she thought, with evidence of imminent fighting all around, that we should be discussing a ball.

‘I don’t know as much.’ James would not give up his fancies easily.

Anne turned back towards the room. Her husband had assumed an expression like a cornered four-year-old. ‘Well, I do. And if she comes to any harm through this nonsense, I will hold you personally responsible.’

‘Very well.’

‘As for blackmailing the poor young man into begging his aunt for invitations, it is all so unspeakably humiliating.’

James had had enough. ‘You won’t spoil it. I won’t allow you to.’

‘I don’t need to spoil it. It will spoil itself.’

That was the end. He stormed off to change for dinner and she rang the bell for Ellis’s return.

Anne was unhappy with herself. She did not like to quarrel, and yet there was something about the whole episode she felt undermined by. She liked her life. They were rich now, successful, sought after in the trading community of London, and yet James insisted on wrecking things by always wanting more. She must be pushed into an endless series of rooms where they were not liked or appreciated. She would be forced to make conversation with men and women who secretly – or not so secretly – despised them. And all of this when, if James would only allow it, they could have lived in an atmosphere of comfort and respect. But even as she thought these things, she knew she couldn’t stop her husband. No one could. That was the nature of the man.

So much has been written about the Duchess of Richmond’s ball over the years that it has assumed the splendour and majesty of the coronation pageant of a mediaeval queen. It has figured in every type of fiction, and each visual representation of the evening has been grander than the one that went before. Henry O’Neill’s painting of 1868 has the ball taking place in a vast and crowded palace, lined with huge marble columns, packed with seemingly hundreds of guests weeping in sorrow and terror and looking more glamorous than a chorus line at Drury Lane. Like so many iconic moments of history, the reality was quite different.

The Richmonds had arrived in Brussels partly as a cost-cutting exercise, to keep living expenses down by spending a few years abroad, and partly as a show of solidarity with their great friend the Duke of Wellington, who had made his headquarters there. Richmond himself, a former soldier, was to be given the task of organising the defence of Brussels, should the worst happen and the enemy invade. He accepted. He knew the work would largely be administrative, but it was a job that needed to be done and it would give him the satisfaction of feeling that he was part of the war effort and not simply an idle onlooker. As he knew well enough, there were plenty of those in the city.

The palaces of Brussels were in limited supply and most were already spoken for, and so finally they settled on a house formerly occupied by a fashionable coachbuilder. It was on the Rue de la Blanchisserie, literally ‘the street of the laundry’, causing Wellington to christen the Richmonds’ new home the Wash House, a joke the Duchess enjoyed rather less than her husband. What we would call the coachbuilder’s showroom was a large, barn-like structure to the left of the front door, reached through a small office where customers had once discussed upholstery and other optional extras but which the memoirs of the Richmonds’ third daughter, Lady Georgiana Lennox, transmogrified into an ‘anteroom’. The space where the coaches had been placed on display was wallpapered with roses on trellis, and the room was deemed sufficient for a ball.

The Duchess of Richmond had taken her whole family with her to the continent, and the girls especially were aching for some excitement and so a party was planned. Then, at the beginning of June Napoleon, who had escaped from his exile on Elba earlier that year, left Paris and came looking for the allied forces. The Duchess had asked of Wellington whether it was quite in order for her to continue with her pleasure scheme, and she was assured that it was. Indeed, it was the Duke’s express wish that the ball should go ahead, as a demonstration of English sangfroid, to show plainly that even the ladies were not much disturbed by the thought of the French Emperor on the march and declined to put off their entertainment. But of course, that was all very well …

‘I hope this isn’t a mistake,’ said the Duchess for the twentieth time in an hour as she cast a searching glance in the looking glass. She was quite pleased with what she saw: a handsome woman in early middle age dressed in pale cream silk and still capable of turning heads. Her diamonds were superb, even if there was some discussion among her friends as to whether the originals had been replaced by paste replicas as part of the economy drive.

‘It’s too late for that sort of talk.’ The Duke of Richmond was half amused to find himself in this situation. They had seen Brussels as something of an escape from the world, but to their surprise the world had come with them. And now his wife was giving a party with a guest roll that could scarcely be rivalled in London, just as the town was bracing itself for the sound of French cannon. ‘That was a very good dinner. I shan’t be able to eat the supper when it comes.’

‘You will.’

‘I can hear a carriage. We should go downstairs.’ He was an agreeable man, the Duke, a warm and affectionate parent adored by his children and strong enough in himself to take on one of the daughters of the notorious Duchess of Gordon, whose antics had kept Scotland in gossip for years. He was aware there were plenty at the time who thought he could have made an easier choice, and probably lived an easier life, but, all in all, he was not sorry. His wife was extravagant – there was no arguing with that – but she was good-natured, good-looking and clever. He was glad he had chosen her.

There were a few early arrivals in the small drawing room, Georgiana’s anteroom, through which the guests were obliged to pass on their way to the ballroom. The florists had done well, with huge arrangements of pale pink roses and white lilies, all with their stamens neatly clipped to spare the women from the stain of pollen, backed with high foliage in shades of green, lending the coachbuilder’s apartments a grandeur that they lacked in daylight, and the shimmering glow of the many candelabra cast the proceedings in a subtly flattering light.

The Duchess’s nephew, Edmund, Viscount Bellasis, was talking to Georgiana. They walked over together to her parents. ‘Who are these people that Edmund has forced you to invite? Why don’t we know them?’

Lord Bellasis cut in. ‘You will know them after tonight.’

‘You’re not very forthcoming,’ said Georgiana.

The Duchess had her own suspicions, and she was rather regretting her generosity. ‘I hope your mother is not going to be cross with me.’ She had given him the tickets without a thought, but a moment’s reflection had convinced her that her sister was going to be very cross indeed.

As if on cue, the Chamberlain’s voice rang out: ‘Mr and Mrs James Trenchard. Miss Sophia Trenchard.’

The Duke looked towards the door. ‘You’ve not invited the Magician?’ His wife looked bewildered. ‘Wellington’s main supplier. What’s he doing here?’

The Duchess turned severely to her nephew. ‘The Duke of Wellington’s victualler? I have invited a merchant supplier to my ball?’

Lord Bellasis was not so easily defeated. ‘My dear aunt, you’ve invited one of the Duke’s most loyal and efficient helpers in his fight for victory. I should have thought any loyal Britisher would be proud to receive Mr Trenchard in their house.’

‘You have tricked me, Edmund. And I do not like to be made a fool of.’ But the young man had already gone to greet the new arrivals. She stared at her husband.

He was rather amused by her fury. ‘Don’t glare at me, my dear. I didn’t invite them. You did. And you have to admit, she’s good-looking.’

At least that was true. Sophia had never looked lovelier.

There was no time to say more before the Trenchards were upon them. Anne spoke first. ‘This is good of you, Duchess.’

‘Not at all, Mrs Trenchard. I gather you have been very kind to my nephew.’

‘It’s always a pleasure to see Lord Bellasis.’ Anne’s choice had been a good one. She cut a dignified figure in the blue silk, and Ellis had found some fine lace to trim it. Her diamonds might not have rivalled many in the room, but they were perfectly respectable.

The Duchess could feel herself becoming slightly mollified. ‘It is hard for the young men, so far from home,’ she said, pleasantly enough.

James had been struggling with his certainty that the Duchess should have been addressed as ‘Your Grace’. Even though his wife had spoken and no one seemed to have taken offence, yet still he could not be sure. He opened his mouth –

‘Well, if it isn’t the Magician.’ Richmond beamed quite jovially. If he was surprised to find this tradesman in his drawing room, you could not have told it. ‘Do you remember we made some plans in the event of the reservists being called to arms?’

‘I recall it very well, Your – Your schedule, I mean. Duke.’ He spoke the last word as quite a separate entity, having nothing to do with the rest of their conversation. To James, it felt like suddenly lobbing a pebble into a silent pool. The ripples of its oddness seemed to engulf him for a few awkward moments. But he was reassured by a gentle smile and a nod from Anne, and no one else seemed disturbed, which was a relief.

Anne took over. ‘May I present my daughter, Sophia?’ Sophia curtsied to the Duchess, who looked her up and down as if she were buying a haunch of venison for dinner, which naturally she would never do. She could see that the girl was pretty, and quite graceful in her way, but one look at the father reminded her again only too clearly that the thing was out of the question. She dreaded her sister learning of this evening and accusing her of encouraging it. But surely Edmund couldn’t be serious? He was a sensible boy, and had never given a minute’s trouble.

‘Miss Trenchard, I wonder if you would let me escort you into the ballroom?’ Edmund attempted to maintain a cool manner as he made his offer, but he could not deceive his aunt, who was far too experienced in the ways of the world to be distracted by his dumb show of indifference. In fact, the Duchess’s heart sank as she saw how the girl slipped her arm through his and they went off together, chatting in low whispers as if they already owned each other.

‘Major Thomas Harris.’ A rather handsome young man made a slight bow to his hosts as Edmund called his name.

‘Harris! I didn’t expect to see you here.’

‘I must have some fun, you know,’ said the young officer, smiling at Sophia, who laughed, as if they were all so comfortable to be part of the same crowd. Then she and Edmund walked on towards the ballroom, watched by his anxious aunt. They made a pretty couple, she was forced to admit: Sophia’s blonde beauty somehow emphasised by Edmund’s dark curls and chiselled features, his hard mouth smiling above his cleft chin. She caught her husband’s eye. They both knew the situation was almost out of control. Perhaps it was out of control already.

‘Mr James and Lady Frances Wedderburn-Webster,’ announced the Chamberlain, and the Duke stepped forward to greet the next arrivals.

‘Lady Frances, how lovely you look.’ He caught his wife’s worried glance after the young lovers. Surely there was nothing more the Richmonds could do to manage the matter? But the Duke saw the care on his wife’s face and leaned in towards her. ‘I’ll speak to him later. He’ll see sense. He always has before now.’ She nodded. That was the thing to do. Sort it out later, when the ball was over and the girl was gone. There was a stir at the door and the ringing voice of the Chamberlain sang out: ‘His Royal Highness, the Prince of Orange.’ A pleasant-looking young man approached the host and hostess and the Duchess, her back as straight as a ramrod, plunged into a deep Court curtsey.

The Duke of Wellington did not arrive much before midnight, but he was cool enough about it when he did. To James Trenchard’s intense delight, the Duke looked about the ballroom and, on spotting him, walked over. ‘What brings the Magician here tonight?’

‘Her Grace invited us.’

‘Did she, indeed? Good for you. Has the evening proved enjoyable so far?’

James nodded. ‘Oh, yes, Your Grace. But there is a good deal of talk about the advance of Bonaparte.’

‘And is there, by Jove? Do I understand this charming lady is Mrs Trenchard?’ He was very collected, no doubt about it.

Even Anne’s nerve failed her when it came to addressing him as ‘Duke’. ‘Your Grace’s calm is very reassuring.’

‘That’s what it’s supposed to be.’ He laughed gently, turning to an officer nearby. ‘Ponsonby, are you acquainted with the Magician?’

‘Certainly, Duke. I spend a good deal of time outside Mr Trenchard’s office, waiting to plead the cause of my men.’ But he smiled.

‘Mrs Trenchard, may I present Sir William Ponsonby? Ponsonby, this is the Magician’s wife.’

Ponsonby bowed slightly. ‘I hope he is kinder to you than he is to me.’

She smiled too, but before she could reply they were joined by the Richmonds’ daughter, Georgiana. ‘The room is buzzing with rumours.’

Wellington nodded sagely. ‘So I understand.’

‘But are they true?’ She was a good-looking girl, Georgiana Lennox, with a clear, open face, and her anxiety only served to underline the sincerity of her question and the threat that hovered over them all.

For the first time, the Duke’s expression was almost grave as he looked into her upturned eyes. ‘I’m afraid they are, Lady Georgiana. It looks as if we’ll be off tomorrow.’

‘How terrible.’ She turned to watch the couples whirling round the dance floor, most of the young men in their dress uniforms as they chattered and laughed with their partners. How many would survive the coming struggle?

‘What a heavy burden you must carry.’ Anne Trenchard was also looking at the men. She sighed. ‘Some of these young men will die in the days ahead and if we are to win this war, even you cannot prevent it. I do not envy you.’

Wellington was, if anything, agreeably surprised at this from the wife of his supplier, a woman of whom he had barely been aware before this evening. Not everyone could understand that it wasn’t all glory. ‘Thank you for that thought, madam.’

At this moment, they were interrupted by a blast from a score of bagpipes and the dancers fled the floor to give way to a troop of the Gordon Highlanders. This was the Duchess’s coup de théâtre, which she had begged from their senior officer, citing her Gordon blood as her excuse. Since the Highlanders had originally been raised by her late father twenty years before, there wasn’t much chance for the Commander to refuse, and so he was pleased to grant the Duchess’s request. History does not record his true opinion on being obliged to lend his men to play the centrepiece of a ball on the eve of a battle that would decide the fate of Europe. At any rate, their display was heart-warming for the Scots who were present and entertaining for their English neighbours, but the foreigners were openly bewildered. Anne Trenchard watched as the Prince of Orange looked quizzically at his aide, screwing up his eyes at the noise. But the men started to reel, and soon the passion and power of their dancing overcame the doubters, inflaming the company until even the bewildered princes of old Germany began to respond, cheering and clapping.

Anne turned to her husband. ‘It seems so hard that they will be engaging the enemy before the month is out.’

‘The month?’ James gave a bitter laugh. ‘The week, more like.’

Even as he spoke, the door burst open and a young officer who had not stopped to scrape the mud from his boots tore into the ballroom, searching it until he had found his commander, the Prince of Orange. He bowed, producing an envelope, which at once drew the attention of all the company. The Prince nodded and stood, walking across to the Duke. He presented him with the message, but the Duke slipped it into a pocket on his waistcoat unread as the Chamberlain announced supper.

Anne smiled in spite of her foreboding. ‘You must admire his control. It may be a death warrant for his own army, but he’d rather take a chance than show the slightest sign of worry.’

James nodded. ‘He isn’t easily rattled, that’s for sure.’ But he saw his wife’s brow had furrowed. Among the throng headed for the supper room, Sophia was still walking with Viscount Bellasis.

Anne struggled to keep her impatience from showing. ‘Tell her to eat her supper with us, or at any rate with someone else.’

James shook his head. ‘You tell her. I won’t.’

Anne nodded and walked across to the young couple. ‘You mustn’t let Sophia monopolise you, Lord Bellasis. You will have many friends in the room who would be glad of the chance to hear your news.’

But the young man smiled. ‘Never fear, Mrs Trenchard. I am where I want to be.’

Anne’s voice grew a little more determined. She hit her left palm with her folded fan. ‘That is all very well, my lord. But Sophia has a reputation to protect, and the generosity of your attentions may be putting it at risk.’

It was too much to hope that Sophia would stay silent. ‘Mama, don’t worry. I wish you would give me credit for a little sense.’

‘I wish I could.’ Anne was losing patience with her foolish, love-struck, ambitious daughter. But she sensed a few of the couples looking at them and dropped back rather than be seen arguing with her child.

Somewhat against her husband’s wishes, she chose a quiet side table, sitting among some officers and their wives as they watched the more glittering company at the centre. Wellington was placed between Lady Georgiana Lennox and a ravishing creature in a low-cut evening gown of midnight blue embroidered with silver thread. Naturally, she wore exquisite diamonds. She laughed carefully, showing a set of dazzlingly white teeth, then looked at the Duke with a sort of sideways glance through her dark lashes. It was obvious that Lady Georgiana was finding the competition rather tiring. ‘Who is the woman on the Duke’s right?’ Anne asked her husband.

‘Lady Frances Wedderburn-Webster.’

‘Of course. She came in just after us. She seems very confident of the Duke’s interest.’

‘She has every reason to be.’ James gave her a slight wink and Anne looked at the beauty with more curiosity. Not for the first time, she wondered how the threat of war, the near presence of death, seemed to heighten the possibilities of life. Many couples in this very room were risking their reputations and even future happiness to gain some satisfaction before the call to arms pulled them apart.

There was a stir at the doorway and she looked across the room. The messenger they had seen earlier was back, still in his muddy riding boots, and once more he approached the Prince of Orange. They spoke for a moment, whereupon the Prince rose and crossed to Wellington, then bent and whispered in his ear. By this time, the attention of the assembly had been well and truly caught and the general conversation began to subside. Wellington stood up. He spoke for a moment to the Duke of Richmond and they had started to leave the room, when he stopped. To the Trenchards’ amazement, he glanced around and came towards their table, much to the excitement of everyone seated at it.

‘You. Magician. Can you come with us?’

James jumped to his feet, abandoning his supper on the instant. Both of the other men were tall and he seemed to be like a little plump joker between two kings – which was what he was, really, as Anne was obliged to acknowledge.

The man opposite her at the table could not hide his admiration. ‘Your husband is obviously in the Duke’s confidence, madam.’

‘So it would appear.’ But she did feel rather proud of him for once, which was a nice sensation.

When they opened the door of the dressing room, a startled valet, disturbed in the act of laying out a nightshirt, looked up to find himself staring into the face of the Supreme Commander. ‘May we have the room for a moment?’ said Wellington, and the valet almost gasped as he made good his escape. ‘Have you got a decent map of the area?’

Richmond muttered that he had and, pulling a large volume from the shelves, opened it to show Brussels and the surrounding countryside. Wellington was starting to reveal the rage he had concealed so successfully in the supper room earlier. ‘Napoleon has humbugged me, by God. Orange has had a second message, this one from Baron Rebecque. Bonaparte’s pushed up the Charleroi to Brussels Road and he’s getting nearer.’ He leaned over the page. ‘I’ve given orders for the army to concentrate at Quatre Bras, but we shall not stop him there.’

‘You may. You have some hours before daylight.’ Richmond did not believe his own words any more than the great Duke.

‘If I do not, I shall have to fight him here.’

James craned over the map. The Duke’s thumbnail rested at a small village named Waterloo. It seemed oddly unreal that one minute after quietly eating his supper in a nondescript corner he was in the Duke of Richmond’s dressing room, alone with him and the Commander-in-Chief at the centre of events that would change all their lives.

And then Wellington acknowledged him for the first time since they had arrived. ‘I shall need your help, Magician. You understand? We will be first at Quatre Bras and then, almost certainly, at …’ He paused to check the name on the map. ‘Waterloo. Rather a strange name to qualify for immortality.’

‘If anyone can make it immortal, you can, Your Grace.’ In James’s comparatively simple set of values, a little toadying seldom went amiss.

‘But do you have enough information?’ Wellington was a professional soldier, not a bungling amateur, and James admired him for it.

‘I do. Don’t worry. We will not fail for lack of supplies.’

Wellington looked at him. He almost smiled. ‘You’re a bright man, Trenchard. You must use your talents well when the wars are done. I believe you have the potential to go far.’

‘Your Grace is very kind.’

‘But you mustn’t be distracted by the geegaws of Society. You’re cleverer than that, or should be, and worth much more than most of those peacocks in the ballroom. Don’t forget it.’ He seemed almost to hear a voice telling him the hour had come. ‘Enough. We must get ready.’

When they emerged, the company was already in turmoil and it was at once clear that the word had spread. The flower-filled rooms that had been so fragrant and elegant when the evening began were filled with scenes of heart-rending goodbyes. Mothers and young girls were weeping openly, clinging to their sons and brothers, their husbands and their sweethearts, and abandoning all pretence of calm. To James’s amazement, the band was still playing and, even more astonishingly, some couples continued to dance, although how they could, surrounded by consternation and grief, was hard to understand.

Anne came to him before he had found her in the throng. ‘We should leave,’ he said. ‘I must go straight to the depot. I’ll put you and Sophia into the carriage and then I’ll walk.’

She nodded. ‘Is it the final struggle?’

‘Who knows? I think so. We’ve promised ourselves every skirmish was the last battle for so many years now, but this time I really believe it is. Where’s Sophia?’

They found her in the hall, weeping in the arms of Lord Bellasis. Anne thanked the chaos and rout that surrounded them for concealing their folly and indiscretion. Bellasis whispered in Sophia’s ear and then handed her over to her mother. ‘Take care of her.’

‘I usually do,’ said Anne, a little irritated by his presumption. But his own sorrow at parting protected him from her tone. With a last glance at the object of his affections, he hurried out with a group of fellow officers. James had retrieved the shawls and wraps and now they found themselves caught in the crowd, pushing for the door. The Duchess was nowhere to be seen. Anne gave up searching and resolved to write to her in the morning, although she gave the Duchess credit by assuming she would not be much concerned by the social niceties at such a moment.

At last they were in the outer hall, through the open door and then outside in the street. There was a crush here, too, but less so than in the house. Some officers were already on their horses. Anne spied Bellasis in the mêlée. His servant had brought his steed and held it as his master mounted. Anne watched the scene for a second. Bellasis seemed to scan the multitude searching for someone, but if it was Sophia she did not catch his attention. It was exactly at this moment that Anne heard a gasp behind her. Her daughter was staring at the group of soldiers below them. ‘What is it?’ Anne did not recognise any of the men. But Sophia could only shake her head, though whether in sorrow or horror was difficult to determine. ‘You knew he must go.’ Anne slipped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

‘It’s not that.’ Sophia could only fix her gaze on one group of the uniformed men. They started to move off. She shuddered and let out a sob that seemed to be torn from the roots of her soul.

‘My dear, you must control yourself.’ Anne looked round, trying to make sure there were no witnesses to this moment. Her daughter was beyond control or command. She was shaking now, like someone with an ague, trembling and sweating, tears pouring down her cheeks. Anne took charge. ‘Come with me. Quickly. We must get back before you’re recognised.’

Together, she and her husband dragged the shivering girl down the line of waiting coaches until they found their own and pushed her into it. James hurried away, but it was an hour before the vehicle escaped from the pack of carriages and Anne and Sophia were able to make their way home.

Sophia did not leave her room the following day, but it made no matter as the whole of Brussels was on tenterhooks and nobody noticed her absence. Would the invasion sweep through the town? Was every young woman in danger? The citizens were torn. Should they hope for victory and bury their valuables to save them from the returning troops, or would it be defeat and must they run? Anne spent most of the day in contemplation and prayer. James had not come home. His man went down to the depot taking a change of clothes and a basket of food, although she almost smiled at her folly in sending supplies to the chief supplier.

Then news of the engagement at Quatre Bras started to filter through. The Duke of Brunswick was dead, shot through the heart. Anne thought of the dark, raffishly handsome man she’d seen waltzing with the Duchess only the night before. There would be more such news before it was over. She looked around the drawing room of their rented villa. It was nice enough: a little grand for her taste, not grand enough for James’s, with dark furniture and white curtains of silk moiré finished off with heavily draped and fringed pelmets above. She picked up her embroidery and put it down again. How could she sew when, within a few miles, men she knew were fighting for their lives? She did the same with a book. But she couldn’t even pretend to concentrate on a fictional story when so savage a tale was being played out near enough for them to hear the cannons boom. Her son Oliver came in and threw himself into a chair. ‘Why aren’t you at school?’

‘They’ve sent us home.’ She nodded. Of course they had. The teachers must be making their own plans for escape. ‘Any news from my father?’

‘No, but he is not in any danger.’

‘Why is Sophia in bed?’

‘She’s not feeling well.’

‘Is it about Lord Bellasis?’

Anne looked at him. How do the young know these things? He was sixteen. He’d never been in anything that could remotely be called Society. ‘Of course not,’ she said. But the boy only smiled.

It was Tuesday morning before Anne saw her husband again. She was breakfasting in her room, though up and dressed, when he opened her door, looking as if he had been through the mud and dust of a battlefield himself. Her greeting was simple enough. ‘Thank God,’ she said.

‘We’ve done it. Boney’s on the run. But not everyone is safe.’

‘So I imagine, poor souls.’

‘The Duke of Brunswick is dead.’

‘I heard.’

‘Lord Hay, Sir William Ponsonby –’

‘Oh.’ She thought of the gently smiling man who had teased her about her husband’s firmness. ‘How sad. I hear that some of them died still in the dress uniforms they’d worn for the ball.’

‘That’s true.’

‘We should pray for them. I feel our presence there that night gives us some sort of connection to them all, poor fellows.’

‘Indeed. But there is another casualty you will not have to imagine a link with.’ She looked at him expectantly. ‘Viscount Bellasis has been killed.’

‘Oh, no.’ Her hand flew to her face. ‘Are they sure?’ Her stomach lurched. Why, exactly? It was hard to say. Did she think there was a chance that Sophia had been right, and now the girl’s great chance was lost? No. She knew that for a fantasy, but still … How terrible.

‘I went there yesterday. Out to the battlefield. And a very awful sight it was, too.’

‘Why did you go?’

‘Business. Why do I ever do anything?’ He regretted his caustic tone of voice. ‘I heard Bellasis was on the list of fatalities and I asked to see his body. It was him, so yes, I’m sure. How is Sophia?’

‘A shadow of herself since the ball, no doubt dreading the very news which now we must take to her.’ Anne sighed. ‘I suppose she should be told before she hears it from someone else.’

‘I’ll tell her.’ She was surprised. This was not the sort of duty James volunteered for as a rule.

‘I think it must be me. I am her mother.’

‘No. I’ll tell her. You can go to her afterwards. Where is she?’

‘In the garden.’

He strode out as Anne pondered their exchange. So this was where Sophia’s folly would end: not in scandal, thankfully, but in sorrow. The girl had dreamed her dreams and James had encouraged her to do so, but now they must turn to dust. They’d never know if Sophia was right and Bellasis had honourable plans or if she, Anne, was nearer the mark and Sophia was only ever a charming doll to be played with while they were stationed in Brussels. She moved over to sit in the window seat. The garden below was laid out in the formal manner which was still admired in the Netherlands, even though it had been abandoned by the English. Beside a gravelled path, Sophia sat on a bench, a book unopened at her side, when her father came out of the house. James talked as he drew near and sat next to his daughter, taking her hand. Anne wondered how he’d choose the words. It looked as if he would not be hurried, and he spoke for a while, quite gently, before Sophia suddenly flinched as if she had been struck. At that, James took her into his arms and she started to sob. Anne could at least be glad that her husband had been as kind as he knew how to be when he told the dreadful tidings.

Later, Anne would ask herself how she could have been so sure this was the end of Sophia’s story. But then, as she told herself, who would learn better than she that hindsight is a prism that alters everything? She stood. It was time for her to go down and comfort her daughter, who had woken from a beautiful reverie into a cruel world.
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