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Prologue

Dublin, 1 October 1859

I shall never set foot in a theatre again, vowed the tall, well-dressed occupant of the hansom cab as it drew up in front of No. 27 Connaught Square. Casting his eyes up to the warmly illuminated windows of the elegant townhouse, he drew a deep, determined breath. Ever since meeting his wife Louisa twenty years earlier, he had had a penchant for actresses. But a liaison was one thing, a bastard quite another. Fully resolved to keep the child’s existence a secret, he opened the cab door and stepped down to the pavement. ‘Wait here,’ he told the driver, perched high above the cab.

    The shiny black door was opened by a liveried footman. ‘Good evening, sir. Miss Hart is expecting you. She’s upstairs in the drawing room.’

    He handed the footman his Chesterfield overcoat, top hat and cane, and strode up the sweeping staircase to the first floor. He paused before a gilt mirror to straighten his white neckcloth. It was unfashionably broad and worn with a high collar. The latest style was for small bows and low collars, but he had never been one to follow trends, and the rest of his evening dress said as much, with its traditional black tails, white waistcoat with embroidered borders, black trousers and pumps. Though his boyish handsomeness was marred slightly by his receding hairline, he still cut a dashing figure in the mirror with his impressive moustache and whiskers. Not bad for forty, he thought, before continuing on to the drawing room.

    ‘Hello, darling,’ said a female voice as he entered. ‘Come and meet your son.’

    She was standing in front of the fireplace, a broad smile on her radiant face, a tiny baby clutched in her arms. Her curly raven hair was piled high on her head, her full figure enclosed in a tight-fitting green velvet gown that matched her flashing eyes. She was even more beautiful than he remembered. ‘Hello, Emma,’ he responded, nodding at the baby. ‘Is he well?’

    ‘He is. And he has a name: George Arthur, named for you and the Iron Duke. For now, my surname will have to suffice.’

    He walked over, kissed her cheek and peered down at his sleeping son. The boy’s features were regular, the hair glossy black, and the skin much lighter than his mother’s milk-coffee tone. ‘He’s perfect,’ he said. ‘But I can never acknowledge him.’

    Emma’s smile faded. ‘Why ever not? It’s not as though he’s your first bastard, nor I your first mistress.’

    ‘No. But I married your predecessor. And, as you well know, she doesn’t take kindly to rivals.’

    ‘Any rivals?’ she spat. ‘Or just those who are younger, more beautiful and more talented?’

    ‘Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Emma. You must realize I have no choice. Louisa is insanely jealous if I even so much as look at a pretty girl, and this would break her heart. Nor would Her Majesty regard it with any more favour.’

    ‘The queen has accepted the bastards you bred with your wife before you married her. Why not this one?’

    He sighed and walked towards the window overlooking the square, his hands clasped behind his back. ‘The queen has never even mentioned them. As far as she’s concerned, my wife and children do not exist, which is why I’d be a fool to reopen old wounds. An injudicious marriage is bad enough; but infidelity she would never forgive. You know what sticklers she and Albert are for moral propriety.’

    ‘Indeed,’ said Emma with contempt. ‘But that’s never discouraged you, has it? Are you sure there isn’t another reason? Like the colour of his skin?’

    He turned sharply. ‘That has nothing to do with it. The boy’s no darker than our good Mr Disraeli. And don’t think I’m trying to shirk my responsibilities. As long as you keep quiet about his provenance, you’ll receive an annuity of three thousand pounds. But it will cease on his eighteenth birthday, by which time I’ll have arranged a commission for him in my old cavalry regiment. From then on he’s on his own. He’ll have to live on his army pay.’

    ‘And what if I don’t want him to become a soldier?’

    ‘How could you object? A more honourable profession does not exist.’

    ‘It’s not the nature of the profession I’m concerned with, George, but the obvious truth that not everyone is suited to war. Surely you know that as well as anyone.’

    ‘I?’ he said indignantly. ‘What exactly are you getting at? I did my duty in the Crimea and only came home on a medical certificate.’

    ‘Of course, but  . . .’

    ‘But what?’

    She was about to mention the adverse reaction by the press to his early return, but thought better of it.

    After a pause he continued, ‘I’ve told you my terms. If you renege on them, I’ll stop the annuity and still deny he’s my son. But I’m prepared to offer an additional inducement: if you allow him to enter the army and he achieves certain goals by a certain age, then he’ll receive from my solicitor a series of substantial payments.’

    ‘What goals?’

    ‘I have yet to decide. But all will be revealed on his eighteenth birthday.’ 

    Looking down at her baby, she said in a low voice, ‘So that’s your plan: to blackmail your son into becoming a successful soldier? Why him? Why not your other sons?’

    ‘Thus far my elder sons have shown little aptitude for the military. I don’t know why. Maybe I’ve indulged them. But the truth is they’re far more interested in drinking and gambling than taking their profession seriously. In short, they lack ambition, like a lot of young men today. He won’t. Life in the army will toughen him up and give him something to work for.’

    She snorted and shook her head. ‘I don’t think you’ve thought about this enough. George is the bastard son of a half-breed actress. He wouldn’t survive five minutes in the army.’

    ‘I never said it would be easy. That’s part of the challenge. But to make life simpler I suggest you tell him he’s of Maltese blood and that his father died when he was an infant.’

    She shook her head. ‘No, I’m sorry. I can’t do that.’

    He stared at her coldly for a while, nodded at the child in her arms and said, ‘You can and you will, for his sake if not your own. Your time on the stage is limited. Your beauty will fade. Then how will you provide for your son? I can do that, but my identity must remain a secret – even to him.’

    She turned away to hide her tears. When she turned back, he’d gone.
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Harrow School, Michaelmas Term 1873

‘Hart, you lazy bastard, where the devil are you?’ came a cry from outside the dormitory.

    George flinched at the sound of his tormentor’s voice and continued buffing the large black shoe in his hand. He had been working on it for a good ten minutes, and the result was a shine so clear he could see his reflection in it. Yet he knew from experience that his fagmaster, Percy Sykes, would find fault with the smallest blemish.

    ‘Hart!’ The call was angry now. ‘You’ve got twenty seconds to produce my shoes. I’m counting.’

    A last vigorous rub and George was done. He grabbed the shoe’s twin from the floor and hurtled out of the dormitory, along the corridor, up a flight of stairs and came to a halt in front of Sykes’s study. The door was open.

    ‘Twenty-two seconds,’ said Sykes, pocket-watch in hand. He was sitting in an armchair and, apart from his stockinged feet, was immaculately turned out in his Sunday best of top hat and tails. ‘Shame. Shoes, please.’

    George handed over the gleaming footwear.

    ‘Not bad, not bad at all,’ said Sykes, turning them over. ‘We’ll make a valet of you yet. But I can’t abide lateness. Report to the gym after lunch for your punishment.’

    George knew the gym meant another beating. He had had enough.

    ‘No.’

    ‘What did you say?’

    ‘I said no. I was only two seconds late.’

    Sykes stood up and approached George menacingly. He was tall for his seventeen years and stockily built. ‘You dare to say no to me?’

    George said nothing, prompting Sykes to lower his face to within inches of his fag’s. ‘I’m going to teach you some manners, Hart. Forget the gym. Meet me in the long field at six – and don’t be late.’

    George knew he had gone too far. The long field was the venue for fist-fights, or ‘affairs of honour’, as the boys chose to call them, the means by which most quarrels at Harrow were settled. George thought back to the two bouts he had already fought and won against boys his own age. Neither had been a pleasant experience. But the bigger and stronger Sykes was a very different proposition. His instinct was to decline and take his punishment in the gym. But where would it end? No, he decided, it was far better to stand up to Sykes and his kind in an open fight, even if it meant a pummelling.

    ‘I’ll be there,’ he said, with more confidence than he felt.

    News of the fight spread rapidly, and a large crowd had gathered by the time George and his second, a pale youth called Watson, reached the long field at a few minutes to six. They pushed their way through the excited throng to find Sykes in the centre of the field, stripped to the waist and shadow-boxing with one of his cronies. The sixth-former acting as referee was also there.

    Sykes raised his eyebrows at George’s arrival. ‘Didn’t think you’d show,’ he said with a sneer. ‘And you’ll soon wish you hadn’t.’

    ‘Enough!’ said the referee. ‘Time to let your fists do the talking. You both know the rules: three minutes a round, sixty seconds to recover from a knockdown and you fight until one or other of you has had enough. Any questions?’

    They both shook their heads.

    ‘Come together, then.’

    George stripped off his shirt and handed it to Watson. He was much slighter than Sykes, causing the crowd to howl with laughter as the two fighters stepped up to the mark: one tall, white and muscular; the other dark and scrawny.

    The referee dropped his hand. ‘Round one!’

    Sykes came rushing forward, a straight right and a swinging left both narrowly failing to connect with his opponent’s face. George countered with a jab that caught Sykes flush on the chin and rocked his head back. The crowd roared its approval, delighted they would see a contest after all.

    ‘You’ll pay for that,’ said Sykes, spitting blood from a split lip.

    But as the fight wore on it became clear that George’s superior technique was every bit a match for Sykes’s size advantage. Each time the older boy tried to close and bring his strength to bear, George ducked and danced his way out of trouble. He was like a matador with a bull, and by round five a wheezing Sykes was getting desperate. He ploughed forward again and straight on to George’s right hook. The crack as fist connected with bone cartilage could be heard by latecomers fifty yards away. As Sykes staggered and fell, his nose streaming blood, George clutched his injured right hand.

    The crowd was shocked into silence, as bewildered by the smaller boy’s extraordinary courage as they were by his lightning hands. They sensed, too, that he was badly hurt.

    ‘You all right, Hart?’ asked Watson.

    ‘No. I think I’ve broken a bone in my right hand, but for God’s sake don’t let on.’

    Watson looked across at Sykes. He had been helped into a sitting position by his second, who was sponging his face. ‘I don’t think he’ll make it. But if he does, you have to concede. You can’t fight with one hand.’

    ‘I won’t concede.’

    With only seconds of his minute’s grace remaining, Sykes stumbled forward to the mark, his face groggy and his arms hanging limply by his sides.

    ‘All right to go on?’ asked the referee.

    Sykes nodded, fury in his eyes.

    George continued as before, keeping his opponent at bay with well-aimed jabs. His fluid movement over the ground gave little away to the crowd, but it quickly became apparent to Sykes that he was reluctant to land any blows with his previously fearsome right hand. This knowledge brought a smile to Sykes’s battered lips. He feinted with his right hand and landed a crunching left hook on George’s undefended right ear, stunning his opponent but not felling him.

    George stumbled backwards, trying to clear his head, but Sykes could smell blood and was on him in an instant, landing two more swingeing lefts to the side of the smaller boy’s head. The baying crowd groaned as George fell awkwardly to the ground, his face bruised and bleeding.

    ‘Give it up, Hart,’ hissed Watson, as he sponged away the blood. ‘Walk away now, while you still can!’

    George heard these words through the buzzing in his right ear, but far from causing him to see sense, to give in to this thug, their effect was quite the opposite. He had been bullied long enough; it was time to make his stand. As he walked slowly back to the mark, distantly recalled episodes, some horrid and violent, others quite banal, rushed uninvited to the forefront of his mind, like the time Sykes and his cronies had forced his head down a lavatory before pulling the chain. The sense of injustice seemed to flow into his broken right fist. Before he could stop himself, he had driven that fist with all his strength into the point of Sykes’s chin.

    He must have blacked out with the pain, because when he came to, Watson was hovering above him again, concern etched on his face. ‘Are you all right, Hart?’

    George nodded, though his right hand felt as if it was on fire.

    Watson gestured towards the prostrate Sykes. ‘I don’t think he can carry on, Hart: you’ve won.’

    George grimaced with the pain. As he staggered to his feet, a familiar voice shouted, ‘Out of my way, you bloody fools!’

    The crowd parted to reveal the tall, thin figure of Mr Hardy, George’s housemaster. ‘Back to school, all of you!’ he roared. ‘Now!’

    As the crowd scuttled away, Hardy walked over to Sykes and examined his battered face. ‘Not a pretty sight. You’ll need that nose reset, and when Matron’s done with you, report to my study for ten strokes of the cane. You’re also demoted from prefect.’

    ‘But, sir,’ implored Sykes.

    ‘But nothing. Fighting a boy three years your junior? What were you thinking? You might have killed him. It happened to a boy at Eton in the twenties. Lord Shaftesbury’s son, if memory serves. Just be thankful I’m not sending you down.’

    Hardy turned to George. ‘You all right, Hart?’

    ‘I think my hand’s broken, sir.’

    ‘Off to the infirmary with you, then, and Hart  . . .’

    ‘Yes, sir?’

    Hardy’s craggy face broke into a half-smile. ‘That was a plucky effort, lad, very plucky. But don’t let me catch you fighting again.’



Michaelmas Term 1877

George clenched his fist and winced. Almost four years had elapsed since the fight; his broken bones had long since knitted, yet he could still remember the pain as if it were yesterday. It had been worth it, though. His gallant showing had been the talk of the school, with Sykes cast in the role of pantomime bully; small wonder that he and his cronies had kept a low profile thereafter.

    It would have made his life easier, of course, if his mother had not been an actress, a most unusual profession for a woman of allegedly gentle birth (for she had always insisted her father was an Irish-born army officer and her mother a Maltese lady); and even more so if he had not been born out of wedlock and his father had survived his infant years. But such was fate, thought George, and hopefully the bad times were in the past.

    He had got through Harrow, excelled at Sandhurst, and was about to join one of the finest cavalry regiments in the British Army. His appointment to the 1st King’s Dragoon Guards – or KDG, as it was generally known – was, he had to confess, something of a mystery. Its officers were typically very rich or very well connected. He was neither, and had put this choice posting down to the potential he had shown as a gentleman-cadet. He was determined to fulfil that potential, even if it meant curbing his fiery temperament. But tonight he could be himself. It was his eighteenth birthday and, to celebrate, his mother had arranged a grand dinner party for their closest friends. He could hardly wait.

    George rose from his dressing table and peered at himself in the full-length mirror. His evening-dress suit had cost him a sizeable portion of his private allowance, but even he had to admit he looked well in it. It helped that he was over six feet, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, a natural clotheshorse. It helped, too, that his black tailcoat was of the finest twilled cashmere, with a low velvet collar and silk lapels. As he adjusted his white bow tie, he regretted again the inadequacy of his thin black moustache. He had only been shaving for a year, and his bristles were not yet thick enough to produce the necessary growth. The only other flaw in his classically handsome face, with its large hazel eyes and even white teeth, was a slightly crooked nose, the legacy of another fight. But that was no bad thing, he thought, as it gave his fresh-faced looks a mildly piratical air.

    A knock on the door brought colour to his cheeks, as if his self-satisfied contemplation had been witnessed. ‘Come in!’ he said.

    It was Manners, the old family retainer who had served his grandfather. ‘Begging your pardon, Master George, but your mother would like to speak to you before you go down.’

    George sighed. The guests would be here soon. Couldn’t it wait?

    ‘All right, Manners, I’ll be down presently, and less of the “Master George”, if you please. I’m eighteen and a commissioned officer in the British Army. “Mr Hart” will suffice.’

    Manners raised his eyebrows. ‘As you wish, Master  . . . um  . . . Mr Hart.’

    George heard the door close and took a moment to try and smooth the unruly black curls at his temples; but no amount of water, patted on with his fingers, seemed to do the trick. He gave up and followed Manners down to his mother’s sitting room on the second floor, entering without knocking.

    His mother was seated on the sofa in quiet contemplation. As he bent down to embrace her, George marvelled again at her ageless beauty. Clad in a gorgeous off-the-shoulder blue velvet gown, complete with train and elaborate overskirt, she seemed to him more striking than ever. Yet her expression was pained, as if she had something unpleasant to say. ‘What is it, Mother?’ he asked.

    ‘Sit down, Georgie,’ she said, patting the sofa beside her. ‘Now that you’re eighteen, there’s something I must tell you. Before I do, I want you to know that the day you were presented with the sword at Sandhurst was the proudest of my life. I never wanted you to join the army, but I made a promise years ago, and I’ve stood by it.’

    ‘What promise and to whom?’

    ‘To your father. Darling, what I’m about to tell you will come as quite a shock. Try not to be angry with me.’

    ‘I could never be angry with you, Mother. Just tell me.’

    She took a deep breath. ‘You know I’ve always told you that your father and I never married and that he died at sea. Well, the first part is true, but not the second. He’s very much alive.’

    George’s jaw dropped. ‘Are you being serious? My father alive! Why would you keep this from me?’

    ‘I had my reasons, darling, please believe me.’

    ‘What reasons?’

    ‘He made me promise, shortly after your birth, that in return for his anonymity I would receive money for your upkeep and, when the time came, he would arrange for you to become an officer in a cavalry regiment. I kept that promise. If I had not, he would have cut us off without a penny. Who do you think paid for your education?’

    ‘You, of course: you’re a famous actress.’

    ‘I was a famous actress, Georgie, but not any more. I’m thirty-six, for goodness’ sake, and well past my prime. I haven’t played a leading role for more than three years. It’s your father’s money that’s been keeping us afloat, but that stops on your eighteenth birthday – today. From now on we’re on our own.’

    ‘Mother, stop!’ said George raising his hands, palms outwards. ‘This is too much to take in. You say I have a father who refuses to acknowledge me. Why? What sort of man abandons his infant son?’

    ‘The sort that’s married,’ sighed his mother.

    ‘Mother. I despair of your judgement sometimes.’

    ‘That’s not fair. I’ve had lovers, and have never denied it, but my priority has always been you. I’m sorry I lied about your father, but I really had no option. I’ve always wanted the best for you, and only he could provide it.’

    ‘Have you any idea, Mother, how hard it was for me at Harrow and Sandhurst? The fatherless bastard with a touch of the tarbrush, that’s what they called me. Now you tell me my father is alive but won’t see me. That’s almost worse. But it explains one thing that’s been bothering me: why a crack regiment like the KDG would accept a social misfit like me. My father must be a man of considerable influence.’

    ‘He is. I can’t say any more than that. If it had been up to me you would never have known of his existence. But there’s another reason why I let you become a soldier, and why I’m telling you now. It’s because your father held out the promise of a sizeable legacy if you made a name for yourself. I don’t know the details, but if you want to find out what they are, I suggest you read this.’ She handed him a small cream envelope she had been holding. ‘It arrived this morning.’

    The envelope was addressed to ‘George Arthur Hart, Esq.’ George broke the seal and withdrew a single sheet of writing paper. It came from a firm of solicitors in the City of London that George had never heard of and its message was brief:



    Dear sir,

    My client, who has chosen to remain anonymous, has assigned you a considerable sum of money. Before any of this money can be made over to you, you must fulfil certain conditions laid down by my client. I can only reveal the nature of those conditions in person. I would be grateful, therefore, if you could reply by return to arrange a personal interview.

    Please accept my congratulations on reaching your majority.

    I am your humble and obedient servant,

    Josiah Ward



George handed the letter to his mother. ‘What can he mean? What conditions?’

    ‘I don’t know, Georgie. Your father said something about you achieving various goals by a certain age. What they are I’ve no idea.’

    ‘But why? Why not just leave me the money?’

    ‘He fears you won’t take your career seriously. He has other sons in the military, and they’ve all disappointed him.’

    ‘So I have half-brothers?’

    ‘Yes. But don’t ask me about them. I promised your father I would keep his identity secret, and I intend to honour that promise. He’s not a man to cross, Georgie, even if you are his son.’

    ‘So I’m supposed to ignore the fact that I have a father and brothers living, and go along with this charade?’

    His mother nodded.

    ‘Damned if I will,’ spat George.

    ‘Georgie, please, for me. I’ve been reliant on your father’s money, and now he’s stopped paying your annuity I don’t know what I’ll do. I’m already overdrawn at the bank, and if something doesn’t turn up soon I’ll be forced to sell the house. So please go and see the lawyer. Hear what he has to say.’

    George stood up and walked over to the fireplace, resting his hand on the mantel. He remained there for some time with his back to his mother. His thoughts were confused. He had no wish to please a father he had never known, who had all but abandoned him, yet he was curious to know his identity. Moreover, he had enjoyed his military training thus far and did not require bribes to give of his best; if anything, they might cause him to do something foolish and send him to an early grave. Yet his beloved mother clearly needed some urgent financial support to save her house, and how could he manage that on his army pay?

    At last he turned. ‘No good can come of this, Mother, but for your sake I will see this pen-pusher. You never know, Father’s conditions might be easy to comply with and we’ll both be rich. Now can we say no more on the subject, and enjoy one last evening of fine food and wine before the purse strings are tightened?’

    His mother rose and embaced her son. ‘Of course, darling,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘Thank you.’



George had always loved London, and he revelled in the bustling sights and sounds of the greatest urban centre in the world as his cab took him back in time from the vaulted splendour of Brunel’s Paddington Station to the Jacobean elegance of Gray’s Inn Square in the City of London. It was still early, with little horse-traffic on the streets, and the driver was able to take the more direct, but usually busy, northern route along Marylebone and Euston roads, down Gray’s Inn Road and into the square through an arched entrance topped with the image of Pegasus.

    ‘Whoa!’ shouted the driver, causing the cab to come to a jerky halt. ‘Number One, sir, as you requested.’

    George was confronted by a beautiful red-brick townhouse, the first of a terrace. To the right of the front door was a small brass plaque that read, ‘Ward & Mills, Solicitors-at-Law’. A prosperous law firm if ever I saw one, thought George as he rapped on the door with his cane. It was answered by a stooped old cove in a dark suit and starched collar.

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘My name’s George Hart. I’m here to see Mr Ward.’

    ‘Do come in.’

    The old man led the way down a dark corridor and into a spacious, oak-panelled office. George handed his hat, coat and cane to the man, expecting him to leave and fetch his master. Instead he hung George’s things on a coat-stand near the door and sat down behind the large desk.

    ‘Do sit down,’ he said.

    George’s brow furrowed. ‘Will Mr Ward be long?’

    ‘I am Mr Ward. Please, take a seat.’

    ‘But I thought you were . . .’

    ‘An understandable mistake,’ said the lawyer, nodding, his lined features easing into a slight smile. ‘After all, it’s not every day the senior partner of a respected City law firm answers his own door. No indeed. And why today?’ Ward tapped the side of his nose. ‘Confidentiality, Mr Hart. My client has impressed upon me the delicacy of this matter, and has insisted upon absolute secrecy, as is his right. He is – how can I put it? – a man of considerable rank and influence. Our most valuable client, if you like, and we do all we can to retain his confidence, which is why I’ve given the rest of the firm the morning off.’

    ‘Very sensible,’ said George, glancing at his pocket-watch. ‘But I don’t have long. I’ve got a train to catch to Manchester in under two hours. I’m expected at my new regiment at four in the afternoon and my commanding officer is not the type of man to be kept waiting.’

    ‘May I ask the name of the regiment?’

    ‘The First King’s Dragoon Guards.’

    ‘A fine corps with an illustrious history, Mr Hart. My congratulations on your appointment.’

    ‘Thank you. Now can we get on?’

    ‘Of course.’ Mr Ward picked up a manilla envelope from the desk. ‘This envelope was handed to me by my client almost eighteen years ago. My instructions were to reveal its contents to you, and only you, on or soon after your eighteenth birthday. I should add that, once read, the letter is to remain in my possession. Shall I continue?’

    George snorted and shook his head. ‘This is a rum business, Mr Ward. But I’m here now, so proceed.’

    Clutching an ivory paper knife in his thin, bony hand, the lawyer deftly opened the envelope and handed George the single sheet of thick, watermarked paper. The handwriting was untidy, sloping slightly to the right, and there was no heading or signature to identify the author. It read:



    To my son George Arthur Hart, Esq.,

    To encourage you in your early military career, I have put aside the sum of £30,000. But it will only be made over to you, in the amounts mentioned, if you manage to comply with the following conditions before your twenty-eighth birthday, a lapse of ten years:



1. Marry respectably, that is to a lady of gentle birth – £5,000.

2. Reach the substantive rank of lieutenant colonel in the British Army – £5,000.

3. Be awarded the Victoria Cross – £10,000.



If you comply with all three conditions within the time allotted, you will receive an additional sum of £10,000. This money is in the safekeeping of my solicitor, Josiah Ward of Ward & Mills, and will be disbursed by him once reasonable proofs of compliance have been provided.



George read the note a second time and snorted. ‘My father has an interesting sense of humour, don’t you think?’ he said, handing the letter to the lawyer.

    Mr Ward peered closely at the note through his half-moon spectacles. ‘I am not sure I understand your meaning, Mr Hart. It all seems quite straightforward to me.’

    George frowned. ‘Straightforward? I can see, Mr Ward, you have no experience of the military. Victoria Crosses are only awarded for, and I quote the Royal Warrant, “signal acts of valour or devotion to their Country”. They require a level of conspicuous courage that few can hope to attain at any age, let alone in their twenties. As for achieving the substantive rank of lieutenant colonel by twenty-eight, it’s well-nigh impossible. A young officer is lucky to make the step up to captain in that time, and most won’t get further than lieutenant. I would need four promotions in ten years! The only condition that’s achievable is to marry well. But there’s a sting in the tail there too, because, as I’m sure my father’s well aware, it is not the done thing in the army to marry young. Few colonels will give their permission, on the grounds that wives are seen as an encumbrance to junior officers. So I might earn five thousand, but I can wave goodbye to my career.’

    The old lawyer took off his spectacles and began to polish them with his handkerchief. ‘These are large sums of money, Mr Hart. You father obviously intends that you should earn them.’

    ‘I am no stranger to hard work, if that’s what you’re implying,’ said George testily. ‘But these terms of my father’s are far too steep. You’d have to possess the qualities of a young Napoleon to win the money. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a train to catch.’

    George rose and began to gather his belongings from the coat-stand.

    ‘What should I tell your father, Mr Hart? That you refuse his challenge?’

    George turned, his eyes flashing. ‘I’ve never refused a challenge in my life. This isn’t a challenge; it’s a recipe for self-destruction. Tell my father he can keep his money; I owe him nothing. If I do well in the army it will be to satisfy my own ambition, and not to please a parent I don’t even know. Good day to you.’

    ‘As you wish,’ said Ward, ‘but the bequest will still be here if you change your mind.’

    As George left the building, and his temper cooled, he wondered if he had been a bit hasty. It was, after all, not impossible for a young officer to be awarded the Victoria Cross by the age of twenty-eight; nor was complying with the other conditions completely out of the question. His anger, he realized, was not so much with the terms of the bequest, but rather because his absent father was trying to manipulate his career. What right did he have? None, as far as George could tell.

    He began to walk up Gray’s Inn Road more determined than ever to make his own way in the world. He knew it would be a struggle, now that he had his mother to support, but he was used to that. All his life he had been swimming against the current.

    He turned and hailed an appoaching cab. ‘Where to, guv’nor?’ asked the driver from his high perch behind the passenger’s compartment.

    ‘Euston Station, please. As fast as you can.’
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