December 31st
Dinner for Five – Miss Sophie’s Choice
My dear James, 

In a minute or so our dear guests will arrive. And as it is time to bid them farewell, please make sure, as you certainly will anyway, that they feel comfortable and will remember this evening as one that, well, deserves being remembered. Since you have been sharing the fate of our kin for some time, you are the only person to know that the late Lt. Colonel Masterson, my dear father, had invested the entire family fortune at the stock exchange, and lost nearly everything so that the only thing left to do for him was to leave and try his luck on the goldfields down under which of course he did not survive, given his delicate health and the abominable conditions down there. Of course, that rendered unthinkable any idea of linking my fate to that of one of these honourable gentlemen who have been so kind as to show an interest in my humble person or, to put it more directly, have pursued me relentlessly. 

*

My dear friends, 

I hope that you enjoyed our dinner that we held to celebrate the end of the Great War as it, without any doubt, will be called in the years to come. My dear father would have most certainly invited you on my behalf had he not been forced to go and look after our affairs down there in Victoria where, as I'm sure you know, my family happens to own a modest number of shares on the Ballarat and Bendigo goldfields. In this last night of the last year of this unfortunate war, I am glad that you saw yourself in the position to accept the invitation. 

Sir Toby, 

Our families have been close for as many as five centuries. And since the days when we shared the innocent pleasures on the playground of our estate in Yorkshire – well attended, mind you, by our nannies –, it has always been a safe guess for anyone around that we would be an item in the not too far future. However, fate drove us apart. You had to go to East India, as the Viceroy's personal liaison officer to the Maharaja of Jaipur, of course an offer you were not in the position to decline and certainly not because of a little girl waiting back home. But consequently, we did not meet for almost five years. And at my age, if I may say so, even if you disagree as you most certainly will, few things are cast in iron. 

Mr. Pommeroy, 

When my father was honourably dispatched to Hong Kong, your father took charge of the 2nd Battalion of the Indian Rifles, and it was inevitable that we would meet so many times I can't count them. Just remember the lush evenings in the Governor’s garden by occasion of Her Majesty's visit to the colony, and the coach rides up to Victoria Peak. How young we were back then! But now that you have completed your training at the Naval Academy, I most deeply regret that you will have to leave this little paradise of ours to spend the next few years in the Old Country. 

My dear Admiral, 

When we first met at the Royal Regatta off Brighton in 1912 – who could have imagined that within less than two years our two countries would be bitter enemies! Especially since your Kaiser and our King were second cousins! But alas, the course of history would have it that we would end up on opposing sides although in a way it was fortunate that you were installed as commander of the garrison on Samoa and for the Bismarck archipelago because otherwise you would not have been able to be with us tonight. I praise the Lord that these terrible times are forever gone. But as my dear uncle Ethelred never failed to say on New Year's Eve, the tides change and we do so with them. And therefore nothing will ever be as it used to be before. 

Mr. Winterbottom, 

there can be no doubt, and this is not in the least meant to belittle my other dear friends, that you have been my most eloquent and, if I may say so, most ardent companion. I have enjoyed your company extremely although I have to admit that I do not know much about you, that is, your upbringing and your family, and I daresay you have been a little evasive when I playfully tried to challenge you about that occasionally. Please don't take offence! I am sure many young ladies here and on the Islands would give everything for a lad of your stature. 

In short, at this time, I am not in the position to make my choice: a choice that of necessity would hurt three of the men most dear to me. But be aware that we never know what the future may hold for us. For the time being, I shall take up a position as a teacher in one of our most respected families and I am sure the little girls I have been asked to look after will be a source of permanent joy and pleasure for me. Well, the Lusitania will leave for home early tomorrow morning. Goodbye then, my dear friends, and may the God of Small Things bless you all! 

*

Ah – James, 

Would you please help the gentlemen to the door, call the coach, and make sure everyone is all right. Then you may resume your duties, and be sure to perform them meticulously and follow exactly the same procedure as every day. 

And don't forget to turn the telly on!  

31. Dezember 335

Papst Silvester I. stirbt in Rom und gibt dem Tag seinen Namen
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