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Chapter 1

 


February

 


Walton
Heath, Surrey

Lady Frances
Ashbourne shoved a few stray tendrils of thick blonde curly hair
back under her hat before carefully placing the bomb, containing
five pounds of gunpowder, in the first floor bedroom. She knew the
house was still under construction, so there were no occupants, but
she was having second thoughts about the enormity of the act they
were about to commit and she needed reassurance.

Frances
could just make out Lettie in
the moonlight that illuminated the room in the partially built
house. Her friend must have already primed her bomb in another part
of the building and presumably had come back to make sure Frances
had carried out her instructions properly. Frances knew she should
probably feel affronted that Lettie felt the need to check up on
her, but she didn’t. At eighteen she was three years younger than
Lettie, and up until now she had been happy to follow the older
woman’s lead. But now the reality of what she was doing had
suddenly hit her and Frances was wishing she was anywhere but
planting bombs inside Lloyd George’s unfinished house. ‘You’re
quite sure no one will be hurt?’ Her voice shook slightly and she
hoped Lettie hadn’t noticed.

Lettie sighed and
tried to hide her irritation. They had been through all this
several times. ‘No, the workmen don’t get here until sometime
around eight in the morning. The bombs will go off long before
that.’ She frowned. Judging by the younger girl’s words, she had
been right to double check Frances had not lost her nerve. ‘You’re
not getting cold feet I hope. Lloyd George deserves everything he
gets. You do know that don’t you?’

Frances
nodded, her doubts
momentarily forgotten, as the familiar feeling of rage flooded her
body. Even now she couldn’t believe that Lloyd George had
repeatedly agreed with their right to the vote whilst in opposition
and then, as soon as the Liberal Party were in power, and he was
appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer, had changed his mind. But
did that really justify what they were about to do? She took a deep
breath but she still couldn’t quite make herself start the
timer.

Noticing
her friend’s hesitation and
sensing she still had doubts, Lettie persisted, ‘If he’d made the
time to speak to us and explain his change of policy, like he
promised, we wouldn’t need to do this.’

Frances glanced at
her and then nodded again, this time with more assurance. Lettie
was right. He hadn’t just withdrawn his support, Lloyd George had
refused to even discuss it with them. Feeling more confident
Frances finally pushed her doubts aside, leant forward, checked
everything was in place, licked her lips nervously, took a deep
breath and started the timer.

Lettie
smiled to herself and relaxed
slightly. She could have just taken over and set the bomb herself,
but it was important Frances was actually involved and not just an
observer. Lettie needed someone she could rely on, someone who felt
as strongly as she did. Frances wasn’t quite as passionate about
the cause yet, at least not about using violence to get the
politicians to take notice of them, but that would all change after
tonight and then Frances would be as committed as she
was.

Lettie
had no doubts at all about what she
was doing. As far as she was concerned, the chancellor deserved far
worse. Lettie would never say what she really thought out loud
because she knew Frances would run a mile if she did, but a part of
her was quite sorry the politician wouldn’t be in the house when it
blew up. Peaceful protesting wasn’t getting them anywhere. They
needed to make men realise they weren’t going away until they’d
been given the right to vote, and the only way they could do that,
in her opinion, was to escalate their action until the politicians
had no choice but to take notice. Unfortunately, her view was still
in the minority but at least her suggestions were now being taken
more seriously. Providing she kept her more extreme views to
herself, she could continue to work on the other women and
eventually they would all see that she was right. Lettie peered at
the timer again… there was no harm in double checking, especially
as this was Frances’s first time. But as far as she could see
everything looked right. It was time to leave. She smiled at
Frances and took her arm. ‘Well done! Come on, let’s go. We don’t
want to be caught anywhere near here when these two go
off.’

Frances
didn’t need any encouragement. She was beginning to regret her involvement in an attack on
such a high profile target. Her parents would be horrified if they
knew what she was doing. She hurried behind Lettie, down the newly
constructed stairs, and out into the darkness.

 


******

 


Pemberton Estate,
West Riding of Yorkshire

The moon
was high in the cloudless
winter sky and the trees were laden with frozen snow glistening on
the icy branches. The path through the estate woods was also
covered in thick snow and her feet were so cold Agatha couldn’t
feel them. But that wasn’t the main reason she was shivering.
Agatha had just told Luigi her darkest secret and now she was
wishing she’d held her tongue.

Nineteen
year-old Luigi stared at
Agatha in disbelief. He could feel his anger rising but she was so
upset, he knew losing his temper wouldn’t help. Somehow, he managed
to fight down the rage that threatened to consume him.

‘How many times?’

Agatha looked
even more miserable. ‘Only
once… it was a couple of months ago, when I was working in the
drawing room and his parents were out.’ She fell silent and
wondered if she’d done the right thing in telling him. But she
couldn’t listen to him declaring his undying love without
confessing the truth. ‘I’m so sorry… it wasn’t my fault. I did try,
but there was nothing I could do to stop him.’

She
sobbed even harder and Luigi
automatically reached out and put his arms around her. He loved
Agatha and he wanted to comfort her, but he wished she hadn’t said
anything, because now all he wanted was to kill the Honourable
Edward Pemberton, preferably with his bare hands. He took a breath
and tried to speak calmly. ‘And he hasn’t… he hasn’t been near you since?’

Agatha shook
her head. ‘No.’ She
shuddered.

There
was a long silence and
eventually Agatha dared to raise her head. The fury she saw in his
eyes made her recoil in shock and she began to cry even more. She
should never have said anything. ‘I’m so sorry Luigi. Please don’t
hate me.’

Luigi’s anger briefly
abated and he stared at her in surprise. ‘Of course, I don’t hate
you.’ He pulled her closer. ‘I love you, Agatha. I hate him and I’m
angry with myself, but not with you. I should have been able to
protect you.’

‘You still love me…?’ Agatha swallowed nervously. She
searched his face for any sign that he was lying. ‘You really mean
it?’

‘Of course, I do.’

Agatha relaxed
slightly and allowed him to pull her into his arms. Luigi closed
his eyes and cuddled her for several seconds in silence. He didn’t
know what to do, although he doubted there was anything he could do
about The Honourable
Edward. The police would
never take either his or Agatha’s word over that of His Lordship’s
son.

‘Can we forget about it?’ Agatha’s words broke into his
thoughts.

Luigi pulled back,
frowned and looked into her eyes. They were red from crying and he
had to fight hard to control his anger which was threatening to
overwhelm him again. He took a breath and made himself concentrate
on Agatha. ‘I don’t know to be honest.’ Could he really just forget
what that bastard had done to the woman he loved? He could feel the
blood rushing to his head once more and with a considerable effort
he forced his rage down and gently stroked her hair. ‘What about
you? Can you really forget? Just pretend nothing
happened?’

Agatha
shrugged. ‘I’ve been trying
to, but I was so scared you would find out, it’s been too
difficult.’ She searched his face. ‘But if you do still love
me…?’

Luigi forced
himself to smile. ‘I do love
you, Agatha. Like I said, I’m just angry with him… Not with you, I
promise.’

‘Then we can put it behind us?’

Luigi
hesitated, he stared into her
eyes wondering if he really could just pretend… and then he nodded.
‘Yes.’ The alternative was to end their courtship and he couldn’t
do that. He was too much in love with her. He would just have to
find a way of living with what she’d told him.

Agatha
breathed a sigh of relief. She’d struggled for weeks, wanting to tell him, but she’d been too
scared he would blame her.

Luigi was
still trying to find another
way. ‘You could look for work somewhere else?’

Agatha
sighed. ‘I’ve thought of that
but I like my job. And anyway he won’t bother me again… He never
does once he’s got what he wants.’

Luigi
frowned. ‘You can’t be sure
of that. What if he does it again?’

Agatha looked
worried, then she shook her
head. ‘He won’t. The other girls… that’s what they’ve said.’ She
sighed. ‘And you know the money is good here. I won’t get wages as
good as this anywhere else local, so the only other option is to
move right away and then I’d never see you.’

Luigi sighed. ‘I just
don’t like the idea of you being up there… not now.’

Agatha took
his hand. ‘Thank you,
Luigi.’

He looked
surprised. ‘What
for?’

‘For being so… so understanding. I love you so much.
You know that don’t you?’ She stretched up on tip toes and brushed
her lips against his. After the slightest pause, Luigi returned her
kiss. As their passion increased, Luigi forgot everything except
how much he loved Agatha. Eventually she pulled back.

‘I really should go, Luigi, or I’ll be missed.’ Agatha
leaned towards him and hugged him. She didn’t want to go but she
couldn’t afford to be caught creeping back into the big house, or
she would definitely get the sack, and with no references, she
would struggle to find another job.

Luigi
sighed. ‘Can I see you
tomorrow?’ He held onto her hand, reluctant to let her go even
though he had to be up early to see to the horses on the estate.
The moon was even higher in the sky now, bathing her in its soft
light and, despite the cold, all Luigi wanted was to hold her tight
and forget the past.

Agatha looked
worried. ‘I should be
finished about nine tomorrow night. I can probably meet you again,
but we’ll need to be careful. I really can’t afford to lose this
job.’

Luigi sighed in
frustration. Nor could he. He enjoyed his job on the estate but the
Pembertons were a powerful family. Upsetting them would make it
difficult to find other work in the area, and it wasn’t just
himself he had to think about. There was the rest of his family as
well. ‘Perhaps we should wait until your next afternoon off
instead?’ He looked so forlorn that Agatha felt sorry for
him.

She stood
undecided for several seconds
and then shook her head. ‘No, I’ll meet you here if I can.
Alright?’

Luigi
brightened up immediately and gave
her a quick kiss. ‘Until tomorrow then.’

He watched as
Agatha hurried along the edge
of the tree line and back towards the house. He managed to hold
onto the warm loving glow that she always gave him for several
moments, before remembering her earlier words, then he scowled and
clenched his fists. He couldn’t do anything about the past, but he
would do everything he could to protect her in the
future.

 


*******

 


Ashbourne
Residence, London

Frances let
herself quietly in through
the kitchen and nearly jumped out of her skin when she saw the
kitchen maid. She was never up this early so she had no idea there
was likely to be anyone there. There was an awkward pause while
their eyes met, then France gave the girl a brief nod and hurried
upstairs, her heart was pounding uncomfortably against her ribs as
she made her way to her bedroom. If her parents caught her now, she
had no idea how she would explain where she’d been.

The guilt
she’d felt earlier returned. What on earth had she done? She’d allowed Lettie to talk her
into something she didn’t really agree with, because she didn’t
want her new friend to think she was weak. But now she was in
danger of going to prison… and what if Lettie was wrong and someone
did get hurt? Even her parents couldn’t save her if someone died.
Not that they were likely to support her anyway, if they knew where
she’d been and what she’d become involved with. Although her mother
thought the suffragists were right and had encouraged her to become
involved in peaceful protests, Ann-Marie would be horrified to know
that her daughter had done something so awful.

To
her relief Frances made it to her
bedroom safely, crept inside, closed the door and leant back
against it, her heart thudding against her ribs. The room was warm,
the coals in the hearth still smouldering and casting a cosy glow
on the deep red velvet curtains and thick patterned wallpaper.
Frances listened carefully but the upper part of the house was
still quiet. She realised she’d been holding her breath so let it
out slowly and her heart rate gradually returned to normal. She
knew she ought to get undressed and climb into bed but she was too
buoyed up to sleep. Her mind was racing and she knew she wouldn’t
have any peace until she was sure no one was hurt. She glanced at
the clock on the mantelpiece and sighed. Although it was only an
hour or so until everyone began to wake, she had a feeling it was
going to be a very long time until breakfast.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Lincolnshire

‘Do you really have to go, Eddie?’ Grace gave a loud
sigh and turned back to the sink in the small kitchen where she was
washing up the plates from their lunch. ‘You’ve only been here a
few days.’

Eddie
hid his distaste and put his
arms around her. He slid one hand down to her swollen stomach and
tried to sound regretful. ‘I don’t want to go, my darling, but I
have to earn some money, you know that. It’s not just us anymore,
is it? We have the little one to think about too.’

Grace closed
her eyes and leant back
against him. She loved the way he spoke and could listen to him
talking all day. She still couldn’t believe that someone as
handsome and well educated as Eddie, with his short blond hair,
hypnotic blue eyes and cut-glass accent, would choose to be with
her. She opened her eyes and turned to face him ‘I know Eddie. I
just wish you were able to be here all the time, like other
husbands.’

Eddie didn’t
answer. There was a limit to
how much even he could lie. Instead, he closed his eyes so she
wouldn’t see the exasperation in them, hugged her close, then
pulled away and reached for his coat and hat, hanging on the hook
on the kitchen door. If he didn’t hurry, he would be late back and
then he would be in trouble.

‘How long will you be gone?’ Grace was watching him, a
resigned expression on her face.

‘It might be a bit longer this
time; there’s a lot of work on but I’ll be back as soon as I
can.’ Unless I can think of a
good way of ending this farce. Eddie was already walking down the hall, towards the front
door. He pulled his collar up and his hat down by the brim, not
only to keep out the cold but to lessen the likelihood of anyone
seeing his face. To his irritation, Grace wiped her hands on her
apron and started following him.

Eddie sighed.
He really didn’t want her to
come outside with him. The less the neighbours saw of him the
better, so hanging around on the doorstep wasn’t a good idea. He
was surprised Grace hadn’t questioned his preference for staying in
when he came ‘home’, but so far she seemed quite happy to have him
to herself. Unfortunately, he couldn’t rely on that continuing, so
he needed to find a speedy solution to the mess he’d got himself
into.

‘There’s no need to come outside, Grace. It’s very cold
out there and you know how I hate long goodbyes. You go back to the
fire and keep warm.’ Before she could answer, he’d opened the door
and was stepping outside. ‘Bye, darling. Take care of yourself and
our child. I love you.’

Grace
watched the front door close
behind him and sighed again. She hated it when Eddie went away but
he had to work away from home and she’d known that when she married
him. Perhaps when the baby was born she wouldn’t miss him quite so
much. She only hoped Eddie was right when he said it was going to
be a boy. If it was a girl he would probably be terribly
disappointed.

 


Eddie reached
the station just as the train
was pulling out, the smoke billowing in clouds, up into the cold
winter sky. He sped along the platform and only just managed to
climb on board before the platform ran out. Finding a seat on the
short rural train wasn’t difficult; there were barely half a dozen
other people in the four carriages, and he sank down in a seat near
the window in relief. Gazing out as the countryside rolled past, he
caught his breath and thought about Grace and the child she was
carrying and groaned inwardly. What on earth had he been thinking?
He must have been mad. If his parents found out…

 


*******

 


Ashbourne Residence,
London

‘They’ll never get the vote if they carry on like
this.’ Thomas, the Right Honourable Viscount Kelfield, flung the
newspaper down on the table and glared at his younger sister, as if
daring her to argue. Frances was two years younger than him and
could almost always be guaranteed to take the bait, especially when
the topic was women’s suffrage.

‘Women have as much right to vote as men. We can own
and run businesses, manage estates and do numerous other things, so
why shouldn’t we have a say in who governs the country?’ Frances
looked at her mother for support, but Ann-Marie just gave an
imperceptible shake of her head, hoping to stop Frances saying
anything indiscreet. Although she hadn’t said anything to Frances
or her husband James, Ann-Marie had heard her daughter creep back
into the house in the early hours of that morning. She was sure
Frances didn’t have a lover – she’d shown no interest in men at all
– and knowing her passionate interest in women’s suffrage,
Ann-Marie had spent the rest of the night and morning worrying
where her daughter had been. Instances of arson by the movement had
steadily increased and now there was this attack. What if Frances
had been involved?

Thomas
laughed, delighted that
Frances hadn’t disappointed him. ‘Blowing up the half-constructed
second home of the Chancellor is probably not the best way of
getting what you want. It just proves them right, that you’re not
fit to be given the vote.’

‘And you are, of course? Just because you’re a man!’
Frances was unable to control her temper. ‘You’ve already gambled
away your trust fund and you haven’t a clue about how to run our
estates, but…’

‘Enough, Frances!’ James, Earl of Selby and Kelfield,
shouted, at the same time slamming the table with his hand and
making her jump. He lowered his voice. ‘Do you want the servants to
know everything?’

Frances was about to
reply that she was sure the servants knew what Thomas had done when
she saw the pain in her father’s face and bit her tongue. She
stared down at her plate and instead contemplated how much fun it
would be to tell her stupid arrogant brother that she had been
responsible for blowing up Lloyd George’s house. Unfortunately, she
couldn’t. She and Lettie had agreed not to tell anyone what they’d
done, mainly because neither girl wanted to go to prison, but also
because it would be more worrying for the authorities if they
didn’t know who was guilty. She was still thinking about that when
Thomas spoke again.

‘Still, at least they’ve arrested that bloody Pankhurst
woman.’

Frances
blanched. ‘They’ve arrested…
Mrs Pankhurst?’ At the last second Frances remembered not to say
‘Emmeline’. ‘Why?’

‘Because she’s claimed responsibility for the bombing.
Why else?’ Thomas smirked at the horrified expression on his
sister’s face.

‘I said enough,
Thomas. Leave the table, both of you. I want to speak to your
mother alone.’

Ann-Marie
looked at James in surprise,
but he was glaring at his son. Thomas shrugged, threw down his
napkin, stood up and stormed out of the room. Frances followed, but
when she reached the door she stopped and turned back. ‘I’m sorry,
Father. I didn’t mean to upset you…’

James
tried to ignore his misgivings and
forced himself to smile. ‘Your brother can be very trying, Frances,
but you shouldn’t let him goad you quite so easily.’

Frances
seemed about to say something
but then changed her mind and nodded, before leaving the room and
closing the door quietly behind her.

James
sighed and turned towards
Ann-Marie. ‘I know this sounds absolutely ridiculous, but you don’t
think Frances had anything to do with this bombing, do
you?’

 


*******

 


Vienna,
Austria-Hungary

Johannes
Blum was sipping his coffee
and idly thumbing through the newspaper on the table in front of
him when he spotted his friend entering the café.

‘Any chance of a coffee, Johannes?’ Max Sommer slid
into the empty seat opposite and gave an endearing
smile.

Johannes
grinned, summoned the waiter
and ordered two coffees and some cake. ‘Still not sold anything
then, Max?’

Max grimaced and
shook his head. ‘Nothing. It’s not from want of trying.’ He stared
moodily at the table. ‘I was going to sit quietly in the lounge and
try to think of something different to paint, but Adolf was
spouting off again from his chair and my head started to hurt.’ The
waiter returned to the table with the coffee and cake and Max drank
deeply. He wasn’t being entirely honest with Johannes. His friend,
Adolf Hitler, had been in a vocal mood that morning, ranting about
morality, racial purity, Slav treachery, Freemasons, Jesuits and
Jews. Max actually found a lot of what he said quite interesting,
however, he couldn’t say that to Johannes because he didn’t want to
offend him. In any case, Adolf’s thoughts about the Jews didn’t
really apply to his new best friend and his sister. Yes, they were
Jews, but they certainly didn’t fit the stereotype Adolf was always
preaching about.

Johannes looked up
from the newspaper and laughed. ‘I’m surprised he hasn’t fallen
foul of our Russian friends. Trotsky would make mincemeat out of
him. Perhaps we should suggest Leon interviews him for
Pravda.’

Max was
caught by surprise and he
spat out his coffee with laughter. ‘That’s such a good idea,
Johannes, but I think I’ll leave you to suggest it to him. Adolf’s
very sensitive, you know.’

Johannes
shook his head. ‘He’s an
idiot.’ He leant closer. ‘I bet he’s avoided conscription as
well.’

Max
frowned. ‘Now you mention it,
he seems to have been in Vienna for years. He’s certainly old
enough… How on earth has he managed that do you think?’

Johannes
shrugged. ‘No idea. Maybe
he’s got a medical exemption or something?’ There was silence as
Max devoured both slices of cake. Johannes watched him for a few
moments then sighed. ‘On the other hand, now I am the grand old age
of nineteen I haven’t managed to avoid it, so I’m off next week to
join the Hoch und Deutschmeister Regiment. As I won’t see you for a
while, you’ll have to find someone else to keep you
fed.’

Max ignored
the jibe and stared at him in
dismay. ‘I’m sorry, Johannes. I’ll miss you…’ He glanced down at
the table and wondered if he dared say anything. After a brief
hesitation he made up his mind and looked up again. ‘I don’t
suppose I could call on your delightful sister while you’re away…
to keep up with the news…?’

Johannes eyed him, a
speculative expression on his face. He didn’t think his father
would approve of Max seeing Rosa but he liked Max, even though he
hadn’t known him for very long. ‘How do you know Rosa wants to see
you?’

Max flushed
slightly and wondered if he
should tell Johannes that he’d been meeting Rosa for several weeks
now. Johannes eventually took pity on him. ‘It’s alright, Max. I
know Rosa enjoys your company, but you will treat her with respect,
won’t you?’ Johannes’ tone had changed and Max nodded
hastily.

‘Of course, Johannes. I wouldn’t dream of doing
anything…’

‘Make sure you don’t. I would really hate for us to
fall out…’

The words
hung between them and Max
hastened to reassure him: ‘I give you my word, Johannes. I really
like Rosa; I would never do anything to hurt her.’ He crossed his
fingers behind his back and hoped Johannes was not going to ask any
more questions. Not that he’d lied. He was very fond of Rosa and he
was hoping that one day he would be allowed to marry her, but
unfortunately, until he had some money that wasn’t likely to
happen. If only his paintings would sell… Perhaps he should find
some work and paint in his spare time? But would Rosa like him as
much if he wasn’t an artist? He was sure that was some of the
reason she was attracted to him. Max sighed. He’d give the painting
another few months and then, if he still couldn’t make a living,
he’d have to start looking for what his parents called ‘a proper
job’. At least that would make them happy, or it would have if he’d
still been in contact with them. He’d moved out of the family home
in Linz several months ago after a massive argument about his
future. Max had been determined to pursue his dream of becoming an
artist, but his father had not considered that to be a suitable
profession for his only son, so Max had stormed out and headed to
Vienna. He hadn’t spoken to them since.

Johannes watched his
friend and tried to hide his misgivings. He’d known Max was seeing
Rosa and, all the time he was able to keep an eye on things, he
didn’t really object, but now he would be going away and, as much
as he liked Max, he didn’t entirely trust him with his precious
sister. He would have a word with her when he arrived home. Not
that Rosa was likely to listen. Johannes smiled to himself as he
thought about his beautiful, talented, headstrong sister. She and
Max were ideally suited, but at the moment he had no prospects and
his parents would never agree to their only daughter marrying a
struggling artist and living in poverty.

 


******* 

 


Ashbourne
Residence, London

Ann-Marie
stared at James in horror but didn’t answer straight away. She was shocked that he too had
arrived at the same conclusion and she wondered if James had also
heard Frances creeping back into the house earlier that morning.
But she didn’t want to mention that in case he hadn’t and was
basing his suspicions on something else. Her heart sank. What else
could have made him think their beautiful fiery daughter was
capable of such a heinous crime?

James sighed
and, leaning forward, put his
head in his hands. Ann-Marie watched him for several moments before
speaking.

‘I’m sure Frances would never do anything like that,
James.’ She hoped she sounded more convinced than she
felt.

‘Really?’ James shook his head. ‘I heard her come in
this morning. Where had she been? And what had she been doing at
that time of the morning? I wanted to ask her but I was frightened
of the answer.’

Ann-Marie sighed and
stopped pretending. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t asked her either for
exactly the same reason.’

There
was a brief silence, then James
spoke again. ‘What are we going to do?’

Ann-Marie
stared at him but didn’t
immediately answer. She thought for a moment and then suggested the
idea that had been floating around her head since Frances’s comment
about Thomas gambling away his inheritance. ‘Perhaps we should find
her a husband. It’s time she settled down and, if she’s married,
she won’t be able to get involved in… well whatever she might or
might not be doing.’

James thought
for a moment, nodded and then
frowned. ‘She won’t like it. We always said there was no
rush…’

Ann-Marie reached out
for his hand and squeezed it. ‘Perhaps we could make it seem like
she’s doing it for us…?’

James
frowned. ‘What do you
mean?’

Ann-Marie
stared at the table, unable
to meet his eyes. ‘We could say we’re really broke, much closer to
the edge than she thinks and we need to find her a rich husband to
save us.’

James
gasped and abruptly withdrew
his hand. There was a long silence and Ann-Marie wondered if she
had over played her hand. She wanted to protect Frances at all
costs, but she also wanted to save the family’s estates too and,
without money, she couldn’t do that. Unfortunately, James was a
proud man and thought he could keep their financial problems to
himself. But Ann-Marie had noticed art works gradually disappearing
and knew things were worse than James was letting on. Thomas
gambling away his trust fund from her family hadn’t helped, but
what was done was done. Maybe this was a way of saving both Frances
and Ashbourne Hall.

‘Maybe you’re right.’ James spoke eventually but he
couldn’t meet her eyes.

Ann-Marie reached for
his hand again. ‘It’s not your fault there’s no money, James. But
pretending it’s not happening isn’t going to help. Frances loves
Ashbourne Hall. She’ll be happy to do something that will save it.
I can talk to her if you don’t want to.’

James squeezed her
hand. ‘That would be rather cowardly, wouldn’t it? No, we’ll do it
together and I’ll tell her the truth. Unless we find some money
from somewhere, we’ll have to sell the Hall.’

Ann-Marie
gasped. ‘It’s really as bad
as that?’

James
nodded. ‘We have about
eighteen months to find a solution, providing word doesn’t get out
of course. If it does, our creditors will be clambering for their
money and we’ll have no options at all.’ He sighed and looked into
her eyes. ‘I’m so sorry, Ann-Marie. It was never meant to be like
this. When we married I knew things were bad, but I didn’t know the
truth. I thought your dowry would be enough to save us, but it
wasn’t until after Father died I found out just how much debt he’d
left us in.’

Ann-Marie ignored the
cold tentacles of fear that had clutched her heart at the thought
of being bankrupt and forced herself to smile. ‘I think it’s best
if I speak to Frances on my own, James.’ Sensing he was about to
protest again she took his hand. ‘This is something a mother should
do. Once I’ve spoken to her, we’ll start looking for a rich
husband.’ She could see the relief in his eyes and she hoped it was
going to be as easy as it sounded. If not, their lives would
definitely be taking a turn for the worse.

 


*******

 


Pemberton Estate,
West Riding of Yorkshire

Luigi
finished mucking out the last
of the horses, leant against his rake and surveyed his
work.

‘Are you finished?’ Giuseppe
came to stand next to his younger brother and lowered his voice.
‘It’s a lot quieter without The Honourable Eddie here, isn’t it?’

Luigi
scowled. ‘Much.’ His
expression darkened, he ran his hand through his thick black hair
and sighed.

‘What’s the matter?’ Giuseppe frowned. Although he was
only two years older than Luigi he had taken on responsibility for
the family since his father’s death, and that meant keeping his hot
headed younger brother under control.

‘He’s been assaulting the servants again.’ Even as he
spoke, Luigi wished he’d kept his mouth shut. Now he would have to
explain.

Giuseppe’s heart
sank. He knew Luigi was keen on one of the maids. ‘Has he been
bothering Agatha?’

Luigi
clenched his fists. He was
tempted to tell Giuseppe the truth about Agatha, but he couldn’t,
because talking about it made him so angry and anyway, he didn’t
want his brother to know that the woman he loved was no longer a
virgin. Instead he lied and shook his head. ‘No, not yet… but you
know what he’s like. No women are safe up there.’ He wanted to add
that he’d like to strangle the so called Hon Edward slowly with his bare hands. He knew that wasn’t a sensible
solution but unfortunately he couldn’t think of another answer to
his problem. If only he could marry Agatha, things wouldn’t seem
quite so bad, but then they would probably both lose their jobs. He
couldn’t see the family providing them with married quarters, so
they would both have to look elsewhere, and that might not be very
easy. They would have to live with his mother as Agatha’s parents
were dead, not that he thought his mother would mind, but he would
need work; he couldn’t expect Giuseppe to be the only bread winner
in the house.

Giuseppe
stared at his younger brother
and wished there was something he could do to help him.
Unfortunately, the Hemsworth’s were a law unto themselves. No one
could touch them. Certainly not two lowly immigrants who worked in
the stables. ‘Perhaps you should find yourself another girl… One
who doesn’t work here?’

Luigi
gave a wry smile. ‘Don’t you
think I haven’t thought about that? But it’s Agatha I love, and I
know she feels the same.’

‘Then maybe she could get a job elsewhere?’ Even as he
said the words, Giuseppe knew that was unlikely. If Agatha gave up
her job, she would probably have to go miles away to find something
similar because, other than working in the local inn, there wasn’t
much work around.

‘We’ve discussed that, but she doesn’t want to move
away and, if she did, we’d never see each other.’

‘What about getting a job working on one of the farms
instead?’

Luigi shook
his head. ‘We’ve thought
about that too, she even had a chat with one of the farmer’s wives
but there’s nothing going at the moment and she can’t afford to be
out of work because she has no family to support her…’ Luigi fell
silent.

Giuseppe
sighed. He couldn’t think of
any other solution and he didn’t want to say what was really in his
mind… That if Agatha wasn’t already damaged goods, it probably
wouldn’t be long before she was. His brother really needed to find
himself another girlfriend.

 


*******

 


Pemberton Estate,
West Riding of Yorkshire

Eddie drove along the
wide driveway leading to the house, his mind still on Grace and
what he could do about her. The only good thing was that she had no
idea who he really was. As far as Grace was concerned he was Eddie
Pemberton, an insurance clerk who worked in London during the week,
and spent the weekends and occasional week with her. Thank goodness
he’d never told her that he was really The Honourable Edward
Tristram Pemberton, heir to the vast Pemberton estates and the
enormous fortune that came with them. If only his common sense had
extended a bit further, he would not have been so
worried.

Eddie had
been taking advantage of his
position ever since he’d had his first sexual experience, on his
fifteenth birthday, with a whore his father had provided for him.
He could still smile at the memory of the woman who’d introduced
him to the pleasures of the flesh, and he hadn’t looked back since.
But Grace had been different. He’d been twenty-one and Grace
nineteen. Eddie had been staying with a friend in Lincoln and was
on his way home when he’d stopped at an inn to have a meal and a
drink before catching his train back to Yorkshire. Grace was
waiting on tables, a slim figure in her neat apron and long skirts,
with dark wavy hair and deep brown eyes that had lit up when he’d
made a joke about the food. Her unexpected laugh and beaming smile
drawing his attention to her white teeth and full lips had
captivated him, as had her obvious innocence. Not planning anything
more than a short dalliance while he waited for his train, Eddie
had introduced himself simply as Eddie Pemberton. But the name had
obviously meant nothing to her, which had amused him. Instead of
going home, he’d booked a room at the inn for a few days and their
relationship had developed. Grace was a devout Catholic who refused
to do anything more than let him kiss her. Strangely enough, her
refusal to sleep with him only made him desire her even more. He
could have just taken her, but there was no challenge to that. He
was used to women either falling at his feet because of who he was,
or just doing whatever he wanted with them because he could. The
idea of making her come to him was amusing and would while away a
couple of days before he went home. Eddie turned on all his charm
but to no avail. Eventually he’d been unable to stay any longer and
had gone home.

For
the next couple of weeks Eddie had
made it his business to sleep with several other women, determined
to get Grace out of his system, but these encounters left him
strangely unsatisfied. All he could think of was the one woman who
wouldn’t succumb to his charms. Finally, three weeks later, he went
back, convinced that she would have missed him so much she would
just fall into his arms and capitulate. To his astonishment, she
didn’t. Although Grace had been pleased to see him, she still
refused to go any further. Eddie was confused. He wanted to be
angry, so furious that he would just force himself on her, then he
could go away and forget all about her. But he couldn’t do that,
because that hadn’t been his plan and, in his twisted logic, she
would have won… and no woman ever got the better of him.

Eddie went back again
and again over the next few months and although Grace was always
delighted to see him, she still refused to sleep with him. Eddie
tried everything he could think of to persuade her, but she was
adamant and gradually he realised that, whatever he said, she was
never going to sleep with him unless he married her. And that he
could never do. She was so far beneath him, his parents would have
apoplexy at the very thought. Eddie knew he should do the sensible
thing and stay away, but the game had backfired.

He
had become obsessed by her, she
filled his every waking thought and at night she was in his dreams,
smiling at him, teasing him with her eyes. There were times when he
wondered if he was ill; he would never normally waste his time on
women. They either slept with him willingly or he took his pleasure
anyway. So why was she so different? The thought even occurred to
him that maybe she was a witch who’d cast a powerful spell on him.
He knew that was utterly ridiculous but he couldn’t find any way of
explaining why he was acting so out of character and, the more time
he spent with Grace, the harder it became to tell her who he really
was, so he didn’t say anything. He realised that in some strange
way, he was actually enjoying being plain Eddie when he
was with her.

He knew he
should just forget about her
but he couldn’t. He had to have her, whatever the cost, so
eventually Eddie had done the only thing he could do. He’d ignored
all the warning voices in his head and married her, convinced that
once he’d slept with her she would no longer have a hold on him and
then he could engage a lawyer and divorce her before any damage was
done. Yes, he knew she was a Catholic and would never agree to a
divorce, but he was sure if he threw enough money at the problem he
would get his way.

But
before he’d grown tired of
her something truly disastrous happened, Grace had become pregnant
and, if the child was a boy, he would be the legitimate heir to the
Pemberton title, money and estates. Divorcing her would no longer
make any difference. The child would still be his legitimate heir.
His parents would never forgive him for marrying so far beneath
him. They might even disinherit him, although there were no other
children. The thought of having to earn a living, of having no
money or position made Eddie’s blood run cold. He could never let
them find out. It would have to remain a secret or he would be
finished. The problem was how to get rid of Grace. It would have
been difficult enough to arrange a divorce before, but now there
was a child involved…. He had considered just not bothering to go
back. But if he suddenly disappeared, she would probably report him
missing to the police. That wouldn’t have been a problem if she
hadn’t had any photographs of him, but she had several, including a
large framed one of him on the mantelpiece. It wouldn’t be too long
before the police identified him from that and then the truth would
come out. He would have to think of something else…

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Outside Calea, Turin, Italy

Seventeen
year-old Lucrecia Rossi
closed her dark soulful eyes in horror, tossed her long black hair
out of her face and took a deep breath to try and steady her
nerves. Her legs were shaking and she was having trouble breathing.
She had only meant to defend herself against his attempt to rape
her again, but in the struggle he’d lost his balance.

Lucrecia could feel
the sweat forming on her face and neck as she opened her eyes, took
another deep breath, stepped a little closer to the edge of the
steep ravine and leaned cautiously over. She could see his body
below, sprawled at an unnatural angle, a dark stain where his head
had hit the large boulder he was lying on. Perhaps he wasn’t dead,
maybe he was only injured? Her heart beat faster. That would be
even worse. If he was dead she could run home and pretend today
hadn’t happened, but if there was the slightest chance he was still
alive…

She forced herself to
stare down at him, searching for any sign of movement, an
indication that he was still alive, but there was nothing. The body
was motionless. Lucrecia wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or not.
She regretted his death; but it was his fault. He would still be
alive if he hadn’t tried to rape her a second time. Lucrecia
shivered, pulled her torn blouse around her and tied it so the rips
were less visible, then she reached for her winter shawl which had
come off in the struggle and lay discarded on the ground.
Fortunately, he had only shoved her long skirt up before forcing
himself on her. Other than some dirt, the garment looked the same
as it had when she’d left the house. Somehow, she would have to
sneak back indoors and hope she didn’t bump into her father. He had
eyes like a hawk and was bound to notice something was wrong.
Lucrecia could feel tears forming in her eyes and she blinked them
away. She couldn’t afford to go home with red eyes, not if she
wanted to avoid drawing attention to herself.

Lucrecia
shuddered again and, after
one final look to make certain, she turned her back on the ravine
and the broken body of Roffe, the Conte de Fiore’s son. The winter
sun was already climbing high into the sky. By the time she got
back to the village, it would be full of people coming home from
the fields for their lunch. She’d never be able to sneak back in
now. She would have to wait until later and hope her father and
brother didn’t think too much about her not appearing for lunch.
Hopefully they would just assume she was enjoying her walk, despite
the cold, and had forgotten the time. Her eyes scanned the
hillsides. There was no one in sight. She needed to get as far away
as possible from this mountain and lie low until later in the day;
then she might be alright. Trying to wipe her mind clear of the
images of Roffe forcing himself on her and the sight of his dead
body lying crumpled at the bottom of the ravine was an altogether
more difficult task.

 


*******

 


Vienna,
Austria-Hungary

Rosa
Blum closed her eyes, her
fingers covering the keys of the grand piano with practiced ease as
she brought the complicated piano solo to an end. The music died
away and she sighed. Listz was so difficult to play properly, but
she was definitely improving.

‘That was beautiful, darling.’ Hersch Blum smiled at
his eighteen year old daughter across the vast ballroom of their
five storey house in the Prinz-Eugen-Strasse in the exclusive
Fourth District. ‘That was Sonata in B Minor, wasn’t
it?’

Rosa
laughed. ‘Very good, Papa. You’ve
been studying.’

Hersch joined
in, his eyes twinkling. ‘Well, it doesn’t look very good if I can’t recognise the
music my beautiful daughter is playing. Is that the piece you’ve
chosen for your audition?’

Rosa sighed. ‘No,
it’s the one I have to play. My free choice is Beethoven’s
Moonlight Sonata. Shall I play it for you?’

Hersch
smiled. ‘Please… you know I
love listening to you.’

Rosa smiled
and closed her eyes for a few
seconds before beginning the first few notes. Within seconds the
outside world was forgotten as she lost herself in the beautiful
sonata. Hersch was vaguely aware of Katherina joining him, her hand
resting on his shoulder. Neither spoke as they watched Rosa, her
hands running freely over the keys, each note sending shivers down
their spines.

Katherina
watched her daughter thoughtfully. Rosa’s playing had so much more depth lately, more emotion
than ever. As the tempo quickened, Rosa’s concentration increased,
her hands moving faster and faster, her fingers no longer gently
stroking the keys, the pressure intensifying, the notes running
into each other, the music seemingly having a life of its own.
Katherina could feel tears on her cheeks. That her daughter could
play such beautiful music never ceased to amaze her. Neither she
nor Hersch had any musical talent but they could both recognise it.
Katherina was sure her daughter would one day be a famous concert
pianist, with people from all over the world paying fortunes to
hear her. She gave a wry smile… providing she passed her audition,
of course.

The Akademie
für Musik und Darstellende
Kunst in the Lothringer Strasse was the biggest, most important
Conservatoire of the Hapsburg monarchy and had an international
reputation, with students attending from all over the world.
Encouraged by her parents, Rosa had been studying hard for years to
get a place. Listening to her play, Katherina had no doubts her
daughter would pass, but it wouldn’t do to become complacent,
especially as she’d already missed the autumn enrolments because
she had been ill. It had taken a rather hefty donation towards some
new instruments to persuade them to allow Rosa to sit her audition
early in the spring instead and to start as soon as possible
afterwards if accepted. Not that they had told Rosa because
Katherina didn’t want to say anything to her daughter that would
undermine her confidence.

The music
finally reached its climax
and Rosa sat back. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think it was perfect, don’t you Katherina?’ Hersch
didn’t wait for an answer. He stood up and walked over to the
piano, placing his hands on her shoulders. ‘You have such an
amazing talent, Rosa.’

Rosa
reached up and patted his
hand. ‘Thank you, Papa.’ She glanced at the large grandfather
clock. There was still plenty of time before she had to get ready
to see Max. ‘Would you like to hear something else?’

‘Some Grieg, perhaps?’ Katherina smiled. She could
listen to Rosa playing all day.

Rosa nodded
and, after a few seconds, she
began Grieg’s only completed piano concerto and his most popular
work. Lost in the flowing chords, she forgot all about Max, all
about Johannes leaving for the army. She forgot about everything
except the beauty of the music that echoed soulfully around the
vast ballroom.

 


*******

 


Yorkshire

Giuseppe looked at
his mother in disbelief. ‘You can’t be serious, Mama.’ He fell
silent, not sure how to explain to his mother that the Pemberton
Estate was not a suitable place of employment for his young sister.
Although he and Luigi lived above the stables, they always came
home to visit their mother and sister in the nearby village on
their afternoons off. Giuseppe wished he and Luigi had their time
off together as it would have been nice to have his brother there
to back him up. But Luigi’s few hours of leisure were not for a
couple of days yet, by which time it would probably be too late for
their sister.

‘Why on earth wouldn’t I be?’ Isabella Bianchi stared
at her oldest son in astonishment. ‘You and Luigi are happy there.
Concetta is nearly sixteen now and she needs a better job than
working in the bar of the local inn, where she is at risk from
drunken men. She’ll be safe at the Pembertons; they pay much better
than other employers in the area and you’ll be there to keep an eye
on her.’

Giuseppe shook his
head in frustration. ‘We’re in the stables all day, Mama. We don’t
go near the house.’ Giuseppe could see from her confused expression
that he wasn’t getting anywhere. ‘What job is she applying
for?’

‘Kitchen maid.’ Concetta wandered in through the back
door from the small yard outside the end terraced house and placed
the empty pail on the floor under the sink. ‘The chickens are fed.’
She reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out three eggs
which she placed on the draining board by the sink before washing
her hands. Concetta turned to face Giuseppe, a big smile on her
face. ‘I’m really excited. You do think they’ll take me on, don’t
you?’

Giuseppe
forced a smile and thought
hard. With her long wavy dark hair and flashing green eyes his
sister was already a very attractive girl. She would become more so
as she grew older and his mother was right about the inn. If
Concetta was the kitchen maid, she wasn’t likely to come to the
attention of His Lordship or his obnoxious son. It was the parlour
and chamber maids who were most at risk. She would probably be
safe. But he wasn’t happy about it. ‘Yes, I’m sure they will, but
are you certain that’s what you want to do?’

Concetta
frowned. ‘It’s a good job,
isn’t it?’ She’d known her brothers didn’t like her working at the
inn so she had expected Giuseppe to be delighted for her. Concetta
couldn’t understand why he looked so disapproving and she looked at
her mother for support.

‘You still haven’t told me why you don’t want your
sister working there?’ Isabella had folded her arms across her
ample bosom and was watching Giuseppe closely.

Giuseppe
hesitated. He would prefer
not to discuss his reservations with Concetta in the room, but
obviously his mother was not going to let the matter drop. He
sighed and tried to find a way of telling the truth without being
too explicit. ‘Lord Hemsworth and his son… they… they like
women.’

To his
astonishment, Isabella
laughed. ‘Don’t be so silly, boy. I don’t know exactly what you’re
implying but you’d better not let His Lordship hear you speaking
about him like that, or you’ll be out on your ear.’

Giuseppe
shook his head and threw
caution to the winds. ‘You really have no idea Mama… None of the
female servants are safe…’

Isabella was no
longer laughing. She glared and waggled her finger at him. ‘Your
father worked for the Pembertons for years and I never heard him
say anything so… so disrespectful. Lord Hemsworth is married and
his son is not going to be interested in Concetta. You’ve been
listening to servants’ gossip.’

Giuseppe was about to
argue more when he realised there was no point. Whatever he said,
his mother wouldn’t believe him. She was determined to think Lord
Hemsworth was some sort of saint, just because he was rich and
because he’d been kind to her when their father died. Bonaventure
had worked as head gardener on the estate for several years, ever
since his arrival in England and, on his death from TB, Lord
Hemsworth had settled a small yearly pension on Isabella who had
been extremely grateful and, since then, would not hear a word
against the Pembertons. Giuseppe and Luigi had given up passing on
any gossip because she always refused to listen.
He glanced at Concetta and was
surprised and rather relieved to see that she was listening to his
concerns.

‘Perhaps we should take notice Mama.’ Concetta was
leaning back against the sink and Giuseppe could see the concern in
her face. He was still trying to decide whether to reassure her or
exaggerate his fears when Isabella shook her head.

‘You’re talking nonsense, boy. Now stop worrying
Concetta and give her a hand to lay the table. She has her
interview later this afternoon and that’s the end of it. You can
walk her up there on your way back. Do I make myself
clear?’

Giuseppe stared at
her for several seconds and then looked away and sighed. Since
their father had died six months earlier, he had taken his role as
head of the household very seriously. But if his mother wouldn’t
listen to him… Giuseppe shook his head. He would just have to try
and keep an eye on his sister, although how he could do that from
the stables was beyond him. And what on earth would Luigi say when
he found out his sister was living in the big house, especially in
light of his concerns about Agatha? He knew his brother had denied
anything had happened to Agatha, but Giuseppe could always tell
when his younger brother was lying. The last thing he needed was
Luigi worrying about their sister as well as Agatha. His brother
was extremely headstrong and impetuous and he invariably acted
without thinking. It was a miracle he hadn’t done anything stupid
over Agatha, although there was still time. But Concetta was their
sister. If anyone harmed her or treated her with disrespect,
Giuseppe would never be able to stop Luigi, especially as he would
feel the same. But at least he would try and find a way of getting
revenge that wouldn’t get him hanged. Luigi, on the other hand,
would act first and then worry about it.

Giuseppe
helped Concetta lay the table
while she chattered away about how excited she was. But he was only
half listening, his thoughts were on the future. It looked like it
wasn’t only Concetta he was going to have to watch…

 


*******

 


Outside
Calea, Turin,
Italy

Lucrecia was
beginning to think she would
actually make it home without seeing either her father or brother
and she was starting to relax when Paulo stepped out of the shadows
by their small whitewashed house in the village and made her jump.
‘Is everything alright, Lucrecia? You look very
flushed?’

Lucrecia
somehow fought off the sudden
wave of dizziness that swept over her and made herself concentrate.
‘Yes, Papa. I was just hurrying back to help Dona with the dinner.’
Dona was married to one of her father’s friends and, when
Lucrecia’s mother had died, Dona had begun cooking the evening meal
for them. Even though Lucrecia was now seventeen, Dona had
continued to prepare dinner, saying it was no trouble and that she
enjoyed doing it.

Paulo
stared at his daughter with narrowed
eyes. ‘You haven’t been meeting that Ulfo, have you?’

Lucrecia forced
herself to laugh. If only she had met Ulfo. ‘Of course not, Papa.
He’s at work.’

‘Mmm...’ Paulo pursed his lips together. He wasn’t
convinced. Lucrecia’s mother had made him promise on her death bed
to make a good marriage for their daughter. He owed it to her to
make sure his daughter didn’t lose her honour to some local boy.
Not for the first time, he wished Teresa was still alive and could
look after Lucrecia. Now their daughter was older and becoming very
attractive, he was beginning to feel the strain of bringing her up
on his own. He would have a word with Antonio. Her brother might
know what was happening between her and Ulfo. He didn’t have
anything against the boy really, except that he wasn’t good enough
for Lucrecia. ‘You’d better not be lying to me…’

‘Papa, I swear to you… I haven’t seen Ulfo all day.’
Lucrecia hurried inside before he could say anything else. She
could feel the perspiration forming on her neck again, not because
she was lying but because she was terrified he would find out the
truth. The thought of her father knowing what Roffe had done to her
made her feel sick. He would never look at her in the same way
again. She would be ruined in his eyes and he would never find a
good match for her now she was no longer a virgin. He would be
disgusted with her and that was before he found out she’d killed
someone, and not just anyone, the local conte’s son.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


Ashbourne Residence,
London

Frances had been to
visit some of the friends she’d ‘come out’ with, friends who
weren’t connected with the suffrage movement, and had lunch with
them. Most of the meal had been spent discussing potential husbands
and Frances had been bored stiff. But she and Lettie had agreed not
to meet until the following day to avoid drawing attention to
themselves. By spending time with the girls of other aristocratic
families, Frances hoped she would not come under suspicion. Three
of her friends were already engaged and Frances was grateful her
own parents hadn’t put any pressure on her to find a suitable beau.
She’d done the ‘season’ as expected, but not met anyone who held
even the remotest interest for her and she quietly wondered how her
friends, who were perfectly intelligent women, could be so wrapped
up in their future marriages they seemed completely unaware of the
more important aspects of life. Somehow she had struggled through
the meal, with the help of a couple of glasses of expensive wine,
and she was looking forward to a relaxing bath and an evening
reading in front of the fire. Having been up most of the previous
night she was exhausted, although she hoped she’d managed to hide
that, so she was slightly concerned when she arrived home to be
told by Thelma, the parlour maid, that her mother was waiting to
take tea with her in the drawing room.

It was
unusual for Ann-Marie to
summon her and Frances’s heart sank. Maybe her mother had guessed
her secret, although how she could have, Frances had no
idea.

‘Frances, I’m pleased you’re back. I need to speak to
you.’ Ann-Marie gave a warm smile and Frances began to relax
slightly. Obviously, it couldn’t be about the bombing, or her
mother wouldn’t be smiling.

‘That sounds intriguing.’ She smiled back and sat down
on the rather worn ornate settee opposite Ann-Marie. There was a
brief silence and Frances was about to speak when the door opened
and Thelma appeared with a silver tray, two china cups, silver
teapot and milk jug.

‘Thank you, Thelma.’ Ann-Marie waited while Thelma
placed the tray on the low table, curtsied and left, closing the
door behind her and leaving the two women on their own. Ann-Marie
poured the tea before speaking. Frances picked up hers and sipped
the hot liquid. The silence was unnerving and her earlier composure
was beginning to desert her. Maybe her mother did suspect something
after all.

‘We… your father and I… we need your help.’

Frances
stared at her mother in astonishment. That wasn’t what she’d been expecting. ‘Of course…
Whatever can I do?’ She fell silent, not knowing what else to
say.

Ann-Marie
sipped her tea and gave a
heavy sigh. ‘The remark you made at breakfast about Thomas gambling
away his trust fund…’

‘I’m so sorry, Mother. I didn’t mean to…’ Frances began
to interrupt but Ann-Marie waved a hand to stop her.

‘No, you saying that has brought matters to a head,
which is what was needed.’ She paused to gather her thoughts and
make sure she phrased the next part carefully. ‘Our debts are worse
than even I knew, and your father confessed it all to me after
you’d left the room. If we don’t find some source of finance soon,
we’ll be bankrupt.’

Frances’s
mouth fell open in shock and she stared at her mother. For a
moment she couldn’t speak,
but then she found her voice. ‘Can’t we borrow some money, or sell
something?’

Ann-Marie
gave a tired smile. ‘We’re
already mortgaged up to the hilt and if we start to sell too much
more, people will notice and then the end will come even
quicker.’

Frances stared at her
mother. ‘I don’t understand. What do you mean ‘sell too much
more?’

Ann-Marie
sighed and raised an eyebrow.
‘Your father has been selling off works of art for months, dear…
I’m surprised you haven’t noticed.’

Francis
shook her head and felt
guilty. She’d been so wrapped up in her own life, she hadn’t
noticed anything. How could she have been so selfish? ‘No, I
hadn’t… I’m sorry…’

Ann-Marie gave a wry
smile. ‘Don’t be silly, it’s not your fault…’ She fell silent and
was wondering how best to broach the subject when Frances
spoke.

‘I don’t see how I can help…’

Ann-Marie breathed a
sigh of relief, replaced her cup on the tray and leaned forward.
‘I’m sorry, Frances. I know we always said you could marry in your
own time, but we no longer have that luxury. We need you to marry
someone rich as soon as possible or all this,’ she indicated the
high painted ceiling and antique furniture that had been handed
down through the family for centuries, ‘and Ashbourne
Hall will have to be sold to pay our debts, and your chance of
marrying anyone suitable will have gone for ever.’

 


*******

 


Vienna, Austria-Hungary

‘You’re being ridiculous.’ Rosa pouted as she admired
herself in the mirror. Her medium length, dark straight hair was
shining, her green-grey eyes flashing with the reflection of the
gas light. ‘I don’t want to marry him, just have some
fun.’

Johannes
stared at her in confusion.
‘I thought you really liked him…’

‘I do, but he doesn’t have any money so I could hardly
marry him, could I?’

Johannes
breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps he should have been asking Rosa to be gentle with his
friend, rather than the other way around. Rosa watched him in the
mirror and relaxed slightly. She had every intention of marrying
Max, but it wouldn’t do to let her over-protective brother know.
She was surprised Max had said anything, especially as they had
agreed to try and keep their meetings a secret. On the other hand,
it was very difficult to keep anything a secret in Vienna, so she
was surprised Johannes hadn’t caught wind of their relationship
before. She glanced up at the clock and wondered how she could get
rid of Johannes so she could visit Max at his lodgings in the
Mannerheim, a government sponsored home for men of uncertain means
at Meldemannstrasse 27. She knew her brother would be horrified
that she was going to visit Max in his room in the desolate corner
of the Brigittenau district, but it was the easiest way to see him,
and most of the other occupants could be trusted to keep their
secret.

Johannes
caught the glance and sighed. ‘You’re going to meet him now, aren’t you?’

Rosa was
about to deny it, then she
changed her mind. Instead, she lied without missing a beat. ‘Yes,
we’re going to walk by the river. He’s going to bring his easel and
paint me with the Danube as a backdrop before the light
fades.’

Johannes wondered
briefly if she was lying then he pushed his doubts away and nodded.
‘Alright. Just look after yourself, Rosa. After the assassination
the other week, there is a lot of tension on the
streets.’

Rosa sighed.
The newspapers had been
filled with little other than the murder of Franz Schuhmeier, the
Deputy Leader of the Social Democratic Party, by Paul Kunschak, the
brother of Leopold Kunschak, the leader of the
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