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      Bonn, April 1931

      Miss Atalanta Ashford crossed the street and stood looking up at the façade of the house on Bonngasse. It was impressive with its large front door of shiny painted wood, tall windows, and white stone elements, but many buildings in this beautiful German city exuded such splendour. It was the particular history contained in this house that had drawn Atalanta here. For many years she had taught music at an exclusive Swiss boarding school and one of the composers whose work she had often taught her pupils was Beethoven. She had read about his life and knew he had been born in Bonn, but she had never imagined herself being able to visit the house of his birth. After all, her salary from teaching had been sent to England to pay her late father’s debts and she hadn’t had much left for herself, let alone to indulge in travel.

      Still, she had often dreamed about seeing faraway places and had kept a large collection of magazine clippings and postcards her pupils sent her. Those fortunate young girls had seen a lot more of the world than Atalanta had, and although she had fought the feeling, she had sometimes felt more than a little jealousy at their position in life. She herself had been the daughter of a titled man, born into privilege, but her father had spurned his birthright, determined to forge his own path in life. He had often tried to prove himself or made decisions in order to spite his father and these had not all turned out well. Atalanta sometimes felt sorry that her father’s life had been so much of a struggle and it could have been easier if he had focused less on the past and looked ahead to the future. Or perhaps if he had come to terms with his position and returned home to his father… She would have so liked to have known her grandfather.

      Now, both her father and grandfather had passed away and she was the only heir to all her grandfather had left: houses, cars, stocks, and a sleuthing business for the elite of Europe. The latter had brought her to many places she had never seen before: the lush lavender fields of Provence, the red cliffs of volcanic Santorini and the picturesque countryside of Italy with its charming cities like Venice and Milan. She had often travelled somewhere on assignment, mixing the pleasure of seeing amazing sights with the unpleasant business of hunting a clever killer. So far she had enjoyed enough success to keep clients coming to her door. But she also wished from time to time to travel for her own enjoyment, and with her birthday a few days away it had seemed appropriate to plan a little trip.

      Renard, her invaluable butler, had taken care of all the arrangements, promising her a fabulous stay with plenty of history. He had not revealed too much about the actual plans in order to surprise her, and as she stood now and surveyed the house where such a musical genius had been born, she felt a surge of energy at the idea that this was but the beginning.

      It was a pity though that Renard had not been able to come himself to explore the streets of Bonn. He had muttered something about following up with a contact in a case she was still working on. It had proven to be a difficult matter of retrieving an heirloom that had disappeared with a runaway son and been sold off for travelling money. The inquiries had to be made with the utmost discretion and so far she didn’t have much progress to report.

      I wonder, it flashed through her mind, whether Monsieur Gispot would have solved it already.

      A few weeks ago, the morning paper Renard always put ready for her on the breakfast table had sported a conspicuous large advertisement offering the services of a new detective. This man, who claimed to have worked for the crowned heads of Europe, had established himself on one of the most prestigious streets of Paris and Atalanta, fuelled by curiosity, had gone that very day to see his house. It had looked spectacular, with people rushing in and out: servants with parcels, telegram boys, and two well-to-do ladies with a hushed air about them, suggesting they were there to consult the detective. As she had stood on the other side of the street watching the bustle, she had wondered what Gispot’s arrival might mean for her own detecting. Would he steal all her potential clients? Or would people who had known her grandfather and relied on his wisdom still come to her?

      Perhaps she was coming to a hasty conclusion as it had only been a few weeks, but she had most certainly already lost business to him. It had been decidedly quiet and apart from the pesky case to recover the heirloom, not much had come her way. She should be happy perhaps and enjoy her birthday celebrations but somehow the idea that this man had come to draw all of Paris to him and leave her out in the cold bothered her more than she cared to admit. Who was he? Why had he come to Paris? Was he really any good or just good at making people pay for inferior services?

      She had asked Renard to look into the man’s past and background but Renard had reported back to her that his usual contacts were loath to say much about Gispot. Apparently they all feared him because he seemed to know everything that happened, every whisper on the streets, and he could be vengeful when he felt he was being crossed. Renard had said it might be better to just leave Gispot be and trust that after the novelty of his advertisements wore off people would return to her. After all, she had her grandfather’s long and established reputation to rely on.

      A ray of sunshine brushed across the year carved into the house’s front. 1770. How much had happened in this street. What changes this house had witnessed since the days of Beethoven when there had been just carts and carriages in the street via the arrival of the steam tram and electric tram, then motorcars. The nearby river Rhine had originally transported cargo and troops, had been used as a line of defence, and to collect a toll from ships travelling from Switzerland further into Germany and eventually all the way to the North Sea. The elegant castles and impressive strongholds erected along the stream had started to draw tourists and then boats were also used to transport these eager travellers to the region who would then follow the river along majestic cities and charming villages, past lush vineyards producing prize wines, and the towering stone formation of the Loreley, celebrated by poets and painters alike. Everything here seemed steeped in history and have some story to tell.

      She was very much looking forward to seeing more of it.

      “Fräulein Ashford?” a voice asked. She looked down to see a small boy standing by her side. He smiled up at her and gestured with his hand for her to follow him. She had no idea what he wanted of her even though she asked him in fluent German. He didn’t seem to understand for he just kept gesturing. She thought it could not hurt to walk along and see where he wanted to take her.

      Casting a last look at the house of Beethoven’s birth, she followed the boy across the pavement. He seemed headed for a nearby coffee house. She could smell the scent of spices on the air. It was a spring day with a brisk wind and her cheeks and hands were chilly. Perhaps it could not hurt to venture inside and see if the coffee was as good as the scents promised it to be. They might also serve some kind of delicious Torte for her to try. German pastry was among her favourite sweet treats and she couldn’t wait to try the local specialties.

      As she entered, the light was dimmer than the bright sunshine outside, momentarily making her pause to allow her eyes to adjust. As she regained focus, she saw a tall figure standing by the hearth. He turned to her and smiled widely. She blinked to clear her vision. Dark hair, broad shoulders, self-confident stance with his feet planted apart… But it could not be…

      Or could it?

      “Raoul!” She started towards him and he met her halfway, catching her hands in his.

      “Atalanta! Happy Birthday! I know it’s not for a few days yet but on the date I have a race I really have to attend. I thought I could come early and surprise you.”

      She kept smiling even though her heart sank a little at his immediate mention of a race. He was a race car driver – a passionate one, a good one, a true champion. He lived for his racing, as he often emphasised. To her mind it was a dangerous profession, but who was she to say so to him when she herself hunted killers? But it was more than just knowing his life was in constant danger. It was the way in which racing consumed him. It always came first in his life; she came second.

      Or perhaps third or fourth?

      She didn’t even know. When they were together, there was a special pull – a feeling that they were connected and somehow meant to be together. But when they were apart and he didn’t write because he hated writing letters and he didn’t call because he never had the time, she wondered how much she really meant to him and whether it would in fact be better to accept that they would always be friends but nothing more than that.

      Raoul had often made it clear that he didn’t want to marry for feelings. That if he ever married at all it would be for gain – to promote his career and have money for his racing. On impulse, she had once offered him her fortune to start his own team and offered to join him in this venture, to give up sleuthing to marry him. Raoul had refused.

      Her rational mind told her that he had done the right thing, as he was a proud man who would have difficulty living out of her pocket. He might not mind if the relationship were distant and without feelings, but with her and Raoul the trouble was that there were always too many feelings; an inexplicable but very real attraction and the inevitable bitter disappointment that it wasn’t big enough to overcome the things that separated them.

      “You look very serious,” Raoul said as he studied her features. “Is this competitor still bothering you?”

      She had written to him about Monsieur Gispot and even included one of his advertisements torn from the paper. Raoul had called to tell her she need not worry and the novelty would wear off soon.

      But it had not.

      Not yet.

      Perhaps it never would.

      She shook her head to dismiss the thoughts.

      “It doesn’t really matter now. You are here. That is what is important. Did Renard know you were coming? Did you agree on this with him?”

      “Yes. I made him keep me informed of when you planned to arrive and what you would be doing. I also told him to make up some excuse to make himself scarce.” Raoul beamed at her. “Now we have time to explore the city together.”

      Atalanta nodded with an enthusiasm she didn’t truly feel. Her happiness to see Raoul and be able to spend time with him was marred by his casual dismissal of Renard. Her butler was so good to her and had helped her with so many things. It felt callous to send him on a petty errand when privacy was wanted.

      And why did Raoul resent his presence anyway?

      Because, she realised, when he was there, he wanted the limelight to himself. He didn’t like to share her, not even with a faithful servant. The faithful servant who had to do all the work and take care of her in lonely times when Raoul wasn’t around. It felt almost like he could attract people to him and push them away at will, however he liked. She loathed that character trait in others but with Raoul she always found some excuse for his behaviour.

      Wasn’t she much like a puppet dancing to his tune? As soon as he had time for her, she obliged him by being ready to join him for any idea he came up with. She tried to fit into the empty spaces in his busy schedule. She travelled sometimes to meet him for a few hours between races. She was always happy to see him, but was this really how she had imagined a relationship to be?

      Did they even have a relationship?

      Raoul had said she had too little experience with men to know if she was truly in love with him. If she wanted to be with him. That she needed time to explore her own feelings and see more of life. It was sound advice and yet it also felt a little like an easy escape route for himself. Because he was nowhere near ready to commit to her.

      Perhaps he would never be.

      Would she just keep waiting for him? Following him around like a little dog?

      It was her birthday soon and he had no time on the day itself because his racing was more important to him. She was supposed to be delighted by this sudden surprise arrival and the prospect of spending time together in beautiful Bonn, but was she really? Or did it also feel like he was giving her the scraps and never the real thing?

      “Let us sit down and have coffee with cake,” Raoul urged. “I arranged for them to have various kinds ready to offer us. I know how you enjoy a good slice of cake while abroad.”

      “It’s always nice to try the local speciality,” Atalanta agreed.

      She sat down and Raoul took a seat opposite her. He leaned his suntanned hands on the table edge and the fingers of his right hand started playing almost nervously with something attached to his left wrist. As she looked closer, she saw it was a gold link bracelet with a charm on it of a bird in flight.

      “I don’t think I ever saw that before,” she said, nodding at it.

      Raoul glanced down as if he didn’t know to what she was referring. Then he withdrew his right hand quickly and said, “After we have coffee, I have arranged for us to go and see the zoological museum. It is said to have an excellent collection of dead beetles. I can imagine doing more pleasant things on a spring afternoon in Bonn than looking at dead beetles but I know you love all those kinds of things.”

      It seemed to underline the differences between them. Here he was sitting with her having snatched a few hours away from his precious racing and they weren’t even going to do something he enjoyed.

      She swallowed, then said, “We need not go to the zoological museum if you would rather do something else. We could take a walk along the river and just … enjoy each other’s company.”

      Raoul seemed to recoil at the suggestion. He sat up straight and said quickly, “No, I arranged for tickets and for the conservator to be present to explain a few things. It would be very impolite not to show up.”

      “I see.”

      The waiter came with coffee and a tray full of plates with slices of cakes. Some were prepared with chocolate and nuts; others had crumble on top and a filling of fruit such as apple and rhubarb. There was a sponge cake with lots of little black dots in it, and the waiter explained it was Mohn – poppy seed – and that it was very delicious. She decided to try that one first.

      Raoul chose the rhubarb crumble cake and they ate in silence for a few moments. Atalanta chewed the deliciously light cake and watched Raoul sitting across from her, his strong profile outlined against the coffee house’s classic interior. This trip had everything she loved – beautiful architecture, delicious treats, and the best company in the world – and still she didn’t feel totally happy. There were too many questions going through her head.

      For instance, why he hadn’t answered her question about the bracelet.

      Her heart raced at the idea that it was a gift from a female admirer. There were many rich, middle-aged ladies following sports and trying to get into contact with the sportsmen. Just a few weeks previously, the papers had been full of news about the scandalous affair of a widow in her fifties and a thirty-year-old jockey who rode her late husband’s horses. She had actually married the man, much to the dismay of her children who feared that their inheritance would be squandered. They were even seeking legal advice to prove that their mother had been lured into the marriage with false promises or that she had been of unsound mind when she made the decision to marry someone so far beneath her station.

      Atalanta wondered if there was a rich woman somewhere right now who was smiling to herself at the idea that the interesting, attractive race car driver Raoul Lemont was wearing her gift and would soon be her husband … or just her lover. Atalanta didn’t know which would be worse. To have to share Raoul in casual affairs with women who could promote his career while he didn’t marry because he was shy of commitment. Or losing him forever once he was married and bound to the woman he might not love but had promised his future to.

      She shook her head impatiently. He had not even told her who the bracelet was from. It could be from…

      Yes, from whom? What lie could she tell herself to keep believing that she and Raoul could be together some day?

      Raoul looked at her over the rim of his coffee cup. “Renard told me you were out of sorts and he was right. I have never seen you look so glum.”

      Atalanta felt a flush creep up her neck. “When did you speak to Renard?”

      “When I made the plan with him to lure you here for the surprise. I just mentioned it. You really are distracted.” He frowned, his deep brown eyes filling with concern. “Is this new detective such a huge problem for you?”

      “No, not at all,” she lied hurriedly. “I mean, he is not what I am thinking about.”

      “Can you share?” Raoul reached across the table and put his hand on hers. “I know I should have written more letters. You asked me to, over Christmas and on New Year’s Eve and in early March when we met in Rome.”

      Atalanta flushed even deeper. He made it sound like she was constantly begging for his attention. But she wasn’t. Not really. She had just wanted him to write more often so she could get to know him better from his letters. She might know a few things about him but she didn’t feel like she really knew him inside; what he loved or loathed, what he dreamed of, what kept him awake at night. She wanted to know something more personal that could tell her whether they could bridge their differences and connect in a deeper way.

      But with him sabotaging the plan by never writing more than a few hurried lines about trivial matters, she had made no progress at all.

      “I am just busy.” Raoul shrugged as he withdrew his hand from hers. “I often have engagements in the evening and I don’t feel like sitting down to write a letter at one in the morning. I sleep in late to keep my health strong and then I have to run after more engagements.”

      “How is the situation with the team?” she asked. When they had met in Salzburg in November of last year, she had discovered that his team had doubts about his future with them and were thinking of releasing him. It had hurt that he had not shared this with her and she had found out by accident. But she had also realised that she didn’t show enough interest in his career and should be more active about it.

      Raoul didn’t seem happy with the question. He plucked at the bracelet again and said, “We’re getting there.”

      It was a cryptic reply. “So you will still be racing for them this season?”

      “I’m keeping all options open. I might even start my own team.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Where would he get the money for that? She knew he liked to live well and spend most of what he earned. And his parents didn’t support his career so he couldn’t expect any funds from that direction.

      She couldn’t help herself casting new suspicious looks at the bracelet. The more she thought of it, the more its links reminded her of a dog collar. Had some wealthy widow put a collar on Raoul by offering him money for his own team if he spent time with her?

      Raoul stared past her. He seemed to see something interesting behind her back, but when she glanced over her shoulder, she realised he was merely checking the time on the beautiful old clock standing there. It had wooden carving depicting birds and flowers. They had been painted in vivid colours, the artist taking the time to add the smallest details.

      “I should get a clock for my home,” she said. “Do you know a good shop here that sells them? Perhaps you can help me pick it?”

      “I don’t know much about such things.” Raoul finished his coffee. “I think your butler would be more up to the task. He seems to know something about everything.”

      That sounded like Renard had said something to Raoul that had ruffled his feathers. She didn’t know what it might have been. Had Renard felt like Raoul seemed to be usurping the birthday party trip for his own purposes? Had her faithful butler tried to clarify to Raoul that he wasn’t his servant and would not simply do anything he asked?

      She had to find out more about that. Later today or tomorrow.

      “Once you’re done with your cake, we must be on our way,” Raoul said. “We don’t want to keep the conservator waiting.” He got up. “I’ll pay the bill.”

      Atalanta watched him as he walked away with a confident stride. She never failed to see how handsome he was and think she was lucky to be by his side. But how did he feel? Why had he planned the tour at the museum in such quick succession to this stop at the cafe that they barely had a chance to try all the cakes laid out for them? It felt like they were in a constant rush towards something.

      Or was Raoul running away from something?
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        * * *

      

      Raoul was waiting at the bar to pay the bill when he caught sight of his own face in the reflection of the mirror behind the counter. He saw the tension in his jaw, the caution in his eyes. Did Atalanta see it too? She was, after all, a detective.

      He clenched his teeth as the memories assaulted him of too many nights sitting at the desk in another hotel room, his hand holding the pen hovering over the paper as he tried to write a letter to her. Such a letter she so badly wanted to have from him. A deep heartfelt letter full of things that could connect them.

      But all that came to mind when he sat there was: I am tired of it, Atalanta. Tired of having to live up to expectations I cannot meet – the team’s, my parents’, and yours too. I am not that wonderfully romantic man you want me to be. I am a cynic. I go through life with careless abandon, never thinking too much about tomorrow. I cannot do otherwise or I would never get into a race car again. I know I look death in the eye every time I race and still I have to get back in. It is like an addiction. I cannot stop doing it. I have to keep racing. Even if it costs me everything. My pride. My honour.

      He closed his eyes a moment. He had gone too far already accepting the bracelet. It was bound to get him into trouble. But he had had no choice. His future was at stake. Oh, he could have gone to her, he supposed. He could have told her the truth and she would have helped him.

      But he didn’t want her help. He wanted her admiration, her smile, her affection.

      He did not dare call it love. It wasn’t that; it couldn’t be. Not for him. He wasn’t the type for that. She wanted that, and it divided them. It was so easy to see when you took a moment to analyse. Which was why it was so frustrating that she, a world-class detective who had solved difficult murder cases, could not see it.

      She did not want to see it. That had to be it. That was the only explanation really. She ignored what she knew deep down inside because the conclusion was unwelcome to her. She wanted to float on the feeling of being in love with him. Of wanting to be with him.

      But she was only hurting herself. He could not give her what she wanted. He could not be the man she needed for herself. He had to be the wise one, the sensible one, the one who … walked away?

      If he knew that, then why was he here to celebrate her birthday? Why was he taking her to see dead beetles merely to stare at her face as she looked in all those glass cases muttering the Latin names that were far beyond him. She seemed to enjoy those strange lifeless things more than any other gift. So why did he feel the need to be with her when he knew it could only end in heartbreak between them?

      Her heartbreak of course. Not his. He didn’t have a heart that could be broken.

      He paid the bill and turned to the table where she was getting herself ready to leave. He looked at her face, her lips, her nose, her temple; the interest in her eyes as she looked at some little detail in a painting on the wall. There was life inside her. In everything she did. He wanted part of that life. It had to flow from her into him, into the deepest darkness inside him, to light it up. To make everything easier. But Atalanta was too good for such a one-sided relationship. She could not keep on giving to him while he never gave in return. She wanted intimacy, sharing, closeness, connection. He could offer none of that.

      And with the bracelet that was like a cuff around his wrist, a dead weight on his arm, he had taken a step that would alienate them even more. She would never understand his choice. But for him it was about survival.

      Their gazes met across the room and he felt that jolt of electricity he always felt when she was near. When he realised that they were somehow connected beyond what he could reason about. He could tell himself all these pretty words about being sensible and letting her go, but he could never bring himself to actually do it. He could never walk away.

      This time you will have to, he urged himself. Or the lies will come to light and she will lose all faith in you. You have to act or else…
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        * * *

      

      Atalanta stared at Raoul as he stood there. There was something in his eyes, something restless and almost anxious. As if he were waiting for a trap to spring close. As if he were desperately searching for a way out. An escape route. The moment was brief, the emotion in his features there one heartbeat and gone the next. She was not even certain she had not imagined it because she herself felt so tense. What were they doing to each other? This was simply a beautiful day in Bonn, with plenty of opportunities to talk and enjoy each other’s company. They had to stop acting like there was something major at stake. They were not deciding their future together right here and now.

      But as he walked over to her and offered her his arm, she felt perhaps they were. Or rather, they already had. That he had. That in the brief moments during which he had crossed the room to her, a door had closed and it would be like it had been when they first met in Provence: he would be a charming, slightly superficial, handsome man who took her on a tour because she was new; someone she might like but would never love. Because it was dangerous to fall for someone you could never be with.

      And as she linked her arm with his and they walked outside, she knew they could pretend to be a couple but deep inside they both knew it would never – could never – work.
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      “I wonder how many dead beetles one can collect,” Raoul said as they wandered the large exhibition room to yet another glass cabinet holding specimens. “To me they all look alike.”

      “I know you are not serious. They have very different colours and patterns on their wings.”

      “They remain what they are: rather ugly little crawling creatures that everyone abhors. I might have liked it if there had been a mounted snow leopard here or another majestic animal. But this is really a waste of time.”

      “If you feel that way, why did you even come?” Atalanta asked him without anger in her voice. Just a hint of sadness. “Did you feel obliged because my birthday coincides with one of your races and to make up you offer me this little trip to the museum?”

      Raoul seemed to want to respond. There was a flash of defiance in his eyes and she really believed that for once he would pour out some heartfelt words instead of statements that he could use with anyone to keep them at arm’s length. But then the fire died and he said, “I’m sorry. I will look at all their different patterns.” He leaned over a cabinet and peered in with a frown.

      Atalanta felt an odd sense of disappointment. She had hoped for more of a response, a fight even. It might ruin the visit to the museum but it could save their friendship. Right now it felt like it was all the same to him whatever he said to her. As long as she didn’t question him further.

      She turned and walked quickly into another room. A sign over the entrance read ornithology. She knew that the man who had started the museum had studied birds and she was really looking forward to seeing this part of the collection. Despite Raoul’s certainty that she was so fond of beetles, she also enjoyed other species. Especially if they were rare.

      Looking to her left at a display with mounted seagulls, she wasn’t watching where she was going and collided with another visitor. She almost lost her balance and cried out.

      “Entschuldigung,” a male voice said as a strong hand grabbed her arm and prevented her from falling over. “My fault. I was not watching where I was going.”

      “No, it was my fault…” She automatically spoke German like he did. She looked up into his face, into concerned blue eyes. The blond hair that hung in a thick lock over his forehead seemed somehow familiar and…

      “Otto?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “Atalanta?” He seemed as surprised as she was, surveying her from her hat to her shoes. Then he burst out laughing. “What a coincidence that we should bump into each other in Bonn. I was certain you were still teaching.”

      “Did Gertrude not write to you that I left the school?” Atalanta asked.

      As she put it into words, she realised that she was making a mistake. Otto Rabenhorst was a man from a wealthy family. His youngest sister might have been teaching at the boarding school but that had been a punishment from her grandmother because she had been seeing a man of whom the family did not approve. She had been sent away from home to learn how to behave better and then she could come back. But it didn’t mean that the family in general associated with schoolteachers. Atalanta’s question had been born from the fond memories she had of Gertrude, who had been the closest thing to a friend to her back at the school. Spending time together had been discouraged by the stern head of the school, but they had somehow found moments to enjoy a cup of tea and share a few stories.

      And one day Otto had come to pick up his sister for a short break and he had stood opposite Atalanta in the school’s large garden. He had talked to her as he had waited for Gertrude to get ready. She was hopeless at packing bags and always late. They had walked past the sensationally blossoming flower beds. The air had been full of scents and butterflies. They had talked about history and music. He had shared some childhood memories that had made her laugh.

      Atalanta felt slightly breathless as she recalled that half hour that had seemed to be so different from the rest of her life at the school. In Otto’s company she had felt like an equal. He had invited her opinion, and she had felt seen and appreciated. Her sense of shame at having to work there to pay off debts had been completely absent from her mind. She had felt that perhaps … he liked her.

      Her cheeks grew hot.

      Otto smiled down on her. “Gertrude may have written about it to Grandmother but she never told me. Neither of them mentioned it. Do you have a teaching position here now, in Bonn? Or perhaps you work here at the museum? I remember you telling me how you love museums. Especially zoological ones. You knew the names of all the butterflies we saw in the garden.”

      It amazed her that he remembered that. It was years ago.

      She flushed deeper. She should now tell him about her inheritance, being a wealthy woman and a detective to boot. But she suddenly ached for the acceptance he had shown her when she had just been that teacher. She had not had to prove a thing with him.

      “I am on a short vacation,” she said. “I wanted to come here to celebrate my birthday.”

      “Your birthday? Is it today?”

      He already seemed to want to congratulate her and she rushed to say, “No, it is in four days. But I came early to see the city and the Rhine.”

      “The river is lovely this time of year.” Otto smiled again. “Grandmother ordered all of us to come here to go on a river cruise. We are leaving tomorrow. Tonight we have a private dinner at our hotel. You must come and join us.”

      Atalanta’s mouth fell open in shock. Otto still took her for a teacher. How could he invite her to such an occasion? His family stood above her.

      “No objections,” Otto said. “I’m sure Gertrude will love to see you. She was always a firm friend of yours. Besides, I want to hear more about your life after we last met. I…” He frowned a moment. “I did think back on our conversation quite often.”

      Atalanta felt even more overtaken. That sunny half hour in the school’s garden mattered to her because it had been a highlight in an otherwise unremarkable existence of duties and obligations, but why would he have ever thought about it again? He was an important man with a full social calendar. Had he not been merely polite to her, passing the time while his sister got ready to leave?

      She took a deep breath. “I don’t know if I can intrude on a private dinner. I don’t know your grandmother at all.” Gertrude had mentioned her a few times and it had seemed from those stories she was quite a force to be reckoned with. She was the family matriarch as Gertrude’s parents had died in an accident when she and her older brother Otto had been little. Their grandmother had raised them at her home, providing for them and steering them on in life. Gertrude had always spoken of her with a mix of fondness and awe.

      Otto said, “I insist.” He pulled a card from his pocket and wrote something on it. “Here is the address and the time. I will be waiting for you.”

      He pushed the card into her hand and made a bow. “I have to go now. My daughter is waiting for me.”

      “Your daughter?” Atalanta breathed as he turned away. She had never known he had a child. But maybe he had married after they met?

      Perhaps he had even been married at the time? She had checked his hands for a wedding ring and there had been none, but … some men didn’t like to wear one.

      She had checked his hands.

      She had found him attractive.

      In fact, after their meeting she had entertained wishful fantasies that he would come back under some pretence and they could meet again. Spend time together, and talk.

      She had had a dream one night in which he had arrived at the school, walked into her classroom during class and had simply said, “Come away with me.” And while the pupils all stared at them, she had taken his hand and walked out of the classroom past a shocked head of the school who asked her what on earth she was thinking.

      Yes, what had she been thinking? Had she been in love with Otto Rabenhorst? After a half-hour conversation? Was that not a bit sad? Testimony to the lonely life she had led there?

      Everything was different now. She was a rich heiress who travelled and met people. Who would never have to pine for a man to come and take her away from it all.

      But with Otto it had been more than just a good time and a silly hope to escape her dreary existence. They shared so many interests – history, music, architecture.

      In fact, all things she didn’t share with Raoul.

      She saw him standing there watching Otto walk away. There was a frown over his eyes. A sort of suppressed anger in his stance.

      Atalanta went to meet him and said lightly, “Wouldn’t you know what can happen in Bonn? I had never thought I’d see him again. He is the brother of a girl who taught with me at the school. We only met once, years ago, and talked for half an hour.”

      “But he gave you his card. He wants to see you again. I bet he is only interested now because he heard you came into money.”

      Atalanta didn’t know whether to feel offended or amused that Raoul seemed to be a little jealous. Putting the card away in her purse she said, “I do want to reconnect with his sister. I hope you don’t mind that I can’t have dinner with you tonight then?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Otto just invited me to his family’s dinner party. It has to be tonight because they are leaving Bonn tomorrow to go on a river cruise.”

      “I see.” Raoul seemed to hesitate a moment. “If they are leaving, of course you can’t postpone it. You have to meet them tonight.” He waited a moment. “I suppose you can bring a friend?”

      Atalanta eyed him. “As in you?”

      “Yes. I came over to spend time with you. I am not going to sit in my hotel room feeling glum, while you party with some man who is pursuing you.”

      “Otto is not pursuing me.” Atalanta waited a moment. If Raoul was coming with her, he had to know. “He doesn’t know I came into money. I only said I was on a short vacation here to celebrate my birthday. I am sure he assumed I am still a teacher.”

      Raoul hitched a brow. “Why did you do that?”

      “Because I never felt he looked down on me for having to work for money. That was nice. Different from how other people acted at the time. I just wanted to…”

      “Keep him in that illusion?” Raoul pursed his lips. “I guess if he is leaving town tomorrow and there is just this one little dinner tonight, it can’t hurt.”

      Atalanta clenched her purse strap. She felt as if she had to defend her decision to Raoul, which was silly. She could see whomever she liked. With or without him. In fact, it would be easier going without him. How would she explain what their relationship was?

      “If you want to come with me,” she said, “you must tell them what we are to each other.” Her heart skipped a beat hoping he would say something to alleviate her doubts and reinforce their bond.

      Raoul shrugged. “Just friends having a good time in a nice city.”

      Her heart sank. Her mouth went dry and she had to swallow to be able to speak again. “Just friends? I thought we were trying to build more of a⁠—”

      “I am trying Atalanta, but that is never good enough for you. You want letters and phone calls and all kinds of things I cannot provide.” He said it brusquely, turning away from her so she couldn’t see his face very well. “I don’t like feeling inadequate.”

      “I’m not making demands. I just think it is good to exchange more personal information to become closer.”

      “Yes, and the fact that I am not able to do any of that should tell you something.” He formed his hand into a fist by his side. “I can’t be the man you want me to be. I can’t keep playing a part.”

      “You never played a part. You were yourself and I … loved you for it.” She said it breathlessly.

      Raoul looked at her, weariness in his eyes. “I don’t feel like you know me at all, Atalanta. And if you did…” He fell silent. She saw the tension quiver across his
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