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      Not far from Sorrento, in Southern Italy, where the coast meets the sea in precipitous cliffs, lies Castello di Scogliera, that ancient seat of disdainful nobility. Built upon an island of eternal, wave-lashed rock, the castle is reached by a cobbled causeway—but only at certain times of the day and night, according to the ebb and flow of the tide.

      Look up at its narrow windows, and you might imagine yourself watched. Perhaps all old buildings watch. How else might they while away the centuries but in observing their residents. They listen, and remember: secrets and deceptions, memories of joy, and pain.

      By night, some of those windows wink, lit by candles or chandeliers. Others stand dark, yet with a knowing glint, reflecting the moon’s light from their panes.

      Take these stone steps, worn smooth from the tread of generations of di Cavours, and all who serve them. Listen to the rise and fall of the sea, the creaking castle bones, and the cold murmur of granite. Place your hand upon those walls, salt-misted damp, where others have touched.

      Tragedy has shaped the inhabitants of the castle in ways we can only imagine.

      Come now, and enter, for a fire is blazing in the ancient hearth, and dinner has been set. The wine is poured, and a tale is ready to unfold. 

      The past does not lie quietly.
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        Late March, 1899

      

      

      On a certain Thursday between the hours of ten and eleven, a small party assembled at the church of the Holy Trinity, in the parish of Kensington, just west of Hyde Park Corner, on the Brompton Road.

      As the newspapers report, the bride wore a costume more suited to a fancy dress event than a wedding, in the style of an Indian Mughal. Despite the unconventionality of her choice, those in attendance agreed that it suited her well. Her crimson jacket was embroidered with humming birds and bumble bees, accentuated above the hip by a wide, golden sash. From its waistband, she later produced a miniature scimitar, surprising those at the Wedding Breakfast with her dexterity in using it to cut the cake. Emerald drop earrings, a gift from the groom to his bride, peeked from beneath titian curls, artfully tucked into a scarlet turban.

      The groom’s sister, Lady Cecile, standing as maid-of-honour, was attired more traditionally, in a green velvet suit, puff-sleeved in the Gigot fashion, tapering to a narrow forearm, worn with a jaunty hat atop her blonde hair.

      Both carried a bouquet of orange blossom and white roses.

      Standing before the Almighty, the groom bestowed upon the forehead of his bride a kiss.

      It wasn’t too late for them to turn back: to take to their heels. Neither were tempted, however. They were exactly where they wished to be. If Rancliffe felt a lurch of uncertainty at the sight of his future wife fluttering her eyes at the handsome young minister waiting for them at the altar, he set this aside. He was a man besotted, and such extremes of love cause us to make light of those foibles from which, under other circumstances, we might flee.

      The Earl of Rancliffe had pursued Lady Finchingfield with sufficient steadfastness and ardour, it appeared, for her to allow herself to be caught—although those guests closest to the bride might have speculated as to the terms under which the contract had been made.

      Marriage was a covenant to which Maud had pledged never to succumb, in pursuit of feminine liberation and independence. Yet, here she was, allowing her hand to be held and a ring placed upon it. Their vows were spoken in earnestness, and they had promised to be true to one another’s desires.

      Every inch the blushing bride, her face was flushed with pleasure. How wonderful it is, after all, to find ourselves surprised by the serendipity of our choices.

      Only the most cynical would speculate on the significance of Maud’s wedded state bringing her access to a handsome sum, placed in trust at her parents’ death and released upon her marriage.

      As the bride’s slippered feet tripped daintily up the aisle, she was thinking already of the warmth of her husband’s arms. Perhaps all brides think such things, however pure and simple and modest they appear.

      They emerged into spits of sleet. A gust caused Maud to clutch at her groom and so taken was he by the surge of joy in his heart, that he lifted her ostentatiously into his arms, carrying her down the last of the church steps, into the waiting carriage.

      ‘What a devoted couple they make!’ exclaimed the priest. ‘A true love match, I’ve no doubt.’

      A number of the bride’s friends, cheering the newlyweds as they emerged onto the Brompton Road, would have been unknown to readers of The Times or The Illustrated London News. One might say that their choice of attire was more risqué than was usual for a Society wedding, and the rouge upon their cheeks a little too enthusiastically applied. Among them was the celebrated milliner Ms Tarbuck, who had supplied the headdresses of the bride and her maid-of-honour for this happy occasion.

      The bride’s great-aunt, Isabella, remembering her bag of confetti, fluttered a handful of rose-petals after the laughing couple.

      Eyes bright with happiness, Cecile blew kisses at her brother and his new wife; their joy was her own.

      Beside her, shaking the wet from her skirts with a grimace of displeasure, was her Oxfordshire aunt. It wouldn’t be long, she supposed, before a match was made for Cecile. She made a mental note to speak severely to Rancliffe on the matter. If other suitors proved wanting, wedlock to her village parson, newly widowed, might prove suitable. He was old enough, and dull enough, to provide a steady, guiding hand.

      Yes, thought the Oxfordshire aunt, it’s the least I can do.
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      Cecile’s final letter of appraisal, sent from the Beaulieu Academy for Ladies, had stated that her genteel deportment was just as was hoped for ‘in a dignified young lady of fashion’. There were other, minor, accomplishments: an elegant writing hand, an ability to recite the great poets, and talent with an embroidery needle, alongside her singing voice and her playing of the pianoforte.

      Rancliffe couldn’t help but muse on the contrast between Cecile and Maud, who’d attended the very same establishment. Maud’s broad knowledge of certain aspects of the natural sciences, and the sharp application of her brain to her own entomological studies, were sufficient to put most men to shame.

      However, his sweet Cecile was a model of demureness, patience, and generosity of spirit, readier to think well of others than badly.

      She’ll make some chap very happy indeed, Rancliffe had often told himself. The necessity of marriage for his sister had long been playing upon his mind, and Maud was inclined to agree. It would hardly do for Cecile to live always with them, after all.

      ‘Of course, she can hardly be expected to ‘discover’ a husband for herself,’ remarked  Maud. ‘We must, when the time comes, introduce her to those we think suitable.’

      Rancliffe nodded in approval, reminding himself, once again, how fortunate he was in having chosen Maud for his wife. She possessed not only beauty and charm, but wit and brains.

      ‘With the new century knocking at the door, times are changing,’ chided the new Countess Rancliffe. ‘While a man of notable social standing may not yet expect, or desire, his wife to express too strong an opinion on matters of the world, he yet requires her to be the engaging hostess at his table. Some awareness and intellectual comprehension must be cultivated. She has been too much in narrow company. A tour of the European capitals shall be just the thing, and our little Cecile will return far wiser.’

      It was true that no man of position wished to be known for having a wife with the mind of a child: no matter that such a quality was prized in his grandfather’s time. ‘In all things, you’re right, my love,’ Rancliffe conceded. ‘I’ve been remiss in failing to earlier expose her to the elegance of European culture.’

      Without delay, the earl booked their passage across the Channel.
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      Cecile was delighted. How she’d longed to see the mountains of Switzerland and the medieval towns of the Rhineland, as described in her favourite novels. Packing her trunk, she found room for Mr Wilkie Collins’ tales and those of Mrs Braddon, as well as her volumes of The Mysteries of Udolpho, and The Castle of Otrano, passed down on her mother’s side.

      English rain spattered the window as they boarded the train from London’s Charing Cross, to take them to the coast. But, in her imagination, Cecile was already warmed by the golden, Mediterranean sun.

      What will Europe be like? A place of ancient castles, gardens filled with lush blooms and exotic perfumes, and dark-haired, romantic-eyed gentlemen. I might drop my glove and one, bowing, shall return it, meeting my eye for a brief moment. In that mingled glance, our souls will speak.

      Her pulse leapt at the thought.

      He’ll press his hand to his heart and promise eternal adoration. Perhaps…
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      The sea crossing wasn’t long in duration, which was just as well, since Cecile’s stomach was inclined to pitch and heave in sympathy with the boat. How tiresome, just as she was beginning her travels! None of the heroines she so admired would suffer from such a weakness, she felt sure.

      By the time they boarded the train from Calais to Paris, Cecile had recovered her appetite, and was keen to partake of afternoon tea. However, announcing themselves indisposed, the newlyweds locked themselves into their compartment. From the ensuing moans, Cecile guessed that the motion of the train was afflicting them.

      Luckily, her own constitution being restored, Cecile was emboldened to search out the dining car. Not wishing to sit alone, she placed herself at the table of two elderly ladies, who made her most welcome. A pot of Darjeeling and a selection of eclairs and fondant fancies were soon placed before them, and the time passed pleasantly. Old ladies, Cecile found, were always eager to recount tales of their youth, and to share gossip on notable figures of their own sex. The Browne-Huntley sisters were no exception.

      ‘My dear, do look!’ declared the first Ms Browne-Huntley, indicating a rising figure at the far end of the car: a woman in a travelling costume of stiff brown cotton, her jacket and skirt bearing an extraordinary number of pockets.

      ‘It’s the intrepid Flora McTavish,’ said the second, tapping Cecile’s hand excitedly.

      ‘Is it?’ Cecile craned her neck. ‘I’ve read about her in The Lady. I thought she was traversing the Wadi deserts of Jordan and Syria, dressed as a man and riding a camel.’

      ‘She was indeed,’ replied the first, ‘But she’s lately been in London, delivering a series of lectures on the Bedouin tribes. No doubt, she’s now setting forth again, to new adventures.’

      ‘How marvellous,’ said Cecile, though she couldn’t help being shocked at the sun’s effect on Ms McTavish’s skin; it was far darker than was seemly for a lady.

      I must be careful to always wear my hat but, if I truly were an adventuress, travelling to remote jungle villages in the Congo, or to obscure places of spiritual mysticism, in the mountains of Tibet, perhaps I wouldn’t care if my nose came to be covered in freckles. I might, even, not mind wearing such drab colours. One must be practical I suppose, when travelling by mule and rickshaw.

      ‘Ah!’ announced one of the old ladies, ‘We’re approaching the outskirts. Time to ready ourselves.’

      Cecile made her way down the dining car, still musing on where she might like to travel, were she to follow in Ms McTavish’s footsteps, and how large one’s baggage might conceivably be under such circumstances.

      Entering the corridor to their compartments, she looked out at the Paris skyline. How glorious it was, at last, to be in the city of which she’d read so much, filled with chic Parisiennes, and their handsome beaux.

      Meanwhile, another passenger was approaching from the opposing end, his nose pressed not to the view beyond the window but to a map. As they drew level, the train lurched and Cecile found herself thrown against one solid, unyielding chest. Stumbling, she trod heavily on his toes, then lost her balance altogether.

      Two great hands were suddenly beneath her arms, lifting her through the air to place her upright. ‘Pardon my clumsiness, Ma’am. Let me help you up.’

      To her surprise, the voice that spoke was American, and though Cecile had been brought up to consider her cousins from across the Atlantic to be vulgar and noisy, this voice was caramel-buttered, the vowels drawn out like the promise of summer—unlike any voice she’d heard before.

      ‘You’re not injured, I hope.’ Looking up, she found that the owner of the voice was also  unlike any she’d met before: so tall that his hair, golden and curling abundantly from the crown of his head, brushed the ceiling, and so broad that his shoulders filled the width of the passageway.

      ‘The name’s Lance Robinson. Pleased to meet you.’ He extended his hand. ‘Short for Lancelot. My mother’s choice. She loved those tales of King Arthur and all those gallant knights of the Round Table, off doing good deeds. S’pose she hoped I’d turn out just the same.’

      ‘And have you?’ she asked. ‘I mean… I’m sure she’s very proud of you.’

      ‘She is that.’ The American grinned and Cecile was astonished at the whiteness of his teeth. ‘My Pa, too. He’s looking to expand into South America, to link the wide-open plains of Argentina with their capital, via railroad. It’s my duty to help him in that plan, and my honest pleasure too. I’ll be taking the SS Leviathan to Rio in three months’ time, and then onwards, to Buenos Aires.’

      ‘What a grand adventure that sounds, Mr Robinson.’

      If I were to marry, thought Cecile. You’re the sort of man I might like to be married to.

      ‘I’m headed down through Europe, travellin’ the railroads, meetin’ various bigwigs, and learnin’ all I can.’

      ‘No galleries or museums? Not like a traditional ‘Grand Tour’?’

      He shook his head and gave a smile that sent Cecile’s pulse into a most perturbing rhythm. ‘It’s all work for me, but I’m havin’ a mighty-fine time anyways.’

      Cecile looked at his lips as he spoke, and wondered how they might feel pressed against her own. She couldn’t help but notice, he was looking right back at her.

      They stood, just like that, until the door of her brother’s compartment opened, and Cecile heard Henry's voice, calling to her.

      ‘Well, it’s been delightful to meet you, Mr Robinson.’ Offering him her gloved hand, it was upon the tip of her tongue to ask where he might be staying in Paris, but such forwardness was beyond her. No lady would ask such a thing.

      He gave her hand another solid shake. ‘Ma’am, the pleasure was all mine.’
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      Paris!

      The same sooty rain that committed London to sit in mud and dripping grime, bestowed this city with glistening streets, infinitely reflecting the dazzle of its evening illuminations. Perhaps, it had the same perils and filth and overflowing sewers. And yet, our merry party saw only its glittering entertainments, and daring triumphs.

      Determined that his bride should enjoy every comfort, Henry had booked the Suite Impériale, at the newly opened Hôtel Ritz, in the 1st arrondissement. Conveniently, there was a modestly-sized adjoining room for Cecile. It was a home from home indeed, with endless hot water in the bathroom. From the ceiling of its grand salon, upholstered in red and gold, hung large chandeliers, their light reflected in the Baroque mirror between the windows, which looked down upon the Place Vendôme.

      Retiring for the night, Maud drew the coverlet up to her chin (sumptuous as the room was, the windows did rather let in a draught). ‘This bed is said to be identical to that used by Marie Antoinette, in the Palace of Versailles.’

      ‘And we all know how Marie Antoinette kept herself warm,’ murmured Henry, his hand moving to the small of his wife’s back. As their hips met, his mouth closed upon hers. His chin was bristling from a day’s growth: rough on her cheek, rough on her collarbone, rough across her nipple. He descended beneath the covers and, with a contented sigh, Maud took that rasping, hungry mouth between her legs.
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      Maud began by escorting Cecile to the Paris ateliers, provisioning them with a wardrobe suitable for the warmer weather into which they were headed: dresses in light muslins and silks, their waists narrow, accented with a sash or belt, and wide-brimmed hats to keep off the sun, trimmed with ribbons and artificial flowers. Those adorned with exotic feathers, they ignored. Rancliffe, being firmly against the slaughtering of birdlife, would be enraged.

      Afterwards, they lunched at the Café Anglais on the Grands Boulevards, ordering briny oysters and snails dripping in garlic-butter.

      How stylish the French are, mused Cecile. The women manage to look elegant even while eating with their fingers.

      In the evening, they ventured to Voisin, on the rue Saint-Honoré, feasting on lobster thermidor and incomparable sole meunière, before taking their seats at a performance of Donizetti’s Lucrezia Borgia, at the Paris Opera.

      ‘A woman worthy of the name,’ Maud whispered in Cecile’s ear. ‘Intelligent, and cunning.’

      However, it seemed that cunning wasn’t enough. Cecile couldn’t help but wonder why women in such tales always came to a tragic end.

      Does any opera end happily for the heroine? If I were to write the libretto, I’d ensure a better outcome. Surely, every woman’s story doesn’t need to end in misery.

      The next day, after touring the Louvre, they drove down the Champs-Elysées, taking the air in Le Jardin des Tuileries. As in London, the parading of one’s fashionableness was the prime intent.

      At L’Arc de Triomphe, her brother insisted that Cecile have her portrait captured, a young man being ready with his photographic apparatus. Directed to stretch out her arms, as if pushing against the pillars of the arch, Cecile was aware of the eyes of passers-by upon her. Posing on the street was so very awkward.

      Maud suggested that the man bring his equipment to the hotel one evening. ‘I shall hire some oriental costumes and we shall play-act.’ Her eyes were twinkling, Cecile noticed, with their customary mischief. ‘A tableau, darling, don’t you think? Just as you saw once, in London? We might capture the fun upon this gentleman’s camera.’

      Cecile turned away as her brother drew Maud to him and they engaged in the sort of kiss that, Cecile felt certain, was not seemly in public.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Maud had insisted that Cecile be allowed to accompany them as much as possible, and
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