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Chapter 1

 


January

 


Pemberton
Estate, West Riding of
Yorkshire

Concetta
stared out of the tiny attic room window, her hand resting on
her stomach and wondered what
on earth he was going to do. Eddie had gone to join the Royal
Flying Corps, leaving her to her fate. He hadn’t even bothered to
say goodbye. She had only found out about his departure the day
after he’d gone, the day she’d planned to tell Giuseppe about the
baby, assuming Eddie hadn’t come up with a solution. The shock that
he’d deserted her had left her numb and she still hadn’t said
anything to her family, despite being allowed to go home to
celebrate Boxing Day afternoon with them. Concetta sighed. She was
sure her mother had suspected something. Isabella had made a couple
of remarks about how good the food in the big house must be, as
Concetta looked very ‘healthy’. Giuseppe didn’t appear to have
noticed, but that was probably because he was still trying to work
out a way of proving Luigi’s innocence over the murder of the late
Lord Hemsworth. Concetta felt even more guilty. She knew the truth
now about Lord Hemsworth’s death, but she couldn’t say anything
because she was in love with the man who’d killed him, John Tanner.
Eddie had not only raped John’s sister Claire, he had also made her
pregnant and abandoned her to her fate, so John had been trying to
kill him, but had mistaken Lord Hemsworth for his son, because the
two men were wearing similar clothing.

Concetta
sighed. Just to complicate matters, Giuseppe had befriended Bill
Burns, the constable who had
originally investigated the murder, and the two men were now
working together to try and prove Luigi’s innocence. She was
terrified Bill would ask her whether she’d spoken to John as he’d
requested, because then she would have to lie to him and she wasn’t
very good at lying. Everything was such a mess.

 


*******

 


Vienna, Austria-Hungary

Rosa finished
dressing and checked her appearance in the mirror. She was going to accompany her
mother to the Jewish Women’s Group in the Third District. It was
the first meeting they had gone to and she wasn’t sure how she
felt. She now understood why her parents had always played down
their Jewish heritage. Anti-Semitic feeling had increased since the
beginning of the war and was growing worse with the influx of
Jewish refugees from Galicia. Many of the Jews arriving in Vienna
before the war had not been orthodox and had wanted to escape the
restrictive practices in their homelands. They were perfectly happy
to assimilate into the local community and many, like her own
parents, no longer practiced their religion and were content to be
part of multi-cultural Vienna. The new wave of refugees were
Orthodox Jews who were so obviously Jewish that it was causing
problems for those who were already settled. The Jewish Women’s
Group had originally set themselves up to try and help with
assimilation by providing clothes and work, so the Jewish community
didn’t draw attention to itself, but work was hard to come by,
especially as many Austrian people would not employ Jews or even
Hungarians, so the group now provided a soup kitchen and the women
also knitted socks and sweaters for the men who were away
fighting.

Rosa
hadn’t heard anything from
Ludwig for months. Przemyśl
the place where her husband was
fighting, was still under siege by the Russians and, from the
little her brother, Johannes had said when he was home at
Christmas, there was no likelihood of the siege being lifted in the
foreseeable future. The chances of Ludwig being home for the birth
of their baby were remote, but she’d accepted that now and, as long
as he survived, she didn’t care. She was so worried about Ludwig,
she barely thought about the afternoon she’d spent with Max. As if
to remind her of her indiscretion, the baby kicked hard and changed
position. Rosa sighed and placed her hand on her stomach. Only a
few more weeks now and she would see her baby. She was excited, but
she was also scared. What if the baby resembled Max?

 


*******

 


Ashbourne Residence,
London

Henrietta sat
at her dressing table and stared at her reflection in the mirror.
She was running out of time.
Thomas had been given a week’s leave at the end of 1914 and was due
to return to Blandford in a couple of days. She was going to have
to tell him that she was pregnant, and it would be better to do it
face-to-face rather than by letter. But she kept putting it off. It
was bad enough that she had been pregnant when Thomas had married
her, and the twins weren’t his, but to have to tell him she was
pregnant again with someone else’s baby was not a conversation she
was looking forward to. On the other hand, the marriage had never
been consummated and Thomas showed no interest in her at all. It
was hardly surprising that she’d sought solace elsewhere. A brief
smile crossed her face as she thought about Oliver. She loved him
so much. If only she could be with him… but that wasn’t likely to
happen as he had no idea she was pregnant and she didn’t want to
tell him in case he came back from Ireland and expected her to
leave with him. Thomas’ parents would never allow her to take his
daughters to live in Ireland, and she wouldn’t go without
them.

Her thoughts
wandered to Charles and her
spirits sank even lower. She hadn’t heard anything from him since
he’d told her he had enlisted as a stretcher bearer in the RAMC
just before Christmas and she wondered whether Charles had told her
father yet and if so, how he had taken it. Charles had been her
good friend throughout her sham of a marriage and, without him to
talk to, she felt totally bereft. She knew he felt more for her
than friendship and she hoped she hadn’t led him on, but she could
never see him as anything more than the brother she didn’t
have.

 


*******

 


Messines,
Belgium

My darling
Stefi,

We are back
in our old positions facing the British and French and the weather
here seems even colder. We spend most of our time knee-deep in
freezing water and under fairly heavy fire, although Adolf seems to be suffering more than the
rest of us. He keeps writing long letters to Joseph Popp, saying
how awful it is – still at least it stops him complaining to me!
Even at night there is little respite as we can still hear guns
firing across other parts of the front. They sometimes sound like
they are coming closer and closer, then the rifles join in too and
we wait for the inevitable attack, but nothing happens. After a few
hours, it suddenly dies down, apart from the numerous flares
lighting the sky. But there is still no real peace and quiet. Over
to the west there are huge searchlights and we can often hear the
roar of heavy naval guns. The rain has been pretty bad, the fields
are beginning to resemble bottomless swamps, while the mud on the
roads is almost ankle deep. We had a visit from Father Norbert the
other day, who told us his horse had sunk up to its stomach in mud
several times. I have a feeling he might have been exaggerating,
but I’m sure you get the picture!

Enough of my
misery, darling. How are you
coping? I hear that there are food shortages in Germany which
worries me. I hate to think of you with not enough to eat. Have you
been to the gallery lately? I have not heard from Bruno Hoffmann at
all, so I don’t know if he is still selling my paintings, or if the
gallery has closed. The reason I ask is that I have started drawing
again. I have enclosed some examples. They are only pencil
sketches, but they may be of interest to Bruno. On the other hand,
maybe people in Munich don’t want to know the reality of life out
here?

I’m sorry. I
did not intend this letter to
be so full of self-pity. Let us think of happier things. I hope to
have some leave soon and perhaps then we could be married? How are
the arrangements going? It will be wonderful knowing you are my
wife.

I
have to go now but remember
that I love you and I am always thinking of you, wishing I could be
with you and that I had listened to you while I had the
chance.

All my love,

Max xxxx



Max re-read
the letter and almost crumpled it up and consigned it to the mud, but if he did that
he would have wasted a precious piece of paper from his dwindling
supply, so he didn’t. At least Stefi would know how much he missed
her and he couldn’t see any point lying to her about conditions in
the trenches, because his pictures would show her the
truth.

 


*******

 


Novara, Italy

Lucrecia
stretched and leaned back on the pillows. Aldo smiled down at her. ‘You were wonderful last
night, again. The audiences love you. They even stop talking to
listen to you.’

Lucrecia
grinned. ‘It’s amazing, Aldo.
I can’t believe how much my life has changed in the last
year.’

‘Am I included in that?’

Lucrecia
laughed. ‘Of course. I love
being married to you.’ She blushed suddenly and Aldo reached over
and stroked her hair. Although he’d had doubts about marrying her,
so far he was enjoying himself. Of course, he could have just
charmed her into bed, but it was her talent he wanted to own, not
her body. He would soon grow tired of that and then he would look
elsewhere for physical pleasure, but he would never tire of
Lucrecia’s voice and nor would anyone else once she became famous.
And then he would be right there, controlling her performances and
making sure he received his reward for taking a chance on her. He
might even give a donation to the church, as it was thanks to
Tadeas that he’d met Lucrecia in the first place.

‘I have to get up. Tadeas is coming over to see me
later. We’re going to Milan to see my family.’ She saw the frown on
his face and gasped. ‘I’m so sorry, Aldo. I should have told you…
but you don’t mind, do you?’

Aldo
shook his head and forced a smile.
‘Of course not. It was just that I had other plans for this
afternoon, but they’ll keep.’

Lucrecia
frowned. ‘I didn’t know.’ She
smiled. ‘What were we going to do?’

Aldo
shook his head. ‘It was supposed to
be a surprise, so I can’t tell you.’ He leaned forward and kissed
her. ‘You could stay a few moments longer.’ He reached for her
breasts.

Lucrecia
moaned softly, kissed him back then pulled away
reluctantly. ‘I really do
have to get up, Aldo…’

‘Just a few moments… it won’t take long.’ He pulled the
sheet back, lifted her nightdress, and knelt down between her legs.
Lucrecia gave up trying to stop him and closed her eyes instead.
Aldo glanced up and smiled to himself. Lucrecia would have to learn
that he was in charge and that she should ask his permission before
making arrangements to go out. It was time Lucrecia broke away from
her family, especially her brother. She should also distance
herself from the priest. She had no need for Tadeas now, not with
her husband to look after her.

 


*******

 


London

‘You’ve done what?’ George yelled at
Charles.

‘I’ve enlisted in the Royal Army Medical Corps. I’ve
just received my papers… I have to report to the training camp
tomorrow.’ Charles stood his ground. There was nothing George could
do to stop him now… well, not legally anyway. He could always have
him beaten up though. Charles was beginning to wish he’d just left
a note instead of facing George in person.

‘Why?’ To his surprise, George now sounded more
surprised now than angry.

‘I felt I should be doing something to help. I’ve asked
to be a stretcher bearer.’ He fell silent.

George stared
at him. ‘Pretty dangerous
job, Charles. I don’t really understand…’ He shook his head. ‘What
about Henrietta?’

Charles
sighed and wondered how much
he should say, then he decided he might as well be honest.
‘Henrietta doesn’t see me as… She thinks of me as a brother. I’ve
always loved her and, now I know there can never be anything
between us, I’ve decided I should go away. I’m sorry to let you
down.’

George didn’t
answer for a moment, then he nodded. ‘For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, Charles. I probably
shouldn’t have put you in that position.’ He saw the surprise on
Charles’ face and gave a wry smile. ‘I’ve always known you liked
Henrietta, but I shouldn’t have abused that.’

There was a
long silence, then George spoke again. ‘Look after yourself, Charles.’ He held out his
hand.

‘Yes, sir.’ Charles shook his hand. The conversation
hadn’t gone the way he’d expected at all but he was pleased they’d
parted on good terms. He turned to leave.

‘When you come back, there’ll be a job waiting for you…
if you still want it, of course.’

Charles
smiled. ‘Thank you,
sir.’

George
watched him go and sighed. He
would miss Charles. He was one of the few employees George knew he
could trust implicitly. Finding someone else to step into his shoes
would be difficult, but not impossible. In fact, he already had a
couple of people in mind.

 


*******

 


Belfast,
Ireland

Oliver sat
reading the newspaper in the
small café and wondered how long it would be before he could back
go to England and see Henrietta. The war had decimated the Ulster
Defence Force, as many of its best officers had decided to join the
British army and, despite attempts to keep the units active because
of the threat of German invasion, many local companies had folded.
The real threat still came from the south, but Oliver could see
little enthusiasm amongst his companions, even though there was a
need to keep alert because, once the war ended, the Home Rule Bill
was bound to be revisited. He should probably go to Dublin to check
on preparations there, but on his last visit he’d promised to
divert some arms to them and, so far, he’d not been able to do
that. His friends in the south had short fuses and he would need a
good excuse to explain his failure, unless… Oliver smiled, folded
up the newspaper and stood up. Time to go back to work.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Pemberton
Estate, West Riding of
Yorkshire

Lettie sat on
the window seat of her
bedroom and stared out at the thick snow covering the extensive
grounds. To her relief, Florrie seemed to have settled down in the
nursery and was happy. Lettie didn’t know if Florrie was a threat
or not, but the younger girl’s presence in the house was making her
nervous. Lettie sighed. She knew she could always move somewhere
else, but that would mean leaving Frances and the relative safety
she felt, ensconced on the large estate. It wasn’t that she was
short of money, she could afford to move out and live somewhere
else, but she didn’t really want to. The truth was that, since the
Suffragettes had called a halt to their protests, she was bored.
Without the excitement of planning attacks on the establishment,
Lettie felt lost.

Perhaps there was
something she could do to help the war effort? Not because she felt
any less animosity towards men, but the sooner the war was over,
the quicker they could resume the fight for women’s votes. There
was always the outside chance that, if enough women helped the war
effort, they would be given the vote automatically, but she didn’t
think so.

Lettie
frowned and wondered what she could do. She was fed up knitting
socks, which was the only task the government seemed to
believe women were capable
of, but the only other thing she could think of was being a nurse,
which she couldn’t do because she didn’t have any
experience.

 


*******

 


France

Luigi sat
huddled in the trench, breaking icicles off his machine gun. Winter
had finally arrived, the snow
lay thick on the surrounding fields and muddy roads, and it was so
cold weapons were freezing, but at least now the ground was hard
which made it easier to move around. It was even more comfortable
for sleeping, providing his boots didn’t freeze to his feet,
something which was excruciatingly painful and fortunately had only
happened once. Luigi had quickly discovered that the icy weather
brought other problems; not only did his greatcoat freeze, the
muddy clay that covered the bottom of it was also solid, making his
coat ridiculously heavy. Like many others, he’d eventually hacked
the bottom couple of feet off with his bayonet so it didn’t drag in
the mud, which thawed out during the day because they were
constantly tramping backwards and forwards over it. Although the
coat was shorter now, so didn’t provide as much warmth, it wasn’t
anything like as heavy and was therefore less of a
hazard.

‘Couple more just gone off with trench foot.’ Sid
handed him a mug of warm tea and settled down next to him, relieved
to get off his feet, which were painful to walk on.

‘I’m not surprised.’ Luigi drank his tea gratefully.
Anything to feel a bit warmer. ‘At least now everything’s frozen,
we’re not standing in cold water for hours.’

Sid nodded
and wondered if he should
mention his own feet which were very red and swollen.

Luigi
finished his tea and stood up. He stretched and began brushing the
snow off his greatcoat. ‘Can
you knock that icicle off the end of the gun for me?’

Sid stood up
and stepped towards the end
of the gun, wincing as he put his weight back on his
feet.

‘You alright?’ Luigi had noticed his
expression.

Sid nodded
then shook his head. ‘I’m not
sure. My feet are killing me.’

Luigi
frowned. ‘You got
blisters?’

Sid nodded
but didn’t answer.

Luigi
sighed. ‘Perhaps you should
report sick. If you’ve got trench foot and you don’t see someone,
you might lose your foot.’

Sid stared at
him in horror. ‘Right, I’ll
do that then.’ He hesitated. ‘I’ve heard the treatment is really
painful…’

Luigi shook his head.
‘I don’t think it’s the treatment that hurts, it’s when the feeling
comes back in your feet. But yours are painful now, so it probably
hasn’t gone too far. In any case, anything’s better than losing
your foot, surely?’

Sid stared at
the ground for several
moments, then nodded. ‘Alright. I’ll finish the shift, then go and
see the medic.’ He sat down just in time. Seconds later, rifle
shots echoed around them and Luigi grabbed the machine gun, lined
up on where he’d judged the sniper was and began firing
back.

‘Shame it’s not Christmas again; we could do with
another truce…’ Sid ducked down into the trench, but the sniper had
either given up or been hit by Luigi and it had all gone
quiet.

Luigi
grinned. ‘Yeah, playing
football with the enemy was not what I was expecting.’ He sighed.
‘I’m not sure the top brass saw it like that though.’

‘I can’t believe they called it fraternisation. It was
just a bit of harmless fun.’

Luigi
grinned. ‘I don’t think we’re
out here to have fun, Sid!’

Sid
thought about it for a moment
then sighed. ‘That’s why they threatened to shoot us if we did it
again then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well that’s just fucking ridiculous if you ask me.
It’s not like we didn’t start trying to kill them again after
Christmas…’

Luigi laughed
and reached for his water
bottle. Like Sid, he was fed up and wishing he was back home. Being
in the thick of the fighting had been bad enough but freezing in
the trenches doing nothing was probably even worse.

 


*******

 


Ashbourne
Residence, London

Thomas
glanced up and sighed as
Henrietta came into the room. He’d been hoping to go around to see
Sebastian before she came down. Now he would have to make excuses
about where he was going. He forced a smile. ‘Good morning. You’ve
just caught me… I was…’ He frowned. ‘Is anything the
matter?’

Henrietta
sighed ‘There’s something you
should know…’ She walked over to the window and stared out at the
people walking by on the snow covered street. She’d decided not to
wait any longer, but now she was here, she couldn’t think how to
start.

‘Sounds serious?’ Thomas was watching her
carefully.

She
turned back towards him and
tried to find the words to start. She wanted to ask him why he
wasn’t interested in her, why he never stayed in with her but had
always been out before he’d joined the Navy or Naval Division,
whichever it was. She wanted to know who the other woman was… if it
was another woman, of course. She couldn’t think of any other
reason for his absences… unless the rumours she’d heard about him
preferring men really were true, but she couldn’t say any of that
out loud; she didn’t want to antagonise him.

Thomas
frowned, stood up and stepped towards her. His heart was racing and
he wondered if she somehow knew about Sebastian.
‘I’m sure it can’t be that bad.’ He
was surprised his voice was so calm. There was no hint of the fear
that was threatening to engulf him. What if she told her father?
George Logan-Wright had already threatened him once.

‘I’m pregnant.’ Henrietta eventually decided there was
no easy way to tell him, so she blurted it out. She was looking at
the floor, so she missed the expression of relief that flooded
across his face.

‘That’s wonderful. Congratulations!’ Thomas was so
relieved she didn’t know about Sebastian he said the first thing
that came into his head.

Henrietta looked up
and stared at him in astonishment. Of all the possible reactions
she was expecting, this wasn’t one of them. Then she frowned.
Perhaps he was being sarcastic? Yes, that must be it. ‘I’m so
sorry.’ Her words sounded totally inadequate, but she couldn’t
think of anything else to say.

‘Don’t be. I’m not angry, Henrietta. I am honestly
delighted.’ Thomas took a deep breath. He knew he should have
pretended to be furious, but he was so fed up lying. ‘Do you love
the father?’

Henrietta was even
more surprised. ‘Yes, yes I do.’

Thomas
nodded. ‘Good. Does he
know?’

Henrietta
shook her head. She was completely confused. The conversation had
not gone in the direction she’d been expecting and her head was
spinning. ‘I don’t
understand.’

Thomas sighed and
wondered how much he could say. ‘You must have realised I am not…
not like other men…’

Henrietta
frowned. ‘I’m
sorry?’

‘I…’ Thomas took another deep breath. If this went
wrong, he could end up in prison. ‘I’m not attracted to women.’ He
wanted to look away so he didn’t have to see the disgust he was
expecting, but he couldn’t, so he stared at her instead.

Henrietta
groped behind her for a seat and sat down heavily.
‘Goodness.’ She wasn’t particularly
surprised by his admission, having suspected as much, but
she was astonished that he’d told her the
truth.

Thomas was
still watching her, his heart
pounding. ‘I think I owe you an apology. I’m sure you’ve found my
attitude towards you very bewildering.’

Henrietta
looked at him and somehow
managed a smile. ‘You can’t help who you are, Thomas.’ She fell
silent as the ramifications ran through her mind. That meant she
could carry on seeing Oliver and there would be no problem. She
stared at him. ‘I wish I’d known earlier. I wouldn’t have spent
weeks worrying over how to tell you about the
pregnancy.’

Thomas began to relax
slightly. ‘I couldn’t tell you. Although I was terrified you would
find out somehow. I hated lying to you; we’d become quite close
when we were on our honeymoon.’ He smiled
slightly. ‘But when we came here, I knew you would expect… and
then, after the girls were born…’ He shook his head.

Henrietta
sighed. ‘Life would have been
so much easier if we’d both been honest.’ She smiled, a genuine one
this time. ‘I will be discreet.’

Thomas
smiled back. ‘So will I.’
There was a brief silence.

‘Do you have someone special?’ Henrietta blushed. This
was a very strange conversation.

Thomas
hesitated then decided there was no need to lie any more.
‘Yes… his name’s
Sebastian.’

Henrietta nodded and
was searching for a way of asking more when Thomas changed the
subject.

‘What about the father? You said you haven’t told
him.’

Henrietta
shook her head. ‘No. I think
it’s best if we pretend it’s yours. If that’s alright?’

‘Don’t you want him to know?’ Thomas looked confused.
‘Is he married?’

Henrietta
shook her head. ‘No, but he’s
not in this country and I haven’t seen him since I found out I was
pregnant.’

Thomas still
looked puzzled. ‘You said you
loved him, so I don’t understand why you wouldn’t want him to
know?’

Henrietta
sighed. ‘Because he might
want me to go away with him, and your parents would never let me
take my daughters would they? And I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to
take them away either. They may not be yours in the true sense of
the word, but you are like a father to them and I know you love
them.’

Thomas
smiled. ‘That’s very
thoughtful of you, Henrietta, and I won’t lie to you. I would miss
them if you moved away… but they aren’t my daughters and I just
want you and them to be happy. As long as I could still see them, I
wouldn’t object to you taking them to live somewhere
else.’

Henrietta
stared at him in astonishment, then she shook her head.
‘That’s so generous, Thomas, and as
much as I might want to do that, I can’t, because… well, you know
why.’

‘Because people would wonder why, and all the rumours
that have gone away would come back.’ He smiled at her expression.
‘I know about the gossip. That’s why I thought you might have
guessed… about me, I mean.’

Henrietta
shook her head. ‘No… well,
not at first anyway. When you made no move to come near me at all
after the girls were born, I did wonder…’ She smiled back at him.
‘I was going to follow you one night, but I bumped into Charles and
we went for a drink, and I never bothered after that.’

‘Ahhh.’ Thomas’ smile broadened. ‘Is Charles the
father?’

‘No, I think he would have liked to be, but we were
never more than friends. He’s enlisted in the army now.’ She fell
silent. It was very strange discussing this with her husband, but
oddly enough, it felt right. Perhaps now they had both been honest,
their relationship would improve and Thomas could be like a brother
to her. She smiled at the thought. How strange life was. She’d lost
Charles but found Thomas.

 


*******

 


Novara, Italy

Tadeas
arrived at Aldo’s large
detached house in Novara at the time he’d agreed with Lucrecia,
only for the maid to tell him that she was wasn’t ready. Thinking
he would only have to wait a few minutes, Tadeas smiled and sat
down in one of the comfortable chairs in the ostentatiously
decorated drawing room. He glanced around. The walls were covered
in oil paintings depicting operas; there were a couple of art
nouveau statues on either side of the door and the furniture was
new and expensive. Tadeas wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or
irritated by the display of wealth. At least Lucrecia wouldn’t want
for anything.

Half an hour
later, Tadeas was still waiting and growing increasingly annoyed.
He stood up and was about to call for the maid when
Aldo suddenly appeared at the door.
His hair was tousled and he was wearing a silk gown that obviously
belonged in the bedroom

‘Sorry, Father. You know what it is like for
newlyweds.’ He winked. ‘Oh, of course you don’t, do you? Perhaps
you’d like some coffee while you wait.’

Tadeas
stared at him and struggled
to control the furious jealousy that suddenly threatened to
overwhelm him. Somehow he kept his temper and nodded. ‘Thank you,
Aldo. Will Lucrecia be much longer?’

Aldo
yelled for the maid, told her to
bring coffee and, once she’d left, he turned back to Tadeas. ‘She’s
just getting washed and dressed.’ He paused, then smiled at Tadeas.
‘It might be better if you made all future arrangements through me.
I can then make sure Lucrecia is ready when she’s meant to
be.’

Tadeas stared
at him in disbelief. ‘I’m
sure Lucrecia is capable of making her own decisions. She always
has been before. This is not work, Aldo. It’s her time off and it’s
important she sees her daughter and her family. I’m sure you
appreciate that.’

Aldo
sighed and shrugged. ‘She has me
now, Father… it’s time to let her be herself. She’s not the same
young girl who needed a priest and a family to look out for her.
That’s what her husband is for.’ Aldo stared into Tadeas’ eyes and
Tadeas felt sick. Aldo was making his position quite clear and
Tadeas knew without any doubt that, if he wasn’t careful, he
wouldn’t be able to see Lucrecia at all and nor would her family.
However, Tadeas was too annoyed to leave it at that. He couldn’t
stop himself.

‘We all have need of more than one person in our lives
and Lucrecia needs God. Or do you think you can replace him
too?’

Aldo
smiled, although his eyes remained
cold. It wouldn’t do to alienate the church, not when they wielded
so much power. Perhaps he should tread a little more carefully. ‘Of
course not, Father. I think you’ve misunderstood me.’ He was about
to say more when Lucrecia came running into the room.

‘I’m so sorry, Tadeas.’ Lucrecia blushed and glanced at
Aldo. ‘We’d better go.’

Tadeas stood up and,
without speaking to Aldo, began walking towards the door.
‘Unfortunately, we don’t have very much time now before we have to
come back, or you won’t be ready for the evening performance.’
Tadeas knew it sounded like he was complaining but he couldn’t help
it.

Lucrecia
hurried after him and grabbed
his arm. ‘I am sorry, Tadeas. Please don’t be cross with
me.’

Tadeas took a
deep breath. If he wasn’t careful he would do Aldo’s work for him and Lucrecia would begin to
distance herself from him and the family. ‘I’m not cross with you,
Lucrecia. It’s just that I know how much your father, Antonio and
Anastasia are looking forward to seeing you.’ They reached the car
and he opened the door for her. She smiled up at him and Tadeas
forgot his fury and smiled back. ‘No harm done. I’ll just drive a
little quicker.’

 


*******

 


Pemberton
Estate, West Riding of
Yorkshire

Florrie placed Bertie
on the floor with his teddy bear, knelt down and, leaning forward,
began tickling him.

‘Hello, Florrie. Where’s Nanny?’ Frances stepped though
the nursery door and smiled at her before bending down and picking
up her son. ‘Hello, darling. I’m sure you grow bigger every time I
see you.’

‘Nanny’s having a lie down, Your Ladyship. She has a
headache.’

Frances
frowned. ‘Again? I’ll have to
arrange for her to see the doctor. That’s the third headache she’s
had since the New Year.’

Florrie
hesitated. ‘Actually it’s the
fifth, Your Ladyship.’ Florrie looked embarrassed. ‘I don’t want to
get her into trouble and, normally I wouldn’t say anything, but I’m
quite worried about her.’

‘I think you’re right to be worried, Florrie, but
please don’t fret, she’s not in any trouble. I just want to make
sure she’s alright.’

Florrie
looked relieved. Frances handed Bertie back to her.
‘I’ll go and speak to her now. Can
you manage on your own?’

Florrie
nodded. ‘Yes of course, Your
Ladyship. We get on very well, don’t we, Bertie?’ She frowned. ‘I’m
ever so sorry, M’Lady. Should I call him ‘Sir’?’

Frances
laughed. ‘No, I don’t think
so, Florrie. Really you should call him Master Bertie, but ‘Bertie’
is fine while he’s so tiny.’

Florrie
looked relieved. ‘Thank you,
Your Ladyship.’

‘I think it’s me who should probably be thanking you,
Florrie. It’s a good job you’re here, with Nanny being so ill all
the time lately.’

‘You do think she’ll be alright, Your Ladyship, don’t
you?’ Florrie looked worried. ‘She’s been very good to
me.’

‘I’m certain she’ll be absolutely fine, Florrie, but
I’m sure she’ll be pleased to know you’re so concerned about her.’
Frances walked quickly towards the door, her thoughts on what she
would do if Nanny was seriously ill and unable to continue with her
duties. Obviously she would have to find someone else to take care
of Bertie. Frances sighed. Oh well, she’d deal with that problem if
and when it arose. She smiled. It was rather nice to be in charge,
knowing that she could make decisions without having to ask Eddie’s
permission.

 


Florrie
watched Frances leave the nursery and smiled down at the child in
her arms. ‘Come on, Bertie,
let’s go and play with teddy.’

 


*******

 


Przemyśl, Austrian
Galicia

‘We can probably hold out for another couple of months,
but that’s it. We’ll need to reduce the rations a bit more, but
that’s got to be better than surrendering.’

Ludwig nodded
and muttered his assent, along with the other
officers. He wasn’t entirely
sure he agreed with their commanding officer, but it probably
wouldn’t be wise to say so. They’d had no supplies for weeks and it
wasn’t just food and water they were running very low on. Water
could be replaced by melting the thick snow that lay everywhere,
but ammunition couldn’t. It would go further if the Russians didn’t
keep testing their defences, but unfortunately they couldn’t afford
not to respond, or they might be subject to a full assault, which
Ludwig doubted they could withstand. The men were becoming weaker
from decreased rations and that would only get worse when they were
reduced still further.

He headed
back to the small room in the part of the fort reserved for the officers, his mind on Rosa and
what she must think, having heard nothing from him for ages. He
sighed. The baby would be due in a matter of weeks and he wouldn’t
be there to support her. Even worse, he wouldn’t know whether the
baby was healthy, if it was a boy or a girl, or even if Rosa was
alright. He knew her parents would look after her but so many women
died in childbirth. He clenched his fists and tried to stop his
thoughts running away with him. It wouldn’t help and would only add
to his worries. Perhaps he should concentrate on his own
situation.

Despite rumours to
the contrary, Ludwig had a feeling things weren’t going very well
with the Austrian army, which meant reinforcements and a lifting of
the siege was unlikely, certainly not in time to save them from
having to surrender. He shivered, as much from fear as the biting
cold. No one knew what happened to prisoners of war. He would like
to think they would be treated well, but what if the Russians just
killed them all?

 


*******

 


Ashbourne Residence,
London

‘Congratulations, Thomas. We’re
delighted… and to you too, Henrietta, of course.’ Ann-Marie hugged
her daughter-in-law and stepped back. James also gave her a hug and
hoped no one could read his mind. He didn’t believe for one moment
that this child was anything to do with Thomas, any more than the
twins were his son’s children and he wondered briefly how much
Henrietta knew about Thomas. Judging by the happy expressions on
both their faces, probably quite a lot. Obviously, his instincts
that Henrietta had a male friend had proved correct, but providing
the man didn’t cause any problems, he supposed it didn’t matter. At
least this latest pregnancy should quash any rumours about Thomas,
not that he’d heard any since his son had joined the Naval
Division. Maybe he was wrong and that had just been a passing fad.
Perhaps this child was
his son’s, after all? He realised
Ann-Marie was speaking. ‘Sorry, I was miles away.’ His brain
frantically searched for a good excuse. ‘Looking forward to the
birth of a son this time, although there’s no pressure, of
course.’

‘We’ll have
to wait a while to find out, I’m afraid.’ Henrietta laughed and so
did Thomas. She was so pleased no one seemed to have guessed the
truth, she would have laughed at anything. She was still reeling
from Thomas’ confession, but at least she could stop worrying about
being pregnant.

 


*******

 


Milan, Italy

‘It’s probably a good job we didn’t come with you
then.’ Paulo poured some wine and handed Tadeas a glass. Lucrecia
was playing with Anastasia in the sitting room and talking to
Fiorella. Paulo, Antonio and Tadeas were standing in the kitchen,
discussing Aldo. For once, Antonio had forgotten his antagonism
towards Tadeas and was looking more concerned about his
brother-in-law. Tadeas had debated whether to mention that Aldo had
made it clear he and Lucrecia had been having sex, and then decided
not to. Instead he’d just told them that Aldo had been insistent
that Lucrecia’s social arrangements had to be made through him in
future.

‘We can’t allow him to control Lucrecia and us like
this.’ Antonio was having trouble holding his temper.

‘If we try and interfere, Antonio, we’ll drive her even
more into his arms and he’ll gradually convince her that she
doesn’t need us.’ Paulo sighed.

‘But we can’t just let him get away with it, without
doing something,’ he snapped.

‘Get away with what?’ Tadeas interrupted. ‘As far as
Lucrecia is concerned, Aldo loves her and wanted her to stay with
him a little longer. It’s we who are making the
problem.’

Antonio
frowned. ‘But you
said…’

‘Yes, but that’s my opinion and, although I know I’m
right, the conversation was between Aldo and myself. Lucrecia
didn’t hear him or see the expression on his face.’ Tadeas
interrupted. ‘He began to backtrack slightly when I mentioned God.’
He finished his wine and shook his head. ‘We’re going to have to be
very careful if we are to play him at his own game…’ He fell silent
as Lucrecia came into the kitchen, followed by Fiorella, with
Anastasia in her arms. She put the child down and the little girl
toddled towards Paulo.

‘We came to get our drinks.’ Lucrecia smiled as Paulo
quickly poured two glasses of wine and handed them to his daughter
and Fiorella.

‘Sorry, we were talking.’ Paulo changed the subject.
‘Has Anastasia grown since you last saw her?’

Lucrecia
sipped her drink and smiled.
‘Yes. I hardly recognised her.’ Then she frowned. ‘And she barely
knew me either.’

‘Of course she did, Lucrecia,’ Fiorella interrupted.
‘She’s been waiting for you all morning.’

Lucrecia shrugged.
‘It’s nice of you to say so, Fiorella. But I don’t think she has,
not really.’ She sighed. ‘Aldo did warn me that she might not know
me, but I didn’t believe him.’

Tadeas exchanged glances with
Paulo and Antonio.

‘Then you’ll just have to come and see us more often,
won’t you?’ Antonio stepped towards her and put his arms out. ‘I’ve
really missed my little sister.’ He gave her a hug and Lucrecia
smiled.

‘You’re right. It’s just hard to fit everything in,
what with rehearsals and performances…’

‘We could always come and visit you instead?’ Paulo
suggested.

Lucrecia shook her
head quickly. When they weren’t working, Aldo liked her to walk
around in the revealing silk nightdresses he’d bought her. It would
be very embarrassing to have her family turn up and find her
undressed. What would they think of her? She’d also noticed that
Aldo hated people arriving unexpectedly and was very bad tempered
for hours afterwards. ‘But you have your own work and, when you’re
not busy, I am. It’s probably best to leave things as they are and
I’ll try and make more time to come and visit.’

‘Don’t worry, we understand,’ Paulo answered before
Antonio could say anything. ‘Let’s just enjoy having you with us
today.’

Lucrecia
relaxed, sipped some more of her wine and smiled at Anastasia who was holding out her arms.
‘Come here, darling. Let me give you a cuddle.’ She breathed a sigh
of relief that her daughter finally wanted to come to her. Although
she barely gave Anastasia a thought when she was with Aldo, it hurt
that her daughter didn’t appear to have missed her
either.

 


*******

 


Pemberton Estate,
West Riding of Yorkshire

‘I really don’t understand why we can’t tell everyone
that we’re engaged.’ Jenny folded her arms and pouted.

Len sighed.
He was running out of reasons
to delay making the announcement. ‘I thought we’d agreed to leave
it for a few months.’

‘No, you persuaded me that we should wait until Tony
left and you applied for the First Footman’s job. But that was last
year and he still hasn’t gone, and I haven’t heard that he’s
planning to either, so I can’t see the point in waiting any
longer.’

Len
sighed. ‘No you’re right. I
must have got that wrong, or maybe he’s just changed his mind.’ He
frowned. ‘Let me have a chat with him and see what his plans are.
Then if he’s not going anywhere, we can tell everyone our
news.’

Jenny
glared at him. ‘And how long
is that going to take?’ She scowled. ‘Anyone would think you were
regretting asking me.’

It was on the
tip of Len’s tongue to say he hadn’t asked her,
that she’d suggested it and
he’d only gone along with it for a quiet life, when he realised
that might not be wise. ‘Don’t be silly, Jenny. Of course I’m not.
I just wanted to make the most of any opportunities. You can’t
blame me for that. If I was the First Footman I’d be earning better
money and be of more value to the family. Then they might be
inclined to provide us with married quarters. As things are, they
might just decide to let us go… you know that.’

Jenny frowned
then she sighed. ‘Yes… yes of
course. I know you’re right. It’s just hard having to
wait.’

Len breathed
a sigh of relief. He’d bought
himself a little extra time, although what he was going to do with
it he had no idea. Maybe it was time he accepted that Jenny was his
future, although his concerns about their jobs were legitimate. If
they married and the family didn’t provide them with accommodation,
they would not only be looking for new employment, they would also
have to find somewhere else to live.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Tweseldown Racecourse,
Hampshire

Charles lay
in the tent he shared with several other men and picked up his pencil.

My dear Henrietta,

I thought it
was time I wrote to you and
let you know how and where I am. As you can see from the address at
the top, I am not very far away in distance, but I have travelled a
long way in experience. We are currently living in tents, which is
not very hygienic and very cold, but probably good practice for
what is to come. I don’t think I have ever felt so dirty and our
blue uniforms don’t cope very well at all. Having said that, I
don’t regret my decision to enlist and at least feel I am doing
something.

We spend some
of our time marching around
Hampshire and practicing getting on and off trains and the rest of
the time learning medical skills. I am now able to put up a tent,
carry men on stretchers and load them onto ambulances as well as
apply field dressings, judge how serious a wound is and know when
to give morphia. Despite all the training, it doesn’t seem real,
although I am sure that will change once I am sent to a
regiment.

Anyway,
enough about me. How are you
and the girls? Has Thomas been sent overseas again yet? I expect
you’ll miss him when that happens.

Charles
stopped writing and sighed. That sounded stupid, but he couldn’t write what he really
wanted to say –
that he missed her and wished things
could have been different between them.

 


*******

 


Pemberton
Estate, West Riding of
Yorkshire

Concetta
walked slowly towards the stables and tried to ignore the knots in her stomach. There was no
point delaying the inevitable any longer. In any case, people would
notice soon. Her waistline was growing and she had already had to
let out her skirts to hide the bump. Nothing Giuseppe could say to
her would be any worse than what she thought of herself.

‘Concetta!’

She spun
around and her heart sank. Of all the people she didn’t want to see… ‘Hello,
John.’

John frowned
at her expression. ‘Is
something the matter?’ He lowered his voice. ‘I thought we were
alright?’

‘We are. It’s not that.’ Concetta looked away so he
couldn’t see the tears forming in her eyes.

‘Then what is it? You know you can tell me anything,
Coni.’

Concetta
let out a harsh laugh. ‘You
wouldn’t say that if you knew.’

John frowned
and took her arm. ‘Knew
what?’

‘I can’t tell you… you’d be horrified.’

‘Come on, Coni. I told you my secret. It can’t be as
bad as that.’

Concetta
shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘I can’t… you’ll hate me.’

‘I would never hate you, Coni… you must know how much I
love you.’

Concetta
shook her head and sobbed even louder. ‘That makes what I’ve done even worse…’

John
hesitated for a moment and
then took a chance. ‘If this is about you seeing our lord and
master, I already know.’

Concetta gasped and
everything started to spin. ‘You know?’ she spluttered
eventually.

John
nodded. ‘I’ve known for ages.
It doesn’t make any difference to the way I feel about you,
Coni.’

She
shook her head, trying to
make sense of what he’d just said. ‘How did you find
out?’

‘I saw you coming out of the lodge one day, months
ago.’

She stared at
him in disbelief. ‘And you
still wanted to go out with me?’

He
smiled. ‘I wanted you to have
a friend if anything went wrong. And then… well, then I fell in
love with you.’

Concetta’s tears continued to
fall while John watched helplessly, then she pulled her arm
away.

John’s face
darkened. ‘Don’t you want me
to love you? I thought you cared for me too?’

Concetta could hardly
speak through her tears. ‘I do. But you won’t love me, not when you
know.’

John scowled
and he took her arm again. ‘For goodness sake, Coni. Tell me what’s going on. Whatever
secret you’re carrying around, it really can’t be worse than
mine.’

‘I’m pregnant!’

John stared
at her for several seconds without saying anything. He wanted to tell her that it
didn’t matter, that he would love her no matter what and, if she’d
been pregnant with anyone else’s child, he would have been telling
the truth… but Eddie?

‘See, I’ve ruined everything.’ Concetta’s sobs grew
louder and she turned away. ‘I’m sorry, John, but now you
understand why we can’t be together, even though I love you. I have
to go and tell Giuseppe.’ She pulled away from him and resumed her
walk to the stables.

John watched
her for a few seconds then
ran after her. ‘Wait. Please, Coni.’

She stopped
and turned her tear stained face towards him. ‘I realised too late that I loved you.’ She
reached up and stroked his face. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Did His Lordship know? Is that why he left in such a
hurry?’

Concetta
nodded. ‘Yes, he knew. I
suppose it must have been why he left. He didn’t want to face his
wife.’

John was
silent while he thought
quickly. He didn’t think that was the only reason Lordship
Hemsworth had left. It was more likely that His Lordship was
worried that Concetta’s brother would come back if he found out his
sister was pregnant and that the police would re-open the enquiry
into his father’s death. If the police then arrested John for the
murder, Lord Hemsworth could be reasonably sure that John would
tell them about His Lordship’s marriage to that other woman. The
bastard probably thought he could wriggle out of raping Claire, but
he wouldn’t want John telling everyone about his real wife and the
fact she’d been pregnant. John was about to speak when another
thought occurred to him. Once Concetta told Giuseppe that their not
so honourable lord and master had made her pregnant, there was a
good chance Luigi would come back and, if that happened, Concetta
would tell the police about him, she’d already made that clear.
Somehow, he had to prevent that happening. ‘Do you have to tell
Giuseppe immediately?’

Concetta
looked confused. ‘Why?’ She
sighed. ‘It’s taken ages for me to find the courage.’

‘Leave it for just a few days, while we work out what
to do.’

Concetta
frowned and let out a long sigh. He sounded just like Eddie and
look where that had got her. ‘There isn’t anything to do. I’m going to
have a baby. What is there to work out?’

‘We could say it’s mine and get married.’ The words
were out of John’s mouth before he’d thought them through, but once
he had made the suggestion, he knew that was what he wanted. Not
just because he loved her, which he did, but because it would also
solve the problem of Luigi coming back. Her brother might not be
very pleased to hear that John had made Lucrecia pregnant, but
these things happened and at least John was marrying
her.

Concetta stared at
him in astonishment and tried to ignore the dizzy feeling that had
returned. She wanted to grab the lifeline he’d just thrown her, but
she had to make sure. ‘You’d marry me?’

John
nodded. ‘I love you. What
could be more natural than marrying you?’

Concetta
shook her head. It was all happening too fast. What if he was
just sorry for her and
regretted marrying her? ‘What about the baby? Could you really
bring up Eddie’s child without resenting him or her?’

John
shrugged. ‘I don’t know.
That’s the honest answer… but I would try. It’s not the baby’s
fault and he or she has you as its mother, so how could I not love
it?’ He could see she wasn’t convinced so he searched around for
some way to persuade her. ‘I love Polly, Claire’s daughter. I
rarely think about who her father is because she is her own
person.’ He sighed. ‘I can’t promise you Coni, but surely this is
the best way for all of us?’

‘What about when Eddie comes back? He’s bound to have
leave… unless he’s killed, of course.’

John
shrugged. ‘I’m sure he’ll be
delighted that his problem has gone away.’

Concetta
stared at him. He was right
about Eddie and it would be so much nicer to tell her family that
she was pregnant and getting married. To the man who really killed Lord Hemsworth and is the
reason Luigi is on the run? Concetta pushed the nagging voice away and started to cry
again.

John sighed
and was just wondering how he
could persuade her when he realised she was smiling through her
tears. ‘Yes please. I’d love to marry you.’

 


*******

 


Messines,
Belgium

Max stared at
the new recruits and sighed. They were all so
hopeful, filled with the same
enthusiasm, optimism and determination as Adolf. He couldn’t
understand them at all. Adolf had grown worse. His rantings about
the Jews now included his hatred and desire for revenge against the
British and his wishes for the future of Germany, a Fatherland free
of impure, foreign influences. Max shook his head. Much of this had
begun after Christmas, when other members of the regiment had
joined in the unofficial truce and fraternised with the British.
Adolf hadn’t taken part, furious that his comrades were laughing
and joking with the enemy. Max had wanted to join his colleagues in
forgetting the war, but he’d held back because of the animosity of
his friend. Max could almost hear Stefi sneering at him for, yet
again, allowing Hitler to dictate his actions but, even though he
knew she was right, for some reason he couldn’t help himself. He
pulled out the latest letter from Stefi and eagerly re-read the
words.

My darling Max,

I am missing
you terribly and I can’t wait to marry you. I have spoken to the pastor who has said he will
perform the service for us and I am to let him know as soon as you
have a date for your leave. There’s not much else I can do until I
hear from you.

Please don’t
worry about me, the food shortages are not too bad and I am still quite curvy, so I think
you will be able to recognise me. Probably not a very funny joke,
but I so want to make you happy.

The gallery
has not closed and your
paintings are selling, although much slower than before the war,
but I think that is because people have other things to think
about. Your new drawings are very graphic and Bruno was taken aback
when he saw them, because they were so different from your earlier
work. However, he showed them to a couple of customers who
immediately purchased them, so he will take as many as you can send
him. To ensure you can continue to draw, he is going to give me
some paper and pencils which I will post to you. He suggests you
continue using pencil only as the stark nature of the black against
the white of the paper conveys almost as much as the drawings
themselves… his words. I hope this pleases you. I must confess to
preferring your pictures of Rosa to those of death and destruction,
which probably explains my own views very well, but I think the
German people should know the truth of what is happening and your
sketches do that better than hundreds of words. Unfortunately, they
make me worry even more when I think of the hardships you are
facing and I pray daily for a swift end to the war and your safe
return.

Until then, I will look forward
to your letters and drawings and send you my undying love.

Your Stefi

xxxx

Max folded
the paper, brought the note to his nose and breathed in. If he tried hard enough, he imagined
he could smell her perfume. He closed his eyes and tried to
visualise her. Perhaps he would draw a small picture of her to
enclose with his other drawings. Unfortunately, when he closed his
eyes the only thing he could see, other than the death and
destruction all around, was Rosa.

 


*******

 


Pemberton Estate, West Riding
of Yorkshire

‘Congratulations, John. As you’re getting married, and
we really can’t accommodate you here, I assume you’ll wish to find
employment elsewhere? I’ll be sorry to lose you though.’ Frances
smiled although her mind was already wondering how long it would
take to find another gardener. There were fewer men turning up at
the hiring fairs now. Many had already attested and were waiting
for their call up papers, and those who hadn’t wanted higher wages.
‘And you of course, Concetta.’

‘Thank you, Your Ladyship. I’ve been very happy here.’
Concetta realised that was true. She heard John clear his throat
and she wished she could reach for his hand to give him courage.
She could feel just how nervous he was, but he had to speak up. If
he didn’t, she would have to speak for him. She glanced at him,
their eyes met and John took a deep breath.

This was the
difficult part. ‘Begging your
pardon, Your Ladyship, but I think you’ll find that His Lordship
will want me to stay on.’

Frances stared at him
in astonishment, not only at his bold assumption, but because he’d
dared to suggest it in the first place.

John lowered
his eyes and held his breath.
Even if Her Ladyship was furious with him for arguing, she would
probably still contact her husband out of curiosity. At least that
was what he’d told Concetta when they’d discussed it the previous
day. Of course Concetta only knew part of the story, that His
Lordship had raped Claire and that he wouldn’t want his wife to
know that. Fortunately she’d accepted that as a good enough reason
for him to keep John working on the estate, because she knew
nothing about Grace. He only hoped he was right and that Lord
Hemsworth would keep his part of the bargain. If not, he would have
to somehow find out where the bastard was and write to him to
remind him of his obligations. The silence dragged on for several
long seconds, then Frances nodded.

‘Very well. I’ll check with Lord Hemsworth. In the
meantime it would probably be best if you didn’t mention this to
anyone else in the household.’

John breathed
a sigh of relief. He smiled. ‘Thank you, Your Ladyship.

Frances
watched them leave the drawing room and frowned.
Why on earth did the boy
think Eddie would want to keep him on?

 


*******

 


Blandford,
Dorset

Thomas lay on
his bunk and wished his feet weren’t so painful. Since their
return, they had been marching fifteen miles a day and, on two
occasions, they had walked
even further. He was sick of the sight of Ringwood, Lyndhurst and
Fordingbridge but they were due to be inspected by Winston
Churchill in a week’s time, so the rigorous training continued.
Rumours were rife that some kind of campaign was being planned, but
no one seemed to know what it was, or where they were likely to be
going.

‘I think my blisters have blisters.’ Sebastian was
lying on the adjacent bunk examining his feet. ‘You’d think my feet
would be used to this by now, wouldn’t you?’

Thomas
gave a wry smile. At least he
didn’t have blisters. ‘Not heard any more then?’

Sebastian shook his
head. ‘No, even the officers don’t seem to know anything. I
tried Soapy…
you know how he always gets the
gossip, but not a dicky bird.’

Thomas
shrugged. ‘Well, no doubt
we’ll find out soon enough. Perhaps after we’ve got through the
inspection.’

‘So, how’s the lovely Henrietta? Looking forward to
being a father again?’ Sebastian
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