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Prologue


Copenhagen, November 1910


Adeline woke up and looked at the ceiling. It was a different ceiling from the one she had known for the first eight years of her life. Now she lived in Copenhagen not Paris. Her maman had died, and her papa had come for her. A papa she had only ever seen in pictures from newspaper clippings, who didn't even know she existed until her maman had written to him just a few weeks ago.


Her maman, Giselle, had been one of Paris' reputable demimondaines. She had been rich, beautiful, and famous. Once a ballerina until an English duke had fallen in love with her and chosen her as his official mistress. He had paid for everything – a huge apartment, servants, jewels, fabulous dresses, parties… but there wasn't much freedom. The duke was a very jealous man and kept a close eye on Giselle, but still she had managed to get a secret lover, a master of disguise. Adeline's papa. The duke never found out because he was sent to war in Africa and never came back. So, Adeline had grown up in luxury in a posh quarter of Paris, with a governess, dance lessons, piano playing, and arranged social gatherings with her peers.


When Adeline turned seven, her maman fell ill. Very ill. So weak that she could only manage talking to anyone for maybe half an hour a day, and Adeline became a pupil at the very best boarding school for girls in Paris. The summer holidays had been a trial because Adeline's governess was only employed for the holidays and wasn't particularly interested in Adeline, but rather in a young man named Pierre. That meant they took the same walk every day so the governess could have a flirt in the park, leaving Adeline to be bored out of her wits.


When you were eight years old and from a wealthy home, there wasn't much you could do. Read books, walk in the park – with your governess, of course – maybe buy a bag of seeds or bread crumbs and feed the birds. You absolutely couldn't do anything else but keep quiet and look sweet. The latter wasn't so difficult, as Adeline was already a pretty girl, and so she was automatically considered sweet. Her life was nice and comfortable but restricted, and only books helped. Through them, she could venture out into the world and escape from her confined life and learn about all sorts of interesting things. Unfortunately, mostly things that girls weren't supposed to be interested in, like science and foreign lands and suchlike. But she could continue inside her own mind and daydream herself away from the governess and the park when she was left on a bench for hours.


At school, everything was scheduled – even free time, and thankfully it was perfectly fine to read books of all kinds. She'd had friends, even a best friend, until she had talked about her maman's illness and said that her papa would come for her. Then her best friend had laughed and mocked her, and that was the end of the friendship. But only for a week, because then her maman had died and her papa had arrived as promised, and now she lay here looking up at a ceiling in Copenhagen instead of Paris.


Adeline looked around her room. There were things brought from Paris – books, pictures, a very grand dollhouse… Her new maman had made an album with photographs from Paris. Of the apartment she had lived in, places she knew in the city, people, pictures of her maman, pictures of her papa from back when they had known each other… And then there were all the new things. More books, lots of clothes, beautiful furniture made especially for her at her grandfather's furniture factory. She had been allowed to choose the colour for the walls and had chosen a sunshine yellow wallpaper and floral curtains to match. It was like living in a fine summer's day. There was an easel, pastels, watercolour paints, brushes, coloured pencils, drawing paper, sheet music, ballet shoes, a camera, school books in French and school books in Danish.


Learning Danish was difficult. Thankfully, both her papa and her new maman spoke perfect French. The maid, Sofie, did her best to teach her Danish by taking her to the kitchen and to all sorts of places in the city so she could see and listen and learn without it being boring. Sofie couldn't speak French so Adeline tried to teach her.


Adeline's papa, Christian, looked like a prince from a fairy tale, but he was in the police force. A detective. The best in Denmark. Once he had been a ballet dancer, and that was why he had been to Paris and had met her maman. He was nice and funny and enjoyed talking to Adeline. Her new maman, Anna, was… different. She was like no one Adeline had ever met before. She had her own business and worked closely with Adeline's papa to solve serious crimes like murders, so they weren't at home during the day.


Adeline had never before met a woman who worked, other than the servants. Adeline had heard silly stories about stepmothers, but her new maman was nothing like any such tales. She resembled no one else, and Adeline had first addressed her as madame and then cautiously called her maman and received a huge smile and a hug in return. And that was that.


Adeline sometimes dreamt of her French maman at night, but not about things she could remember, or things they had done together. She actually didn't know her very well, and most of what she had seen of her French maman's life had been through a keyhole. Children were not part of adults' lives – especially not social lives. Adeline could remember the fragrance of her perfume, the feel of velvet and lace of her dresses, the sound of her voice, but they hadn't talked much. Adults didn't speak with children. Only to them. And that was what the governess was for.


Everything in Copenhagen was different. She could take walks alone, go to school alone, or have Sofie accompany her. She could choose. Here, she had no governess and she sat at table with the adults – even when there were guests. And they talked to her, and she could ask questions. It was a whole new world; very different, but also quite fantastic. She didn't even have to wear her corset like in Paris, where she'd had to wear one since she was five. Right now, she attended the French school, but when she knew enough Danish, she would go to another school; one that was more liberal.


At Skt. Joseph's, it was almost like being back in Paris. Taught by nuns and expected to be sweet and quiet. Not curious and spilling over with questions, and that was tough. Everything was new, so she had a thousand questions. Every day. At least she could ask them at home.


Home. That was Copenhagen now. In Paris, she had spent a lot of time daydreaming because there wasn't much else to do. Here she didn't have time for that at all. There was far too much to do. Far too much to explore. Far too much to ask about. In Paris, there had been plenty of socialising, but not for Adeline.


Here, in Copenhagen, there was socialising, too, but Adeline could also take part. She could talk to the adults. Unthinkable in Paris. Friends came visiting, but the visits were as arranged as the friendships – by the adults, and they came only twice a week on her visiting days. At school, there had been other girls, but if friends were like Josette, who had laughed when she told her about her papa, she would rather do without and talk to Sofie, who was only 14 and fun and taught her Danish.


Sofie had said that some families in Copenhagen lived just like the ones Adeline knew in Paris. Like all the rich ones. Sofie knew that from her friends in the Maid's Association. Adeline was lucky, and she was lucky, too. She – and also the housekeeper, Miss Rasmussen – had more freedom than most other servants. That was why she could be with Adeline, and they could fool around, so Adeline could learn Danish without a governess to decide everything for her.


'Enjoy it. But don't tell anyone,' Sofie had said. 'This household is a little different. Most people wouldn't understand.' Adeline did. At least, that was like Paris. There, you didn't blabber about your family either. And the only time she had ever said anything at all, the other girls had made fun of her. Never again.


However, not everything in Copenhagen was different. Adeline resembled her new family. Her papa had been a dancer and was now a detective. Her new maman was a trained chemist, photographer, and forensic scientist. Her maternal grandmother was a doctor, her maternal grandfather a physics professor, her paternal grandmother had been a dancer, and her paternal grandfather had a furniture factory. They were all fun, lively, intelligent, musical, creative, strong-willed, curious, wise, tolerant, and rather eccentric, to say the least. Well, a bit crazy, really. Here she fitted right in.










Chapter 1


Maycourt Manor, June 1913


Adeline woke up to the view of a golden brocade canopy hiding a ceiling of intricate stucco patterns and a massive, gilded chandelier. She turned her head to enjoy the twisted columns and thick curtains on the four-poster bed, the panelled walls adorned with portraits of people wearing huge ruffs and bejewelled clothes, and the ancient furniture with leather chairs worn by the bottoms of centuries. It looked nothing like her room back home.


She was on a summer holiday now. They had travelled by train and steamer, then a private train, and finally in her great-aunt's grand Rolls Royce, and now they were here at Maycourt Manor perched high on the chalk cliffs on the south coast of England. This was where her great-aunt lived. Technically, the house belonged to her son, the present Viscount Maycourt, but he was mostly in London or travelling around the Mediterranean, so Aunt Kate had the house to herself. It was quite a house to have to oneself. It was enormous. Built when Elizabeth the First was queen, and grand enough even for her. Adeline's Danish maman, Anna, had told her about the place on the way over.


There was the main house, which looked like it had been put together somewhat randomly, with a multitude of chimneys and gargoyles and embellishments and nooks and crannies and huge windows with many leaded panes. There were extensions and a chapel and cottages and stables and carriage houses and a dairy farm and an estate manager's cottage and a huge greenhouse in a walled kitchen garden and tennis courts and an artificial lake and a boathouse and an enormous flower garden and a park surrounding it all, with a whole village at the far end.


Adeline hadn't seen any of it when they arrived, as it was late, and they had been driven right up to the main entrance, where a swarm of servants had been lined up on parade to welcome them and then take their luggage.


Right now, it was just Adeline and Anna, her maman, on holiday. Her papa, Christian, who was a detective with the Copenhagen Police, couldn't take long holidays – and he wasn't particularly fond of the countryside either, Anna had hinted with a laugh. It was perfectly fine for him to settle for a short week in England before they moved on to Paris. Anna had her own business, so she could take her holidays whenever she wanted. She also knew Maycourt Manor well, as she had been there often as a child. She knew the house and grounds inside and out. Especially all the hidden and secret places. There were lots.


The hall had a marble floor in an intricate pattern, carved wooden panels with enormous paintings of long dead ancestors, and a double staircase leading up to the rooms where they were staying. They had two bedrooms, a sitting room, and a bathroom all to themselves. Large rooms with grand fireplaces and windows almost from floor to ceiling with a wide window seat. It was like living in another time.


Adeline had bombarded her maman with questions while they were travelling, and Anna had answered them all, telling her about her own childhood at Maycourt, which apparently mostly involved adults and rarely other children. She had mainly been left to her own devices. Anna had spent time in the kitchen and the horse stables and everywhere else, including the vast attic, crammed with things dating back to when the house was new more than 300 years ago. There probably weren't many other children now, either, and she had her maman's permission to explore just as freely as she herself had done. When you were 11 – almost 11 – you were allowed to go everywhere. As an adult and part of the gentry, it was unthinkable to go anywhere other than the parlours and drawing rooms, but those rules didn't apply to children. 'Make the most of it while you can,' was the message from both Anna and Aunt Kate. And now she had a couple of weeks to do just that.


There were a few things she had to do. She had to speak English all the time, so she could become good at it, and it was rude otherwise, if only her maman understood what she was saying, and she had to learn how to ride and play tennis, as that was part of being the gentry, too. There was no way around it. Her maman had explained that she had to learn – and otherwise, how would she know if she liked it or not? It hadn't been possible in Copenhagen, but here it was part of country life. Perhaps that was why her papa wasn't so keen on the country. He couldn't ride. Or play tennis. But he could dance. Ballet.


There was a knock on the door, and Adeline said 'come in', and a maid entered to draw the curtains and inquire if Adeline needed help with her hair or clothes. Adeline could dress herself; her clothes were made, so she didn't need help to button up at the back, but it was nice to have help with her hair. It was long and had to be put up to stay out of the way. She hated loose braids because they always got tangled in something or ended up in her food. Once her hair was up, Adeline thanked the maid and put on her morning clothes so she could go down for breakfast in the dining room.


⁂


Adeline's maman, Anna, was already in the dining room, ready to explain the proceedings. There was a long buffet at one end, with a multitude of silver trays and a butler to serve. There were sausages and ham and fried eggs and scrambled eggs and poached eggs and soft-boiled eggs and bacon and mushrooms and kippers and kedgeree, and white bread and toast and brown bread and French rolls and butter and several types of marmalade and several types of cheese and milk and cream and tea. Adeline stared blankly at the enormous quantities of food. She wasn't particularly hungry. She never was in the mornings. Her maman requested a soft-boiled egg, toast, a French roll, butter, and orange marmalade. Adeline asked for the same and also received a plateful.


Anna explained to Adeline, she could have as many servings as she liked, that it was very different what people wanted – she could be sure that her papa would love it and ask for everything – except, possibly, kedgeree – and that she didn't have to empty her plate. And then the servants got what was left, so they didn't feel any need to skimp. Adeline chuckled. That buffet could feed an entire village. Maybe it did. Aunt Kate wasn't known for being stingy. Rather the contrary. Now she arrived at table, and there was no need to say anything to Jones, who without a word took from the trays and placed Aunt Kate's favourites in front of her and then poured tea.


Aunt Kate smiled at Adeline, who was quickly adjusting to the situation. It was a bit like living in a hotel. No. It was very much like living in a hotel. More guests arrived at the table, all being served breakfast, and the conversation was lively.


In a house as large as Maycourt, there were always guests. Family, friends, acquaintances... They were twenty at the table now, and the butler, Jones, was assisted by two maids. There were cousins and second cousins and aunts and great-aunts and uncles, whose family relationships Adeline couldn't quite figure out, and she learned from Anna's whispered explanations, some of them simply had nowhere else to live and no income of their own, and when one was of noble birth, one couldn't just get a job. That would not do. Most were unmarried women who seemed to have lived here almost forever and just belonged. But as Anna whispered to Adeline, it wasn't important whose aunt if anyone's, but that someone took care of them, and Aunt Kate was generous and could afford it, and in a house with more than 150 rooms, there was plenty of space for everyone. Anna could remember a couple of the older aunts from her own childhood. And then there were a couple of younger summer guests like Jerome, who was studying at Oxford, and George, who was a naval cadet. Aunt Tilly would arrive late September, as always, when she and Aunt Kate had been to Deauville and Paris.


⁂


After breakfast, Anna and Adeline wanted to pay a visit to the old servant's house – those who could no longer work and were cared for by the younger ones. Anna had made sure they had been informed long ago, so they could put on their Sunday best and prepare tea and cake, for anything else would be embarrassing, and an unannounced visit would put them in a terrible predicament, which simply wouldn't do. Some among them probably remembered Anna as a little girl and would be very pleased to see her again.


The visit was a success. Anna brought gifts, bought in Copenhagen. Presents from a foreign land. Anna had consulted Aunt Kate, who had asked the housekeeper, Mrs Corbell, so everything was carefully chosen for the recipient. Something beautiful, something practical, something that would be appreciated.


Memories from Anna's childhood were aired, and they asked about her marriage to Christian and what it was like to live in Copenhagen when one was used to Maycourt and London. Copenhagen sounded so terribly far away, and foreign countries were dangerous and highly suspicious places. How did she cope?


Adeline just smiled. She was born in Paris and had also had a French maman, so she had no problems with foreign lands. To her, England was foreign, and that was just exciting. But she didn't say that. Instead, she listened to stories about this strange world she didn't know. She heard about Miss Bramstock's funeral just a couple of weeks ago, which had been beautiful and dignified, and they had all been at the service. A good funeral was important. The servants had their own area in the churchyard, which also belonged to Aunt Kate as did the whole village, so they had each other even in death. No one belonging to Maycourt Manor was ever alone. Most had started in service as children, many chosen from orphanages by Aunt Kate's late mother-inlaw, so they wouldn't steal for a family nearby, and their loyalty was only to their masters. Aunt Kate had a slightly different attitude than her now deceased mother-in-law, who had indeed established their special house but under different conditions.


Aunt Kate had given them their own little, secret section of the garden and had also provided better food and central heating. The latter felt like an almost sinful luxury. And there was electric light now. 'Loyalty goes both ways,' Aunt Kate had explained about the house at breakfast. Adeline understood. She and Anna had to promise to come back when Adeline's papa arrived; they absolutely had to see him. Anna promised.


Anna and Adeline also received a gift – a photo album with pictures from Anna's childhood days at Maycourt. In the kitchen. With her hat on her back, riding across a field. In her finest attire on the stairs… Anna thought that a lot of people would have been put to work to make that album. It might have taken months and gallons of tea and a mountain of biscuits to look through boxes, remember, talk, choose… and perhaps that was at least as important as making the album. Adeline had thought the same, they realized while walking back to the big house.


⁂


One could hear the sound of tennis, and Adeline was informed that cousin Alastair would teach her to play, that the proper attire was ready in her room, and that she would play against her mother. Alastair could be a bit much in his enthusiasm, and if too much, Adeline could just give him a jab. But with her mother on the court, it probably wouldn't be too bad. Adeline chuckled. She thought she might more easily step on his toes.


Anna's eagle eye was enough to ensure Alastair behaving impeccably, and Adeline decided that tennis was dull and a waste of time, and she didn't like sweating. 'A couple more times, and you're off the hook,' Anna had said. But then there was riding. She wasn't particularly looking forward to that either. Riding hadn't been part of daily life in neither Paris nor Copenhagen. Dance and music had been – besides school, of course. But not sports and not riding. Adeline wanted to learn shooting and fencing like Anna, but wasn't yet old enough.


Anna had explained to Adeline about the stables. She could ride but didn't care for neither horses nor hunting. It was the people of the stables who had fascinated her no end. Them and their strange and extensive vocabulary. Now a stable boy helped Adeline up on a pony while another held the reins. Anna already sat on a horse next to her.


To Adeline, it was a frightening experience. It was too high; she had no sense of balance or control over the situation, and her balance was usually good enough for both cycling, skating, and roller-skating. Adeline could stand on one leg – even en pointe – but this… The pony moved, and she didn't follow. She looked at Anna in a panic:


- Get me down. Maman. Please?


- You're not sitting in the right place. You need to find your point of balance in the saddle.


Anna came to hold Adeline's hand.


- Try sliding gently forwards and then backwards in the saddle. You can feel it when you've hit your point. It's like something locks. And no rush. Gently.


Adeline tried while holding Anna's hand. A little forward – no. Back again. And then… a point just behind where she had sat before. She could almost hear the click. Anna could see the effect.


- It's like having a carousel pole in your back, isn't it? Down through the horse?


Adeline nodded. It felt somewhat like that. As if she was stuck and would stay put. Locked. She let go of Anna's hand and was handed the reins. The pony moved forward. Adeline wasn't the first child to be introduced to riding courtesy of Lily-Rose. She was a patient soul with a gentle disposition and had never thrown anyone. Now she calmly walked round the yard while Adeline got used to the movement and received explanations on how to use the reins and legs. Pull lightly, press lightly… it was easy enough to understand, and Lily-Rose obeyed.


Anna could see that Adeline was getting the hang of it. She relaxed her back and naturally followed the horse's movements instead of bouncing in the saddle. They could take a ride, but only a short one. Anna remembered her first rides. One became exhausted and got shaky legs very quickly. Some also got sore bums. After 20 minutes, today's riding was over, and another scheduled for tomorrow. And then another change of clothes, because one didn't eat lunch wearing riding attire. Not unless still sitting on the horse.


⁂


Lunch at Maycourt was a relaxed affair, even though it was announced with a gong – half an hour before and again at serving. There was no excuse for being late nor being improperly dressed, although in summer, there wasn't quite the same expectation for dressing up as in winter. In summer, the French doors were open to the terrace, and many preferred to eat outside under the awnings that had been set up. Adeline wanted to be outside, so she and Anna chose from the buffet and Jones took care of the rest. Aunt Kate sat down next to Adeline, curious about what she thought of life at Maycourt.


For now, it was perfectly fine. The visit to the older servants had been interesting, tennis not so much, and riding – maybe. But it was beautiful, the view fantastic, and there seemed to be a lot to explore. Kate smiled contentedly. No room for homesickness. Adeline was much like Anna and didn't need other children. She thrived in adult company and was probably good at entertaining herself, too. If she desired company, she would likely, just like Anna had done, choose some people in the house to ask a million questions, thus learning something about the world and its many different inhabitants. Jolly good.


Kate thought of all the times Anna had disappeared as a child, when sometimes searches had lasted for hours, and then she would finally show up with cobwebs in her hair or dirt on her clothes, very evasive explanations, and absolutely no comprehension of how long she had been gone. 'Anna-time' had become a byword. Now forgotten, but one could probably expect Adeline to be just the same.


Aunt Kate had already arranged with Cook that if Adeline appeared in the kitchen, she should be treated kindly, questions should be answered and provisions given if needed. Adeline couldn't quite get away with inventing 'Adeline-time' because she had been given a wristwatch as a holiday gift – precisely for that reason. Anna's tolerance stretched far, but not to searching for someone for hours, so Adeline's only admonitions were that she could do whatever she liked, as long as it didn't put herself or anyone else in danger – and she had to keep track of time herself.


Adeline wouldn't face quite the same demands in regard to etiquette and behaviour that had been placed on Kate and later Anna, but it wouldn't be long before she would be seen as a marriage prospect – a very wealthy and therefore very attractive one – and she wouldn't be able to escape from that. Not even in Copenhagen. The fact that she was already a pretty girl didn't make it any easier. But she was also intelligent, and that could cause problems. It wasn't exactly a desired trait among those who would soon want to marry her fortune, and it didn't make the accompanying surveillance easier to bear either. Right now, she should be allowed to enjoy every second of her freedom before it vanished. Kate herself had followed conventions and chosen a future earl, sister Tilly a duke, and youngest sister Agnes… a Danish physicist who became a professor when she herself became a doctor. Anna's mother. Adeline's Danish maternal grandmother. There was always one woman in each generation who stood out. Anna was technically Adeline's stepmother, but very few knew that, and one would never guess from their behaviour. Adeline was much like Anna – just not in appearance. Adeline was dark-haired and dark-eyed like her father, and Anna was red-haired – but in temperament, curiosity, independence, intelligence, stubbornness, willpower, total lack of respect for rules…


⁂


It had been arranged beforehand that Adeline and Anna would visit Maycliffe Hill, a prestigious boarding school for girls located close to Maycourt Manor. Anna had attended the school herself and had fond memories of it. The problem was that there weren't really any schools for girls in Copenhagen that could satisfy Adeline's insatiable curiosity. Maycliffe Hill might be an option with its large range of subjects and facilities, such as a well-equipped laboratory where a girl like Adeline might find the challenges she needed.


They went three generations – Aunt Kate had decided to join in – and the headmistress, Miss Townsend, who recognised the dowager countess, received them with reverence. It was exam time, so the girls were a bit quieter than usual, and the various facilities were accessible for viewing. The laboratory, in particular, was of interest to Adeline, who inspected it thoroughly and commented on the various instruments, although she struggled with their English names and had to revert to Danish occasionally. However, Miss Townsend had no doubt that she knew what she was talking about and was disappointed.


Anna had to explain about her own laboratory and her work with forensic analyses in Copenhagen, and that Adeline had been conducting her own experiments since she was eight. Miss Townsend explained that they were willing to expand – possibly by incorporating the adjoining room – but… she glanced at the dowager countess, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. Money would not be an issue.


Miss Townsend cautiously inquired about how Adeline felt about being abroad, and it was explained that she spoke and read French like a native and had a reasonable understanding of German and Italian. Good. That wouldn’t be a problem. But dormitories? The youngest slept eight to a room. No, she had not tried that before. It would be a year before she could share a room with only one other girl. Adeline thought she could survive that – this was said in Danish – and Anna smiled, thinking that she probably could, although not with enthusiasm, and then remembered that Adeline had actually tried it before. At the school she had attended in Paris. Their first-years also slept in dorms.
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