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  One




  Switzerland – September, 1932




  ‘How much further is it, Mother?’




  Florrie glanced at Jacques. He was sitting in the corner of the compartment, huddled into his thick overcoat, white-faced and shivering. His dark-blue eyes were pools of weariness in his gaunt

  face. His black hair was dull and lifeless. When he’d coughed the only other occupant of the carriage had risen and left, fearful of the deep, hacking sound and suspicious of the way the boy

  held his handkerchief to his mouth.




  ‘Not long now, darling.’ Florrie put her hand on his arm. ‘We’re just drawing into Landquart, where we have to change trains and then we’ll soon be in Davos

  Platz.’




  Jacques closed his eyes. ‘Not another change!’ he whispered.




  ‘We have to. It’s a different-gauge rail track and these trains . . .’ Her explanation faded away. She’d sought to interest the boy, but she could see that he

  couldn’t summon up even the pretence of curiosity.




  Florrie bit her lip. The journey had been a long one, even though they’d broken it into four days by staying overnight in London, Paris and Zurich. But today – the last leg from

  Zurich to Davos – seemed to be taking its toll on the sick boy.




  Had she been right to bring him? With customary candour, Florrie questioned her own motives. Had her overwhelming desire to have an excuse to see Ernst Hartmann again made her risk the

  boy’s health – perhaps even his life? But no. The Harley Street physician had suggested Switzerland without any prompting from her.




  ‘Davos,’ he’d said, making his swivel chair creak as he’d leaned back in it, rocking it gently. He’d steepled his fingers, regarding her over the top of his

  spectacles. ‘That’s the place. They’re doing wonderful things there. It’s become a centre for the treatment of tuberculosis. There are some very clever doctors at the

  sanatoriums there—’




  She hadn’t been able to prevent a gasp of surprise. Of all the places in the world, he’d chosen Davos.




  ‘Jacques may be there for weeks, even months,’ Dr Harris had warned. ‘You do realize that, don’t you? Your family can afford it, I presume?’




  He knew the family lived at Candlethorpe Hall surrounded by its vast Lincolnshire estate of hundreds of acres farmed by tenants, whilst Edgar Maltby and his family lived in idle splendour on the

  rents, untouched as yet by the unstable economy and its hardships.




  No, Florrie thought as the train rattled nearer and nearer their destination, she should not feel guilty that their privileged position enabled her to bring Jacques here. But perhaps what she

  should be feeling guilty about was the excitement that surged through her with every mile that brought her nearer to Ernst Hartmann.




  As the train drew out of Landquart, Florrie settled Jacques in a corner seat near the window and tucked the travelling rug around his knees. Then she sat down in the opposite

  seat and looked out of the window, soaking up the sight of the snow-capped mountains with their sharp, pointed peaks. This was Ernst’s beloved homeland.




  The train rattled past steep-sided cliffs, the trees clinging to the bare rock. For a few seconds, she glimpsed a stream and then the train plunged into a tunnel. As they emerged into the light

  once more, she saw the river again, its water a strange opaque bluey-grey.




  ‘Why’s that river such a funny colour, Mother?’




  Florrie turned towards him and smiled, relieved to see that he still had the energy to take a little interest in the scenery. ‘I’m not sure, I—’




  The only other traveller in the compartment – an elderly bearded gentleman dressed entirely in black and sitting in the corner near the corridor – emerged from behind his newspaper

  and glanced towards them. He was thin, hunched over in the seat, his overcoat seeming to swamp him, but his pale eyes behind his spectacles were friendly.




  ‘It’s a glacial river, my boy.’ His English was perfectly pronounced, but spoken with a strong German accent. Hearing it – even after all these years – still gave

  Florrie a shiver and brought back memories of those terrible days . . .




  Her thoughts were dragged back to the present.




  ‘We are climbing gradually and when we reach Davos—’ the stranger was explaining. His glance turned away from the boy to Florrie for a moment. ‘You are going to

  Davos?’




  She nodded. Was Jacques’s condition so obvious – even to a complete stranger? She sighed inwardly. Maybe so. Perhaps the local people who travelled on this train regularly were used

  to seeing the sick and could recognize the outward signs of the illness at once.




  The man was leaning towards her, holding out his hand. ‘My name is Hans Meyer.’ He smiled wryly as if anticipating a reaction. ‘From Germany.’




  The outstretched hand wavered slightly, but Florrie didn’t hesitate. She put her hand into his and shook it warmly. ‘Florence and Jacques Maltby. Pleased to meet you,’ she said

  and her tone was genuine. Time to put aside the dreadful memories and the bitterness. She’d never forget – that was impossible – but she could move on. ‘You live

  here?’ she asked. ‘In Switzerland?’




  Hans Meyer shook his head. ‘I am coming to see my wife. She is in the Schatzalp Sanatorium.’




  ‘Why – that’s where we’re going.’




  He glanced again at Jacques. The boy was huddled down into his seat, his head lolling to one side as he fell asleep. The man nodded sympathetically. ‘It is a good place. Your son –

  he has every chance. Every chance. But for my wife . . .’ He shook his head sadly. ‘They say I must take her home. They can do no more for her.’ There were tears in his eyes and,

  impulsively, Florrie leaned forward and touched his hand. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered. Silently she shuddered, realizing afresh just how dangerous this dreadful disease was.




  Hans Meyer blew his nose noisily. ‘Ah well,’ he said bravely. ‘It will be good to have her back with me, even if – even if – I am taking her home to die.’




  Now Florrie could think of nothing to say.




  For a while they were silent. Hans observed the young woman covertly, forgetting his own sorrow for a brief moment. He guessed her to be in her late thirties, for her son looked fifteen or

  sixteen years old. He smiled a little to himself. To him, she was still a young woman. She was certainly a beautiful one, with flawless skin and only the hint of discreetly applied cosmetics. She

  was wearing a dark-purple crossover coat with a fur collar that gave her both warmth and comfort. He imagined she was slender. Her stockinged legs were definitely shapely, her ankles slim. She wore

  a close-fitting cloche hat that covered most of her hair, but a few wayward strands of brown curls touched her cheeks. But it was her eyes that drew him back, time and again, to her face.

  Dark-brown pools of dread as she watched over her boy, and yet. . . ? And yet, he mused, there was a hint of excitement in their depths.




  He leaned towards her again and, whilst Jacques slept, they talked in low voices. He pointed out all the places they passed through, marvelled with her at the wonderful scenery that for both of

  them was so poignantly beautiful.




  ‘I love the wooden houses perched high up on the mountainsides,’ Florrie said. ‘With their balconies and shutters on the windows.’




  Herr Meyer nodded wisely. ‘They’re useful when the snow comes and it’s very cold.’




  Now, though, the shutters were wide open, and window boxes still overflowed with the last summer flowers.




  ‘How pretty they are,’ Florrie murmured. ‘And look,’ she pointed, ‘some have the dates on when they were built. That’s nice. I like that.’




  ‘This is Grusch,’ Meyer said. As they gathered speed, Florrie saw men and women and even a young boy working in the fields, turning the cut grass that she imagined would be fodder

  for their cattle through the winter.




  The train began to climb again.




  ‘We’re still going up.’ For a brief moment, Florrie was able to laugh, even though the terrible anxiety never left her completely.




  ‘Davos Platz lies at the same height as the top of your Ben Nevis, and then the mountains are higher still.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘That is why the air is so good for—’ He tapped his chest, but said no more.




  The train paused briefly at Schiers and then rattled on beside the glacial river once more. From Küblis it travelled on a twisting track with a steep drop on the right-hand side. Florrie

  glanced across at Jacques, wondering if he would be alarmed if he looked out of the window.




  ‘He’s not used to hills and mountains,’ she explained.




  ‘Where is it you live? You are English?’




  Florrie nodded. ‘In Lincolnshire. It’s very flat. There are gentle hills in the Lincolnshire Wolds and where the county town of Lincoln lies, but near the coast where we live

  it’s flat as far as you can see.’ She smiled. ‘So Jacques has never seen a proper mountain.’




  ‘Ah,’ Hans nodded. ‘Your Lincolnshire is like Holland, yes? I know Holland, but I’ve never been to England.’




  Florrie’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘Never? Then – then how do you speak such wonderful English?’




  ‘My brothers – I have two – and I had an English tutor.’ Hans smiled wistfully. ‘A long time before our two countries were so foolishly at war with one

  another.’




  They sat in companionable silence whilst the train rattled on through tunnels, past more houses dotted on the slopes, past square-towered, white-painted churches with spires. Through

  Klosters-Dorf and Klosters.




  ‘I’m sure I’ve just seen that church a minute ago.’ Florrie laughed. ‘But it was on the other side of the train.’




  ‘Of course it was,’ Hans smiled. ‘We’re going zigzag up the steep mountainside.’ He traced the path of the train on his knee, looping backwards and forwards.

  ‘So – that is the same village we keep seeing, but sometimes it is on the left and then sometimes on the right.’




  ‘Oh.’ Florrie was thoughtful for a moment and then she nodded. ‘Yes – yes – I see what you mean.’ She glanced towards the sleeping figure in the corner.

  ‘I wish Jacques could see it all.’




  ‘Leave him to rest,’ Hans said gently. There was a pause before he asked, ‘Whom are you going to see? The doctor, I mean?’




  ‘Dr Hartmann. Dr Ernst Hartmann.’




  Even to speak his name aloud made her heart beat a little faster.




  ‘He is very good. He will help your son, I’m sure.’ Tears welled again in his eyes. ‘But for my Eva—’ He lifted his thin shoulders in a helpless shrug and

  left the end of the sentence unspoken.




  He asked no more for they were drawing near their destination. Florrie was thankful. She didn’t want to have to explain that, yes, she knew Dr Hartmann. Knew him very well. She turned her

  head away and looked out of the window as the train passed by a lake surrounded by dark pine trees. Higher up the mountainside, snow still nestled in crevices in the bare rock and mist shrouded the

  topmost peaks. Then they were pulling into Davos Dorf and finally into Davos Platz.




  A horse-drawn carriage took them from the station to the funicular that hauled the single cabin up the steep mountain. Alighting, they walked the short distance to the

  sanatorium and Florrie found that her knees were trembling. In a few moments she would see Ernst. After sixteen long years she would be with him again.




  ‘It’s such a beautiful place,’ Hans remarked. ‘And such a magnificent building, don’t you think?’




  Florrie looked up at the four-storey building towering above her.




  ‘The best rooms are here on the front,’ Hans explained. ‘And, as you see, each room has its own balcony for taking the air.’




  Indeed, the rows of balconies stretched the whole length of each of the upper three floors, and even on the ground floor, a covered veranda was crowded with cane day-beds for the patients.




  ‘They lie outside all day – even in the winter.’ He glanced up and to the left. ‘That is my Eva’s room. I wonder . . .’




  Florrie wasn’t really listening now. Despite the dreadful reason that had brought them to this place, she couldn’t help gasping with sheer delight as she stood in front of the

  imposing building and looked out over the valley to the magical mountains beyond. Below where she was standing, a forest covered the steep slope down to the town where the houses, and even the

  white church with its square tower, looked like tiny little boxes far below. On the opposite side, grass swathes rose gently up the lower slopes of the mountains, where isolated homes were dotted

  here and there. Cattle roamed the hillsides, the bells around their necks clanging as they moved. It was so peaceful and the air so clean and fresh. Surely, in a place like this, Jacques would be

  cured.




  As they went up the steps into the entrance hall, Florrie held out her hand. ‘Herr Meyer, it has been a pleasure to meet you, though I wish we could have met in happier

  circumstances.’




  He took her hand and raised it to his lips. ‘So do I, dear lady. And I wish you and your son good health and all the happiness in the world.’




  Florrie nodded, tears springing to her eyes at his thoughtfulness when he was bearing such grief himself. Good health for Jacques? Yes, oh yes, but dare she even hope for happiness for

  herself?




  Her voice was husky as she said, ‘And I wish you well. I – I hope things are not as bad as you fear.’




  He patted her hand, gave a sad little smile and turned away.




  As she watched him go, a nurse came bustling towards them, carrying a sheaf of papers. She paused briefly as she passed Hans Meyer to greet him and then approached Florrie and Jacques. She was

  small and slim and quick in her movements. Her shining black hair was tucked neatly beneath her white cap. Her blue eyes twinkled and when she smiled her cheeks dimpled prettily.




  ‘Ah, you must be Frau Maltby.’ The nurse spoke in German, but both Florrie and Jacques could understand her. Thank goodness, Florrie thought, that Jacques’s school taught both

  French and German, despite the latter language still not being a popular choice, even after fourteen years of peace. ‘And this is Jacques?’




  The nurse turned to the boy with a smile, but Florrie could see that her professional eye was already appraising him. The young woman held out her arm, ushering them forward. ‘I am Sister

  Emmi Bergamin. I work with Dr Hartmann and he asked me to watch out for your arrival. When Jacques has settled in, Dr Hartmann would like to see you both.’




  Florrie nodded, unable to speak for the mixture of fear and excitement that rose in her throat.




  ‘I’ll take you to Jacques’s room, Mrs Maltby, but then that is the last time you will be allowed there. You can visit your son, of course, but always it must be out in the

  fresh air. Visitors are not allowed to mix with the patients indoors – only in exceptional circumstances.’ For a moment her eyes clouded, then briskly she changed the subject, but

  Florrie had understood the sister’s meaning. Only when a patient was seriously ill – perhaps dying – would relatives be allowed to visit them in their rooms. Like poor Hans Meyer.

  The sister had made no attempt to stop him going up the stairs.




  Her voice interrupted Florrie’s unhappy thoughts. ‘You have accommodation in Davos?’




  ‘Yes. In a pension. I – I’ll see it later. I want to see Dr Hartmann first.’




  The sister nodded understandingly. ‘I’ll show you around down here first and then I’ll take you up to the bedroom.’ She glanced at the white-faced boy. ‘Perhaps you

  should rest before you see the doctor.’ She turned to Florrie. ‘You could sit on the balcony of his room with him – just this once.’ Her manner was brisk and authoritative,

  yet kindly. Florrie had no qualms about leaving Jacques in this capable young woman’s care.




  Sister Bergamin led the way to the right of the entrance hall into a magnificent dining room, where long tables were set with white cloths and napkins in front of each place setting. Florrie

  glanced around the light, airy room. On the right-hand side long windows, looking out onto the covered veranda, stood open to the warm day. Panels, painted with tranquil scenes of lakes and lilies

  and gliding swans, decorated the room and huge mirrors dominated one wall.




  Seeing Florrie gazing at them, the sister laughed. ‘It’s not a matter of vanity, Frau Maltby. Well, not really.’ She moved closer and lowered her voice so that Jacques,

  who’d wandered a little away from them, wouldn’t hear. ‘One of the symptoms of this disease – as you will know – is severe loss of weight, so our patients must eat

  huge meals. A big breakfast with a five-course midday meal, bread and milk in the afternoon and then a seven-course meal in the evening.’ She chuckled. ‘The mirrors are for them to

  check if they are putting on weight. If they think they can see an improvement, it gives them hope. And here, determination to get well is half the battle.’




  Florrie nodded.




  Back across the entrance hall, Emmi Bergamin showed them the lounge area, furnished with deep leather sofas and chesterfields. Oil paintings hung on the walls and there was a large bookcase

  crammed with books. An ornate fireplace and stained-glass windows brought colour and light and harmony to the room. A few patients were seated in the room reading. In the far corner a section of

  the room had been set aside as a games area, where three or four men were playing cards and dominoes. But the majority of the patients were out on the veranda or the grass terraces or lying on

  their bed chairs on their private balconies.




  ‘Dr Hartmann’s room, the X-ray room and treatment rooms are through there—’ Sister Bergamin waved her hand towards the end of the long room. ‘But come now, I will

  show you your bedroom.’ She led the way up the stairs, which wound around a huge wooden lift.




  ‘That’s a big lift,’ Jacques remarked, using his schoolboy German as he panted his way up the stairs. All the time, Florrie noticed that the sister was assessing the boy. It

  was the first time he’d spoken since their arrival.




  ‘It’s so we can take patients up and down in their beds if we have to. For X-rays, treatment and so on.’ Her smile broadened. ‘But you, young man, don’t look as if

  you need a lift.’




  Jacques paused a moment, clinging to the banister rail. He grinned weakly at her. ‘Not if I can help it, Sister.’




  They came to the first floor and stepped into a corridor running the full length of the building, with doors on either side. They turned left to the room at the very end. Opening the door, Emmi

  Bergamin said, ‘All the rooms on this side are at the front of the building and each room has its own balcony. The rooms on the other side do not. They are usually for staff or for visitors,

  though we discourage family or friends staying here. The disease is infectious, you know. Here we are. This is one of our very best rooms.’




  As they entered the room, Florrie looked about her. This was where Jacques would get well. She had to believe that.




  The bedroom at the very end of the corridor was furnished for single occupancy. The walls were panelled in white, with pictures dotted here and there. Pristine white sheets covered the

  hospital-type bed. There was a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a bedside cabinet, a table, and two chairs and a daybed. The floor was covered with linoleum. More hygienic, Florrie supposed. Sunlight

  streamed in through the window and the door leading onto the balcony, making the room light and airy and cheerful.




  The sister opened a door to the left. ‘This is your bathroom.’




  Jacques stepped inside, turning slowly to look around him, whilst Florrie peered in from the doorway.




  ‘It’s very – luxurious,’ the boy murmured. Indeed it was. The walls and floor were of pale-grey marble. Even the side of the huge white bath was panelled with marble. A

  white-painted chair stood at the end of the bath with a towel rail above it. Fresh white towels were folded neatly on it and to the right of the chair was a radiator. In the opposite corner was a

  square washbasin with a glass shelf and a mirror above it.




  ‘The lavatory is through there.’ Emmi pointed to another door leading off the bathroom. As they all moved back into the bedroom, the sister put down her papers on the small table and

  opened the door leading onto the balcony. ‘Come, Jacques, you can begin your treatment right away. Sit out here whilst your mother and I unpack your things. Then, when you’ve rested,

  I’ll take you both down to see Dr Hartmann. He is expecting you.’




  The boy sat on one of the cane bed chairs and stretched out. From one of the cupboards, the nurse pulled a thick blanket and tucked it around him, saying, ‘You’re lucky it’s

  such a nice day.’




  Florrie was unpacking his clothes as Emmi Bergamin picked up the sheaf of papers again and flicked through them. ‘I need to take down a few details . . .’ She began to move towards

  the balcony to speak to Jacques.




  Florrie’s head snapped up. ‘What sort of details?’




  Emmi half-turned towards her. ‘Oh, just full name, date and place of birth, parents’ names. That sort of thing. Just for our records. And, of course, most importantly, if there is

  any history of tuberculosis in the family.’




  ‘History?’ Florrie’s voice rose a little. ‘Why – why do you need to know about his family?’




  The nurse turned back and sat down on one of the two chairs. ‘Come, sit down. I will explain.’




  Florrie sank onto the chaise longue and clasped her hands together to stop them trembling. Wide-eyed, she stared at the nurse, her heart thumping and fear rising in her throat.




  ‘Dr Hartmann believes that although this disease is not hereditary as such, there may be a weakness within a family that makes them susceptible to contracting it. He would be the first to

  say that it is only a theory at present, but he is making a study of family histories and hopes to write a paper for the medical journals one day.’ Emmi Bergamin smiled and her eyes were

  afire with something akin to adoration. ‘Dr Hartmann is making it his life’s work.’




  Florrie continued to stare at her in silence.




  ‘So, you see,’ Emmi went on. ‘All the details we collect from families will form part of his study.’




  Florrie turned pale. ‘And – and must you have everyone’s?’




  ‘Oh yes,’ Emmi was firm. ‘It is a condition of your son being here.’




  ‘I – I didn’t know.’




  ‘You should have been told. I am sorry if it was not made clear to you.’ Her pen was already poised over a blank sheet of paper. ‘Now, shall we begin?’




  Florrie’s mind was in turmoil. What could she do? How could she possibly tell this girl everything when Jacques himself didn’t even know the truth? She should have told him, Florrie

  castigated herself. She should have told him as soon as he’d been old enough to understand. And now she was caught in a trap. She couldn’t get up, repack his things and whisk him away.

  He needed to stay here. He needed treatment. And she? Well, she had to see Ernst Hartmann again.




  Begin? Where should she begin? The war? No, no, before that. When had it all started? And then she remembered.




  It had all started the day she’d refused to marry Gervase.




  







  Two




  Lincolnshire, England – New Year’s Eve, 1912




  Edgar Maltby thumped the desk with his fist. He rose slowly and menacingly to his feet.




  ‘If I say you will marry Gervase Richards, girl, then marry him you will.’




  Florrie faced him squarely. Her knees were trembling and, behind her back, her fingers were twisting nervously. Even at eighteen it was bold, perhaps even rash, to go against her father’s

  wishes. But outwardly she was calm.




  ‘I don’t love him, Father, and I won’t marry someone I don’t love.’




  ‘Love! Don’t be so foolish, girl. He’s the sole owner of the whole of the Bixley Estate since his father died. How can you possibly refuse him?’ Edgar shook his head.

  ‘I don’t understand you sometimes, Florence, really I don’t. You’ve been friends for years. You and Gervase. You’ve been inseparable. And even your brother, young

  though he is, has idolized the man. So, why—?’




  ‘Perhaps that’s why, Father. He feels like another brother to me. Not – not a husband.’




  ‘Well, you’d better start thinking of him as just that. He’s asked my permission to propose to you and I don’t want to hear that you’ve refused him. Or

  else—’




  Now Florrie’s brown eyes blazed with anger. She stood tall and straight-backed, holding her head proudly and defiantly, but without arrogance. ‘Or what, Father? You’ll cast me

  out? Send me to the workhouse?’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous, girl,’ Edgar growled. He sat down in his chair again and leaned back, regarding her through half-closed eyes. He was a big man – tall and broad

  – and now, in middle age, he was acquiring the rotund shape that came with good living. He was a serious man, smiling rarely and laughing even less. Even as a child Florrie had wondered what

  it was in his life that made him seem so cross most of the time. And at this moment the frown lines on his forehead were even deeper than normal. His mouth tight beneath the dark moustache, he said

  slowly, ‘If you refuse Richards you will seriously displease me.’




  Florrie softened a little. Despite his dictatorial manner, she respected her father and disliked making him angry. Yet there was a streak of stubbornness in her that wouldn’t allow her to

  let him ride roughshod over her and direct the rest of her life. She believed she’d the right to decide her own future. Fond though she was of Gervase – he was a good, kind man and she

  knew he’d be her lifelong friend – she couldn’t imagine herself married to him.




  ‘Florence, listen to me—’ Edgar spread his hands, palms upwards. In anyone else the gesture might have been seen as a sign of weakness or submission – but not in her

  father. ‘Richards loves you very much. He’ll give you everything. You’ll want for nothing. Can’t you see that?’




  ‘Of course I can, Father. But I’m not in love with him.’




  ‘But you like him, don’t you?’




  ‘Of course I do. There’s nothing anyone could dislike about him.’ She smiled at the thought of the young man who’d been her friend for as long as she could

  remember.




  ‘And you get along with his sister, don’t you?’




  There were only the two of them left now, living between Bixley Manor and the Richards’ London town house. Isobel Richards seemed to spend most of her time there, leaving her brother to

  live at the Manor and run the family estate.




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Then for Heaven’s sake, girl . . . ?’




  ‘Because I care enough about him not to marry him. He deserves better than me.’




  ‘What on earth do you mean by that? Our family is of equal—’




  ‘No – I don’t mean that.’ She gestured impatiently. Why, with her father, did everything have to revolve around their position in society? ‘He deserves a wife who

  loves him in return.’




  ‘But then,’ Edgar said quietly, for once with an insight that was anathema to his nature, ‘he won’t love her, now will he?’




  For once, Florrie couldn’t think of a reply.




  Dismissed from her father’s study in what amounted to disgrace, Florrie flew up the stairs, two steps at a time, and ran along the landing to the south wing of the house where Augusta

  Maltby had her rooms.




  ‘Gran!’ Florrie burst into the elderly lady’s bedroom without so much as a knock on the door.




  ‘Goodness me, child, whatever brings you flying into my room shrieking like a banshee and without even the courtesy of announcing your impending arrival?’




  Florrie was halted in her tracks, but she grinned. ‘Sorry, Gran.’ She loved the way Augusta pretended grandness when in truth she could have held her own amongst the rough and tumble

  of the stable-yard lads.




  ‘And don’t call me “Gran”. It’s “Grandmama” or “Grandmother” to you, my girl.’




  Florrie took a flying leap and landed on the end of the bed. ‘On our high horse today, are we, Grandmama?’




  The twinkle in the old lady’s eyes belied her words. ‘Not for long with you around,’ she muttered, pretending to be offended. She gazed at the lovely face of her granddaughter.

  Such clear skin – and without the aid of any cosmetics, she was sure; such mischievous eyes that gave warning of a steely resolve. And that beautiful long hair – a rich, dark brown

  – curling and waving around her head. So like Augusta’s own ‘crowning glory’ had once been.




  Florence Maltby was what many would call ‘a little madam’, but to her grandmother she represented all that was good in the youth of the Edwardian era. Though, Augusta reminded

  herself, even those days were gone with the death of the old king two years earlier. Now his son, George V, ruled an unsettled world – a world where a young woman would need spirit and

  determination to survive.




  Augusta smiled fondly, her brief irritation forgotten. ‘So, what is it this time? You’re going to London to join Mrs Pankhurst and her followers?’




  Florrie’s eyes widened. ‘How – how did you know?’




  Augusta’s eyes sparkled with mischief and the indomitable spirit that even age could not quench. ‘Because if I was your age right now, that’s exactly what I would do. But

  I’m a little old to be chaining myself to the railings outside Number Ten or Buckingham Palace.’




  ‘Fiddlesticks!’ Florrie laughed. At sixty-eight, her grandmother was still slim and energetic and Florrie could easily visualize her marching at the head of a protest waving a

  banner.




  ‘Besides, I’m needed here.’ Her eyes twinkled wickedly. ‘Who would keep your father in check if I disappeared off to London?’




  They exchanged a smile, then Augusta said, ‘Brush my hair, dear girl, will you?’




  As Florrie scrambled off the bed, her grandmother raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Tut-tut, whenever are we going to get you to behave in a more ladylike manner, child?’




  ‘Never, I should think,’ Florrie said cheerfully as she picked up the silver-backed hairbrush from the dressing table and returned to the bedside. Gently, she brushed her

  grandmother’s grey hair. It was thinning now, but once it had been as luxurious and vibrant as Florrie’s own locks. There was silence in the room for a moment. Augusta shut her eyes and

  submitted to the pleasure of the brush strokes and the feel of the girl’s tender fingers.




  Florrie glanced around her. She never tired of coming to her grandmother’s rooms. Augusta’s belongings, cluttered around her, had fascinated Florrie for as long as she could

  remember. The furniture was heavy, Victorian mahogany that was polished lovingly every week. Every surface was covered with lace runners, photographs and ornaments – mementoes of a happy

  life. Even the walls were almost covered with paintings and pictures, hung haphazardly, and every one of them held a special meaning for the old lady. Especially the huge portrait of her late

  husband, Nathaniel Maltby, that hung opposite the end of her bed.




  ‘Actually, it wasn’t about that,’ Florrie confided, bringing her attention back to her grandmother’s question. ‘He – he doesn’t know about that

  yet.’




  ‘By he I presume you mean your father.’




  ‘Mm.’




  ‘So – what is it that my son won’t let you do now?’




  ‘Well, this time, it’s what he wants me to do that I won’t.’




  ‘Ah, that makes a change,’ Augusta remarked drily.




  There was a pause whilst Florrie continued to brush.




  ‘So, out with it, girl.’




  ‘He – he wants me to marry Gervase.’




  Augusta twisted round to look up at her granddaughter, so quickly that Florrie almost caught her face with the brush. But she managed to snatch it away just before the bristles touched the soft,

  wrinkled skin.




  ‘You don’t want to?’ Even Augusta was surprised at this. ‘But – but you’re always together. He’s your best friend. Yours and James’s

  too.’




  Florrie dropped the brush and sat down on the bed again. ‘I know,’ she said and now there were tears in her eyes. Gervase was the last person in the world – outside her own

  family – whom she wanted to hurt. ‘I do love him, Gran—’ This time Augusta didn’t complain at the shortened name. ‘But not like that. I – I love him like a

  brother, not – not—’ A faint blush tinged her cheeks. ‘Like a husband.’




  ‘Ah.’ Augusta gave a deep sigh. ‘I see.’ She lay back against the plump pillows and regarded her granddaughter thoughtfully.




  ‘Are – are you angry with me too?’ Florrie asked. She could stand up to her father, but her grandmother was a different matter.




  ‘I should be.’




  Florrie clasped the thin, purple-veined hand. ‘But you’re not! Oh, Gran, please say you understand.’




  ‘My dearest girl, of course I do.’




  ‘I – I thought this time you might agree with Father.’




  Augusta snorted. ‘That’d be a first.’ Florrie giggled, but now her grandmother was thoughtful. ‘I had a similar problem with my own father. Only he disapproved

  of the man I wanted to marry.’




  Florrie gasped. This was something she hadn’t known. ‘You – you mean, you were in love with someone before Grandpops?’




  Augusta laughed. ‘Good Heavens, no! Your grandfather was the only man in my life. No, it was him my father disapproved of.’




  ‘Disapproved of Grandpops?’ Florrie’s voice squeaked in surprise. She couldn’t believe it. ‘But how could anyone have disliked him?’




  ‘Exactly!’ Augusta’s mouth twitched with amusement, then more seriously she added, ‘Actually, he quite liked him, but he thought he wasn’t suitable.’




  ‘Ah – he thought he wasn’t good enough for you? Not your class?’




  Augusta chuckled. ‘Well, he certainly wasn’t my class, but it was the other way about, my dear. I wasn’t good enough for him.’




  ‘What! I don’t understand.’




  The elderly lady regarded the guileless young face in front of her. ‘I think perhaps I should explain,’ she said slowly. ‘Though you must promise me not to speak of this in

  front of your father – or your mother for that matter.’ Her mouth moved with wry amusement. ‘Your dear papa doesn’t like to be reminded of the lowly stock he comes

  from.’




  ‘Lowly stock? Father?’ Florrie began to laugh.




  ‘Oh, you can laugh, child, but your father takes it all very seriously and has been at pains to hide his true ancestry.’




  ‘But – but we’ve a family tree in copperplate handwriting hanging in the hall for all to see. It even has a coat of arms somewhere way back in great-great-great somebody or

  other’s time.’




  Augusta chuckled. ‘I know, but have you ever noticed that it just follows the male line of the Maltbys – never the distaff side?’ She paused and then added pointedly,

  ‘There are none of my family shown on the tree, are there?’




  Florrie stared at her. ‘No – there aren’t. But I never realized.’




  ‘Well, you go and take a good look.’




  ‘I will – but first tell me about you. Why weren’t you good enough to marry Grandpops?’




  Augusta’s eyes glazed over for a moment. She began slowly at first, but then the past came flooding back. ‘My father worked on this estate, but he wasn’t even a tenant farmer.

  He was even lowlier than that. He was a good man – a God-fearing man, hard-working and as honest as the day is long – but he was a waggoner for one of the tenants. We lived in a tied

  cottage and at twelve years old I was sent to work in the big house.’




  ‘Here?’




  ‘Yes.’ Augusta nodded. ‘Here in Candlethorpe Hall as a scullery maid.’




  Astonished, Florrie said, ‘Like little Beth was when she first came here?’




  ‘Yes – just like Beth, though I hope we’ve always been kinder to the little lass than they were in my day. After a year or so, your great-grandmother took a liking to me and

  made me her personal maid. The other servants didn’t like it when a lowly scullery maid became a lady’s maid in one jump. But I was determined to go up in the world, though I never

  imagined . . .’ Her voice faded away for a moment as she became lost in her own memories.




  Florrie was thoughtful. It hadn’t escaped her notice that her grandmother always treated the household staff with great respect. ‘Little Beth’ as they called her was just such

  a case. She’d come to Candlethorpe Hall as the lowliest of all servants – a scullery maid. But she was quick and eager, and Augusta soon made sure she was promoted to second housemaid

  and, before long, to her own lady’s maid. Florrie smiled as she remembered the consternation her grandmother’s action had caused both above and below stairs. The first housemaid was

  aggrieved that she’d been passed over and Mrs Dewey, the housekeeper, who had charge over all the female staff, had been none too pleased either. But it had all settled down, most probably

  because it was Augusta who’d wanted Beth. Florrie had seen for herself how everyone from the lowliest kitchen maid to the superior butler adored her grandmother. They’d even

  been known to go against the master’s wishes if Augusta decreed differently. Edgar Maltby might think himself the head of the household, but it was his mother who still ruled. Now, it seemed,

  Augusta had been helping a young girl who deserved a better place in life, just as she’d once been helped.




  Florrie’s thoughts came back to her grandmother and a dreadful image entered her head. She’d heard tales of how the sons of the well-to-do took their pleasure with the servant girls.

  She bit her lip to stop the question escaping, but it seemed her shrewd grandmother had already guessed what was running through the young girl’s mind. ‘No,’ she said, answering

  the unspoken question that must have shown itself in Florrie’s expression. ‘Nathaniel didn’t seduce me, if that’s what you’re thinking.’




  ‘Oh, Grandmother, you know me too well.’




  ‘So I should. I’ve looked after you since you were born. Your poor mother – well, we won’t go into that just now. Let me carry on with my story, else I’ll lose my

  thread. That’s the trouble with being old. One gets so forgetful.’




  Florrie chuckled. Anyone with a sharper mind than Augusta Maltby she’d yet to meet.




  ‘We fell in love. It was as simple and – in the circumstances – as complicated as that. Nathaniel’s family disapproved, of course. That was to be expected, but I was

  surprised that my own father did too. He took me away from my position in the big house and sent me to work miles away for a crotchety old lady who used to lash out at me with her stick if I

  didn’t suit.’




  ‘But – but Nathaniel followed you?’




  ‘Oh yes. He found out where I’d gone from one of my brothers and he came one night and took me away with him.’




  ‘How old were you?’




  ‘Seventeen by then.’




  ‘Did you get married? I mean, right away, because you’d have been underage, wouldn’t you? Oh, Grandmother—’ Florrie laughed delightedly. ‘You eloped. Do tell

  me you eloped.’




  Augusta laughed. ‘Yes, we did. We went all the way to Scotland to be married.’




  ‘To Gretna Green? Oh, how romantic!’




  ‘Your father doesn’t think so.’ Mention of Edgar’s name sobered them both. ‘So – stick to your guns, child,’ Augusta said firmly. ‘You’ll

  never know a moment’s happiness unless you do.’




  ‘And you were happy? You and Grandpops?’




  Nathaniel Maltby had died when Florrie had been nine, but she still remembered the rotund, bewhiskered, kindly old gentleman who’d always smelt of tobacco smoke when she climbed onto his

  knee.




  Augusta returned her gaze steadily, but her voice trembled a little as she said, ‘More than I can ever put into words, my dear.’




  There was a knock on the bedroom door and Beth’s heart-shaped little face peered around it. ‘’Scuse me, madam, but Mrs Maltby says would Miss Florrie come down to the morning

  room. Mr Richards is here to see her.’




  ‘Thank you, Beth.’ As the door closed behind the maid, Augusta touched her granddaughter’s hand. ‘Off you go then, my dear, and get the dirty deed done.’




  







  Three




  ‘Oh, Florrie dear, there you are.’




  ‘Yes, here I am, Mother,’ Florrie said gaily, closing the door behind her and walking towards the fireplace where her mother and Gervase sat, one on either side.




  The young man had risen at her entry and was now smiling at her, looking, Florrie thought, unusually nervous. Now Clara rose and there was no mistaking her agitation, but then her mother was

  always anxious about something or other and was often confined to her room, quite unable to face the rigours of running the household in the way that Edgar demanded. That was left to Augusta.




  ‘I’ll – er – go to my room,’ Clara murmured, scuttling out as if desperate to escape from a scene that she feared was going to erupt into angry words and cause a

  tense atmosphere throughout the house that would linger for weeks, if her wayward daughter refused Gervase’s proposal.




  ‘Gervase – how lovely to see you,’ Florrie said brightly. ‘Can I offer you a drink? Tea? Coffee? Or maybe something stronger?’ she added mischievously.




  ‘No – thank you. Florrie – I—’




  ‘My word, Gervase, you look very smart today.’




  He was wearing a dark, pinstriped three-piece suit instead of his usual country tweeds. He was tall and broad-shouldered, happiest when he was striding about the fields of his estate, but not

  out of place or awkward in an elegant drawing room. He was at ease in any surroundings – but not today.




  ‘Florrie – darling,’ he held out his hands. ‘Please, come and sit down.’




  She allowed him to lead her to the sofa. They sat side by side.




  ‘You know why I’m here, don’t you?’




  She looked up into his gentle blue eyes that usually twinkled with merriment but at this moment were unusually serious and intense. She felt an urge to smooth the wiry fair hair that curled so

  vigorously that no amount of plastering it down would make it lie flat.




  ‘Please, Gervase, don’t say it. Please don’t. I – I don’t want to hurt you. You mean the world to me as my dearest friend, but I really can’t marry

  you.’




  His handsome, craggy face fell into lines of disappointment. ‘Why not, Florrie? Just tell me why not?’




  The young girl sighed. This was so difficult. How much easier it would be just to give in and say ‘yes’. All her family would be pleased with her, and she’d no doubt –

  and it was not conceit – that her acceptance would make Gervase ‘the happiest man on earth’. She could almost hear him saying it. But what none of them could understand was that

  it would be a fleeting happiness. It wouldn’t last forever. And she couldn’t bear to think that they might come to hate each other. She couldn’t do that. Not to Gervase – or

  to herself.




  ‘I love you dearly,’ she began badly. That was quite the wrong thing to say.




  Hope sprang into his eyes. ‘Then—’




  ‘As I love James,’ she added firmly, trying to make him understand. ‘And you know how much that is.’




  Her brother, younger than her by four years, was the darling of the family. Their mother doted on him, their father had high hopes for him, and even Augusta – though she’d never

  admit to having favourites – melted like butter at the sight of him. Florrie had never felt jealous of James; she adored him just as much as everyone else. He’d been a handsome little

  chap and at fourteen showed all the promise of breaking girls’ hearts throughout the county. Florrie just prayed that when his turn came he would fall in love with someone whom Father would

  think ‘suitable’. She believed that she could get away with disappointing him, but if James were to go against Edgar’s wishes, then . . . Well, it didn’t bear thinking

  about.




  ‘You mean you love me as a brother and not as a husband,’ Gervase said flatly.




  ‘That’s it exactly.’




  ‘I won’t stop trying, Florrie. Every New Year’s Eve, I shall propose again.’




  ‘Please don’t,’ Florrie pulled a face. ‘I shall dread every year end if you say that.’




  Gervase laughed and some of the hurt left his eyes for a moment. ‘Well, I’m sorry, but you’re just going to have to put up with it. Maybe you’ll get so fed up of saying

  “no”, one year you’ll say “yes”.’ He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers one by one and, quite serious now, added, ‘Just remember, Florrie,

  that if ever you change your mind, I’ll be waiting.’




  ‘Oh no, you’ll meet a lovely girl, get married and have a huge family. And I’ll be the best adopted auntie in the whole world.’




  He regarded her steadily. ‘That’s not going to happen, Florrie. You’re the only girl I’ll ever love.’




  His words and his tone were so sincere, so heartfelt, that for once Florrie could not make light of them. ‘I’m sorry, truly I am,’ she whispered, tears spilling down her

  cheeks.




  With tender fingers Gervase wiped them away. ‘Please don’t cry, Florrie.’ He smiled. ‘You always tell me you never cry.’




  ‘I don’t,’ she said fiercely. ‘At least – not often.’




  ‘So – let’s just go on being the good friends we are, eh? But I meant what I said.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘I suppose I forget how young you are. Only eighteen. You need a little fun before you settle down, don’t you? You haven’t even “come out” yet, but you see

  I’m so afraid if you go to London for the Season, one of those very eligible young men will snap you up. I wanted us to be engaged so that couldn’t happen. But I know it’s your

  mother’s dearest wish that you should be presented at court. Just as she was.’




  Now Florrie laughed aloud, her tears brushed away. ‘Well, it’s not going to happen – I promise you. If I go to London it will be for quite a different reason than doing the

  round of balls and parties to meet eligible bachelors.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  She tapped him playfully on the nose. ‘Now that is my secret.’




  ‘Oh, you girls and your secrets. Well, I must be off. Still a lot to get ready for tonight. You’re all coming, aren’t you?’




  It had long been the tradition that the two families spent New Year’s Eve together, alternating between the two homes. One year the Maltbys would play host at Candlethorpe Hall, the next

  year it would be the turn of the Richards at Bixley Manor. It had been their greatgrandfathers who’d begun it. The two men had been brought together by business, their estates on the edge of

  the Lincolnshire Wolds stretching to join each other. The natural progression had been that their families became friends. They dined together often, held shooting parties, picnics, balls and

  bonfire nights. Together they’d seen the dawn of a new century, the passing of the old queen and her strict morality into an age of change. Over the years, the New Year’s Eve

  celebrations had come to include not only the household staff of both grand country houses, but also all the estate workers and their families. Most of the inhabitants of the local villages worked

  on one estate or the other, but even those who didn’t joined the merry parties that set off in farm carts and traps – the youths and young girls on bicycles – from Candlethorpe to

  Bixley or vice versa. Laughter filled the frosty air as they travelled the six miles. Old and young alike were entertained to music and dancing in one of the huge barns, where trestle tables were

  laid out laden with beer and enough food to feed an army. This year it was the Candlethorpe folk who were to travel to Bixley Manor.




  ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ Florrie smiled.




  ‘And tell your grandmother,’ Gervase said, ‘she can sit in the bay window overlooking the field where the bonfire’s been built.’




  Florrie hooted with laughter. ‘Gran? Sit indoors whilst we’re all outside? I think not. Mother might – but not Gran.’




  Gervase smiled fondly. ‘What a character she is. She’s a remarkable old lady.’




  ‘Old? Gran? Don’t let her hear you say that. She doesn’t think sixty-eight is old.’




  Gervase laughed. ‘Well, on her it certainly isn’t.’




  As Florrie led the way to the front door to see him out, the butler hovered in the hall. ‘It’s all right, Bowler, I’ll see Mr Richards out.’




  ‘Very good, Miss Florrie.’ He gave a small bow and turned away.




  As they crossed the hall, Florrie asked casually, ‘Is Isobel still at home?’




  ‘Oh yes. She’s not going back to London until next Monday.’




  Florrie held open the heavy front door and, as he passed by her, she reached up impulsively and kissed his cheek. ‘Dear Gervase,’ she whispered softly.




  He paused a moment, looking down into her upturned face. The face he knew so well and loved so dearly. But the look in her eyes was that of a very dear and devoted friend, not of a girl madly in

  love with him. He gave a little sigh as he put on his trilby. ‘Until tonight, my dear.’




  ‘Hey, Florrie!’ James was leaning over the banister at the top of the stairs looking down at her in the hallway below. ‘Have you quite broken poor old Gervase’s heart

  then?’




  She closed the front door and turned to look up at him. She grimaced and then grinned. ‘So you’ve heard. I expect everyone knows by now then.’




  ‘Cheek!’




  She climbed the stairs towards him. ‘You’re not renowned for keeping secrets, my dear little brother.’




  James threw back his head and laughed. ‘You can’t keep any secrets in this place. The servants have their own grapevine and the tiniest whisper goes round them all in a

  flash.’




  She reached the top. ‘You know I’ve refused him then?’




  ‘Not exactly, but I guessed you would.’ James chuckled as he added, ‘I’ve always wondered why he cultivates my friendship. After all, he’s so much older than me. I

  must seem only a boy to him. Now I know. It isn’t me at all he wants to be with, it’s you.’




  Florrie was thoughtful for a moment before saying, quite seriously, ‘I think he likes being here with all our family. He’s no brother, and his only sister is six years older than

  him. And she has her own circle of friends—’




  ‘Oh, the Votes for Women brigade.’




  Florrie ignored his remark. ‘His mother died when he was a baby and his father five years ago. And Isobel spends a lot of time in London.’




  ‘Rumour has it,’ James said in a loud whisper, ‘that his sister has a lover in the city.’




  ‘James! What do you know about such things!’




  He guffawed. ‘A chap can’t be at a boys’ boarding school for the last four years without learning all that sort of stuff. Want to know what else I know?’




  ‘No, thank you!’ She held up her hand, palm outwards, as if fending him off. ‘I don’t want to hear your smutty schoolboy talk, thank you very much.’




  ‘It isn’t smutty,’ he began indignantly and then grinned. ‘Well, not all of it.’




  ‘Oh – you!’ She linked her arm through his and they walked together along the landing towards the room that had once been the nursery and which they still used for their own

  private space. Nannies and tutors within the household were a thing of the past. James had attended a boys’ boarding school since the age of ten and there was talk of Florrie being sent to a

  finishing school before being presented at court. But she had no intention of going, not since Gervase’s sister had told her all about the wonderful things the suffragettes were doing.

  Florrie knew exactly why Isobel Richards spent a lot of time in London. That was where all the action was to be found. And soon – very soon – Florrie hoped to be a part of it. How on

  earth her grandmother had guessed her plans, she couldn’t imagine. Sometimes she wondered if the old lady had second sight!




  Once they were safely in the nursery, James said, ‘So, what are you going to do, old girl?’




  Florrie looked at him sharply. Surely, he hadn’t heard too? ‘Do? What do you mean?’




  ‘Well, won’t Father banish you from the old homestead and tell you you’re never to darken his door again?’




  Florrie breathed a sigh of relief and laughed. ‘James, I’ve just refused a proposal of marriage. I’m not pregnant.’




  ‘That might be as bad in his eyes.’




  ‘Oh no, nothing could be as bad as that. Not in Father’s eyes. I certainly would be cast out if that happened.’




  James flung himself down on the battered old sofa and put his feet up on the arm. Crossing his ankles and putting his hands behind his head, he said languidly, ‘Then perhaps I should tell

  you the facts of life, old thing.’




  Florrie picked up a cushion and began to beat him about the head with it until they fell to the floor together, laughing and rolling over and over, their arms around each other. At last they lay

  still, panting from the exertion of their mock fight. James’s arms tightened around her. ‘Oh, Sis, just so long as you know you’re doing the right thing. Gervase is an awfully

  decent chap, you know.’




  Florrie rested her head against James’s chest. She could hear the pounding of his heart and her voice was muffled as she murmured, ‘Yes, I do know. That’s just why I have to be

  honest with him.’




  James stroked her thick mane of glossy hair. ‘Poor old Gervase’ was all he said now. There was a long silence before he went on, ‘But we’re still going to the bonfire and

  fireworks tonight at Bixley Manor, aren’t we?’




  ‘Of course.’ Florrie’s heart quickened with excitement. She would see Isobel tonight and their plans would be finalized. And next Monday – as soon as that – they

  would both be on their way to London. And there was something else she hadn’t told any of her family. James was quite right. Isobel had a lover in London, but there was nothing furtive about

  it. Tonight, at the New Year’s Eve party, she was to announce her engagement to the Honourable Timothy Smythe, son of Lady Leonora Smythe – a well-known figure in London society and an

  ardent supporter of Mrs Pankhurst and her followers. Lord Smythe, it seemed, indulged his wife and was happy to stay on his Dorset estate.




  Florrie got up from the floor and pulled her brother to his feet. Impulsively, she flung her arms about him and gave him a bear hug.




  ‘Hey, what’s that for?’




  ‘Oh, just – you know,’ she said and her voice was a little unsteady. No one – not even James or her grandmother – knew of her plans. And she couldn’t tell

  them, not yet. ‘Just because I love my little brother.’




  ‘Hey, not so little now, old thing. I’m taller than you.’




  ‘So you are.’ She gazed at him fondly, as if committing every line of his face to her mind.




  For after Monday, she realized, it might be a very long time before she saw him again.




  







  Four




  ‘You haven’t told anyone,’ Isobel Richards whispered as she drew Florrie into her bedroom at Bixley Manor and closed the door firmly behind her.




  ‘Of course not.’




  ‘Right. Now – I need to speak with your grandmother tonight and ask her if you can come with me to London on Monday. You’re sure they don’t know about my – um

  – activities?’




  Pushing aside her grandmother’s remark, Florrie answered, ‘No one’s said anything and I’m sure they would’ve done if they’d known.’




  ‘Mm. I’ve been lucky nothing’s got into the local papers. Not even Gervase knows.’




  ‘What about your fiance? He’s here tonight, isn’t he? Does he know?’




  ‘The Hon. Tim? Of course he does, but he’ll not say anything. He’s a darling about it all. His mother ropes him in to help out all the time. He’s always waiting at the

  prison gates for her.’




  Florrie’s eyes widened. ‘Prison? Lady Smythe has been to – to prison?’




  ‘Oh yes. Twice,’ Isobel said airily. ‘I think Tim’s very proud of her, though he worries, of course.’




  ‘I can’t wait to meet him. He sounds wonderful.’




  ‘He is.’ In the flickering candlelight, Isobel’s eyes shone with happiness. ‘I can’t believe he’s actually fallen in love with me.’




  Isobel Richards could be described as a handsome woman, but never beautiful. She had thick, curly fair hair like her brother. Her eyes were a startling blue, but her nose was a little too long

  and her chin too square and strong on a woman. But she was nevertheless striking and utterly feminine. She wore the latest fashions and used cosmetics skilfully. That she’d never been engaged

  or married before the age of thirty-one was her own fault rather than because she’d lacked suitors. She knew her own mind and what she wanted from life, and nothing and no one were going to

  get in her way. It was her good fortune that she’d found the Honourable Timothy Smythe, who was willing to indulge her eccentricities. They’d met through his mother’s suffragette

  activities and it was possibly because he was used to – and secretly admired – strong, determined women that he fell in love with Isobel. With her – just as with his mother

  – he knew there’d never be a dull moment.




  ‘Actually, I don’t think my father will object,’ Florrie mused. ‘I’m not in his best books at the moment.’




  Isobel laughed. ‘Because of my little brother, you mean?’




  Florrie nodded. ‘You’re not angry with me, Iso, are you?’




  ‘Heavens, no! I’d only be angry if you married him when you didn’t love him. That’d be far worse, in my book. No, I admire you for sticking to your guns, though I have to

  say, I’m sorry not to have you as my sister-in-law. Goodness knows what sort of dithery creature I might get now. Ah well . . . Now, let’s get back to making plans. Are you all ready?

  Your clothes and everything? Have you any money of your own?’




  Florrie shook her head. ‘Not much, though I think Gran might help out there.’ She bit her lip, not wanting to confide in Isobel that she believed Augusta had partially guessed she

  was up to something. She was glad that Isobel planned to speak to her tonight. If there was one person she hated deceiving other than perhaps James, it was her grandmother. ‘Do you want me to

  come with you to talk to her?’




  ‘Best not, I think. Tim and I will look after her at the bonfire and you make yourself scarce. I think – once she’s met Tim – she’ll be happy that you’re

  going to be well looked after.’ Isobel pulled a face and muttered, ‘Little does she know what I’m getting you into.’




  But Isobel didn’t know Augusta Maltby quite as well as she thought she did.




  ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Timothy.’ The old lady’s eyes twinkled mischievously when Isobel introduced her fiance after the two families had drunk the health of the

  newly engaged couple. ‘You wouldn’t by any strange coincidence be Leonora Smythe’s son, would you?’




  The young man stared at her. The flickering light from the bonfire shone with a gentle light on the elderly lady’s face, smoothing away the wrinkles and pushing back the years. In the

  kindly glow she looked – for a moment – like a young woman again. A very beautiful young woman.




  ‘Well, yes – actually – I am.’ The surprise was evident in his tone. ‘How – how did you know?’




  Augusta chuckled. ‘Oh, it’s all right, young man, I haven’t got second sight.’ She leaned forward, confiding a secret. ‘Your name was in the paper when she was last

  released from prison, and so – was Isobel’s.’




  Isobel gave a startled gasp and her eyes widened. ‘Oh no,’ she breathed. ‘I didn’t think it’d reached the papers here. Oh botheration!’




  Augusta flapped her hand. ‘Don’t worry, my dear. It didn’t. I order a London newspaper to be delivered to me.’ She sniffed. ‘I like to know what’s going on in

  the outside world and our provincial newspapers are full of local tittle-tattle that’s of no interest to me.’




  Isobel was suddenly nervous. ‘So – does Mr Maltby know about – about—?’




  ‘Good gracious me, no. No one in our household sees the newspaper except me—’ Her eyes sparkled with intrigue. ‘And possibly Bowler,’ Augusta referred to the

  Maltbys’ butler, ‘who smuggles the paper up to my room and out again to the rubbish.’ She laughed deliciously. ‘No doubt he reads it, but he’s far too discreet ever to

  admit it. He followed his own father into the position, you know. I don’t know where I’d be without him. Oh dear, I’m in danger of starting to ramble.’ She shook her

  shoulders and, turning to Isobel, said briskly, ‘Now, my dear, I understand you’re returning to the city on Monday and I suppose what this is all leading up to is that my wayward

  granddaughter wishes to go with you.’




  For a moment Isobel stared at her and then threw back her head and laughed aloud. Those nearby looked around curiously. Seeing that she was attracting unwelcome attention, Isobel stifled her

  laughter. ‘How did you know?’




  ‘I didn’t, but let’s go indoors. Warm though the bonfire is, my old bones are starting to feel the cold. I think I may have to succumb to your brother’s kind invitation

  to watch the rest of the proceedings from his study window. Timothy, you may take me in. It’s not often nowadays that I get the chance to take the arm of a handsome young man.’




  Gallantly he held out his arm to her and the three of them made their way steadily over the rough ground of the field behind Bixley Manor towards the warmth of Gervase’s study.




  Settled in front of the window, with only the firelight from the grate to illuminate the room, they could see the bonfire and the fireworks very well.




  ‘Ah,’ Augusta sighed, sinking into Gervase’s deep leather chair. ‘That’s better. I don’t like to give in to old age, but there are times when one has to be

  sensible.’ She glanced at the other two. ‘But you two go back now. Don’t miss the fun because of me.’




  ‘No, it’s fine,’ Isobel said, pulling up another chair and sitting down beside her. ‘I’d rather like this opportunity of a chat with you.’




  Timothy, too, sat down. Having asked the ladies if they minded him smoking and received their permission, he lit up a cigar and puffed happily whilst Isobel explained their plans.




  ‘Florrie is desperate to come back with me. She wants to be involved in the suffrage movement, but—’ Isobel sighed. ‘But our families have always been so close and I

  wouldn’t want to do anything to upset our friendship.’




  Augusta was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Well, you won’t upset me, but I can’t speak for Edgar or Clara. He’ll no doubt rant and rave for a while and Clara will shed copious

  tears and take to her bed for a day or two. But I fully expect that’ll all happen anyway following Florrie’s refusal of Gervase’s proposal.’




  Timothy sat up suddenly. ‘Has she refused him?’




  Isobel nodded. ‘Yes – and rightly so, if she doesn’t love him.’




  The young couple exchanged a fond glance, which Augusta pretended not to notice. ‘Let’s get down to practicalities. Is she to live with you in London, Isobel?’




  ‘Oh yes. I’ll certainly do my best to look after her, but I have to be honest with you. If she becomes really involved in the movement, I can’t guarantee that she won’t

  be caught up in a demonstration or even arrested.’




  Augusta’s eyes shone with excitement. ‘If only I was your age again.’ She patted Isobel’s hand. ‘I won’t try to stop her, but you must promise me one

  thing.’




  ‘Of course – if I can.’




  ‘You must keep me fully informed of what’s happening. And I mean everything. I don’t want to read in the papers about her being force-fed in prison.’




  Isobel shuddered. ‘I hope it won’t come to that, Mrs Maltby, but yes, I promise. Florrie or I will write to you at least once a week.’




  A deep chuckle came from the other chair. ‘And if they’re both in prison, ma’am, I’ll let you know.’




  They laughed together and Augusta said, ‘Then she can go with my blessing, though what her father will say when he finds out, I dread to think.’




  Edgar Maltby had plenty to say.




  He thumped his desk and sprang to his feet with the agility of a man half his age. Then he marched up and down his study with swift, angry strides, whilst Florrie stood in front of him dressed

  in her travelling hat and coat. Whilst Isobel and Timothy waited in the hall, Florrie had come to say ‘goodbye’ to her father. Her trunk was already packed and on the back of the

  carriage waiting on the front driveway. Augusta had wished her well, but her mother had dissolved into tears and begged her not to leave.




  ‘Mother darling, you still have James.’




  ‘But he’ll be going back to school next week. I’ll have no one to talk to.’




  ‘There’s Gran and Father, surely—’




  Clara covered her face, muffling her voice as she said, ‘Your grandmother doesn’t like me. She never has.’




  ‘Oh, Mother, that’s not true. She’s very fond of you. I know she perhaps gets impatient with you sometimes, but – but – well, you could try to be a little more

  cheerful. Not so – not so downtrodden.’




  ‘But I am,’ Clara wailed. ‘That’s the whole trouble. They’re so strong. You’re all so strong. But at least when you’re here, you stand up to them. I

  – I don’t feel so alone.’




  Florrie had kissed her mother’s forehead and murmured, ‘Gran will look after you and I’ll write every week. I promise.’




  ‘But you’ll need a maid. And you really can’t expect your grandmother and me to spare Beth.’




  ‘Isobel’s maid will look after us both, I’m sure. Please, Mother, don’t worry so.’ Giving her mother’s cold hands a final squeeze, she said, ‘Now

  – I have to go and see Father.’




  Clara broke into fresh sobs. She hated family rows and there was going to be one now. She knew there was. Florrie was so rebellious and Edgar would be so angry. She held her breath and, as she

  feared, only a moment later heard his loud voice from the study.




  ‘I will not have a daughter of mine disgracing herself in such a way. I’m fully aware of what Isobel Richards has got herself into. All this suffragette nonsense.’ He raised

  his voice to an even louder pitch. ‘And yes, I do know you’re standing in the hallway, Miss Richards, and can hear every word I say.’ He turned to his daughter once more.

  ‘You’re a sad disappointment to me, Florence. What if your name should appear in the papers? We shall be the laughing stock of the county.’




  So, Florrie thought mutinously, he’s not concerned about my safety, only the precious reputation of the Maltby name.




  The door was flung open and Augusta stood there. ‘What on earth is all the shouting about?’




  Edgar rounded on her, stretching out his arm and pointing at her. ‘This is your fault. I blame you, Mother, entirely. Encouraging Florence’s disobedience. No doubt you were behind

  her refusing Richards’s proposal. I suppose you want her to marry a stable lad,’ he sneered. ‘To keep up the family tradition.’




  There was a moment’s shocked silence, but Augusta merely smiled and said mildly, ‘If a stable boy was the man she loved, then, yes, I would encourage her. But you’re wrong

  about Gervase. I would’ve been delighted for her to marry him. He’s a fine young man, but I do agree with her decision, if she’s not in love with him.’




  ‘Love! Bah!’




  ‘Nor have I encouraged her to go to London with Isobel, though I have given her my permission.’




  ‘Your permission?’ Edgar was incensed. ‘What about my permission? Her father’s?’




  ‘Don’t be such an old fuddy-duddy, boy.’




  Florrie almost laughed aloud at hearing her father called ‘boy’. But, she supposed, to his mother he would always be just that. He was certainly acting like a schoolboy in a tantrum

  now. He stood very still for a moment and his angry gaze rested on Florrie. Then he turned his back on her deliberately and stood looking out of the window. Without turning round again, he said,

  ‘Go, then. I wash my hands of you. I just hope your brother never disappoints me in this way.’




  For a brief moment, Florrie hesitated, but then her chin rose higher. She turned, kissed her grandmother’s cheek, squeezed the old lady’s hand and left the house without another word

  being spoken.




  







  Five




  Aboard the train, the three of them had the carriage to themselves. The two young women sat opposite each other near the window, whilst Timothy, sitting next to Isobel,

  stretched his legs and disappeared behind his newspaper.




  ‘I’ve sent word that you’re coming and a room will be ready for you.’ Isobel spoke of the Richards’ town house in London. ‘Lady Leonora lives just around the

  corner so it’s very handy.’ Isobel’s blue eyes sparkled with intrigue.




  Florrie leaned forward, asking softly, ‘What is she like?’




  Isobel put her head on one side as she considered the question. ‘Rather like me, I suppose. Not beautiful and rather manly.’




  ‘Oh, Iso, you’re not manly,’ Florrie said swiftly.




  Isobel laughed merrily. ‘Kind of you to say so, Florrie, but I have been described as “handsome” and that’s usually a word applied to a man, don’t you

  think?’




  Florrie shook her head. ‘Not always. People talk about a handsome woman quite often.’




  Isobel nodded her head towards her fiance, engrossed in his paper. ‘Tim is very like her, but, of course, on him the family resemblance is perfect.’ She chuckled, quite secure in her

  own view of herself and not a bit envious of the lovely girl sitting before her. No wonder poor Gervase was besotted with Florrie. ‘Are you coming out this year?’




  ‘It’s what Mother wants – and Father too, I suppose – but it’s not the sort of thing that I’m interested in.’ Changing the subject from debutantes,

  Florrie said, ‘I’m more interested in what the suffragettes are doing.’




  Isobel was thoughtful for a moment. ‘How much do you know about the background to the movement?’




  ‘I’ve read about it in Gran’s newspapers. I don’t think she ever guessed that I knew exactly where Bowler put them in the barn to be burned after she’d thrown them

  out. I used to sit in the hayloft and devour every word. I know that Millicent Fawcett formed the National Union of Women’s Suffrage in the 1890s, but she only believed in peaceful protest

  and, whilst she did get a few Members of Parliament to support them, most MPs believed that women wouldn’t understand the workings of Parliament sufficiently well to be able to

  vote.’




  ‘That’s right.’ Isobel’s tone became scathing at the insult. ‘And Parliament stubbornly refused to debate the subject of women’s emancipation.’




  ‘So,’ Florrie went on, anxious to prove to Isobel that she knew exactly what she was getting herself into, ‘Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst, who wasn’t prepared to wait years and

  years, formed the Women’s Social and Political Union in 1903. Her followers were – and are – prepared to resort to violence to get themselves noticed to further the Cause.’

  Now she frowned. ‘But couldn’t violence have the opposite effect? I mean, chaining themselves to railings and smashing windows: doesn’t that tarnish their credibility as

  serious-minded women?’




  Isobel stared at her for a moment, a flicker of doubt in her expression.




  Hastily, Florrie sought to reassure her. ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m all for anything that will work – believe me.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m just trying to

  work out why it’s become necessary to resort to such tactics. I want to understand, that’s all.’




  ‘Talking hasn’t done much good. So our motto is “Deeds, not Words”. Membership is only for women.’ Isobel chuckled. ‘So even the Hon. Tim here can’t be

  a member.’




  He peered round the edge of his newspaper. ‘Ah, but I am an “honorary” member.’




  The two girls groaned at his pun.




  ‘Did you know that Emmeline and her daughter, Christabel Pankhurst, were imprisoned in 1908 for inciting a rush on the House of Commons?’ Isobel went on. ‘One woman actually

  reached the Chamber and declared that she’d made her first speech on the floor of the House.’ Her eyes shone. ‘I’d love to do that. To stand up in front of all those old

  fuddy-duddies and tell them what’s what.’




  ‘No, that was before I started taking a real interest.’




  ‘Of course, it’s not just in Britain that the cause for women’s suffrage is being fought. There was an international convention held in London in 1909 and an American woman

  chaired it. I wasn’t there, but Lady Leonora has told me all about it. Then two months later she was involved in demonstrations outside Parliament and Number Ten. There were over a hundred

  women arrested that day and Lady Leonora was one of them.’




  ‘Arrested? Lady Leonora?’ Florrie was appalled and yet fascinated at what she was hearing. Then she remembered what Isobel had told her previously. ‘Was that one of the

  occasions she went to prison?’




  ‘Yes,’ Isobel waved her hand nonchalantly. ‘And we’ve got to be prepared for that, too, Florrie dear.’




  ‘I never realized it would involve – well – someone of Lady Leonora’s position actually going to prison.’




  Isobel laughed. ‘It’s a great leveller, this suffrage business. All classes of women are involved.’




  ‘So what’s been happening recently?’
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