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Reunited

 

Mayfair, London, 1908

The doorbell at the Craven-Towneley home emitted a sharp buzz under Hestia Craven’s finger. Despite her red cheeks, hot from the exertion of running to her sister’s town house, she shivered slightly under her coat in the damp air, anticipating what she would find inside. When no one came directly to answer the door, she stepped forward and pressed the buzzer impatiently once more.

Still nothing.

Just as she was about to turn and make for the servant’s entrance, the door opened. “Miss Craven.” Hobbs, the butler, did not look at all surprised to see her. Then again, if Hobbs had opened the door on the king himself, Hestia doubted he would have looked surprised.

She stepped forward to gain admittance and Hobbs moved almost imperceptibly to one side, blocking her entrance. Beyond him, she could see the vast expanse of marble floor that led to the wide staircase, which, she knew, led upstairs to Demeter, her beloved sister.

Welcome or not, she wasn’t about to let the elderly Hobbs keep her from her sister’s bedside. Nor from ejecting the odious Dr. Hollingsworth, who D’s lady’s maid, Agnes, had informed her was in attendance. Both sisters despised him and he was widely regarded by many as the most useless physician in London. That is, of course, unless you were searching for a drinking partner, in which case you would find exactly what D’s husband had found—a lifelong friend. Most likely the pair was upstairs now, enjoying an early-morning celebratory cognac or two (or five, or ten), while her sister suffered in childbirth.

Hestia pulled herself up to her full height. “I am coming in, Hobbs, whether your master likes it or not. You can either let me pass, or have me push my way inside. Whichever you would prefer.”

Hobbs paused upon hearing this and then, after a moment or two, shifted once more so that there was just enough room for Hestia to squeeze past him, but not enough to seem as if he had granted her ready admittance.

She lost no time in flying across the floor, the heels of her boots making sharp little clicks as she ran. She did not stop to take off her coat or her hat, but threw the items on a decorative marble table and then over the balustrade as she went, pulling off her gloves in readiness to help out in any way D needed her to. It was only as she put her first foot on the stairs that she felt the second set of eyes on her and looked up. It was Mrs. Blount, the housekeeper.

Hobbs was one thing, Mrs. Blount, quite another.

Hestia paused for only a second before continuing to stride up the stairs, her left hand now gripping the balustrade tightly. It would be far more difficult to deal with Mrs. Blount than Hobbs. Hobbs was interested only in his duty. Mrs. Blount, however, had shown herself in the past to be both devious and sly, disobeying requests—orders even—from D, her mistress, meddling in D’s private affairs, sneaking behind her mistress’s back, questioning expenses, and whispering all manner of suggestions in the ear of D’s husband, William, about the way a household should be run, as compared to how D wanted to run hers. Hestia had always had her suspicions about Mrs. Blount. There was something in the way she behaved around William—something overly familiar, almost intimate. And, for a housekeeper, she was a remarkably fine woman. Tall, with rather striking looks and, Hestia had to admit to herself, the most exquisite cheekbones she had ever seen. Mrs. Blount had married the year before and Hestia had assumed she would leave service upon her marriage. Unbelievably, she had not. Both Hestia and Demeter had hoped since that day that she would soon have a child, which would mean she would most definitely have to leave William’s employ. So far, this had not eventuated, though just last week the sisters had been avidly discussing the fact that Mrs. Blount did seem slightly more rotund of late and that their luck might be turning.

Hestia avoided Mrs. Blount’s gaze until her foot alighted on the very last stair, when a low moan floated down the corridor.

D.

She froze until the noise subsided, the light hairs on her arms standing at attention. Hestia knew her sister—she was not one to fuss. And she now knew all was far from well. “How long has this been going on?” Her blue eyes flew to Mrs. Blount’s formidable dark brown ones as she took the last stair to the landing. Dependable Agnes had come for her as soon as she was able to slip away, but Hestia feared she may have come too late.

“Since the early hours.” Mrs. Blount looked quite pleased with how long the deception had been kept up.

Staring at the woman, Hestia had the sickening feeling—not for the first time—there was something more between her and William than there should be. But the early hours! It was now past ten in the morning. “And Demeter’s own doctor?” Agnes had told her that Demeter’s doctor, chosen by the sisters after much research and known to be both progressive and respected, had been sent away, but it was difficult to believe even William could be so foolish in the face of his wife’s precarious situation.

Mrs. Blount’s expression, however, remained nonplussed. “His Lordship informed the other doctor that his services were not required and that he should not return.”

“You fool.” Hestia took a step forward now, hissing back at her. “Dr. Hollingsworth could not even fathom how to deal with a situation such as this. He was too stupid even to realize Demeter is carrying triplets, not twins! You’ve as good as signed her death papers, leaving her this long without decent medical attention.” She had sent Agnes off to locate Dr. Russell and persuade him to return, and hoped she was able to.

Mrs. Blount made no reply.

Another moan made its way down the long corridor. “Get out of my way, you odious woman,” Hestia said as she started toward the noise, pushing the housekeeper aside with her shoulder. “And when Dr. Russell arrives once more, you see that you send him straight up to me or I will make quite sure that you are never employed in this country again.”

*   *   *

Leaving Mrs. Blount on the landing, Hestia flew down the corridor and paused outside Demeter’s door. She raised her hand as if to knock and then decided against it. It was D’s bedroom and she knew that her sister would have wanted her—been pleading for her—for hours now. Knocking would only mean either William or Dr. Hollingsworth would be alerted to her presence and somehow send her on her way before she could get in the room.

Holding her breath, she reached for the cold brass of the doorknob and turned it quickly, opening and shutting the door behind her as fast as she could manage while dealing with the folds of her skirt. It was only after the door was closed that she was able to take in the scene, which she attempted to absorb all at once.

Demeter lay in the middle of her elaborate gilt, four-poster bed, which resided in the middle of the large room. There was Dr. Hollingsworth, half reclined on a chaise longue, uninterested in his patient’s presence entirely, almost half asleep. And there, in the corner, in D’s reading chair, was William. He glared at her on entering, but Hestia knew instantly he was no threat to her. He appeared tired and rather pale and not at all up to starting in on one of his rages. For a moment, she wondered why he was even present, considering his squeamishness. William had never been one for the sick room. Her thoughts turned to the time he had broken his wrist while riding. What a scene that had been. He had cried out in pain like a small child wailing for his mother. Then she remembered how he had sent Dr. Russell on his way, and realized he was asserting his authority over the household.

“So, you have come after all,” William bothered to say, with a sigh. Hestia looked at him scornfully. Not for the first time, she wondered how her sister could have married such a man. But she already knew. Demeter’s true love match had been thwarted. Her secret engagement was broken and the man involved paid off and sent abroad. Not caring what happened to her, Demeter had simply agreed to marry the next man who asked for her hand. Her parents had not been happy about this choice, either, because William was already known to be a scoundrel, but with his title, his well-known family, and Demeter’s ready acceptance, there was little they could do without causing further embarrassment to their good family name.

Hestia chose not to look at him, instead taking the few steps over to her sister’s bedside and kneeling beside her. “D?” She reached out to grasp one of her sister’s hands, which felt weak and clammy to her touch. Something was wrong. There was no response to her words. “Demeter?” She quickly ran her other hand over her sister’s forehead. Finally, Demeter turned her pale face toward her, opening her eyes.

“Oh, Hestia. I thought you would never come.” There was a weak squeeze from D’s hand.

“I came as soon as I had word, I promise you. The very second.” Hestia looked over at Dr. Hollingsworth, now with his eyes fully closed, then at William. “What have you given her? We had decided—no chloroform.”

“And who are you to decide what a woman requires in childbirth?” William guffawed, sitting up slightly in his chair.

Hestia’s eyes moved to the small table beside him, where several dirtied glasses had taken up residence. The room stank of cognac. “I know enough not to be attending to my patients at ten in the morning already drunk.” She noted the minuscule amount of amber liquid left in the decanter.

“Oh, now, that is unfair,” William said with a smirk, turning toward his friend. “I say, Hollingsworth. Hollingsworth!”

Dr. Hollingsworth grunted and started, opening his eyes again.

“Hestia here has the notion that you are attending to your patients drunk, at ten in the morning!” He turned back to Hestia now. “The truth of it is, he was drunk hours before that. By midnight, I’d bear witness. Perfectly respectable time to be drunk, midnight.”

Hestia sucked in her breath in disbelief. She began to arise from her position beside the bed, but D’s grip, tightening on her hand, pulled her back. She returned her attention to her sister. There would be more than enough time to bicker with William later.

“Have you seen them?” Demeter asked her, her eyes resting on Hestia’s in a glazed and unfocused fashion. “They’re lovely. So lovely. I wish they would bring them back to me.”

At first, Hestia believed her sister to be delirious. But just then, she heard the first soft noise emanate from the next room. Like the soft mew of a newborn kitten, it was an unmistakable sound that, for a moment, made the clock in the room cease its overbearing ticking. “The babies are here? They are well?” she asked, gripping her sister’s hand tightly.

Demeter smiled a weary smile. “Two girls. Two beautiful, beautiful girls. Fair and blue-eyed and altogether the likeness of us and Mama. But the third is proving rather unwilling…” She stopped as her face contracted with pain, almost beyond recognition. D’s sudden, vicious sinking of her nails into her sister’s palm took Hestia’s breath away. “I know this one is a girl as well,” D continued. “I can feel it. And she’s as strong as the others. Stronger, even, because she’s had to wait the longest.” Despite her slightly shaking body, D’s grip strengthened still. “I’m going to name them as Papa named us, from his love of Greek mythology. Thalia, Erato, and Clio. Three of the Muses. You will make sure of it, Hestia? You will watch over them for me? My three girls?”

Hestia smoothed her sister’s brow with her free hand. “Of course I will. As if they were my own. But you shall look after them yourself. You must believe it to be so for their sakes.”

Demeter smiled slightly and rested her head back further on her pillow. “I—” she started, before being racked with pain once more, so much so that she pushed back against the bed and cried out.

Hestia stood up, shocked, her breath quickening to match D’s, as she realized that even if Dr. Russell walked through the door at this very moment it would be too late.

“Are you leaving, Hestia?” William watched her movements carefully. “Do you have another of your amusing little rallies to attend with your good friend, Mrs. Pankhurst? Oh, dear. I’d forgotten that was quite a secret. I’ll make sure not to mention it in front of dear Mama and Papa.”

Hestia closed her eyes for a moment, trying her very best to ignore the insufferable William. One of his foul friends had spotted her at a protest outside Parliament and had informed him. William had been threatening to tell her parents about her attendance ever since. In this moment, however, she did not care what he did. All that mattered right now was D.

Opening her eyes once more, Hestia glanced over at her sister. There were obviously very serious problems with the third child. She realized D had become even more pale than she seemed minutes before. Her usually lovely, radiant face was pinched and drawn. Hestia decided then and there that she must forget everyone else in the room and concentrate only on her. Once more, she dropped to the side of the bed. “D? Demeter?” She brushed some wet strands of hair from her sister’s temples.

It took a few moments for Demeter to respond. “Have you still not seen them?” She smiled slightly again. “You must see them. Go, now. Go and see. I must hear your thoughts on your beautiful nieces.”

Hestia paused, reluctant to leave, then decided it was best she do as she was bidden by her sister. She rose and crossed the room in the direction of the sound she had heard before. Dr. Hollingsworth’s and William’s eyes followed her, but neither came after her. However, when she opened the door to what was Hestia’s dressing room, she made sure to leave it ajar. She needed to make sure she would be free to reenter the room at will.

A woman she had never seen before was attending to two tightly wrapped, sleeping bundles in small, wooden cradles. The woman started when Hestia entered and looked confused as she took in her features. “I am her Ladyship’s sister,” Hestia explained. They were often mistaken for twins themselves.

“Oh,” was all the woman said, her hand patting her chest. “You gave me quite the shock. Now, Miss, no picking them up, mind. They’ve both just gone back to sleep, you know.”

Hestia had been bracing herself to fight to see her nieces, but it seemed no force was required. “Have you come with Dr. Hollingsworth?” she inquired, not quite understanding the situation.

“No, Miss. I’m Agnes’s aunt. When Dr. Hollingsworth could find no other help, Agnes sent for me. I’m very experienced, Miss. I’ve delivered hundreds of babies. And none more healthy than these two. Lovely specimens, they are. Pretty, too.”

“I see.” Hestia smiled, and turned her attention to her nieces, whose small faces twitched with their dreams. “Thalia and Erato. My sister claims the third will be a girl also. Clio. They are lovely, just as Demeter said.…”

“Thalia, Erato, and Clio,” the woman repeated. “Beautiful names. And very like you and her Ladyship, if I may say so, Miss.”

“That you most certainly may, for I am most proud to be an aunt.” Hestia smiled again, broadly this time, barely able to release her eyes from the two babes. But she was needed most by Demeter’s bedside. Just one last look and … 

The scream ripped through the walls of the house—it was like nothing Hestia had ever heard before, or hoped to hear again—and startled both the babies, whose eyes flicked open simultaneously, revealing their deep blue color. They both immediately began to cry.

“Oh, dear.” The woman began to bustle about after the girls, but Hestia was already halfway to Demeter’s bedside.

In the time she had been out of the room, both Dr. Hollingsworth and William had bothered to stir from their seats. And, as she approached the bed, she saw why. Demeter’s bedclothes had been wrenched aside and she was now swathed in only a thin sheet.

A thin sheet covered in blood.

So much blood.

Despite her voracious reading over the past months since hearing of her sister’s precarious situation, Hestia felt everything she had learned suddenly flee from her mind. It was no Demeter she knew in that bed. There was nothing she recognized in the person who writhed before her, possessed. She looked on in horror as her sister’s body was racked with pain once more and yet another scream seemingly shook the windows in the room.

There was another scream. And another.

Then voices. Dr. Hollingsworth’s. William’s.

Hestia took all of this in as if it were a dream playing out around her. Perhaps minutes passed, perhaps hours. And the whole time, she longed to be by her sister’s side, but found herself frozen.

It was not until William passed by, knocking into her and forcing her to take a step sideways, that her situation changed.

This one step was all it took for her to be able to see beyond the girth of Dr. Hollingsworth.

Her sister lay, supine, staring upward, unseeing.

The blood now seeped through the sheet, flowed down the side of the bed, and dripped onto the thick, woven rug covering the floor below. The smell was overwhelming. Rich and metallic, it permeated the room.

And Demeter was slowly drowning in it. Sinking beyond reach.

Hestia began to scream then. Louder than the babies. Louder than Dr. Hollingsworth. Louder, even, than William.

Once she had begun, she could not cease. The scream continued. On and on and on, without pause.

She wondered, vaguely, if it would ever end. If she would ever be able to stop.

Hestia screamed until she hit the floor and everything went suddenly black.

Buckinghamshire, 1925

There was something in the way Mrs. Turner’s eyes flickered over the girls in the classroom, studiously resting on no student in particular, that made Ro forget her geography lesson entirely. She had seen that flickering before. It meant there had been a telegram. Telegrams for the girls of Hayfield Abbey rarely contained good news—there had been a horse-riding accident, a motorcar accident, an elderly relative had choked to death on a buttered crumpet. (Sometimes this was not such terrible news after all and the recipient would return to the classroom with a down-turned expression, but a suspicious lightness in her step.)

Ro watched Mrs. Turner, fascinated. But it was not until she realized those eyes had not once come to rest upon herself, that her finger slipped off the page it was holding. The book snapped smartly shut on her desk, making her jump in her seat and attracting the attention of several of the girls around her. As Mrs. Turner whispered into the ear of Miss Halliday, the geography mistress, many of the other girls returned to their reading. But not Ro.

It’s something to do with me, Ro thought to herself.

Immediately, her thoughts turned to Halesworth Hall, her other “home,” and Uncle Henry. He had been in perfect health the last time she had seen him, which had been at the beginning of Michaelmas term. He had been on his way to London on business and they had spent a short teatime hour together in the local village. Granted, that was some time ago now. She had spent Michaelmas half with her friend Harriet’s family in Cambridgeshire, where they’d had a glorious time roaming the estate and teasing her brothers into dancing with them. Ro loved visiting with Harriet’s family. With six siblings, there was always something exciting going on and someone coming or going, or new people to meet. There were so many of them that Harriet’s mother found it difficult to keep track of them all and, during the holidays, when the children descended from their various boarding schools, they tended to run wild, rather like a pack of wolves.

It was brilliant.

However, there were always a few moments during visits with Harriet’s family when Ro found she would retreat within herself. She would be reminded that what Harriet had, she could not have and would never have: a big family, a large, ramshackle estate that was always there and would be there forevermore, and at least several family members ensconced within its walls whenever one felt the need to return home. A feeling of belonging. Then, of course, she would feel terrible for having these thoughts, because she was well provided for, not to mention well loved, by Uncle Henry.

Ro frowned slightly now, reminding herself she was supposed to be thinking of Uncle Henry. Poor Uncle Henry was a dull old thing, only interested in his botany, but he had always, without fail, done the right thing by her. She was fond of him in the way that she could tell him he was a dull old thing and he could tell her she was a silly young flibbertigibbet. Which was the way things should be, surely, between two people of forty years’ difference. She worried about him immensely since Aunt Charlotte’s death four years ago. Ro sincerely hoped he hadn’t choked to death on one of those buttered crumpets she had been thinking about moments before. It would be just like him if he had—reading some great tome on botany and forgetting to chew his food properly now that there was no one else at home to remind him of the benefits of proper mastication.

Miss Halliday also glanced around the classroom when Mrs. Turner completed her whispering and overt hand gesturing. She looked uncertain as her eyes fell upon Ro. “Erato Halesworth,” she said, frowning slightly. “Mrs. Turner will escort you to Mrs. Burley’s office immediately.”

Ro stood up slowly in her seat. Beside her, Harriet looked up, giving her a “what is this?” glance. Ro shrugged slightly in response. She had no idea, but she was really starting to worry about Uncle Henry now. She had no other family to worry about, after all. Ro passed the rows of girls, avoiding their stares, and made her way into the hall, where Mrs. Turner was now waiting.

As soon as the door was closed behind her, Ro could wait no longer. “Is it my uncle?” The words were blurted out, a little too loudly.

“There is no need to worry. Your uncle is in perfect health, as you shall see yourself in a moment, in Mrs. Burley’s office.”

Ro was so shocked by this statement that for several seconds she was unable to move. Uncle Henry had never called upon Mrs. Burley before. In fact, he actively disliked visiting Hayfield Abbey. “All those silly young flibbertigibbets,” he would tease. “Even sillier than you, I’ve no doubt! Go to Hayfield Abbey? No thank you!” When she came to her senses once more, she realized Mrs. Turner had already traveled halfway up the hall and was nearing Mrs. Burley’s study door. She had to run to catch up.

Running was not something Mrs. Turner approved of. When Ro reached her, Mrs. Turner’s hand was paused in midair, ready to knock on Mrs. Burley’s door. The pause was a significant one, in which Mrs. Turner gave both Ro’s hair and her tunic a pointed look. Ro smoothed her hair and straightened her white blouse and tunic of navy wool. Mrs. Turner reached out and straightened an errant pleat before rapping briskly on the door.

“Enter!” Mrs. Burley’s voice boomed from inside and Ro’s heart instantly jumped in her chest in the way that your heart does when you are outside a headmistress’s office. Even if you have done nothing wrong.

Mrs. Turner opened the door and ushered Ro inside. And there was Uncle Henry, as healthy as she had ever seen him, sitting in a high-backed chair on the opposite side of Mrs. Burley’s desk. Ro took a step toward him, relieved. “Goodness, so it is true. You are here. And you haven’t choked on a buttered crumpet after all. I have to say I’m awfully glad!”

Uncle Henry gave Ro his “silly young flibbertigibbet” look. “As am I, dear Ro. As am I.”

Mrs. Burley coughed, rather deliberately, Ro thought. “Mrs. Burley,” she said, turning to acknowledge her headmistress with a nod, as Mrs. Turner excused herself and left the three together.

“Yes, well, Professor Halesworth, perhaps Erato would be best seated for this news?” Mrs. Burley asked. She did not sound altogether pleased by his presence.

“Hmmm … what? Oh, yes. Yes, do sit down, Ro. There’s a good girl.”

Ro eased on over into the chair next to her uncle. So there was news? But what on earth could it be?

Next to her, Uncle Henry shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Now, it seems, my dear, that there is some bother. Your aunt paid me a visit this morning. We must go to London for a few days. Perhaps, even, for some time.”

“London?” Ro frowned. “Whatever for? And for some time? What does that mean? Is Aunt Alice talking to you again?” Aunt Alice was Aunt Charlotte’s sister, who had always detested Uncle Henry and his scholarly ways, which meant he often paid little to no attention to guests, sometimes wandering off midconversation to make a note or two about some project or other he was currently working on.

“Not your Aunt Alice, Ro. Your Aunt Hestia.”

“But I don’t have an Aunt Hestia!”

“I’m afraid you do now,” Uncle Henry said with a sigh.

“Hestia is a particularly unusual name,” Mrs. Burley piped up. “Do you by any chance mean Hestia Craven?”

Uncle Henry simply pursed his lips, which Mrs. Burley took as an admission of familial recognition. “Well! I had no idea. Hestia Craven! How very … progressive of you, Professor Halesworth, to have such a relation.”

Ro’s eyes darted between her headmistress and her uncle. Who on earth was Hestia Craven? And why was Uncle Henry claiming she was her aunt?

“She is no relation of mine, Madam. Ro, it is about your … other family,” Uncle Henry attempted to explain. His eyes flicked toward Mrs. Burley and Ro knew that he was unwilling to say too much in front of her, which was probably wise. Mrs. Burley was rather prone to gossip and her eyes had lit up now that she thought some might be on its way. Over the years, and especially since Aunt Charlotte’s death, Uncle Henry had told her dribs and drabs about her other family. She lapped up every piece of information she could, always hoping to hear of even a distant relation of her own age, rather than the five-hundred-year-old great-aunts and third cousins twice removed Uncle Henry always seemed to provide. She had certainly never heard anything about this Aunt Hestia and now Ro found herself clasping her hands firmly together to hold herself back from asking more. Perhaps her Aunt Hestia had children? Even one would do. Ro smiled ruefully at this thought—the truth was, she was so desperate for relations of her own age that she would have been happy with a dog, a cat, or even a flea-ridden orangutan if this Aunt Hestia had been able to provide one. Ro thought of Harriet’s family, allowing herself to imagine, just for a brief moment, what it might be like to have a sister. Even Harriet did not have a sister.

“Professor Halesworth, despite your famous relation’s call to the city, I must object. This is all very sudden. Erato’s study—”

Uncle Henry simply waved a hand to interrupt. “She has completed all her examinations and has only a short time left here. I think we all know she has reached the limit of your instruction.”

“Well, I…” Mrs. Burley opened her mouth in shock at what she’d just heard. But then she closed it again. Everyone in the room knew it to be true. Ro had been reading independently for some time now, guided mostly by her uncle, and was hoping to study medicine at the university after she was finished with her Hayfield Abbey schooling. There was a pause while Mrs. Burley gathered her thoughts. “This is all very sudden,” Mrs. Burley said, finishing with a huff. “Very sudden indeed.”

“Yes, it is very sudden,” Uncle Henry replied shortly, and Ro knew he had reached the end of his tolerance. “But it is also necessary and would be far easier if you would stop flapping about and making far more fuss of it than need be. I will, of course, pay the remainder of the term’s fees.” He was not the most patient of men and he could not bear dialogue to no effect. Not when he knew he could be otherwise better employed, busy classifying new species of plants, or up to his armpits in a jungle somewhere.

Mrs. Burley’s hand rose to her throat. “I am sure after the … situation … has passed, Erato will be able to return to her studies. As you know she is an exemplary student and—”

Uncle Henry rose. “Yes, yes. We shall see. Now, Ro. Go and collect whatever is necessary. You will know what you need. All your silly flibbertigibbet bits and pieces, I expect. Ribbons and kirby grips and so on. Off you toddle.”

And so, just like that, off Ro toddled. Leaving Hayfield Abbey behind forever.

Oxfordshire

“I’m home!” Clio announced as she kicked off her dirtied shoes and entered the warm, inviting, ivy-clad cottage in only her stockinged feet. “You’ll be pleased to hear Mrs. Thrapp’s foot is coming along splendidly. I don’t think it will need bandaging at all next week. She gave us a lovely loaf of bread, but I managed to drop it in a puddle when a motorcar sped past and…” Clio paused now, inside the kitchen. Her mother’s expression was anxious and her face pale as she sat at the table. “Why, whatever’s the matter? Are you feeling sick again? But you looked so well before I left.”

Her mother shook her head, silently. “It’s not that, Clio dear. There was a visitor. While you were out.”

“A visitor?” Clio didn’t think much of it. They often had visitors—with a father who was a vicar, this had been a normal occurrence ever since she could remember and had continued even after his death last year, when the pair moved out of the vicarage. Despite the fact that there was a new vicar, people still knew they could always come to the Silsbys’ home for help, or something as simple as a pot of tea and a kind word.

There was a pause before her mother continued. “You said you saw a motorcar? That was the lady who was here.”

Clio glanced over at her. “Oh? I’ve seen that car before. Did she know father somehow?”

Her mother cleared her throat before continuing. “It seems she is your aunt, Clio.” Her mother said the words so softly the girl barely heard them.

Clio had been fussing about the kitchen, putting bits and pieces away. But now she stopped dead and turned, a saucer in her hand, her mother’s words ringing loud and clear in her head. “My aunt? I have an aunt?” She could only be referring to Clio’s family by birth. Her father’s sister, Clio’s only aunt, had died the year before her father.

“So it would seem. I did know, vaguely, that you had one. But your father … well, I had no real details to give you..…”

Clio stepped forward, closer to her mother, and put the saucer carefully down on the wooden kitchen table in front of her lest she drop it. She knew what her mother was referring to. It had always been obvious that she was not her mother and father’s true child. They were both fair and Clio’s dark brown eyes and almost jet-black curls suggested far more exotic origins. Clio knew as much about her real family as her mother did. That there was a baby. The baby needed caring for. A baby was much wanted by the childless couple. And, subsequently, the baby was much loved and cosseted. And that was that. Clio doubted if her mother had asked too many questions. Over the years, Clio had not asked many questions herself. It was not in her nature to be inquiring and she had found it displeased her parents to be reminded of how she had come into their lives.

Clio paused before asking the obvious question. “What did she want?”

In front of her, her mother coughed a deep, chesty cough and took a sip of water, the glass shaking slightly in her hand, before continuing. “As it turns out, she would like you to attend a meeting. In London.”

*   *   *

Clio had been worried about one thing or another for almost every second of her train journey. First, there was her mother, who most definitely looked worse this morning than she had for several days after a long, sleepless night spent coughing. Clio had begged to be allowed to stay and nurse her, but her mother would hear nothing of it. This aunt, who Clio had never heard of before, let alone met, had requested her presence in the city and it seemed her mother would have her go, so go she must. In the end, Clio had convinced herself that the journey might be worthwhile, hoping that there might be money on the other end that could buy the services of some sort of fancy city doctor. As it was, they could barely afford to call the local doctor when he was needed.

It would take two trains to travel to London and Clio was now on the second one. The first train did not take on many passengers and she had shared a carriage with only one older gentleman and two younger gentlemen, which had made her slightly uncomfortable. She needn’t have worried, however. The two younger gentlemen did not acknowledge her presence at all. They spent the entire journey arguing about some man called Scopes. Clio had assumed he was a friend of theirs. Both men had alighted from the train after a few stops, leaving their newspaper behind. When Clio was sure they were gone, she had scooped the newspaper up for herself. What a fool she had felt when she read that Scopes was not a friend of theirs at all, but a man named John Scopes. He had been teaching evolution in a place called Tennessee in America and was now on trial. Clio blushed furiously, feeling as if she had already been found out, even before she had made it to her destination. She was not one for the city and preferred the slower pace of country life. In fact, she had been to London only a very few times before. Flustered by her ignorance, she had folded the newspaper and placed it on the seat beside her. But she could not stop thinking about Scopes and what her father would have had to say about him. Because of her distraction, she had almost missed her stop to change trains.

Now, as the second train continued to slowly make its way to the city, it became more and more crowded, the seats filling up until every last one was taken.

With every girl of around her own age that she saw, Clio became more disheartened. The girls here looked so different. At home, no one wore skirts that swished and brushed their knees, or had their hair bobbed. Clio had thought she looked smart when she set out this morning, in her best green woolen suit and her black, well-shone shoes with their small heels clicking against the train platform. Anyone in the village could have seen that she was going somewhere special. But now, far away from the hedgerows and thatched cottages she knew so well, she realized she looked all wrong—more like the older women, with all their sensible longer skirts in durable fabrics and dull colors. Any person on this train who glanced at her for even a second would see how hard she had tried, dressing for this outing to the city, and could guess that her usual existence involved much cleaning, washing, and preparing of food. Not like these other fabulous creatures surrounding her, who seemed gay and carefree, chattering away to each other. She was sure they existed only to flit from party to party each evening and to look glamorous behind shop counters and typewriters during the day. As she sat, her head dipped, Clio tried to fool herself into thinking she didn’t really care. What was important now was meeting her aunt and seeing if it might be possible to help her mother’s slowly deteriorating lungs. Not to mention returning home as fast as possible. Hopefully even by this evening.

*   *   *

In Belgravia, Clio placed her small case on the pavement and fished the piece of paper out of her coat pocket for what must have been the five hundredth time. She read the address her mother had written down for her: 32 Belgrave Square. If the directions she had been given were correct, she should only have to cross the next street, turn left, and there Belgrave Square would be. Her heart beating wildly in her chest, she began to worry about her imminent arrival.

It had been a long walk from Paddington Station—almost an hour—much farther than Clio had thought. Her mother had told her to hail a taxi, but Clio could not find the courage to do so and did not want to waste the money. Twice, she became lost and had no choice but to ask for directions. She had never asked a stranger for directions before. At home, she knew everyone—if she met someone on the street, invariably she would know their mother, father, grandparents, siblings, and all their troubles besides. Here, she knew no one. Everyone moved past her in a blur—they walked so quickly and with such determination. Clio squared her shoulders. She should only have to make one last turn to the left, just up ahead, and she should find herself at Belgrave Square. Clio took a deep breath, picked up her case, and set off once more.

Amazingly, she found she was right. However, as Clio entered Belgrave Square itself, she wasn’t sure whether she should feel relieved or more wary of what was to come. Finally, she found herself at number 32. The town house was awfully big and awfully grand, towering above her. Staring upward at its many floors, she blindly placed the no-longer-needed piece of paper with the address on it into her coat pocket. As she did so, she felt something else in there: the small embroidered heart her mother had given her just this morning, before she had set off on her journey. She hadn’t entirely understood its meaning, but her mother had said she had been asked to bring it today and that was all that mattered. Now, standing beside the entrance, with its large, ivory-colored columns with their ornate tops, Clio was suddenly unsure of whether she should ring the front doorbell, or take the stairs beyond the spiked iron railings on her left that led to the trade entrance down below. But no, she had been invited here to visit her aunt. She must be brave, climb the three steps up toward the neatly trimmed boxwood trees in their smart iron planters, and ring the front doorbell next to the glossy black door.

Clio took yet another deep breath, which made her slightly lightheaded, and stepped forward, clutching her case tightly in her left hand. She rang the doorbell far more decisively than she would have thought possible, surprising herself. And then she waited for the inevitable. When a maid finally opened the door, she caught a glimpse of the interior of the town house—so lush and superior, with its wealth of marble, shimmering upholstery, and gleaming surfaces, that it all made her feel momentarily dizzy, as if she were in the middle of a dream. Finally, she managed to speak up. “I’m Clio Silsby,” she said. “I believe my Aunt Hestia is expecting me.”

London

Thalia caught the early train into London from Kent. When she alighted at Victoria Station, there were still several hours before she was due to meet this strange aunt, who had appeared, seemingly, from the shadows. Arriving early was, of course, exactly how Thalia had meant things to happen, but now that she was actually in London, she was unsure just what she was going to do with her time.

As she made her way outside the train station, Thalia tried not to stare too wistfully at all the fashionable young women around her. She couldn’t help herself, however. It was difficult not to run up to every second girl her age and beg them to tell her where she had purchased that stunning boxy dress with its stylish ecru lace trim, or the exquisite knotted rope of green glass beads. She knew she didn’t look terrible—no one was going to stop and stare or point—but dressed in the latest fashions she was not. This much was obvious.

It had taken her an age to choose her outfit the previous evening. She had laid the items that could be paraded in public without complete shame on her bed and set about trying to assemble something passable. It hadn’t been an easy task. The few items that would at least not have everyone in the city pitying her had been begged, borrowed, or stolen from the much more fashionable Lydia, her brother James’s fiancée, on Lydia’s very few visits to Lintern Park (most likely the ones she could not avoid). Thalia had finally opted for her black shoes with the three straps and the smart little heel, a gray check skirt, and a cream silk blouse with a large black bow at the neck, which Lydia had given, swearing it had never fitted her properly. (Thalia had guessed that she was lying and that it was sheer charity, but she couldn’t be too choosy.) On top went her dove gray wrap-over coat, a hand-me-down from Aunt Elizabeth, which was presentable, though a little on the large side. Her hat, however, was hideous—the brim far too wide to be fashionable. No matter how she had adjusted it in the mirror, there was no getting past the fact that it was truly ugly, though she knew full well it would have to do as she had nothing else.

Thalia would have been embarrassed to admit to any of the girls now passing her by (and she was sure they were all staring at her hat) how long it had been since she visited London. There had been one trip, last year, to meet Aunt Elizabeth’s older sister, Lady Hemingford, for tea at the Dorchester. That meeting had cost Aunt Elizabeth weeks of planning and worry before she found the courage to attend, so scared was she to leave the comfort of her bedroom. Even when she had finally decided she must attend, she had tried to cancel the meeting at the last minute. It had taken Lady Hemingford’s absolute insistence that the two sisters meet as planned. There had also been numerous trips every year when Thalia was younger, before Uncle Clarence’s and Aunt Elizabeth’s oldest son, Hugh, had died in the Battle of the Somme when she was eight years old and Hugh just turned eighteen. Before then, even though she was not her uncle and aunt’s child by blood, she was the only girl and, as such, Aunt Elizabeth had enjoyed dressing her up and parading her in the latest fashions (not that Thalia had cared—back then she was far more interested in clambering Lintern Park’s iron gates to perch on top of the stone urns). But on Hugh’s death, Aunt Elizabeth had retreated into herself, rarely exiting her rooms on the second floor of the vast house.

Now, as she followed the general flow of people and exited onto the street, Thalia paused for a moment to take in her unfamiliar surroundings. She stood with her back to a brick wall, watching the general public bustling by: the men in their suits and hats, carrying their morning newspapers; the women all fresh-faced, their smiles welcoming the day ahead. Thalia thought of her Aunt Elizabeth once more, as she looked on. All these women. Surely they had also lost their own sons, nephews, husbands. Yet here they were—dressed, walking down the street, talking, laughing. Living. For the last nine years, Aunt Elizabeth had been a shadow of a woman, waiting to die, as her eldest son had died. It was odd, but, living at Lintern Park, this didn’t seem so awfully strange. It was simply the way things were. But now Thalia saw how it truly was: a waste of a life. As hard as it might be, others had chosen to live. And here they were, doing just that. She wondered how it came to be that some made one choice and others the opposite. Thalia’s jaw suddenly set as the realization hit her that many of these women would have made such a choice because of their children—because they had other children who needed them to move on with their lives. Why could Aunt Elizabeth not have made that choice also? It was a selfish decision she had made. Selfish and self-centered. That was the Haigh Parkers all over, though. Selfish and self-centered was the unofficial family motto.

Breaking her thoughts, a dark-haired woman in the most fetching scarlet cloche hat and matching coat paused near Thalia. She peered to her left, then stepped forward, closer to the road, and hailed a taxi.

Thalia watched the woman with interest as she went about her business. It was just that she looked so awfully in control of her own destiny. Thalia suddenly ached to be her. So much so, the longing felt almost like a knife to her stomach. To have that control, that … independence. To be free. As the taxi drove off, Thalia fingered the money in her coat pocket. Then, before she could think too hard about it, she stepped forward herself, copying the woman’s hail. To her surprise, a taxi stopped almost immediately by her side, making her jump. After a moment, she reached for the door handle, and slid into the backseat.

“Where to, miss?” the driver asked her.

“Why … I don’t know,” Thalia replied. She hadn’t thought this far ahead. She was still rather stunned that the taxi had stopped for her at all.

The driver sighed. “You don’t know.”

Thalia chastised herself. Here she was, with a scrap of the independence she so craved and she was doing little to nothing with it. The woman with the scarlet cloche hat would know exactly where she wanted to go at all times, Thalia was sure of it. “I suppose I’d like to see the things everyone else has seen,” she said. “Like Parliament. And Westminster Abbey. Oh, and Marble Arch and Tower Bridge.” Uncle Clarence had been surprisingly generous with the amount of money he had given her and Thalia had found she had quite a bit left over even after she had bought her train ticket.

In front, the driver nodded. “Why didn’t you just say so, Miss? Sounds like you know where you want to go after all. How about we swing past Regent’s Park, then see Marble Arch and Hyde Park, then cross over to Westminster?”

“That sounds lovely!” Thalia smiled as the taxi pulled away from the pavement. She hadn’t known exactly what she was going to do in London with the few extra hours the early train afforded her, but now she knew. And she couldn’t have planned her excursion any better if she had tried.

*   *   *

“Stop the car!” Thalia called out suddenly. “I have to get out here. Right here.” As quickly as she could, she paid the driver the money he requested. He had earned it well, giving her a wonderful tour of the sights and putting up with all her inane questions. Thalia had viewed everything she had asked to see and more besides, as they twisted and turned their way throughout London, dodging the swaying two-story motor buses and alerting unwary pedestrians to their presence with a toot of the taxi’s horn. Thalia had adored every minute of it, but now a sign had caught her eye as the taxi waited for a policeman to give them the signal to drive on.

NOTHING BUT BOBS! it read. CASTLE BOBS, FINGER WAVES, MARCEL WAVES, SHINGLE BOBS! BE FREE AND EASY TODAY WITH A BOB!

It took only seconds for Thalia to scramble from the taxi and into the salon. “I want to get a bob,” she said, her words tripping over one another in her eagerness to get them out, as soon as she had caught one of the hairdressers’ eyes. “Please, right now, if you can.”

“Certainly, Miss.” The woman directed her into a waiting chair and took her coat and hat from her as Thalia struggled to regain her breath. “Do you have an idea of what sort of bob you might like?”

“It doesn’t matter. As long as it’s short. Quite short,” Thalia said, nodding decisively.

An older woman approached the pair. “If I may?” she said to Thalia, reaching for her hair. Thalia nodded and the woman undid Thalia’s diamanté clasp, handed it to the younger hairdresser to place with her coat and hat, and brought Thalia’s hair out to rest on her shoulders. “You do have lovely fair hair, my dear. If I may suggest it—a shingle bob would be perfect for you. Your hair is perfectly straight. This style really is made for you.”

“Is a shingle bob short?”

“Yes, rather short.” The woman smiled back at her. Obviously she had seen many a girl set to shock her family and friends in her time.

“Good,” Thalia said with a nod. “Then I’ll take a shingle bob.”

Halfway through Thalia’s haircut, the girl sitting next to her had her style finished up. She inspected it carefully in the mirror (it looked lovely), paid, and then proceeded back to the mirror to do something Thalia had never before seen in her life. Right there, in public, she proceeded to powder her nose and apply lipstick! Bright red lipstick—the reddest red lipstick Thalia thought she had ever seen in her life. When the girl was done, she turned to Thalia with a smile. “Would you like some?” She offered the gold metallic tube to Thalia.

Thalia stopped gawking and remembered her manners. “Oh, no. But thank you very much for offering.”

The girl popped the tube into a smart little ruby-colored leather purse, which she closed with a snap. Thalia became bolder. “Could I ask where you bought that lipstick?” she asked. “It’s just that it’s such a beautiful color.”

“I think I bought this one just around the corner from here, at Selfridges.” She snapped open her bag once more to inspect the lipstick. “Yes, I did. I remember it clearly now. It’s Helena Rubinstein, see? Just ask for Cupid’s Bow. The girl will know exactly what you mean.”

*   *   *

Even with the hideous hat back on her head, Thalia felt modern and sophisticated, her short hair brushing in a strange sensation against her cheeks, as she made her way around the corner to Selfridges. Inside, she inspected the lipsticks on offer closely. There seemed to be a staggering array of shades available, more than she ever thought possible. She bought the lipstick the girl in the salon had recommended and was just about to pop to the loo to apply it when she realized she was meant to meet her brother James in five minutes’ time.

In the middle of Selfridges, Thalia stood, torn. She so desperately wanted to apply her lipstick, but a woman was now using the mirror at the counter next to her and there was no time to go elsewhere. She would just have to wait until she was at the Savoy with this aunt person. She raced out to the front of the store and onto Oxford Street. Just as she was about to step forward and hail a taxi as she had done this morning, she saw her. A girl, just like the one in the salon earlier, was applying her makeup in full public view—in the reflection of the store’s window, of all things! Thalia almost laughed out loud at her daring. London was certainly a different place than the city she remembered.

Immediately, she joined the girl in the window, located her lipstick, and began the application process. It was more difficult than she had realized and several smudges and mistakes needed to be wiped away. When she was finished, she dug out her compact and powdered her nose as well.

“What a beautiful compact,” the girl beside her said, looking at it appreciatively.

“Thank you. It was a gift. From my … brother.” Thalia never felt comfortable using the term. Hugh, James, and Albert, the latter of whom was only six years old, were not her brothers. Uncle Clarence and Aunt Elizabeth had made that abundantly clear for almost as long as she could recall. She was raised as a favor, to repay a debt to a cousin. And as far as Uncle Clarence and Aunt Elizabeth were concerned, that was all she needed to know.

The thought of her uncle and aunt reminded her of James, and Thalia turned away from the window with a start (and, she was thrilled to see, the frown of one older lady) and hailed a taxi. Just as before, one immediately began to pull into the curb. However, it stopped a few feet farther down the street—for a handsome young gentleman who’d also raised his hand at the same time. When this man saw her, he grinned and waved the taxi on, walking the few steps to meet her. “You must take it,” he said to her. “Someone as beautiful as you shouldn’t be made to wait for anything at all.”

Emboldened by her hair and lipstick, Thalia laughed. He really was very handsome, with his dark pinstriped suit and slicked-back hair. “Thank you very much,” she said. “I will steal it from you, for I’m awfully late.” Then, on a whim, she stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek, leaving a bright red lipstick mark. And then, just like that, she jumped in the taxi and was gone, without so much as a wave good-bye.

As the taxi pulled away with a jerk, Thalia tipped back her head and laughed out loud at her boldness. What fun! She couldn’t remember when she’d ever had such a good time (the reason for this was because she was quite, quite sure she had never had such a good time before). With a smile, she righted her head and looked out the window at the wonderful world passing by.

It only took a moment or two before the smile slipped from her lips. The world outside that window truly was passing her by. Every day. She thought of the woman again—the one she’d seen this morning in the scarlet cloche hat who’d hailed a taxi. Other women and girls, girls just like her, lived their lives like this every day. Exciting lives. Filled with things to do and places to be. Thalia lived her life by the ticking clock. Waiting. But waiting for what? There was no knight in shining armor who was going to come galloping down Lintern Park’s drive one day. Thalia bit her lip then, thinking. Maybe this was it? Her one chance of escaping dour Lintern Park forever? She would have to be her own knight in shining armor and rescue herself.

As the taxi wove its way to the Savoy, Thalia thought back over the past twenty-four hours and wondered at how quickly things could change in a life where no change had occurred for what felt like hundreds of years. The excitement had all begun just yesterday afternoon. “There’s someone here!” tiny, pudgy Albert had exclaimed as he burst into the library, causing Thalia to start in the large, overstuffed leather chair she had been just about to doze off in.

“I very much doubt that’s true, Albert,” she had replied with a yawn. No one ever came to Lintern Park. And, if they were silly enough to, they tended to leave again as soon as they realized their mistake. Especially if they met Uncle Clarence roaming the grounds with his shotgun, as he was wont to do.

“It is true!” Albert’s eyes had widened. “I saw them myself. Her, I mean.”

“Her? You mean a woman?” Thalia’s mouth had twisted in disbelief. Albert was prone to make-believe, not that she could blame him for his embellishment of life. There was little else to do at Lintern Park than read and make up stories.

“Yes! And she drove herself. In a motorcar!”

Thalia had known then that Albert was most definitely lying. A woman driving herself in a motorcar! If anything of the sort had dared even approach Lintern Park’s large iron gates, Uncle Clarence would surely have shot it on sight. Uncle Clarence did not believe in many things where women were concerned—education, for one. Thalia had been privately tutored in French and had endured many a piano lesson, but this was where he drew the line at gaining any sort of knowledge and that included skills such as driving a motorcar. Thalia had stared at Albert, assessing his words for a moment, before throwing her book to one side, then jumping up and racing over to grab Albert by the scruff. She had dragged him over to the window as he continued to squirm and make noises of protest. “See!” he had said, pointing, when the pair finally reached the window. “It is true!”

Thalia had looked down onto the gravel drive expecting to see nothing at all, but there it was in all its glory—a Rover Eight two-seater in a smart, glossy chestnut brown. It was exactly the sort of car that Thalia would have chosen for herself—that she had chosen for herself from many a magazine she had cajoled from James’s fiancée, Lydia, who was allowed the luxury of such things by her family. As she had looked at the motorcar in awe, her grasp on Albert had loosened and he wriggled free. “I told you so!” he paused to say from the library doorway. He then made one of those ghastly rude noises only small boys can make before running off to no doubt cause trouble elsewhere in the house. Thalia, however, did not move. She had eyes only for the magnificent beast of a car.

She wasn’t sure how long she had stared out the window, finally dragging a chair over so she could watch more comfortably, with her chin resting on top of her crossed arms on the windowsill. It was some time, however, before the woman emerged (and, amazingly, it was a woman—a lone woman—as Albert had said). Thalia had stared at her as she had made her way briskly back over to the car. She snapped on her brown leather driving gloves in a businesslike manner as she walked, the elegant folds of her beautifully cut, straight navy and white nautical-style dress moving freely around her knees and her rope of knotted pearls swinging in a jaunty, carefree way. She had opened and closed the door, adjusted her dark fitted hat with its bow embellishment over her bob, and made the car whir into action.

It was not until the very last second before she set off that the woman had paused and looked up. It was as if she sensed Thalia’s gaze because she glanced up at the very window the girl was sitting at. It was only then, and only for a second, that the woman showed a momentary lapse in confidence. She had paused on spotting Thalia, her mouth falling open a little, as if she thought she recognized her, and had then realized she did not after all. After a moment or two, she had composed herself and raised her hand slightly, in a sort of half wave, before she had turned around in her seat once more and driven off, at rather a great and dashing speed, Thalia had thought, leaving a trail of dust to settle on the drive behind her.

Thalia had watched the car until she could see it no longer, green with envy. Imagine! Lovely, fashionable clothes, a smart bob. Lipstick, probably. Maybe even rouge. And a motorcar! Oh, how she wished she had a motorcar! Imagine the freedom! It was a life she could only dream of—only read about in Lydia’s magazines. There was something in her that knew, one day, she would own these things and be able to wear these things and she was bursting with impatience, waiting for that day that never seemed to come.

Just as she was despairing that she would die at Lintern Park an old maid, amazingly, wondrously, with the woman’s visit, it seemed her luck may have turned. For Albert had come bursting back into the library, bubbling with news. “I eavesdropped!” he had said, not at all ashamed of himself. “You’re going to London! Tomorrow! To see that lady!”

As it had turned out, Albert was, yet again, telling the truth. However, later that evening, after speaking to her Uncle Clarence, Thalia still had only the vaguest of ideas concerning why she was traveling to London. It had something to do with the fabulous woman in her car, who Uncle Clarence believed to be her aunt for some reason or another. Thalia had not been sure if this was true. However, Uncle Clarence was a man of few words and many rants and she knew that if she asked too many questions, he might very well change his mind about her traveling to London at all. So, she had simply listened to what he had to say. It came down to the following:

“Your Aunt Hestia wants to meet you in London tomorrow. At the Savoy at one o’clock. James will meet you outside the Savoy just before one to escort you inside. Here is some money. That is all.”

Before he could rethink his position on women catching trains on their own, Thalia had quickly retrieved the money and had taken herself off to her bedroom to figure out what on earth this could all mean. As hard as she tried to work it out, there were simply not enough clues. For a start, which side of the family was this aunt from? Uncle Clarence’s, or Aunt Elizabeth’s? The woman seemed too young to be one of either of their siblings. Not to mention, she thought she had met all nine of their brothers and sisters. Still, Thalia wasn’t about to argue. Meet the glamorous aunt woman for tea at the Savoy? Yes, please!

She had then spent some time deciding upon her outfit for the following day, before moving toward her dresser to think about what she might do with her hair. It was there, sitting down on the matching small stool, that she had remembered something. She silently slid open the thin left-hand drawer and felt around until her fingers met the crinkle of brown paper. Then, quickly, she pulled out and unwrapped the small, round object. James had given her the compact as a tease last Christmas. Sitting it in the palm of her hand, she stroked the light-blue guilloche enamel lid for a moment, before snapping it open and dabbing the tiniest amount of powder onto her nose and chin with the small, round puff. On the other side of the compact lay the almost untouched rouge. No one dared to wear rouge around her uncle, not even Lydia. Her heart was beating loudly in her chest with just the few dabs of powder. Finally, she slipped on the finger ring that was attached by a small chain to the compact itself. “It’s a flapper compact,” James had teased her. “You wear the ring so you won’t lose it when you’re dancing the Charleston all night long, champagne in hand.”

Thalia hadn’t blamed James for laughing. There wasn’t much call for flapper compacts at Lintern Park. Certainly, no one danced anything all night long and she doubted whether a bottle of celebratory champagne had ever been seen at the dinner table. If it had, it had been well over a decade ago. James knew how she loved the fabulous flappers in Lydia’s magazines, however, which was why he teased. James loved to tease and not always in a socially acceptable manner such as this, the sort of tease his fiancée could join in.

James had always possessed a cruel streak. Everyone in the family did. Thinking of this, Thalia’s eyes had slid sideways on her dressing table to a small pair of nail scissors. Three years ago, one of James’s friends, staying at Lintern Park as a guest, had entered her bedroom, and her bed, unexpectedly while she slept. When he had again tried this trick the following night, she had stabbed him in the arm with her nail scissors, hidden under her pillow. Awakened to the noise, James was on the landing when his friend emerged from her bedroom. He had done nothing but telephone for the family doctor and hold up his friend’s story about tripping on the edge of a rug while he was trimming his nails. Nothing more was ever said of it between them.

Thalia wasn’t sure why she kept the nail scissors, no longer in use, on her dressing table. With James no longer living at Lintern Park, there were no more young male guests to fight off. In fact, there were no guests at all. She supposed she kept them as a remembrance of sorts. Sometimes, just a glance at those nail scissors was all she needed to be reminded of what she could do if she needed to. That she was self-sufficient. That she was strong enough and old enough now to look after herself. With time, she’d grown more than used to Hugh and James’s tricks and taunts and Uncle Clarence and Aunt Elizabeth’s blatant lack of interest in her. Now she played as well as the rest of the Haigh Parkers. The scissors were tangible proof of this. Thalia had taken the compact and slipped it into her coat pocket with a pat—it was just the thing to take to London.

“Thalia!” Albert’s voice had called out in the hall, as he knocked on her door.

“What now?” Thalia had called out, crossly, turning from her place at her dressing table.

“I have to give something to you. It’s from Father.”

Thalia had run over to the door, scrubbing at her face to rid it of the powder, hoping Uncle Clarence hadn’t changed his mind about her journey. “What is it?” she had said as she tugged the door open and looked down at Albert.

“This,” he had said, handing over the strangest object. Of all things, it was a small, hand-embroidered heart, obviously made with some care and also some time ago, as it seemed slightly faded. “He said you need to take it with you.”

Now, Thalia checked her coat pocket to see if the heart was still there. Yes, there it was, nestled right into the bottom of the pocket. The taxi pulled up with a jolt outside the Savoy, waking her from her daydream about the previous day’s events, and Thalia took her hand from her pocket before paying the driver and opening the door to exit. As she did so, she drew a deep breath and made herself a promise. If this was her out, she was going to take it. No, she was going to grab onto it and run. Run for her very life. No more Lintern Park. No more Uncle Clarence and his odd ways, no more Aunt Elizabeth and her sickroom, no more Albert and his annoyances. Thalia wasn’t sure what her alternatives would be here in London, but surely anything must be better than returning on that train.

James was waiting right where he was supposed to be. As Thalia made her way over to him, she tried to keep her expression blank, not wanting James to know that she had been thinking about the events of the past just minutes before (namely, the scissors incident), or to guess at her excitement regarding running away forever. James had fled Lintern Park as fast as his legs would carry him as well, but while he would understand, he was not to be trusted. He was a Haigh Parker through and through, and would trade on her information as soon as look at her. Thalia knew well enough to keep her cards close to her chest.

It proved difficult, however, to keep this straight face. Even the vaguest thought of being free of Lintern Park forever was too much to suppress. So, Thalia put on a different sort of excited face and, as she ran up to James, she took her hat off and shook her hair out.

“What happened to you?” he asked, eyeing both her hair and makeup.

Thalia grinned. “Let’s just say I had an adventure. You don’t happen to have any money on you, do you, darling? I’ve completely run out!”

*   *   *

Ro, accompanied by her Uncle Henry, arrived at Claridge’s the evening before the meeting at the Savoy. After a late supper and a welcome bath (a proper bath was always most welcome after weeks of squeezing into the tiny baths at Hayfield Abbey), the pair both fell into their beds early.

In the morning, after Uncle Henry had consumed his usual quantity of smelly kippers for breakfast and Ro her tea, toast, and marmalade, Uncle Henry suggested a stroll to Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park. Ro was immediately wary, having been dragged along to Speakers’ Corner with Uncle Henry on numerous occasions before. “Only if you promise not to make a spectacle of yourself,” she told him, dabbing her mouth with her napkin.

“But I only go there to make a spectacle of myself!” Uncle Henry protested.

Ro shook her head indulgently, placing her napkin on the table before her. “Oh, all right then. We have the time to spare and I suppose I wouldn’t know I was really in London unless we went to Speakers’ Corner so you could interject something or other. Just give me ten minutes. I must telephone the dressmaker about some clothes. I hope that’s all right.”

“Oh, well…” Her uncle looked slightly taken aback, which was odd. Usually he encouraged Ro to take care of such matters, so he himself did not have to bother about them. “Only I think I must have misplaced the dressmaker’s bill last time and they have … well, let us say they are not encouraging us to return, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, Uncle Henry,” Ro said. “You should have told me!’ Although an unusual state of affairs, Aunt Charlotte had taken care of all matters concerning money before her death, not only those matters concerning the household. She’d had to, for obvious reasons. “Let’s not worry about it now. We’ll simply go out. Come on, then. Get your coat.”

The pair took their time walking through Mayfair and down Park Lane to Hyde Park Corner. As soon as Uncle Henry encountered his first speaker, he immediately began pooh-poohing arguments, picking apart theories, shaking his head rather too vigorously, and calling out his favorite catchphrase, “Logic, man! Where is the logic?!”

Ro stood back and leaned on a railing until Uncle Henry had had his fill. Then, when she could bear the shouting no more (Uncle Henry’s, that is, not the poor speaker he was listening to, who was having trouble getting a word in), she went and grabbed his arm and dragged him past a few other speakers until she found the small sign that said CATHOLIC EVIDENCE GUILD. There, she stopped. “Ah, the Catholic Evidence Guild,” he said, calming down slightly on viewing the sign. “Lot of poppycock of course, but always dash good speakers, I have to say. Dash good speakers!”

After ten more minutes, Uncle Henry had returned to something approximating his normal state. “That was refreshing,” he said, returning to Ro’s side and offering her his arm.

“Only you could call arguing with several people straight after breakfast ‘refreshing.’” Ro smiled at her uncle. She checked her white gold and diamond Bulova watch—a gift from Uncle Henry on her fifteenth birthday. He had bought it for her while on a speaking tour in America. “I suppose we should be heading back soon.”

“So you can powder your nose?” Uncle Henry said with chuckle as he indicated that they should walk in the direction of Claridge’s once more. He undoubtedly guessed Ro had never powdered her nose in her life and he was right. She wasn’t about to start, either.

“Now, are you going to tell me what this business at the Savoy is all about?” Ro gave her uncle a “let’s be serious” flash of her eyes as they set off.

“Well, I honestly don’t know…”

“Uncle Henry…”

“Oh, dear.” He faltered in his step. “I knew you would have it out of me. Your Aunt Charlotte would be so cross that I’m telling you anything at all. That I even let you come to London.”

Ro waited, silently. Finally, her uncle sighed, giving in as he always did to the women in his life.

“You know how much your aunt wanted to have children, but that it was not possible…” His face flushed with embarrassment. “Well, after many years of hoping and waiting and … nothing, you were offered to us. On one condition—that we tell you your mother had died, that your father had died also, and that you had no siblings. Ro, the truth is that by the time you were offered to us your Aunt Charlotte would have taken a two-headed monkey from the devil himself. She would have agreed to anything and she made me her accomplice, I’m afraid.”

Ro paused for a moment or two, unsure of how far she could push her uncle toward the truth. “You have told me before that my mother had died.”

Uncle Henry coughed. “Yes, that much has always been quite true, Ro. Unfortunately.”

Ro thought about this. “But last night you mentioned that this aunt appearing is all to do with my father’s recent death. So that was not true…” Ro endeavored to piece together the few facts she had. “Did he not want me because my mother died having me?”

“No, I don’t think so. I don’t think it was like that at all.”

Uncle Henry seemed extremely uncomfortable with where this conversation was headed, so Ro changed the topic slightly. “In our meeting with Mrs. Burley the other day, she knew who my aunt was. She knew the name Hestia Craven. She said she was ‘progressive.’ What did she mean?”

“Ah, well. Lady Hestia is … how should I put it? Quite a political woman. She was very involved with the WSPU before the war, for a start. Her parents had no sons—only two daughters—and with your mother gone, your grandfather made a special request that his remaining child be able to take his title after he died, thus making her a viscountess. Since her parents’ death of Spanish flu, she has been fiercely campaigning to take her father’s seat in the Upper House. She is basing her case on some act or other. The Sex Disqualification Act, I believe. All very complicated.”

“Oh. What’s the WSPU?”

“The Women’s Social and Political Union. It dealt mainly with suffrage to begin with, but it was dissolved in wartime when everyone became busy with other things.”

“I see.” Ro thought about this, looking up at the leafy canopy above them as a pigeon fluttered past. Aunt Hestia certainly sounded like a force to be reckoned with.

“Oh, there is one other thing,” Uncle Henry said with a start. He reached into his coat pocket and fumbled about for a second or two. “I had almost forgotten about it, but your aunt asked that you bring it along today. Here it is…” He pulled something out and handed it to her: a small embroidered heart.

“What is it?” Ro turned it over in her hands.

“It appears to be a small embroidered heart.”

Ro sighed. Sometimes Uncle Henry could be so very literal. “Yes, I can see that.”

“I’m not entirely sure, I’m afraid. Small embroidered hearts were rather your Aunt Charlotte’s domain.”

Turning it over once more for a final look, Ro then popped the item into her own coat pocket as the pair continued to walk. However, while it was out of sight, it was not out of mind, and she found her fingers returning to touch it frequently, as if it were a talisman. Her thoughts wandered to what would come next for her. She supposed she would meet this Aunt Hestia, perhaps spend some time getting to know her. School would end, then there might be a trip abroad (Harriet’s mother was pestering Uncle Henry to allow her to accompany them on their family holiday) and then she would think about entering university. It was thinking about Harriet and her many brothers that reminded Ro of something. “But you are forgetting the third part of the equation. My siblings. Though I take it there are none, as there has been no mention of any…”

Uncle Henry suddenly looked very shifty indeed.

“Uncle Henry…” Ro’s chest began to fill with something she thought might be hope. Why had she not thought to question him properly before?

“Well, I’m not entirely sure. There may be one. Or two. Something like that.”

Ro stopped dead, unable to coordinate one more step, so consumed was she with the thought of siblings. She had always so desperately wanted what her friend Harriet at school had—all those siblings. And lots of them. She would have been happy with even one brother, though she longed desperately for a sister. And now it seemed she had two siblings. Not one, but two!

Just the thought of it made her knees tremble slightly.

*   *   *

The woman clasped Uncle Henry’s hand firmly as Ro hovered beside him, surrounded by the lush, gilded surroundings of the Savoy Hotel. “Thank you so much for bringing Erato. If you could meet us here at three o’clock?”

“Well, Lady Hestia, I-I…” Uncle Henry stammered.

“I wouldn’t presume you would want to have tea with us. How awfully dull for you!”

“Well, no, I suppose…” He glanced at Ro. “It’s just that there was that shooting here not so very long ago, Ro.”

Ro laughed nervously. “That was two years ago, Uncle Henry! I promise I won’t shoot any Egyptian princes.” She could barely stop her eyes from darting around the room. Siblings! Two of them! Ro was still having a great deal of trouble even taking the word in, and now, here she was, about to meet the other two that would make up their threesome. Where were they? And would she find that she had two sisters, two brothers, or one of each sex?

“Well, in that case…” He glanced at his watch. “I suppose no harm can come of it. Three o’clock, you say?” he asked, nodding at Hestia.

“Yes, three o’clock.”

Hestia waited until Uncle Henry was almost out of sight before turning to her niece. When she did, there were already tears in her eyes. “Oh, Ro. Or should I call you Erato? No, it must be Ro. For that is what my sweet D would have called you, I know it, just as your uncle does. I have waited for this day for so long. Forever, it feels like.” She reached for her niece and drew her closer toward her. “Let me look at you. Oh, you are so like her. So like her I can hardly believe my eyes!”

Ro began to become vaguely aware that several parties were watching them. Hestia spoke rather loudly and her appearance was … striking, to say the least. With her shorter-than-usual blond bob, bright red lipstick, and dark eye makeup, she was certainly not a person your eye skipped over readily. She wore an outfit that had been matched with precision: smart black heels with fetching crisscrossed straps and white buttons, a floaty sort of dress with a white skirt that flashed black inner pleats when she moved (sadly, Ro found she was not good at describing these sorts of things, having worn a woolen school uniform most of her life), a string of creamy white pearls that you just knew instinctively were of the very best quality, and a beautiful rectangular clutch with a sun-ray pattern in black and white on one side, plain black on the other. Ro was sure her hat and coat were equally wonderful. Honestly, she did not know what to say to this fabulous creature of an aunt and when she opened her mouth to begin, she soon found herself shutting it again, no words having exited. She was convinced that, whatever she said, she would most likely bore her aunt to death, so it was best to say nothing at all.

“Look at us.” Hestia shook her head in disbelief. “We could be mother and daughter.”

Ro had to agree—it was true, the likeness was rather astonishing. And this was another part of the reason why Ro was finding it altogether difficult to speak. She had never had anyone to liken herself to before. Now, as she inspected her aunt’s face carefully, she was reminded of something else. At first, it was only a feeling that she had seen her aunt somewhere before. Somewhere … odd. But after another few moments it came to her. “That’s it! You’re The Watcher!” she gasped, her hand coming up to cover her mouth, shocked she had let the words escape.

Hestia looked confused. “The Watcher? I’ve been called many things in my time, but never The Watcher! What on earth does it mean?”

“Outside the school gates. And on the edge of the hockey field. That’s where I’ve seen you before. At school! I saw you several times. All the girls did. They had so many theories, too. That you were a man dressed as a woman, that you were a sister who was disgraced, that you were selling girls into slavery. But then … well, nothing. You disappeared.”

“Ah, that. Yes,” Hestia said. “I have been checking up on you over the years. But I’m afraid the school wasn’t so happy about it in your case, so I had to stop. And it took me an age to locate Clio…”

“Clio?”

“Your sister Clio. The third triplet. But what an exciting name! The Watcher! I love it!”

Ro frowned, her thoughts finally catching up with her aunt’s voice. “Wait,” she said, whipping around and placing her hand on Hestia’s arm. “What did you just say? About triplets?”

Hestia looked puzzled, pulling back slightly to inspect Ro’s face. “Why, didn’t your uncle tell you?”

“I’m not sure,” Ro began, slowly starting to realize why Uncle Henry had seemed quite pleased to beat a hasty retreat. “Tell me what? He told me I had two siblings. In an awfully roundabout way…”

“How odd that he didn’t tell you!” Hestia replied, looking quite shocked. “Yes, you do have two siblings. Both sisters—Thalia and Clio. You are triplets. Thalia is the oldest, Clio is the youngest, and you are in the middle.”

If Ro had felt faint at the prospect of siblings before, now she felt positively delirious. “I’m a triplet?”

“Well, yes! You most certainly are! Oh, and look! Oh, my. Here she is. It’s Thalia. The eldest. Just look at those eyes. Exactly the same shade as yours. Both your parents had blue eyes, you know…”

Still trying to accept the fact that she had a sister called Clio, another sister called Thalia, and that she was a triplet—a triplet, of all things!—Ro turned to follow Hestia’s line of sight, where she saw something truly miraculous. For a moment, it felt like she was staring into a very flattering mirror, but then she began to take in the differences: the bob, the lipstick, the clothes that somehow didn’t really fit with the bob and lipstick for some reason. It was as if everything had been cobbled together, borrowed from different people. Beside the girl walked a young man who, to Ro’s eyes, looked entirely different. He was very smartly outfitted and, because of this, the pair didn’t quite match up. As Ro wondered about their connection, the man went to take the girl’s arm. When he touched her, she physically recoiled and gave him a quick look, her jaw hard. It was obvious they had been arguing just moments before.

Hestia greeted the pair and Ro vaguely realized her aunt immediately pulled the same trick on the man that she had pulled on Uncle Henry—dismissing him in a way that showed very plainly he was not invited to tea. As she did this, Ro only had eyes for her sister. They were so alike and yet so different. It was obvious to Ro from the outset that there were many differences, even though their features were similar. Thalia walked differently—faster, in a more jaunty fashion. And there was something about her eyes—they were quick eyes that missed nothing, darting about the room, taking everything in, missing nothing. Ro was more the type of person who would see all the same things, but would take her time about it, drinking in her surroundings.

“Ro?” It took Ro a moment before she realized Hestia was speaking to her and the man had now gone. “This is your sister Thalia. Thalia, this is your sister Erato. Ro.”

Ro couldn’t help herself. However rude it might be, she continued to stare, then reached out and touched the girl on the arm. “You are real,” she said quietly. “It was just … I was wondering if this was some kind of odd dream.”

“Perhaps it is,” Thalia said, quite calmly. “Though I’ve never had a dream before where I’ve been told I’m a triplet and it has turned out only a few minutes later to be true.” She shot a look at her brother’s retreating back.

“This is no dream,” Hestia responded. “I have waited too long for this day to have it turn out to be only a dream. Now, let us go and meet your third sister, Clio. She’s waiting for us in the Grand Foyer.”

*   *   *

Thalia did everything in her power to look calm and collected and as if James had not minutes ago told her that she was about to meet her two sisters and that she was a triplet. At first, she had thought he was playing another of his famously cruel tricks. As it turned out, he was doing nothing of the sort. Uncle Clarence had simply forgotten to relay this rather important piece of information over the course of the last seventeen years of her life. As the three walked, she took a deep breath and tried to look for all the world as if everything was fine. As if she was in complete control of this situation and that she met with new sisters she had never heard of every day of the week. “I can’t believe my luck. Related to Hestia Craven! You know, I’ve followed your movements closely, ever since you began in the WSPU,” Thalia told her aunt as the two girls continued to match Hestia’s strides across the thick, rust-colored carpet of the Grand Foyer. As they progressed, Thalia was well aware of the lingering stares of the young men in the room as she passed them by, cooped up in suffering afternoon teas with their mothers and sisters.

“Really?” Hestia shot her niece an appreciative look. “You know of the WSPU?”

Ro seemed impressed. “How is that? I hadn’t heard of the WSPU until this morning.”

Thalia shrugged slightly, tearing her eyes from one particularly fine young man sitting with what looked like a very old, very boring, very rich aunt. “Oh, I’ve read The Times cover to cover every day since I was six years old. It’s not as if there was anything else to do at Lintern Park. I wasn’t allowed to go to school. It was the only way I got a glimpse of the outside world.”

In front of a table, where a young, dark, curly-haired girl sat, slightly hunched in her seat, Hestia stopped abruptly. “Thalia, Ro, this is your little sister Clio.”

In front of them, Clio stood up awkwardly, almost tipping over the small table. “Oh, dear,” she said. “How careless of me. I … don’t know what to say. What do you say when you meet your sisters for the first time?”

“What about ‘How do you do?’” Thalia suggested, suddenly not feeling so terrible about her own hat as she took in Clio’s outfit.

“I suppose it’s usually some form of baby talk. Most sisters aren’t seventeen years old when they meet for the first time.” Ro took her question quite literally.

Hestia gestured for the girls to sit down. “I’ve ordered tea and cakes.” As she arranged herself in her chair, she laughed. “Perhaps introductions aren’t necessary. You have, of course, met before.”

“We have?” all three girls asked at once, looking at each other.

“When?” Thalia spoke again.

“Oh, I see,” Ro piped up. “You mean at birth.”

“That is exactly what I mean. Now, as all three of you did not even know that you were triplets—which I am quite shocked about, I must admit—I am going to assume you know nothing at all regarding this entire mess and I will start from the beginning.” And then, with this, over the next half hour or so, Hestia told the three girls the story of their births. How their mother had died giving birth to them, how their father had never wanted to see them again, and had shipped them off to various relatives who had a vested interest in keeping quiet about the situation. “It took me a while to locate all three of you. Particularly Clio, for a number of reasons. But, as Ro pointed out before, she has seen me in the past. Watching.” Hestia smiled again at this.

“I’ve seen you, too. Or at least I’ve seen your motorcar in our village,” Clio said, nodding.

Hestia looked over at Thalia’s confused face. “I have been watching you as well, Thalia, although I have to admit your Uncle Clarence has been problematic. I was worried once that I would end up with a derriere full of buckshot.”

Thalia thought of Uncle Clarence. “It has happened before.”

“I only wish I could have found you all sooner. I missed out on so many years. You see, when your mother died, your father wanted me out of the way. He saw to it that I was … indisposed for some time. Oh, I might as well say it as you’ll find out soon enough. Almost anyone here at the Savoy would be able to tell you—I was institutionalized. He made my parents believe it needed to be that way. And then, when I was finally allowed home, he made sure that I knew I could be returned to that institution at any time if he so wished it.”

“Institutionalized!” Thalia exclaimed. “Whatever for?” She knew it was rude to quiz her aunt, but they were here for the truth, were they not?

“Oh, for many reasons.” Hestia shook her head, avoiding the question. “We can talk about that some other day.”

“So it is really true that our mother is dead?” Clio asked.

Hestia paused for a moment before speaking. “Yes. I am afraid so. I was there the day she died. The day of your birth. I saw it with my own eyes. Oh, Demeter and I had so many plans, including a brilliant doctor lined up, one who used extremely progressive methods. One who could have, perhaps, saved her life. However, it was not to be. He was dismissed by William, and Demeter had to rely upon a doctor who should never have been allowed to practice medicine at all. Just before she died, she named you: Thalia, Erato, and Clio Craven-Towneley. Her last act on this earth. Do you have the tokens I asked you to bring today?” Her eyes lit up, remembering she had asked them to do so.

It took only seconds for all three girls to produce the three embroidered hearts. As they laid them on the small table in front of them, all three gasped. They were exactly the same—obviously made by the same hand.

“I believe there is a small slit, in the side of each heart,” Hestia continued. “Originally there was a small paper scroll protruding from it, though it may now have been pushed inside.…”

Thalia, Ro, and Clio all picked up their hearts once more and located the cavity inside. All three pulled out a small piece of paper. And all three opened the piece of paper and read it out at the same time.

“My name is Thalia. This name was given to me by my mother, who loved me dearly. Please use it in her memory.”

“My name is Erato. This name was given to me by my mother, who loved me dearly. Please use it in her memory.”

“My name is Clio. This name was given to me by my mother, who loved me dearly. Please use it in her memory.”

“Did you make these?” Ro glanced up first to ask her aunt.

Hestia simply shook her head. “No. A very clever and kind woman did so.”

“Thalia, Erato, and Clio,” Ro said quietly. “Comedy”—she nodded at Thalia—“and history.” She turned to Clio, nodding at her as well.

“And you?” Clio asked.

Ro blushed. “Erotic poetry.”

“Lucky you.” Thalia raised her eyebrows suggestively.

Ro avoided Thalia’s gaze. “Hestia pertains to the hearth and Demeter the harvest and fertility.”

“Also life, death, and marriage. I sometimes wonder if our father had foresight.” Hestia shook her head forlornly. “Demeter’s dearest wish was that I look after you. And that is what I am here to do now that your father is no longer with us, causing his endless trouble. Still, I have something to be thankful for—it was William who made me discover my voice as a woman in the modern world.”

Thalia interrupted. “Our mother was Demeter Craven, before marriage. I have heard of the Cravens, of course, in the newspaper, because of your campaigning to take your seat in the House of Lords. But you mentioned our father’s name briefly—Towneley. I know it as well, but I can’t quite remember why.…”

“Your father was William Towneley,” Hestia answered with a brief cough. “Later William Craven-Towneley. He was a viscount, as was my father, your grandfather.”

“Really? Our father was a viscount? So, we have a title!” Thalia sat up in her seat.

“Yes, you do.” Hestia’s voice had a warning note to it.

“Which makes us Honourables?” Ro asked.

Hestia responded with a curt nod.

“I don’t understand.” Clio’s eyes darted from one sister to the other.

“Truly?” Thalia turned to her, eyes wide. How could she not?

“Don’t speak to her like that!” Ro said, looking shocked at Thalia’s rudeness.

Hestia simply laughed. “Squabbling already! A good sign. You are true sisters!”

“I’m sorry.” Clio looked miserable. It was obvious to all that she was having difficulty keeping up with the conversation.

“There is no need to be sorry, Clio.” Hestia glanced over at her third niece warmly. “Your father was a viscount, which makes you the Honourable Clio Craven-Towneley. However, I’m afraid it is a title that would be rather unwise to use at this point.”

“Clio Silsby.” Clio’s reply came back quickly. “My name is Clio Silsby.”

“It’s not much of a title,” Thalia kept on, ignoring her sister. “I mean, you only write it on envelopes and such, it’s not spoken aloud, but still … a title! I’ve never had one of those before.” Her attention turned to her aunt again. “And what of the new viscount?”

Hestia sighed. “His name is Charles Towneley.”

“We have a brother as well?” Ro asked.

“No,” Hestia said quickly. “Charles Towneley is your half brother. It may give you some kind of indication of your father’s moral character when I tell you he had a child with another woman, an American heiress, less than six months after you were born, after your mother’s death. It was long enough, unfortunately, for him to marry this woman, thus making Charles legitimate and now able to carry the title. Disgraceful, really.” Hestia sat back in her seat. “Oh, but this is an awful amount for you to take in over tea at the Savoy.”

“It is,” Clio said softly.

Hestia took a deep breath. “I’m afraid to tell you there’s more and that it is to do with Charles. Now”—she paused—“it is very complicated, but very important, so you must listen carefully. You see, when your mother married, a great deal of money was placed in the trust of her husband, your father, for their future children. This was a gift from her grandparents, who were rather old-fashioned, I’m afraid, and believed that the male, as the head of the household, should control all financial dealings. Unfortunately, because of your father’s machinations, you have been robbed of this inheritance and it has now been passed along in your father’s estate to Charles. This money, as I see it, is not his, but rightfully yours to claim. It was Demeter’s money on marriage, meant for her own children, and Charles is not Demeter’s child. I have informed Charles that the three of you are here and reunited and I believe it is now my duty to claim back this money for you, in order that you may make your own way in life and so that the truth can—”

It was at that moment that a shriek rang out, high above the patter of voices and resting of forks on plates, piercing the mood of the Grand Foyer. Everyone in the room quieted and turned in their seats in order to see where the sound emanated from.

A girl of their own age absolutely bolted through the elegant room. She was the most artlessly beautiful person Thalia had ever seen in her life, with a perfect dark bob that swished just so and a black dress with an odd front made to look like a gentleman’s dinner shirt that seemed shockingly masculine. She dragged a very expensive-looking fur stole along on the ground behind her carelessly and her eyes scanned the tables in the room rather furiously, hunting for something as if her very life depended upon it. Before long, her eyes came to rest on the tiered cake stand of their party, which lay virtually untouched.

“Oh, do tell me you have just the tiniest cucumber sandwich to spare?” she said as she raced over toward them. “Just the one! It’s for our scavenger hunt, you know, and I must win today, I really must.”

Hestia gave the girl a long stare. “Do go home, Venetia. You’re making rather a fool of yourself, don’t you think? What would your mother say?”

“I swear you won’t miss it at all.” Venetia ignored Hestia’s words, stole one of the cucumber sandwiches, blew the four of them a kiss, and took off once more. As she exited the room, there was another shriek. “I found one!” she proclaimed to someone out of their range of sight.

Over their untouched tea and cakes, the foursome turned back to stare at one another. “Do you have any questions?” Hestia eventually asked.

“I have one,” Thalia said. “Who was that? And what on earth was she doing?”

“That was Venetia Saville. And she was doing what she usually does—precisely nothing but at a very high volume, preferably with most of London watching. Today, it seems, she’s on a scavenger hunt, treating the city as her playground, competing against some of her little friends and most likely her equally silly brother, Edwin. I’m sure we’ll read about it in all the newspapers tomorrow. Now, do we have any real questions? About the matter at hand?”

The three girls’ eyes met. There were so many questions. Hundreds of questions. About each other, about their parents, about their half brother, about this fortune Hestia had mentioned. But, right now, not one of the girls could put a voice to any of them. There were simply so many questions jostling for attention, aching to come out, that it was difficult to define and ask the first one. Hestia seemed to understand this. “There will be plenty of time to ask. Many, many years, I am hoping. But for now, I must force you to drink your tea and eat at least one cake. I’m sure that is what your mother would want for her three beautiful daughters.”

Silently, the girls did as they were told, washing down the cake that caught in their throats with the now lukewarm tea.

*   *   *

Ro had another question entirely—one that neither of her two sisters had even considered. It had been bubbling inside her since the very moment she had laid eyes on Clio, the third triplet. On every instance of Hestia pausing for breath, or asking if the girls had any questions, her question bubbled a little higher inside her, rather like a kettle on a hot stove, though the fire, in this case, was lit by what Ro knew. Something, obviously, that the others did not know. With another sip of her tea, she tried to quench the fire, but she was becoming more and more worried that, soon enough, she would have to speak up. How could she not? They could not continue this … farce. She busied herself, replacing her cup upon her saucer and found that her now shaking hand made it clatter noisily. Should she tell them? Now? Just as she had looked up once more and was about to open her mouth and start speaking, however, Hestia continued her incessant chatter.

“I’m determined to win this money back for you so you need never depend upon a man as your mother had to. Yes, despite the Married Women’s Property Act and all because of our archaic paternal grandparents with their positively Victorian ideas about money. I have one word for you girls: independence. Independence is everything in this man’s world. There is nothing more liberating than being able to make your own decisions in life. We will claim this money from Charles. It will be yours. And while we are doing so, I suggest that you come and live with me, in London, under my care. To begin our quest, I have arranged for all of us to meet with him tomorrow and—”

“Wait! Stop!” Ro spoke up a little too loudly, putting a halt to the barrage of information. Her shoulders sagged slightly as soon as the hasty words exited her mouth. She had not meant to start this way, but now it was too late—the kettle had boiled over. Several parties at tables situated nearby glanced over to see what the commotion was about. “Sorry,” she said more quietly. “It’s just that”—she paused—“I must say something…”

“Yes?” Hestia urged her on, under the interested gaze of her sisters.

Ro closed her eyes for a moment and put her fingers to her temples, trying to gather the many thoughts that seemed to knock against each other in her head, all vying for attention at once. She wondered how to put what she was about to say. Was there any good way to say it? In the Grand Foyer of the Savoy, life continued to sparkle around them, voices chattered, people laughed gaily, forks tinkled against plates. It seemed wrong to give voice to these thoughts in such a place and before this timid, dark-haired, wide-eyed girl as well, which seemed particularly cruel. But she must say it before things went any further. She must.

“Ro?” her aunt asked, trying once more.

Ro opened her eyes and let the words spill forth, tumbling over one another as she spoke too fast. “This is all very interesting and I’m quite sure with all our similarities that Thalia and I are related in some way. I don’t know if you’re … confused, or whether it’s something else, but you see we can’t go rushing into claiming some sort of fortune from this Charles fellow, because we’re not triplets. Clio can’t be our sister. You said before that both our parents had blue eyes. That means we can’t have a sibling with brown eyes. Not a full sibling, anyway. You see, it’s scientifically impossible.”


 

The Inheritance

 

There were those few dreamy moments on waking in which Clio believed everything in her life to be normal—that she was home, beneath the warm, familiar blankets of her own bed, and her mother was close by, asleep in the equally small room next door. In the dim light of the early morning, she smiled slightly and turned over onto her side, pulling the blankets closer around her. And then she felt the strange smoothness of the sheets, smelled the odd crisp fragrance of the new pillow beneath her head. That was when she remembered it all—being dragged to London, where she was told she was a triplet and that she might also be an heiress. If she was willing to fight her half brother for money, that is. And then being told she couldn’t possibly be a triplet. Slowly, not wanting to believe any of it, she opened her eyes. Instead of her friendly bedroom and few belongings, each with its own history and neatly in its place, a vast, sparsely furnished room surrounded her, full of glossy wood, with sharp and unfriendly angles.

Clio sat up now, her eyes skating over the furnishings. The overall effect was something akin to an expensive dollhouse where the owner had simply chosen the items all at once from a store—“Yes, I’ll take that and that and that”—and then simply discarded everything that had previously existed in the bedroom but now didn’t belong. As if money did not matter. And she supposed it didn’t. Just last night, Hestia had informed her nieces that if they needed money for little things, there was some kept in a desk drawer in the library. She had then proceeded to show them where. When Hestia had opened the drawer, Clio could not help but gasp—it was literally stuffed haphazardly with notes. Stuffed to the very brim! Instantly she had known that this was a different world she had stepped into. A world in which there was an endless supply of almost everything—money, furniture, food, clothes. Taking another look around the room, Clio knew one thing for sure: there was only one item that did not belong in this room. And that item was her.

Clio got up now and crossed the room, drawing back the curtains when she reached the window with its twelve rectangular panes. It was earlier than she had first thought, she realized, as she looked down onto the empty street below. She felt the unfamiliar nightgown on her skin and ran her hands up and down her arms, remembering the events of the previous day.

When Hestia had told them afternoon tea was over (and they had needed to be told, for no one had truly eaten very much), she had herded the three girls outside and hailed a cab. They had all piled in and returned to the town house in Belgravia. There, she had proceeded to inform them that they would be staying at the town house for the night, before meeting their half brother the following day. When Clio had tried to protest that she needed to return to her mother, Hestia had waved her concerns away. Surely her mother could spare her for one night? Hestia had telephoned Thalia’s family (though Thalia had not seemed to care one bit whether they were informed or not), left a message for Ro’s uncle at his hotel, and sent a telegram to Clio’s mother, as they had no telephone, of course.

After this there was more food in the dining room, which Clio could not eat, as before. She supposed it was dinner, but she found she had lost track of time, and the conversation ricocheting back and forth across the too-wide table made her head spin. Thalia, especially, made her nervous. She was beautiful and confident, for a start—traits that always struck fear into Clio’s heart, because beautiful, confident people never seemed to be at a loss for words, as she often was. Also, people rarely disliked her, yet Thalia had seemed set against her from the moment she had laid eyes on her. She didn’t know how to make it right. As for Ro, while she was lovely and seemed kind, Clio could not help but look from her, sitting on one side of the dining table, to Thalia, sitting on the other. She did this over and over and over again. As if to torture herself. They were a matching pair. And she … well, who knew what she was? Perhaps Hestia sensed her agitation, because they did not spend long in the drawing room after dinner, when Hestia suggested an early night. She could not remember ever having been so relieved to go to bed.

Leaving the window, Clio made her way around the large room, touching this and that—the enormous wooden wardrobe, the long, thin writing table, the dressing table—all the while doubting they had ever been touched by a guest before. She paused beside the dressing table to stare at the neat little sink, tucked in beside it. She had never seen a sink in a bedroom before. Beside the sink, on a small stand, there was a washcloth waiting for her, as well as some tooth powder, a toothbrush, and lavender-scented soap. She made use of all of these things and then located her clothes, which for a moment she feared had been stolen away, but found they had simply been hung in the wardrobe. She supposed this must be what it was like to be wealthy. Imagine having everything done for you at every turn!

After this, Clio tidied the room, located the book she had borrowed from her aunt, sat down gingerly in the armchair that looked as if it had never been sat in before, and read, too scared to exit the room, her stomach flip-flopping with hunger and worry about what the day might bring.

*   *   *

“If you’d like to follow me to the drawing room, I have something to show you,” Hestia told the girls after they had finished their breakfast in the dining room. Thalia glanced at Ro to see if she knew what this was all about and Ro shook her head slightly. Why did everyone believe she knew more of what was going on than they did? Ro noticed that Thalia did not bother asking Clio.

In the drawing room, Hestia motioned for all three of them to sit beside each other on one of the long, low sofas.

“Here we are.” Hestia picked up a thick, dark cardboard box that was lying on a small, square side table. Then she moved a chair, coming to sit close by, and opened the box carefully on her lap.

“Oh, photographs!” Ro leaned forward in her seat.

“There aren’t very many, I’m afraid.” Hestia took the few photographs out of the box. “Things were a little different then. You didn’t simply have your picture taken all the time. Oh…” She paused on seeing one particular photograph. “Now, this is my favorite.” Hestia laughed, passing it to Clio first, who was seated closest to her.

Ro leaned over to see the photograph as well and then smiled when she realized why her aunt favored it. “You’re scowling!”

“Yes, quite the scowl, I’m afraid! I’m scowling because your dear mother had just kicked me in the shin. To be fair, I deserved it. We’d been made to stand around for simply ages and I’d been pinching her and sticking out my tongue at her relentlessly. I got in terrible trouble for scowling in every single photograph.”

The four of them stared at the photograph for a moment or two, taking in the two figures, both dressed in their white, wide-sashed dresses, their long hair pulled back on top with a ribbon—one girl was smiling triumphantly, eyes bright, while one girl was scowling, but both possessed the same fair hair and large, light-colored eyes. “The sashes were blue, to match our eyes,” Hestia said, dreamily, reaching out to touch the photograph once more.

“How old are you here?” Clio looked up from beneath her dark lashes.

“I was seven years old, which meant Demeter would have been eight.” The question seemed to return Hestia to the present and she looked down at her lap once more, selecting another photograph. “Here are some others from around the same time. Oh, and a picture of us as nothing more than babies, really. And another from when we are eleven and twelve.” She passed the photographs to the girls, who studied them dutifully. “And here is your mother on her wedding day.” This photograph Hestia seemed slightly reluctant to pass to them, her eyes resting on the image of her sister for some time.

Ro took this photograph first. It seemed to have been taken as the newly married couple exited the church. The woman (her mother—how odd it felt to think this!) clasped the arm of the man—her father—in an odd sort of halfhearted, dangly way. Neither of them looked particularly happy. While the man gazed directly into the camera, the woman gave only the impression of doing so, her thoughts elsewhere. Her image bore a striking similarity to Thalia, but, oddly, not as much so as in the previous photographs of her as a child, Ro thought. In those photographs, her personality had shone through and was captured by the camera. Here, she seemed rather … subdued. She did, however, look beautiful. Breathtakingly so. Her long dress falling elegantly to the floor, a shimmering, sheer layer skimming over the top of her silk-covered form, her waist cinched to nothing, highlighted by the dress’s large square neckline. A matching veil had been thrown away from her face, held on by a glittering halo of diamonds in a tiara resembling a laurel wreath.

“What a beautiful tiara,” Thalia noted, accepting the photograph from Ro.

“Yes, our father had several of our mother’s jewels altered to create it,” Hestia replied, distracted. Ro glanced at her aunt to see another photograph in her hand. “But this photograph … this is the closest you will ever come to seeing what your mother truly looked like. There is everything of her here.” Now that Hestia had said this it was almost as though she could not bear to look at the photograph any longer. She held it out toward all three of the girls, as if begging someone to take it from her, then stared at the girls’ expressions, waiting to hear their thoughts.

Ro took the photograph first and immediately saw what her aunt was talking about. It was of Demeter around the same age as her daughters were now, in a rowboat, obviously on somebody’s estate, as there was no one else around but a few well-dressed watchers-on standing on a small iron bridge. Behind them, the kind of basket and glassware picnic that required servants was laid out. It was an extremely informal photograph for the time and Ro suspected it was meant to be posed, but the situation had gone awry. There were several children in the boat with Demeter, one of whom (a boy of perhaps eight or nine) was standing up when he was surely not supposed to. Demeter’s face was turned to the camera and upon it was a mixture of laughter, exasperation, and love. She seemed a completely different person from the one in the wedding photograph, Ro noted—carefree and happy. But the thing that truly took Ro’s breath away was the similarity to Thalia. It could have been Thalia in that boat, if Ro had not known better. There were undercurrents of her own looks, she could see that—the eyes, the hair, the nose—but the overall effect was Thalia. All Thalia.

“Oh.” At the exclamation, Ro managed to drag her eyes from the photograph to see Clio’s hand fly to her chest and, watching her, she immediately regretted her hasty words yesterday, telling Clio she could not be one of them. Not that it mattered now, because, with not a single word uttered, this was worse—a slap across Clio’s cheek. “Oh,” she repeated. Ro could not blame her. There was nothing of Clio there. Nothing.

“What’s the matter?” Thalia glanced over at Clio.

“What do you think?” Ro hissed, sitting in between the pair. Why did Thalia feel the need to taunt Clio at every opportunity?

After a moment or two, Hestia reached out hesitantly to touch Clio’s knee. “I do believe you are the image of your father,” she told her niece, with a decisive nod. Ro frowned slightly on hearing this, but said nothing. As for Clio, she shuffled the photographs in her hand until she reached the one from the wedding once more. She stared at her father intensely, as if looking for even the smallest resemblance. And, because there was none, all the time her eyes kept moving, moving, moving over the photograph. Beside her, Ro watched her expression, wanting to say something (was her aunt insane after all? Clio did not resemble the man pictured in the slightest!), but knowing that there was nothing to be said.

“The image of him? In what way?” Thalia said needlessly, though her words didn’t surprise Ro at all.

Hestia did not grace this comment with a reply. After a few more minutes, she rose with a sigh. “I have a short meeting to attend,” she said, striding over to the other side of the room and gathering a few bits and pieces. “I won’t be long. When I return, it will be time to make our way to our meeting with Charles.”

“But…” Clio glanced at the clock on the wall. The day was already wearing on. If they were to meet this Charles later on, there would be no hope of her returning home today.

“Yes?” Hestia turned her full attention to Clio.

Clio bit her lip and seemingly considered her options for a moment or two. “Nothing. It’s all right,” she finally replied.

“I know you’re anxious to get started on this journey,” Hestia’s gaze rested on all three of the girls in turn. “But we must tread carefully and bide our time.”

Ro watched as Clio turned her gaze to rest on the pattern of the parquetry floor. She guessed that she was willing her tears back and stretched out a sisterly hand to clasp one of Clio’s for a moment. When she pulled back again and scanned the room, her aunt was gone. Only the three girls remained.

After a moment or two of silence, Thalia became animated. Turning, she ran to the window, standing beside the curtains in order to be able to see, but not be seen. When she had spied what she was looking for (Hestia’s retreating presence, Ro guessed), she swiveled once more, looked at both Ro and Clio, and clapped her hands. “And now,” she said, “for some fun!” She ran straight over to the gramophone and began rifling through the gramophone records lying beside it. “Hopefully…,” she said as she kept rifling, “they’re not all political speeches, Gregorian chanting, or similar. Here we are! Perfect!” She lifted one record high into the air and waved it about.

“Thalia! Be careful!” Clio said.

Thalia simply waved a hand at Clio while she busied herself readying the gramophone, finally placing the record carefully onto the player and gently lifting the stylus. “Ready?”

Ro and Clio glanced at one another, both thinking the same thing, which ran along the lines of “probably not.”

There was a crackle and music rang out through the room. Thalia raced once more—this time over to the piano. Sliding sideways onto the bench seat, she flung open the lid with a bang. Not wasting any time, her fingers flew straight to the correct keys and began to play as she sang along in a well-practiced, even voice with the record. “Five foot two, eyes of blue, but oh! what those five foot could do! Has anybody seen my gal?”

Ro couldn’t help herself. She laughed out loud.

“Come on then, next verse!” Thalia called out over the music.

Ro glanced at Clio with a grin, then opened her mouth and joined in. “Turned up nose, turned down hose. Flapper, yes sir, one of those. Has anybody seen my gal?”

Thalia abandoned the piano at this point and made her way back over to the other two girls. “Care to foxtrot?” She held out her hand to Ro. “I’m sure you’re used to leading after all those years of boarding school.”

“Sadly, yes,” Ro called out, taking the lead as Clio watched on.

The pair spun around the room, avoiding sofas and side tables, almost knocking over a lamp at one point, which Clio went and righted, setting it farther from the edge, away from danger. After their second turn, as Ro approached Clio once more, she held out her hand, offering Clio a spin. Clio simply shook her head, wide-eyed.

When the song finally ended and the room was, once more, silent, Thalia dropped into an armchair. “Imagine!” she said, when her breath had returned. “Living like this!” One arm swept across the room. “Being able to come and go as you please, playing gramophone records at three in the morning if you felt like it. Having your own money, answering to no one.”

Ro’s eyebrows raised. “I’m afraid Hestia only answers to no one because her parents both died of the Spanish flu.”

“And she doesn’t seem terribly upset about that, does she?” Thalia said, carelessly.

“Thalia!” Ro interjected.

Thalia simply shrugged. “It’s not like you knew them.”

“Still, they are your grandparents all the same,” Clio chimed in.

“So Hestia claims.” Thalia rose again now and began to circle the room, picking up items as she went in order to inspect them more closely. After she had picked up a small brass clock, brought it to her face, grimaced slightly, then replaced it, she turned to the other two girls. “Though she really is out of her mind. Clio looks nothing like the man in that photograph and we all know it. So, do you believe all of this?” she asked them, looking first at Ro, then at Clio. “Everything Hestia’s told us, I mean?”

Neither Ro nor Clio replied.

“Because you didn’t, yesterday.” Thalia’s gaze honed in on Ro. “You said Clio couldn’t be one of us. What did you mean by that?”

“I…,” Ro stammered, her heart beating faster and faster in her chest. She tried to meet Thalia’s eyes, but wasn’t successful for very long. “I thought that … oh, I don’t know. I’m probably confused. I’m sure I haven’t remembered correctly.”

Thalia inspected her for a moment or two. “I doubt that very much. I saw your expression as you looked at that photograph. If you don’t entirely believe what she’s saying, why are you still here?”

“I might ask you the same question. And I shall. Why are you still here?” Ro returned the question quickly, with a flash of her oh-so-similar blue eyes.

Thalia simply laughed. “Well, I’m happy to tell you the truth about that. I plan never to return home. This, whatever it turns out to be, is my escape.”

“You’re not going home?” Clio spoke up now.

“Never,” Thalia said, quite firmly, her jaw set in a hard line. “Ever. I don’t care what I have to do, but I’m not going home.” Perhaps she sensed that she was giving too much away, because as Ro watched her, her demeanor then changed with a flick of one hand. “Anyway, that’s why I’m still here. I take it you’re here for the money.” She turned to eye Clio. “Seeing as you’re so desperate to return home. You must be staying for some reason, or you’d just go, wouldn’t you?”

“I…” Clio opened her mouth, but wasn’t sure how to respond. “My mother is sick.”

“Ill, you mean,” she said, picking up on Clio’s lower-class terminology. “And let’s not forget, if what Hestia says is true, your real mother is dead. But, if your other mother is sick, then you must need money.”

“I do,” Clio said softly, turning away.

“You can be as cruel as you like.” Ro felt the need to defend the obviously fragile Clio. “The effect wears off after a while.” There had been girls like Thalia at school—all false bravado. She knew her sort all too well.

“Sorry, can’t help it,” Thalia replied. “It’s ingrained now. Still, at least Clio was honest about why she’s here—she needs money for her mother. You still haven’t told us your reason. You’re obviously not in great need of the stuff.”

Ro flinched. “All this talk of money is incredibly distasteful.”

“Ugh,” Thalia said. “I’ll never understand why the English can’t talk about money. Everyone else in the world does, you know! And we all use it. All need it. Why not talk about it?”

“Because it’s vulgar,” Ro said, “that’s why. Anyway, to answer your question, I suppose I want to find out the truth.”

“And?” Thalia pressed.

“And what?”

“Well, there has to be more than that, doesn’t there? It’s not enough. I mean, really, the truth. We all want to know the truth, don’t we?”

Ro took a deep breath, surprised to find herself readily admitting to the other reason she was here and wondering if it was unwise. She knew Thalia was not the sort of person you should offer your weaknesses up to on a silver platter, but for some reason she felt compelled to confess. “And … welI, I suppose I’ve always wanted … a family. Siblings, I mean. Brothers and sisters. Like my friends have.”

“Well, now you have one. Or two, as the case may be.” Thalia grinned, picking up a pair of spectacles, bringing them to her face, and squinting at Ro through them.

“Yes,” Ro replied, uncertainly. “Lucky me.” But when Thalia took a step forward and winked at her, all goggle-eyed, she had to laugh. There was something about Thalia—she could be quite winning when she wanted to be, though, certainly, she was someone it would be wise not to cross.

With a flourish, Thalia placed the spectacles back on the writing desk and threw herself into an armchair once more. “Personally, I think Hestia’s hiding something,” she said. “I know when people are hiding things and she’s hiding something.”

“Hiding something?” Ro parroted.

“Yes,” Thalia said, thoughtfully. “But then again, I can’t really blame her. I would guess that we’re all hiding something. It’s just that Hestia isn’t very good at it.”

*   *   *

As promised, Hestia returned within the hour and the foursome set off on what Thalia started to think, after taking a cab to London Bridge and then alighting onto a small steamer, seemed an oddly long journey. “I thought this Charles fellow lived in the city?” she queried her aunt, holding her hat in place with one hand and hoping her collar, which kept flying up in her face with the wind, wasn’t smudging the lipstick she had spent so long perfecting before leaving the house. She steadied herself against a railing as the gray Thames, whipped to a white-tipped frenzy by the wind, swirled beneath the boat.

Hestia sighed. “He does. But he’s too concerned with what people might say to meet us in the city. He has both eyes firmly focused on his burgeoning career in politics. He has recently begun befriending important, influential people and taking advice as to the path his political career might follow. Any scandal at this point could mean he might never even begin.”

It took a moment or two for Thalia to work out what her aunt was hinting at. “Oh, I see. The sins of the father and all that.”

“And there are so many to choose from,” Hestia said, in a throwaway fashion, “so very many sins.” She turned to take in the view up to Tower Bridge. “I can’t say I blame Charles for being unhappy to hear from me and for refusing to believe a word I uttered about you all returning to the city. However, I’m hoping he will see sense and pass Demeter’s money on to you. Even if it’s only because he wants to be seen doing the right thing.”

“I can’t say I care what his motives are,” Thalia replied. “As long as the result is my independence.”

Hestia turned now to face her niece. She stared at her for a moment or two before speaking once more. “Your Uncle Clarence … he was rather…”

“An old toad?” Thalia finished, without a hint of shame. She did not smile.

Hestia’s eyebrows shot up, but then she pondered Thalia’s words. “Having met him, that sums it up rather well, I have to say.” Her expression then turned serious once more. “You know, you will always have a home with me, Thalia. Nothing would make me happier.”

“Thank you.” Thalia nodded. “But the thing is, I’ve come to realize very quickly—I don’t want to live with you. I want to live like you.”

*   *   *

Ro placed her hand gently on Clio’s knee. For the past ten minutes, Clio had been sitting beside her on one of the four green bench seats that squatted in the Royal Observatory’s vast gravel forecourt. She had been swinging her legs back and forth in an agitated fashion, bent forward, her hands tucked beneath her thighs, scraping her shoes across the gravel. “Oh, I’m sorry.” Clio stopped immediately, with a jolt, realizing her childish behavior.

“I don’t want you to wear your shoes out!” Ro said lightly, not wanting Clio to think she was scolding her, or telling her she was behaving in an unladylike manner. For want of conversation, she pointed out the observatory’s time ball. “Do you see the red time ball up there?” She directed Clio’s attention. “It falls every day at 1 P.M. It’s for sailors—so they can check their marine chronometers.”

“Fascinating,” Thalia said drily, from one seat over, her legs crossed jauntily, looking altogether bored.

“I think it’s fascinating,” Ro shot back.

“Oh, where is that painful little man?” Hestia swiveled on the seat next to Clio and Ro. “Wait, there he is.” Her gaze honed in on someone crossing the forecourt. “I’d know that mincing step anywhere. Just like his father.” She stood up quickly and when Charles noticed her, he hurried on over, looking this way and that. As if, Ro thought, he might suddenly be recognized by several acquaintances, which was highly unlikely considering there was barely anyone around and they had traveled almost an hour from London to get here.

Of course, Hestia had already met Charles, but as she introduced the three girls, Ro inspected Charles quietly, shocked that it was he who was controlling this apparently vast fortune of their mother’s, via their shared father. He was small, not much taller than herself, and certainly a half inch shorter than Thalia. Thalia caught Ro’s eye and Ro could see that she was absolutely gagging to tell him he seemed not much more than a child, but even she was wise enough to guard her tongue in the presence of someone she so desperately wanted something from. Still, she should have expected this—that he would be young. Hestia had mentioned their father had remarried just months after their mother’s death and that Charles was born not long after this. He must have been all of seventeen and a half years old, seeing as they were nearing eighteen.

“And how are your political aspirations coming along?” Hestia inquired politely. “I hear you have been dining with several members of the Conservative Party lately.”

Charles bristled at this, as if he had been found out. “My political aspirations are coming along very well, thank you,” he replied, crisply. “But let us get down to business.” He drew himself up to his full height, which wasn’t much. His eyes moved swiftly from one girl to the other, taking them in, Ro noted, from head to toe. Sizing up the competition, it seemed. “I have a proposition to make.” He paused to lick his lips and now it was Ro who glanced over at Thalia. The look Thalia gave her back confirmed her thoughts—he was nervous. Perhaps even more nervous than they were. But why? Because he had not previously been informed of their existence? Because he wanted to keep the fortune for himself? Because he knew more than they did about this situation they found themselves in? Ro was not sure.

“As your aunt has mentioned, I may be interested in embarking on a career in politics. I am sure Lady Hestia has not failed to also mention my father’s reputation. It is a reputation I would, naturally, prefer to leave behind me.”

“To leave behind, along with the three of us, I take it,” Thalia said with a half snort, already seeing exactly where Charles was headed.

“Well, I must admit I did know a little something of your existence before Hestia’s initial visit to me, not that I would ever admit to this in public, of course. And it is rather a surprise to see three of you here today.” He glanced at Hestia, who started at his comment and gave him a look so fierce that Ro found herself taking a half step backward. Charles checked himself with this. “Still, it does not matter. That is all in the past now and what is done, is done. What matters now is that I am able to begin my career with a clean slate. That I am not held accountable in any way for my father’s actions.”

“So,” Hestia nodded. “You do accept that Thalia, Erato, and Clio are your half sisters.”

“I do no such thing,” Charles replied, quickly. “You cannot prove you are related to me, nor my father. I am here only to make you an offer.”

Hestia’s expression turned stony. “Which is?” she asked him, as Charles paused. For effect? Ro was sure it was and that, most likely, he had rehearsed this speech more than once.

“As you know, I am the sole heir to my father’s fortune, which was not a great sum, I must admit. Even so, I need entertain no notion of passing any of it on to you, for it is legally mine in its entirety. However, as I am sure you are aware, Lady Hestia, my mother, an heiress, left me a great deal of money on her death. My guardian is very generous and allows me to control this money as I please, which I will come into full control of on my eighteenth birthday, not long from now. Because of this, I am able to make you a very generous offer—one third of the money directly inherited from my father, only on one condition. This condition is that you leave London immediately. That you return to your former lives and make no claim to the family name, or suggest that you represent the family in any way.”

Hestia sucked her breath in, obviously appalled. As for the three girls, Ro’s eyes simply widened in awe of his gall, Clio glanced between the two of them to see what they were thinking, and Thalia … of course, Thalia spoke.

“Why, you…!” Even she was lost for the right words.

“I believe it to be a most generous offer. After all, I do not have to offer you anything. It is only out of the goodness of my heart…”

“The goodness of your heart!” Hestia spoke up now. “You have no heart at all! You have just readily admitted that your father had little to no money. Anything in his name would have initially been my sister’s. To offer a third of the money that is rightfully theirs! That was entirely their mother’s, for her own children! Oh, but you are more like your father than I first thought!”

“You are to keep quiet about this offer. I warned you,” Charles hissed, his demeanor completely changed now that he did not feel he had control of the situation. Suddenly, in Ro’s eyes, he seemed even younger than she had initially thought. A woman passing by wrapped her fur stole around her shoulders a little tighter and pretended not to notice their argument.

“I will tell whomever I please, young man.” Hestia’s fierce look had returned. “For this is not about me, but about my nieces. My sister’s children. I think you know full well the hell your father put me through. That he also put my sister through…”

“Oh, I know a lot of things. About you. And especially about your sainted sister and her … ways.”

Hestia raised her hand on hearing this and Ro was sure for a moment that she was about to strike Charles across the face. But then she dropped her hand again just as quickly. “I will not cause a scene. That was your father’s domain. But I will tell you one thing. Offering my nieces a third of that money is an insult of the highest order. That was my sister’s money, which came directly from her grandparents and remained untouched—I know that much from Demeter and from seeing my father’s accounts after his death. Demeter wanted to keep the money for her own children, and because of her wishes, our father gave her a generous living allowance when he realized your own father was incapable of keeping a household—when he realized the extent of William’s drinking, gambling, and drug taking. This is what your father’s household ran itself on during their marriage. Nothing else. I wonder if all your newly made political friends know about the full extent of his drug taking, drinking, and philandering? I’m sure the Conservatives wouldn’t look upon you so fondly if that came out. It is the Conservatives you have set your sights on, isn’t it? Did I guess correctly before? How fortunate that I am friends with so many of them!”

Charles tried extremely hard to maintain an even expression, but it was obvious to all that Hestia’s words had punctured his skin. “Are you blackmailing me, Lady Hestia?”

“Not yet.” Hestia’s eyes flashed. “It’s a simple warning from someone who is older and wiser and also rather political. You are young. Your allegiances are weak. I would be very careful whom you upset, Charles. Very careful indeed.”

“Thank you for that kind warning.” Charles practically spat the words.

Thalia spoke up in the brief silence that followed, stepping forward to align herself with Hestia. “And what of our titles?” She glanced from Charles to Hestia, and back again.

Charles only looked at her as if she were insane. “What titles? Do you not understand? You do not exist! You have no way of proving you are related to me. Believe me, you would be wise to accept the offer that I have made you today and go back to where you came from.”

Hestia took Thalia’s arm now and turned her full force upon Charles. “My nieces will, of course, not be accepting your offer today. We will take our leave now in order that you may think your words, and mine, over. Girls, it is time for us to depart…” Hestia turned, motioning them to gather around her with a sweep of one arm.

Thalia and Ro followed her dutifully.

“But…” Only Clio remained behind, still facing Charles.

Charles jumped on the situation. “Ah, I see the cuckoo remains!” he called out, forcing Hestia to turn back on hearing his words.

“Clio!” Hestia paused to stare at her niece, who was still standing next to Charles. Ro and Thalia flanked her on either side. Ro saw the same look fall over Clio’s face that she had seen when she viewed the photo of their mother in the rowboat that morning—the three of them, standing side by side, most likely made a formidable blond-haired, blue-eyed threesome. Yet another reminder that she did not belong here. “Clio, we must go. Come along.” Hestia’s voice had a warning note to it. “Now.”

Clio glanced at Charles one last time, who leaned forward to whisper a few words to her. She nodded her head slightly before she turned and made her way over to Hestia, as the other girls had done.

“What did he say to you just then?” Thalia demanded, grabbing her arm.

Clio’s expression remained blank as she wrenched her arm back. “Nothing,” she said, “that I am going to tell you.”

*   *   *

Thalia bided her time until she and Ro were alone in the drawing room later that evening. Ro had felt Thalia’s desperate need to be alone with her the rest of the exceedingly long afternoon. “Whatever Hestia is hiding it’s all to do with what went on at the observatory today.” The words tumbled from Thalia’s mouth as soon as no one else was around.

“Which was?” Ro looked up from the book she was reading in the armchair beside the fireplace. She uncurled her legs from beneath her, readying herself to listen to whatever theory Thalia had come up with.

“Well, for a start, Charles said that he was surprised to see three of us. And then he said something later, about Clio being the ‘cuckoo.’”

Ro’s mouth twisted for a moment as she considered her words carefully before she spoke. “Of course, Clio’s looks are obviously different from ours. But what do you think he is suggesting? That she is not one of us? That he guesses she is not one of us? That he knows she is not one of us?”

Thalia simply shrugged. “Perhaps he knows. As you do.”

Ro sighed. On the steamer trip back to the town house, her head had been swirling with theories on how Clio could be related to them, not related to them, or only partially related to them, as Charles was. These theories ran wild and hurt her brain and ranged from penny dreadful–like stories of babies being swapped at birth, with the third triplet being exchanged for a maid’s child and becoming the Clio Ro knew, while the “real,” fair Clio was brought up by the maid herself (though why she would want to do this and what benefit there would be to it, Ro had no idea), to one triplet being dropped by Demeter’s doctor at birth and the doctor covering this up with a replacement child, to medical oddities such as the discovery of an unknown form of reverse albinism, making Clio darker than she and Thalia, which she knew was completely nonsensical, but nothing very much made sense right now. “I don’t know that, Thalia. I … don’t know anything for sure.” Ro remembered she did, at least, know one thing Thalia did not: what Charles had whispered to Clio that afternoon. However, she was not about to betray Clio’s confidence.

“If you truly don’t know, then you need to find out.”

“And how am I supposed to—” The pair stopped quarreling as Clio entered the room once more.

“Oh, don’t mind me.” Clio paused in the doorway, realizing the two girls were discussing her.

“Clio, don’t be like that.” Ro got up from her armchair and approached her. She offered her arm, which Clio took in a limp and unresponsive manner. Quietly, thoughtfully, Ro watched Clio out of the corner of one eye. She found herself doing this quite a bit. The thing was, Ro was not the sort of person who believed in gut feelings and hunches and unscientific ideas like this; she had used to scoff at Aunt Charlotte, who was a twin and would comment how she often knew exactly what her sister was about to say before she said it, or that she’d felt things happen to her sister when they were many hundreds of miles apart. But there was something about Clio, Ro had to admit it to herself. There was a connection between them. Perhaps it was more imagined than real, or Ro wanted to believe it so, but either way, it was there all the same. In some ways she thought she felt it more keenly than she did between herself and Thalia, who shared the same features.

“You’ll be happy to know I’m returning home. Tomorrow,” Clio said shortly, dropping Ro’s arm abruptly and rubbing the spot at which they had touched. “Hestia has tried to dissuade me, but I’m afraid I don’t have the luxury of staying in London and playing ridiculous games with people I may, or may not, be related to. I must return to my mother. She needs me. You’ve made it abundantly clear that you will not leave the city—”

“No, I won’t.” Thalia interrupted Clio here. Clio had tried both on the return steamer journey and over dinner to convince her that leaving London could be a good idea—that it might be their only offer from Charles, that there were other cities, like Paris and New York, that could serve her equally as well as the bright lights of London. “So you may as well drop the subject.”

Clio sighed a tired, defeated sigh.

From across the room, Thalia continued to watch Clio closely, calm and unimpressed. There was a long pause before she spoke again. “So that’s it then? Really?” she said, with a shrug. “Well, either you give up very easily, or this is a ruse—”

“A ruse?” Clio’s expression came to life with this and her dark eyes flashed. “And what do you mean by that?”

Thalia didn’t hesitate. “Well, this is what Charles wants, isn’t it? He wants us to leave town. You’re awfully suddenly leaving town. Is this your way of claiming your share of the money? Or perhaps even more than your share? Is that what your whispering was about?”

“Why, I…” Clio was lost for words and turned to Ro for help.

Ro spoke for her. “Don’t be ridiculous, Thalia. Clio couldn’t be so underhanded. And anyway, Charles made it quite clear that we must all leave town together if we want any money from him.”

Two sets of blue eyes and one set of brown eyes stared at one another. It was Thalia who spoke up again first, her words aimed at Clio. “You must stay. If you want the money, that is.”

“I can’t stay. I’ve told you that,” Clio said, crossly. “What is the point in staying, anyway? Charles is only interested in us leaving.”

“The point is,” Thalia said, “to change his mind on that account. He was hardly going to make us his best offer on our first meeting. Any fool knows you don’t initially offer as much as you’re willing to actually give.”

Clio paused now. “Do you think we could?” She looked first at Thalia, then over at Ro. “Do you think it is possible? To change his mind?”

“Everything is negotiable, Clio,” Thalia said, with a knowing tone that belied her years. “The problem is, we have no real legal claim to this money. As the law sees it, it was our father’s money to do with as he pleased. It is only through luck that he did not spend it and it is only through convincing Charles that it is in his best interest to hand it over that it might be ours. But how to do that?”

Standing quite, quite still, Ro frowned deeply, concentrating, trying to think things through. There must be a way forward. There must. Oh, if only this were as easy to work out as a mathematics problem, or a recipe in domestic science. There, everything was laid out for you. All you needed to do was to learn the rules or read the instructions, and you would produce the correct answer … or a perfect Victoria sponge.

“She has a plan,” Thalia said, to no one in particular, making Ro lose concentration and look up. “You do, don’t you?”

Ro bit her lip before turning to Clio. “Clio, what Thalia and I were talking about before—we were talking about the truth. About finding out the truth, that is. We all know there is more to this than we are being told. Surely you must want to know who your true parents are and how you are related to us? Why we all carry these small, embroidered hearts? There must be a reason. If we find out the truth—the real truth behind all of this—then perhaps that information will be useful in changing Charles’s mind somehow?”

“But I have a mother now. One who needs me.” Clio’s words were strong, but her voice wavered.

“And who needs money, also,” Ro reminded her quietly. “You told us yourself you need money for her medical care.”

Clio began to look very unsure.

Ro turned back to Thalia now. “To answer your question, no, I don’t have a plan. Not a proper one. Not yet. I think the best thing we can do is gather all the information we can. I also believe Hestia is right. We need to stay together. At least for a while. There’s no denying there is more to this than meets the eye. We need to find out what everyone knows—Charles, Hestia—and there must be others. The thing is, I…” Ro became flustered now, unsure of how to explain what she was thinking. “It’s only that … Oh, I don’t know how to say it, but I think we are sisters. All three of us. I don’t know how, because we shouldn’t be. We can’t be. But when I look at Clio, I just know that it’s true. And, believe me, every fiber of my being does not trust in hunches, or ‘just knowing’ things are true. Two days ago I would have scoffed at the very idea. But today, now…” She turned to Clio. “I simply do. And I need to know why that is.”

Standing next to her, Clio was silent.

When Ro could stand it no longer, she spoke again. “Do you feel the same way?” she asked. She could not remember being more fearful of hearing someone’s answer in her entire life. There was something inside her that ached for Clio to also believe they were sisters—that looks alone proved nothing.

“I…” Clio gulped, pausing to look Ro straight in the eyes. “I do.” Her gaze turned to Thalia, on the sofa. “I feel the same way about Thalia also.” The admission looked as if it pained her, but she made it anyway.

Ro expected Thalia to make some clever, cruel remark at Clio’s expense. But to her surprise, she did not. Instead, she jumped up off the sofa and onto her feet. “That settles it, then. We will approach this together as a united force. You need money,” she said as she glanced at Clio. “I need money. And you need…” She turned to Ro. “I’m not sure. The truth, a family, but eventually you’ll discover you need money. Everyone does, don’t they? Three are stronger than one. We need to band together against this revolting Charles, who, being so short and unattractive, I highly doubt could be related to any of us.”

“Why don’t you go home to visit your mother for a night or two and then return?” Ro reached over to touch Clio on the arm. “To ease your mind.”

“And when you return,” Thalia said, “we will have a firm plan to attack Charles. All three of us. Together.”

*   *   *

“Hello?” Ro knocked on the door, slightly breathless after following the directions she had been given at the university office. Up the stairs, turn right, follow the hallway, turn left, and then the second door on the right. She frowned slightly, hoping that she was correct and also that everybody had not run home for lunch. It was one o’clock. Clio had gone home to her mother this morning and Thalia was occupied running some mystery “errand.” Ro had spent the better part of the evening last night and breakfast this morning relentlessly quizzing her aunt on exactly what she knew about her nieces and how she knew it. As Hestia squirmed before her, Ro had slowly learned of the several people who had been present at their birth and Hestia herself said she had actually witnessed her sister give birth to three babies who could only be triplets. Like Thalia, she still held the feeling that her aunt was not revealing all, but, at present, it seemed to be all Hestia was willing to divulge. It was not much to start with, but it was something.

There was no sound from inside the room. With a sigh, Ro stepped forward, cupped her hands, and attempted to peer through the thick square pane of glass in front of her. She could see no movement inside. Pulling back once more, she glanced up slightly and it was then that she spotted the small wooden, gold-lettered sign that she had previously missed—DEPARTMENT OF BIOLOGY. What a silly place to put it, she started to think when, suddenly, the door opened before her and a head popped out.

“Hello,” the head said. It was a man’s head. A young man. A handsome one, too, Ro noticed immediately, with fair hair that fell into his green eyes as his head tilted sideways around the door frame. Perhaps he noticed her thinking this, because he suddenly looked self-conscious and shook his head, pushing it back. Like her Uncle Henry, he had the air of someone who is simply too busy with scholarly pursuits to worry about silly things like hair.

“How do you do?” Ro said. “My name is Erato Halesworth. I was directed here from downstairs. I have a … question. A question that I’m hoping someone in the department of biology will be able to answer.”

“Vincent Allington.” The man with the green eyes stood upright now, bringing his body fully around the door. He stuck out his hand for Ro to shake. “I have to say you have perfect timing, Erato Halesworth. I am desperately in need of a break. Why don’t you come in and I’ll see if I can answer this intriguing question of yours?”

*   *   *

Anxious about how to politely ask the question to which she so desperately wanted the answer, Ro scanned the room nervously. Just as she had expected, there were piles of papers, notebooks, and books everywhere—on the desks, on the windowsill, on the floor, even stacked on top of an armchair.

“Would you like to sit down?” Vincent followed her gaze.

“Oh, no, thank you. It’s just that it’s very much like my uncle’s office. He’s a professor, you know. Of botany.”

“Ah, so that explains your beautiful, learned name. And that you seem at ease with my strange paper-stacking ways.”

Ro laughed. “Yes, very.” She was flattered to have her name called beautiful and that he knew where it came from—generally people thought it simply odd, or foreign. Or both. Her eyes scanned some of the books’ titles—the one closest to her read A Civic Biology. “So, you are a biologist, but I was a little confused downstairs before—exactly what is your area of specialty?”

“Eugenics. Have you heard of it?”

Ro frowned slightly. “Yes, I think so. A little. It’s all about improving the human race, isn’t it? Through breeding? Like you would do with animals, really. Horses and so on.” Now she saw why she had been sent to Vincent. She had been vague in what she wanted to know—blushing as she muttered about genes and breeding.

Vincent’s eyes widened. “I’m impressed. It must be my lucky day. It’s rare for ladies of your intelligence to stop by my office to ask questions. In fact, barely anyone ever stops by and the few that have were extremely boring old men. Believe me, I’d never ask them to sit down for fear they’d fall asleep and remain forever.” He moved over to the armchair now, picked up the pile of papers sitting upon it, and placed the papers on the floor. “But you, you must sit down. I’m dying to hear your question now. I’m sure it’s an awfully good one.”

Ro sat down. And over the next few minutes, again, very vaguely, she outlined her question, which was, essentially, would it be at all possible for a multiple birth to contain the progeny of two fathers. It was an idea she had come up with only this morning. She had almost brushed it away at first, thinking it a ridiculous notion. But then, from the back of her mind, she dredged up the small amount of information they had covered on human reproduction in biology at school, while their teacher had blushed furiously, which was ridiculous in this day and age. She had started to put two and two together and, not long after, grabbed her coat, found a taxi, and made her way to the university. Now, to her shame, she used a litter of puppies having different looks as an example as she asked Vincent for further information. She half expected him to laugh at her and send her on her way. “I’m afraid this is all a little beyond my scope. I am aware, of course, of Mendel’s work, but this…” She ended with a shrug, letting her words trail off.

“You know of Mendel’s work?” Vincent stared back at her.

“A little.” Ro nodded.

“Your parents must be very intelligent indeed to have given you such an excellent education. There’s nothing I despise more than the notion of learning French and the piano and being done with it all.”

“Oh, but I have no parents. My uncle is my guardian.” It was only after she said these words, ones that she had said so many times before, that she realized this was the first time in her life that she had uttered them and knew them to be absolutely true. Her parents weren’t pirates, or abducted royalty, or living off pineapples in a tropical jungle (all notions she had when she was younger). They were simply dead. As she thought this, she felt herself further drawn to Thalia and Clio.

“Ah,” Vincent said as he nodded, “I see. Now,” he took a step forward and then crouched down before Ro. His hair fell over his left eye once more and Ro longed to reach over and flick it back for him—to be the person who was allowed to do such things. The one person in the whole world who was allowed to straighten his jacket and brush that piece of thread from his trousers. Perhaps he was married? He had not mentioned a wife, but then, why would he mention a wife to someone who had knocked on his door wanting to ask a simple question? Ro forced herself to stop her daydreaming and concentrate. “You’re obviously an intelligent, educated woman,” Vincent continued. “If I give you the answer to this question I know you’re not going to be silly about it and blush and so on. We can talk freely about these matters?”

Ro nodded. She had come to ask her question of a man of science and now she must be prepared to listen to his answer in a non-schoolgirl-like manner.

“Excellent,” Vincent said. “Well, I must tell you it is possible. So, you are talking of these three puppies. You know that when a bitch is in heat, she releases multiple eggs, which is why you end up with so many pups?”

“Yes.” Ro tried with all her might not to blush.

“And you would expect all the eggs to be fertilized at the same time, by the same father…”

“Well, yes,” Ro said as she nodded again.

But Vincent shook his head. “Ah, but there’s the trick—the eggs can actually be fertilized at different times by different fathers. Say you had five puppies. They could, theoretically, all have different fathers and all look dissimilar, though, of course, they would share the same mother.”

Ro thought about this quickly. “But the three puppies…,” she said. “What if two of them looked very alike? Wouldn’t that suggest that they all had the same father? That there was some dominance of sorts?”

“And the third looked … entirely different, you mean?” Vincent listened attentively to her words.

“Extremely different,” Ro said and nodded once more, sitting forward slightly in the armchair, both fearful and excited by where this conversation was headed.

“No, not at all. It would simply suggest to me that two of them had the same father and the third had a different father entirely.”

Ro paled on hearing this. She had known it was impossible Clio could be born of two parents with blue eyes. Why she had doubted herself for even one moment she had no idea. For Clio’s sake, she supposed. She looked up at Vincent. “And this could happen to all sorts of animals? Cats? Mice? Even humans?”

“Certainly,” Vincent answered. “Though it is much less likely in humans, of course. Where the female of the species only tends to release one egg at a time.” He smiled his winning smile at her. “But, wait. You of all people should know the myth of Leda conceiving four children at the one time by two different men—Zeus and Tyndareus.”

Ro frowned, her thoughts elsewhere. “Well, yes. Vaguely. Though I can’t say I’d go looking to Greek mythology for scientific fact. And didn’t she lay them? As actual eggs, I mean?”

“I do have to give you that much. Not entirely realistic, I must admit. All rather odd, truth be told. Still, does that answer your question?” He rose from his position.

Ro continued to frown, staring at the floor now. So, it was true. Hestia had seen triplets born to her sister, without any switching or swapping. Therefore, the only logical solution was that Clio had a different father than her and Thalia. Yet, she could still be one of them. A half sister. Ro found she could barely breathe. She had been right about feeling this connection with Clio. They were related after all. In the space of forty-eight hours, she had come to have a full sister, a half sister, a half brother, and an aunt. She sat quite, quite still in the armchair feeling slightly lightheaded.

“Miss Halesworth?”

Ro blinked on finding Vincent before her once more. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said as she jolted to attention. “It’s just that … I had no idea. No idea at all this was possible.” To be truthful, she had never considered it. Not that humans could … and that her own mother had … 

“This must be a very special dog,” Vincent said as he watched her closely.

“Yes.” Worried about being found out, Ro woke up to herself. She went to stand and Vincent took a step forward, toward her.

“Is there anything else I can—”

“No, thank you. It was just the one question,” Ro answered abruptly. “Which you have answered for me beautifully and which I must thank you very much for explaining so well.” She adjusted her hat and readied herself to depart. It was only now that she realized she had never even taken off her coat.

“It was my pleasure,” Vincent replied. Ro could feel his eyes still upon her, wondering why there was such a sudden change in her demeanor. Oh, if only he knew the truth of it all! What would he have to say about that? She was sure two fathers from one human litter did not line up with the high breeding standards of a eugenicist.

“I really must go.” Ro gestured toward the door. “Thank you so much for your time, Dr. Allington.” And then, because he made no move, Ro ran over to the door and opened it herself.

“Wait.” She turned to see Vincent follow her with a few brisk steps. “Please, call me Vincent.”

“Sorry, I must…” Ro was sure in a moment that her eyes would spill over and that she would cry. She was not usually such an emotional person, but everything she had heard was all too much to take in during such a short space of time.

He caught her wrist, forcing her to turn back toward him. “Miss Halesworth, please. May I see you again?”

“Oh, I…” Ro was not expecting this at all.

“It’s easy. Say ‘yes.’” Vincent smiled a winning smile at her as he released her wrist. “You can’t simply knock on my door and ask an intelligent question, fully understand the answer, be incredibly beautiful, and then disappear. It wouldn’t be right, you know!”

“I…” In all her life, no one had ever said such things to Ro. Ever. She wasn’t entirely sure how to reply. “Well, I suppose it would be all right.” Then, realizing this didn’t sound very inviting, she continued. “I would like that very much, thank you.”

There was a pause where the two of them grinned at each other in an extremely nonintelligent fashion.

“Do you have a card? An address?” Vincent finally asked.

Goodness, what a fool he must think I am, Ro thought as she shook her head. “I’m visiting with my aunt,” she said, repeating Hestia’s address to him.

“I will remember it,” Vincent replied. “And your aunt’s name?”

Ro paused for a moment, but realized she was trapped. There was no getting around it—she would have to reveal her aunt’s name. “Lady Hestia Craven,” she said quietly, hoping for all the world that he had never heard of her.

Unfortunately, the shock on Vincent’s face was immediately evident. “Truly? Your aunt is Lady Hestia Craven?”

Ro nodded, with a gulp. Surely he would never come to call now? Most likely he knew she had been institutionalized in the past. She knew that eugenics did not hold much esteem for the feeble-minded.

But she need not have worried. Vincent’s smile widened. “Now she,” he said, “is a woman of intelligence and breeding. How lucky you are to have such an aunt.”

Vincent promised to call.

And by the time Ro closed the door behind her, despite the shock of what she had just learned inside the small office, she was desperately in love with the handsome Dr. Vincent Allington.

*   *   *

On the way back to Belgrave Square, Ro thought long and hard about whether she should tell Thalia of her findings. She would not have thought twice about it but for how Thalia had behaved yesterday, when she thought that Clio was returning home only to keep Charles happy. What if she somehow used this information against Clio? It had been Ro’s own idea to seek further information at the university about their situation and it was not something she had discussed with Thalia. But no … the three of them had agreed they would band together in this fight against Charles. It would be wrong to keep such a secret from either of them.

Ro was alighting from her taxi outside number 32, when the horn of a motorcar startled her with its sudden, long toot. It wasn’t until the taxi had taken off that she saw it was her that this noise was directed at.

“What are you waiting for?” Thalia called out, from behind the wheel of a shiny, dark blue touring car. “Get in!” She pulled over to the curb. Or, to be more exact, onto the curb. “Her name’s Esmeralda!”

After a long, disbelieving stare, Ro stepped over to open the passenger door with a tug and got into the motorcar. “Whose is it?” She turned to Thalia, running her hand over the immaculate, pale leather seat. She had to admit, it was a beautiful machine. But, before Thalia could answer, there was a scrabbling at Ro’s feet. “Oh!” she yelped, as something jumped up onto her lap—a West Highland white terrier, as it turned out.

“That’s Sir Haggis McTavish,” Thalia said. “But you can call him Sir McTavish.”

“I’m honored,” Ro replied, dubiously, as the animal proceeded to attempt to lick her to death, starting with her left ear. Beneath her, Ro felt the car roar under Thalia’s control. “Wait,” she said as her hand stretched out toward Thalia. “You haven’t answered me. Whose are these items?”

“Mine, silly!” Thalia laughed, turning toward her. “Or they are now.”

“You bought a car. And a dog. And cigarettes.” Ro eyed the packet on the seat beside her.

Thalia grabbed the packet. “Care for one?” She flicked the packet open. “They’re Chesterfields. American, you know.”

“I don’t know. And, no, thank you. Oh, Haggis McTavish! Do get down!” Obediently, the dog stopped jumping upon her and moved onto the seat beside her. “Sir Haggis McTavish is a despicable name for a dog.” She patted his soft, white head. “Anyway, where on earth did you find both the car and dog? Don’t tell me they came together. Or that you bought them from some man in the street.”

“Of course not,” Thalia replied, as if the answer should be obvious. “I bought the car and then I bought Haggis McTavish from a man in the street.”

Ro threw her an exasperated look and Thalia continued. “He was an old man and Haggis McTavish just looked so bored. I knew exactly how he felt, so I stopped and bought him.”

“And this man simply … handed him over?”

“Well, there was a little bargaining.”

“I don’t believe you,” Ro said with a sigh. “Whose car is it really? Please tell me you haven’t stolen it.”

Thalia paused to smile winningly at two young men passing by.

“Lovely motor!” one of them called out, and Thalia waved one leather-driving-gloved hand back.

“Thalia!” Ro directed her attention back. “The car. Whose is it?”

Thalia turned back, crossly. “Mine, I told you. It’s not only you with rich relatives, you know. I have my … ways.”

“I’m sure you do.” Ro’s eyebrows raised. “But a car … I can’t imagine how much … or how you…” She glanced around her, at the smart, unmarked leather and the wide, empty backseat. And then Haggis McTavish licked her hand, and her eyes moved to look at him and the packet of cigarettes on the seat once more. “I’m not sure what Hestia will say about smoking…”

Thalia simply laughed. “Oh, sweetie. She will probably congratulate me!”

*   *   *

As Thalia and Ro made their way inside the town house, Ro reported all that Vincent had told her, though she still seemed uneasy about the motorcar. “Well, well, well,” Thalia said as she removed her royal blue felt cloche from her head (also new, and which she felt was really rather fetching, as it set off her eyes nicely). She patted her hair into place once more as she spoke, more than pleased with how things were turning out. Ro seemed quite capable of gathering information and, gauging by what she had learned today from both Hestia and this doctor at the university, they were sure to have enough information to be of use to them in some way or another soon. She turned to face her sister. “So, Clio isn’t such a ‘cuckoo’ after all. I’d say we know more than Charles.”

In front of her, Ro held her breath, looking worried about what Thalia might say next. “We may well know more than anybody,” Ro said. “More than Hestia. Maybe even more than our mother did. And that is the important thing to remember—we share a mother. Please do not forget that, Thalia.”

Thalia paused, considering her sister’s words. “Perhaps this is why we were shipped out to all the distant relatives? Because of Clio? Because our father knew?”

Ro seemed to think about this for a moment before replying. “It’s a possibility. It’s difficult to say. Certainly, I never knew something like this was possible, but he may have suspected. Especially if he had an idea of who her father might be.”

“Exactly what I was thinking—he may have guessed when he saw her. She does have very … distinctive looks. Still, how can we be 100 percent sure? Even if it is biologically possible, as you say, for Clio to be one of us, how do we know that it was Clio herself who was that third baby?”

“We don’t. Except”—Ro held up one finger—“Hestia said herself that she saw all three babies born. Perhaps she noticed a difference in Clio’s looks as well? I must remember to ask her. Oh, and there are the hearts, of course.” Ro’s voice was strained.

Thalia missed nothing. “Do stop fretting. I’m not going to run off telling tales to Charles.”

“Well, good,” Ro said, looking relieved.

Thalia frowned slightly. “Do you know where Hestia is, by the way?”

“The last I heard, she had—”

“A meeting to go to,” Thalia cut in, with a sigh. It seemed to be all Hestia ever did—meeting after meeting. She was certainly on quite the mission to claim her father’s seat in the House of Lords. Thalia wondered if she actually knew what she would do with it if she ever obtained it, or even if she had thought that far ahead. It seemed to be all about fighting the good fight with Hestia—with both her father’s seat and her sister’s dowry. Thalia doubted she would be happy if she achieved both of her objectives and had nothing left to squabble about. Thinking of her aunt, Thalia reached out and caught Ro’s arm. “You know, I don’t think we should tell Hestia about this. Not right away.” The truth was, Thalia still didn’t entirely trust her aunt and wanted to spend some time working out exactly what she did, and didn’t, know. This was something she was particularly good at. It would be interesting to drop little pieces of information here and there to see which ones made her squirm. She gave Ro’s arm a pat as she released it. “Anyway, darling, I must be off once more.”

“What? Where are you going?” Ro seemed surprised that Thalia was heading out so soon after returning to the town house, but, for Thalia, it was more of a surprise that she was here at all, now that she had a motorcar of her very own. She had only come back to drop off some of the money she had purloined from her “relative.” (She was very glad Ro hadn’t questioned her too closely about this yet. Of course, she could have made up some fabulous, intricate lie if she had had to, but it was always nicer not to bother, if it was possible.)

Thalia gave her sister a saucy grin. “Where am I going? I’ll tell you where I’m going—I’ve been invited to a party this evening!” She grabbed her coat once more. “And I’m planning on having a very good time.”

*   *   *

In the middle of the night, Ro woke to the sound of a whispering voice in her bedroom. “Pssst … Thalia!” it called out. “Thalia?”

In a dreamy daze, Ro pushed herself up in bed. “What?” she replied croakily.

There was a pause, then, “Thank God it’s you. I should have counted the doors on the way to the loo. For a moment there I thought I’d crept into your aunt’s room by mistake.” The voice came closer now. “I won’t be needing this anymore,” the person continued, and Ro heard something drop to the floor.

Waking up a little more, Ro realized the voice was, in fact, a male voice. She started and gripped her bedclothes around her. “Who’s there?” She spoke louder now, her heart beginning to beat faster as she stared at the faint outline of the body approaching her. “Who are you?”

In the middle of the room, the figure stopped dead. “Oh, Christ. You’re not Thalia, are you? Listen, don’t turn on the—”

Too late. Ro reached over and switched on her bedside lamp.

And there, illuminated in the center of the room, stood a young man with dark, tousled hair. A completely and utterly naked young man with dark, tousled hair. Ro’s head told her to scream, but instead her mouth dropped open and, for a moment, the pair simply stared at one another. Then, when they had both recovered from the shock of the suddenly lit room, at exactly the same point in time, the young man scrambled for the towel he had dropped upon the floor just seconds ago and Ro found some words. “Oh my goodness,” she said. Still sitting in her bed, the blankets clutched around her, she began to laugh, from the shock (what was Thalia thinking?) of seeing a naked male form that wasn’t fashioned from marble, and from the absurdity of the entire situation.

“I don’t see what’s so funny…,” he said, rather churlishly, as he busily wrapped the towel he had discarded around himself.

As for Ro, she rose from bed now and, avoiding his gaze, crossed the room, clearing her throat as she went. “This way,” she said as she opened the door, then walked two doors down the corridor and turned the doorknob without knocking. “I think you lost something,” she called out, into the depths of Thalia’s bedroom. And she was just about to turn and gesture for the young man to make his way inside, when Hestia’s voice boomed down the corridor.

“Girls! What on earth is going on here?”

*   *   *

The following morning, Clio paused outside the town house door, wondering whether to ring the doorbell, or to use the key Hestia had given her. She decided that she should probably use the key, having been entrusted with one, but then wavered again about entering, knowing there would be questions about her mother’s health, which she did not feel like answering right now.

Before Clio had left, Hestia had cornered her and pressed money upon her, insisting she must have at least enough to return home and come back again. To start with, Clio had refused any more than this, knowing full well her mother would be too proud to accept her aunt’s charity. However, in the end, Clio had pushed aside these concerns to ask her aunt for just a little more so that she might take her mother to see a more specialized doctor, in Oxford.

Hestia had been more than willing to give her the money and had even telephoned the doctor herself, using her name and connections to convince the doctor that he must call upon their house to visit Clio’s mother the following day. Clio had been shocked that such a thing was even possible. She had expected that her mother would have to wait months to gain an appointment to see this much-respected doctor and here he was readily offering to drive to their very village the following day. Simply because Hestia had said he should! “You know you need only ask,” Hestia had said as she kissed her cheek and waved her good-bye.

The doctor had paid his visit to Clio’s mother the following afternoon. The news was not good. It was obvious that her mother’s bronchitis was getting worse, her lungs were deteriorating steadily, and it seemed the only thing that might help her now was a move to a warmer, damp-free climate, such as Africa or Australia. The doctor had said this all quite matter-of-factly, as if all of his patients had the money to simply up and move to wherever they pleased at a moment’s notice. Which, Clio knew, they probably did, considering his clients mostly consisted of people like her aunt. As she saw him out to their front gate, he had told her something else as well, out of her mother’s hearing: if such a move was not made, her mother would most likely be dead within a year or two at best.

Now, taking a deep breath, Clio squared her shoulders and entered number 32, using her key without hesitation. This was why she had come back. For her mother. She must do what she needed to do. A move to Africa, or Australia, might not be possible, but even a small amount of money from Charles might mean she could remove her mother from the damp cottage she was living in.

“Hello?” Clio called out, after she had fully opened the door. She stood just inside the hall and placed her small case on the floor. “Hello?”

A groan came from the direction of the dining room before someone (Hestia, as it turned out) appeared. “Oh, Clio, there you are. I thought you should be arriving soon. Why don’t you leave your things and come have something to eat. I know it’s a little late for breakfast, but we are having a discussion of sorts.” With this, she retreated out of sight once more.

“I’m coming!” Clio replied, making her way up the hall. When she entered the dining room, with its clean lines and glossy wooden furniture, she was surprised to find Thalia in her dressing gown, a piece of untouched toast before her, decidedly the worse for wear. On the opposite side of the table sat a very normal-looking Ro.

“Hello!” Ro said, with a smile, spying her. As for Thalia, she only made a noise again—a similar groan to the one Clio had heard from the hall. “A party,” Ro told Clio, by way of explanation.

“I see,” Clio replied. Her eyes moved beyond Thalia’s discarded toast, to where a number of items lay strewn across the center of the table. It took her some time to work out what the items were. But when she did, she blushed furiously. “Oh!” she said, not being able to help herself.

“There was an incident last night,” Ro said, in an even voice. “Thalia had a … friend over to stay.”

“Oh, for goodness sake, don’t be such a baby.” Thalia removed her head from her hands to look up at Ro.

Ro simply shrugged. “At least I won’t be having a baby.”

As Clio stood quite, quite still, surveying the items on the table (what would her father have said?!), Hestia let out a long, weary sigh. It sounded as if they had been battling this out for a while. “None of us needs to be having a baby, thanks to the modern contraceptive products upon the table here. I’ll have you know that Margaret Sanger is a good friend of mine and thanks to her, and other enlightened women campaigners, we have many items here from which to choose.” Hestia, standing behind Thalia, reached forward to touch each item as she spoke. “We have Lysol douche, cervical caps, diaphragms with diaphragm introducers, and…”

“Oh, Hestia,” Thalia groaned again. “Please, don’t.”

“My dear, this is nothing to entertain silly girlish notions about. I certainly don’t wish to live in a world where women feel they must induce abortions and then die of septicemia because of an unwanted child, rather than simply preventing conception in the first place. And don’t think you need a man to take care of these things, for even if you find a decent one he is likely to take care of one thing only—his own pleasure.”

Thalia groaned a louder groan.

“Yes, anyway … I will place all these items in the upstairs bathroom, so you need not ask me for them, but will know where they are,” Hestia continued in a businesslike manner.

“Thank you, Hestia,” Ro replied for all of them, as Hestia scooped up the items and left the room. Then Ro laughed as she caught Clio’s expression. “You look as if you’d like to die!”

“I’d like to die,” Thalia piped up. She propped her head onto one hand and looked up at Clio. “So, you decided to come back?”

Clio frowned. “But of course. We did agree to work together…”

“I think what Thalia means is, how is your mother?” Ro asked.

“Quite well this morning, thank you,” Clio responded. It was the truth. Clio had been quite heartened on seeing her mother this morning, after spending half the night tossing and turning, prepared to see her much worse for not having already moved her to sunnier climes. Perhaps her mother was putting on a good show because it was she who had coerced Clio into returning to the city, concerned with her waning health and that Clio would not have enough money to live on after her eventual demise. Clio had not wanted to hear any of this kind of talk, of course, but still yearned for money in the hope of improving her mother’s condition.

“Excellent,” Ro said, with a decided nod. “Now, you had better sit down. We have news for you. As it turns out, I have discovered that we may be sisters after all…”

*   *   *

It took some time for Ro to explain what she learned at the university and slightly longer again for this information to sink into Clio’s head. “But that’s…” Clio sat at the table now and shook her head.

“Amazing?” Ro finished for her.

“When you said that—at the Savoy—that we couldn’t be sisters…”

“I’m sorry.” Ro stretched her hand out toward her, across the table. “I didn’t know. It might only be the three of us who have any idea.”

“Oh, and we haven’t told Hestia,” Thalia added, quickly. “In case you were thinking of discussing it with her.”

Clio thought about what both girls had said for a moment or two. She stared at the grain of the wood on the highly polished table and, the longer she stared, the more she realized something didn’t feel quite right. Suddenly, she looked up. “No,” she whispered, glancing from Thalia to Ro. “Hestia already knows, or has guessed.”

“What?” Thalia was instantly on the attack. “How do you know that?” she hissed, glancing quickly over her shoulder to see if Hestia was returning.

“The other day, when we were looking at the photographs, she told me I was ‘the image of my father.’ Don’t you remember? There was just something about the way she said it. It was as if there was more to it. And there is. I mean, all of us could see that I look nothing like the man in the photograph she was showing us. Nothing at all!”

“Clio’s right,” Ro told Thalia. “It was strange.”

Looking slightly less sorry for herself, Thalia began to eat her toast. “That’s it, then. If Hestia knows that much, or at least guesses that much, then there’s probably more she hasn’t told us, too.”

Clio bit her lip, hoping that this might mean a speedy resolution to this standoff situation with Charles. “What do we do now?” she asked quietly.

Thalia glanced at Ro before speaking. “I say we start by getting every last piece of information we can out of Hestia. Ro’s already been working on her.” Thalia turned to Clio.

“I wouldn’t put it quite that way,” Ro said with a sigh. “I need to get the full names of the other people who were present at our birth. Hestia has been … reluctant to give them to me, but I think she’ll tell me. Eventually. It might take a little time, though.”

“What do we do in the meantime?” Clio asked.

“Well, Thalia busied herself buying a car. And a dog,” Ro replied, rather cryptically, Clio thought. “Where is Haggis McTavish, by the way?”

“Asleep on my bed,” Thalia said. “And it’s Sir Haggis McTavish.”

Ro saw that Clio was looking more than slightly confused. She waved a hand. “I’ll explain later.”

“Mmm…” Thalia waved a hand as well, her mouth full of toast. “I forgot to tell you. You’ll never guess who I met at the party last night. That girl. From the Savoy—the one who wanted our cucumber sandwich. Venetia Saville, her name is. And she’s fabulous. So much fun! She’s invited me to another party—tonight,” she said, triumphantly, as she looked from one sister to the other. There was a pause. “I suppose you could both come. If you’d like.”

Ro rolled her eyes. “You’re obviously dying for us to say yes to that invitation, so I’ll say no, thanks.”

Clio merely shook her head.

“Maybe we could take a walk this morning?” Ro tried.

“Fascinating.” Thalia licked some honey from one finger. “How about we skip the walk and go for a motor around town instead. Then we stop and I treat you both to a new outfit. Heaven knows you both need at least one. And don’t act all offended because you know you do. Desperately.”

Clio didn’t seem so sure. “But what about finding out the truth?” she asked, obviously still thinking only of her mother.

“Ro has that covered,” Thalia answered quickly. “She can’t ambush Hestia, can she? Give her some time, Clio! Anyway, it won’t hurt you to live a little while you’re here. You know, it might even be good for you.”

*   *   *

Thalia took Clio and Ro on quite the drive. Ro was surprised to find that Thalia was actually a reasonably good driver—adept at ducking and weaving the large motorcar through the crowded streets. It was a beautiful spring day and they took advantage of the sun and the crisp, but not too chilly, air, driving up by Hyde Park and around Kensington Gardens. Ro had to admit, as she sat in the back of the car with Clio and watched the world go by (Sir Haggis McTavish sat in the front, of course), that buying a motorcar might not have been a wise choice on Thalia’s part, but it was a fun one. She still wasn’t quite certain which relative Thalia had begged the money from, or why the relative had been ready and willing to hand the money over, but with Thalia, the fewer questions asked, the better. Next came the fast pace of Knightsbridge, the even busier Piccadilly, and then Regent Street and the shops. “Here we are,” Thalia said as she pulled the car over and Ro looked up to see the distinctive black and white Tudor façade of Liberty, before turning to Clio. Clio, however, was busy looking rather confused. It seemed she had gone to undo her coat and a button had come off in her hand. Now, she held it up for Ro to see. “Perhaps Thalia was right after all,” she said with a small smile.

*   *   *

“It’s like another world,” Clio said in awe, as they paused in the middle of the store to look upward. Floor after floor of thick, dark wooden panels, with intricately carved columns supporting the next level, framed the view all the way to the contrasting light-filled glass roof. The three stood in the midst of a sea of sumptuous silk scarves and rich fabrics and admired their surroundings before making their way to the ladies wear department.

There, Thalia immediately enlisted the help of two salesgirls. “We are going to need two entire outfits. Coats, shoes, stockings, the lot…” Under her direction, the salesgirls scurried off to collect a variety of clothing items.

“I don’t really understand,” Clio said, as they stood, waiting. “Why did this relative give you all this money?”

“Because I’m so devastatingly charming, of course,” Thalia told her.

*   *   *

Over the next hour, Thalia coerced the pair into several different outfits, many of which the girls hated. Inside her dressing room, trying on yet another dress, Ro called out to both of them. “I’m not coming out in this one,” she said.

“No, I want to see it!” Thalia called back.

With a sigh, Ro opened the door and exited. Thalia sat on a wooden chair, already examining an outfit Clio had on. Ro laughed when she caught sight of her. “You look as if you’re about to join the Royal Navy. Or at least dance the sailor’s hornpipe.” The dress consisted of navy blue, sky blue, and white check, with a large sky blue bow on the chest. Clio had to agree. It was—she struggled to find a suitable word—a busy dress. A dress where your eye wasn’t sure where to look.

“That’s what I was trying to tell Thalia,” Clio said with a grimace.

“Well, don’t worry, I don’t look much better,” Ro said grimly.

One of the salesgirls stepped forward, obviously feeling the need to “explain” Ro’s dress. “It’s Belgian lace, Madam. We call the color ‘wave crest green.’”

“Really?” Ro replied. “I call it an abomination of lace. I’m not even sure why I agreed to put it on. I abhor lace.”

Thalia snorted. “You abhor lace. How can anyone abhor lace?”

“Well, I can,” Ro replied. Clio thought Ro looked as if she was trying very hard not to stamp one of her feet. “It’s so fussy and awful.”

“Oh, go on, then.” Thalia shook her head in despair. “Why don’t you both go and pick something out yourselves and we’ll see how you fare?”

Ro and Clio looked at one another. “All right,” Ro said and Clio nodded along with her. As they headed back toward their respective dressing rooms, Clio gave a small laugh. “We certainly couldn’t look any worse.”

*   *   *

“Are you ready?” Ro called out to Clio. She took a final look in the mirror. It had taken them both quite a while to choose the items that took their fancy, but Ro thought she looked quite smart. She had chosen a soft, low-waisted dress in French blue with loose sleeves and a loose tie at the neck that fell to just on her knee. There was a matching wraparound coat with black accents and a matching felt hat, as well. The color set off her skin and her eyes nicely, making them seem brighter and bluer than ever before.

“I’m ready,” Clio called back.

“Oh, do hurry up!” Thalia told them both.

Ro exited her dressing room at exactly the same moment as Clio and they took each other in. If Ro thought she looked smart, then Clio looked—simply dashing. She had chosen a very plain navy coat, wraparound, similar to Ro’s, but it was set off beautifully by the hat she had paired with it—a ruby red fitted cloche dotted with navy felt flowers. It was sweet and lovely and altogether Clio. “And look!” Clio opened up the coat to reveal its lining, which was flowered and matched her hat beautifully.

“That red is simply perfect for you, Clio,” Ro said.

“With your dark hair and skin, madam, red will always be an excellent choice for you,” one of the salesgirls added, before busying herself once more with the girls’ discarded clothes when she caught Thalia looking at her.

“Thank you,” Clio said, brushing away the comment about her hair and skin. “I love the blue. It’s very pretty.”

“What do you think?” Ro grabbed Clio’s hand and brought them both before Thalia. “Maybe we’re not as bad at this as you first thought.”

Thalia stood up from her chair and circled the pair. “Maybe not. I do like that hat on you, Clio. And the blue is … fetching,” she told Ro. “That’s decided. Now, let me pay,” she told them both, “and we’ll find a cream tea. I’m absolutely starving after all my hard work.”

*   *   *

It had made Clio happy to play dress up and push away her cares for an hour or two, but as the threesome sat, demolishing their cream teas, she found her problems came back to haunt her in full force. As Ro talked endlessly about her theories on what Hestia might be hiding from them and Thalia scanned the room for young gentlemen who might go nicely with their outfits, Clio began to fret and worry once more about her mother and how she might possibly change her situation before her bronchitis worsened yet again.

By the time the girls returned to the town house, it was beginning to become dark and Thalia was starting to talk about leaving for the party that she would attend that evening. Finally, they pulled up outside and clambered out of the car, clutching their many bags and a worn-out Haggis McTavish, who had been taken on a long, healthy walk by a boy Liberty obviously employed to do such things.

It was Thalia’s talk about the party that did it. Clio was already in a panic. She had realized on the drive back to the town house that these girls, her sisters, they were the kind of girls who had all the time in the world. They were the kind of girls who had time for parties, time to buy sweet little dogs and expensive cars and to consider the best, most logical way to go about things, with their fancy educations. Clio was not like them. She would never be like them. And, right now, she most certainly did not have the luxury of time of any sort.

As Thalia and Ro ascended the steps of the town house, Clio hung behind, her heart beating madly in her chest as she realized what she was about to do. “I … um, I might just make a quick visit to the church up the road.” She shocked even herself with her blatant lie. “St. Paul’s, Knightsbridge. It’s just around the corner.”

“Oh,” Ro turned on the top step to look at her. “All right, then.”

“You can come, if you’d like.” Clio eyed Thalia, in particular, with this, knowing she would most certainly reply in the negative.

Thalia laughed. “Not likely! You have fun, though.”

“We’ll let Hestia know you’ll return shortly.” Ro didn’t seem particularly keen to join her, either.

“Thank you,” Clio replied meekly, setting off on foot in the direction she knew the church was in. Surely she would go straight to hell for involving God in this matter. Still, what other choice did she have? After all, what was the point in her dillydallying in the city to no effect, maybe, or maybe not, finding out more about her past, which might, or might not, mean that her half brother would finally grant the three girls some money? No, what her mother needed now was some definite action before her lungs worsened further. And if there was to be any action, what her mother needed was money. And quickly.

As Clio strode along Wilton Crescent, toward the church, ruminating on what she was about to do, she was reminded of Thalia’s words from the other evening. Thalia had scared her—calling Clio’s desire to return home a ruse. It hadn’t been, of course. But, on the train journey home the following morning, Clio had realized that if Thalia was so quick to judge, to think that she was plotting and planning to take her share (or more) of this money, then perhaps that was because it was what Thalia herself was planning?

As she kept walking, Clio willed herself not to think too hard about where her feet were taking her. She must do this. For her mother’s sake. It had been Thalia who had planted the idea, with the suggestion that Clio’s motives were not what they seemed. And she had been right. Crossing the road, she inspected one of her hands, which was shaking slightly, and willed back the tears that were forming in her eyes as she considered what her father would think of all this. But her father was not here. And there was no other way forward that Clio could see. She would do anything for her mother. Anything. Just as she knew her mother would do anything for her. Now here she was, doing it.

Oh, what would her father have said? Especially considering just this morning she had assured both Thalia and Ro that she had returned to the city so that they might work together against Charles. It was exactly as her father had told her so many times—money was the root of all evil. But it was money, and only money, that would buy her mother the medical help she needed. It was money which would provide them with answers. However, Clio had not realized until this moment that the money would be purchased with something else she held dear—her integrity. She would lose her integrity before she lost her mother. Willingly.

Before she could talk herself out of it, and knowing she was far enough away from the town house now, she turned and waited on the street corner until she saw a taxi. Hailing it, she got into the backseat as fast as she possibly could. “Russell Square, please,” she told the driver. “Number 52 Russell Square.” She remembered the address easily, having repeated it to herself over and over again during the steamer ride back to London. Ever since Charles had whispered it into her ear. Ever since Thalia had first suspected Clio might be the underhanded liar and thief that she now was.

*   *   *

Clio stood across the road from Charles’s town house, as far back from the pavement as the railings behind her, circling the square’s greenery, would allow. For several minutes, she stared up at his home, wondering how on earth she would find the courage to cross the road, climb the four wide steps, and ask to gain admittance in order that she might speak to him. She wasn’t sure her legs, now trembling slightly, along with her hands, would make it across the road, let alone up to the front door.

Out of the corner of her eye, Clio noticed a figure on her right—almost around the corner—who seemed to be staring at the same town house. It was a woman, Clio could see, squinting in the slowly lengthening shadows of the evening. Not recognizing her, Clio turned her attention away once more, thinking she was most likely curious as to why Clio’s attention was drawn to a specific building.

Clio drew a deep breath and stared at the ground for a moment or two, trying to form a plan as to what she might ask Charles. How could she best put her case? But, really, it was quite simple. Her mother was unwell. She would be happy to leave the city if Charles would give her some money. Any money, as long as it was enough to help her mother in some way. She was being ridiculous standing about here and wasting time. Surely he would not say no?

Readying herself to cross the road, Clio looked up, then realized that the woman she had noticed before was approaching her at a fast rate. The pair’s eyes met and, immediately, something instinctual flared within Clio. There was something about this woman that wasn’t right. Before, all Clio had seen was a tall, thin woman in the distance. Up close, her features themselves suggested she may have once been quite striking, but she was rather nondescript in other ways—clad in sturdy boots and plain, dark clothes. Clio gave her a short smile in the hope that she would be on her way and stepped forward, ready to cross the road.

With this, the woman lunged forward and caught her arm. “Stop!” she said. “I know you. What is your name?”

“Clio,” Clio stammered after a moment or two, caught unawares. “Clio Silsby.”

The woman took a step closer toward her and, suddenly, Clio knew for sure that everything was not right. The woman seemed slightly … odd—agitated and frenzied. She inspected Clio’s face closely. Then, “How old are you?” she demanded. “You were looking over there. At that town house. Number 52. What is your business here? What is Charles Towneley to you?” Her questions came faster and faster. And, all the time, the woman’s eyes skated over Clio’s features, her figure, right down to her very feet, as if she were looking for something, searching for something.

Her breath coming fast now, Clio wrenched her arm away and ran across the street, not checking for motorcars. All she cared about was getting away from this woman, whoever she was. There was something about the way she looked at her—almost as if she wished she were dead—that scared Clio to her very core. It was if she knew at once why Clio was here and what she was doing—knew that she had lied and betrayed her sisters and was here to ask Charles for money.

“Wait!” the woman called out again.

Clio paid no attention to her cries and ran up the steps now, pressing the buzzer urgently. Just as the door began to open, she turned to see if the woman had followed her, or if she was still there. But she was gone.

*   *   *

“Do your sisters know that you are here?” Charles did not invite Clio to sit down in the room she had hurriedly been steered into. It was some sort of library, she supposed, considering the imposing cases of books towering around her and the gigantic, thick desk of impossibly shiny wood sitting in the center of the room. Charles had not seemed terribly surprised to see her, but was obviously not pleased that she had come, either. He had not even said hello.

“No,” Clio answered him truthfully, as he circled the room, picking up this and that, glancing at her from time to time. “I will be honest with you. I am here because my mother is not well. Her lungs are deteriorating quickly and a doctor, one from Oxford, has told us that she must move to a warmer climate, or at least be removed from her damp cottage, if her health is to get any better. This is why I am here. I would be happy to leave the city forever if you would be kind enough to pay me my share of the money you offered the other day. I am not interested in asking for any more than you offered, as my sisters and my aunt are.”

Across the room, Charles slowly placed the book he was holding down on a side table before turning to look at her. “Let me guess. The others have not left town and have no intention of doing so. None of you left this morning?”

“This morning?” Clio did not understand. “Well, no.” Why would Charles think that? She pressed on. “But I am happy to go. And to never return.”

Charles simply shook his head in the oddest way. Almost as if, Clio thought, he was chiding himself. There was a long pause. Finally, he drew a deep breath, before moving over to sit behind his desk. Clio watched him carefully, hoping against hope. Was he moving toward his desk so that he might write her a bank note, or something similar? Please, God … 

“No,” Charles barked, as soon as he had positioned himself in his chair. “It is not good enough. I need all three of you gone from the city. I cannot have this hanging over my head. Not now, when the Conservatives are beginning to look upon me so favorably. One is not good enough. It must be all three, or nothing. The last thing I need is for even two abandoned children of my father’s to be mooching around this city. Goodness knows how many might come out of the woodwork. No, it is all three out of the city, or nothing.”

Now Clio did not wait for an invitation, but sank into the chair closest to Charles’s desk. “But…”

“No,” Charles said, firmly. “It is your job to convince them to leave. Do that and you can have your share.”

“But…” Clio tried once more.

“No! No more!” Charles stared down at his desk and ran his hands through his hair, frustrated. It was some time before he glanced back up at Clio again. When he did, it was as if he was truly surprised to find her still sitting there. “Perhaps I wasn’t clear enough,” he said with a groan, leaning back in his chair. “You know, I really do not understand why any of you are still here at all!” He stared up at the ceiling for a moment or two. “It is pure insanity.” With a sigh, he looked back down again. “As I have already stated quite clearly—you have no legal claim to this money. I do not have to give you anything.”

“I know that, but…”

Charles raised one hand. “I don’t think you understand at all. Perhaps I should have given you a little more information. I lied the other day. The two fair girls…”

“Thalia and Ro?” Clio said.

“Yes. They exist. Or existed. But I don’t think you understand—you never existed at all.”

“I don’t…” Clio shook her head, but Charles only raised his hand again.

“I shouldn’t be saying any of this, but there is no other way to make you see. The other two girls are documented. You are not. Oh, I have no doubt there were initially three of you, for I heard my parents whispering about it many a time. Not,” he interrupted himself, staring into her eyes to see if she was paying close attention, “that I will ever repeat what I am saying outside of this room, or that I know the full extent of what went on—to be honest, I am not particularly interested, either. Oh, I suppose it will be easier if I just show you.” With this, he fumbled about in one pocket and finally extracted a key, with which he proceeded to unlock a drawer in his desk. He brought out a large envelope with some documents inside, opening it up. “Yes, here we are,” he pulled out a few pieces of paper and what looked like a photograph. “A photograph and one death certificate, two death certificates … oh, and nothing for you. No surprise there. Here, look for yourself.” He pushed the documents unceremoniously across his desk. “You can see that your aunt has not told you the full story. You weren’t simply sent away to the countryside to be brought up. It’s as I said—you never really existed. Especially you.”

Frowning, Clio reached for the articles Charles offered. The two death certificates were on top and it was these that she picked up first. The writing matched on both—a swirling, decidedly tilted hand—the words unmistakable and almost identical, bar the names listed. For both, the place of death read Mayfair, London. The sex: female. Age: one day. Informant: Dr. H. Hollingsworth. Only the names were different. One certificate read Erato Craven-Towneley, the other Thalia Craven-Towneley. There was no third certificate.

As calmly as she could, Clio reached for the photograph next. With a shaking hand, she brought it closer toward her, then visibly shrank and paled as she took in the details of the image. Though they were out of fashion now, she knew what the image was. It was a memorial portrait—a portrait made of a person after death, for the family to keep in his or her memory. This one was of a beautiful, fair-haired young woman—her mother, though it took Clio a moment to realize this. Her eyes were closed and her expression blank, of course, so unlike the lively looks of the woman she had seen in Hestia’s photographs—the exasperated laughter in the rowboat, the sparkling eyes of the child who had recently kicked a beloved sister in the shins. But it was the second part of the photo that shocked Clio to her very core. For there, in the crook of Demeter’s arms, lay two dead children. Two fair-headed, newborn twins, as still and as silent as their mother.

Charles stood up then and came around the desk, to take the two death certificates from her. “Those,” he said, “are mine. But you can take the photograph, if you like, I have more. You seem the most sensible of the three. Not to mention, you have the most to lose, never having existed at all. Perhaps you might use the photograph to persuade your sisters it might be worthwhile leaving town once and for all? If you can get them to leave, I might very well consider giving you a little extra, just for yourself…”

But Clio could not form any sort of answer. Her eyes were caught up in the photograph and the image of her two sisters, as dead as her mother, with no third child, living or dead, in sight.


 

Secret Meetings

 

After her meeting with Charles, Clio had hurried back to the town house. She had the taxi drop her around the corner from Belgrave Square, scared of being seen and ashamed of what she had done. It felt like only moments ago she had been informed that she was a triplet and an heiress and already she had betrayed her two sisters.

She pushed the memorial portrait into the bodice of her dress where it sat uncomfortably against her skin, a constant reminder of her deceit. She was of two minds about whether or not to show it to her sisters. In the end she decided it was best not to tell them. After all, how would she explain how she had come by the photograph in the first place? The other problem was that Clio knew Thalia could easily use this information against her. And that she would use it, given a chance. If the opportunity arose to split this fortune between herself and Ro, shutting Clio out, Thalia would take that chance and take it willingly. Clio didn’t want to think unfavorably of her half sibling, but she knew this was true. Leaving Clio out in the cold, even though she had a mother who was unwell, would not bother Thalia in the slightest. Clio was, however, very concerned about keeping any information from Ro. Ro was so clever—Clio knew it would be the middle sister who found their way out of this somehow. Really, she was their only hope. In the end, Clio decided to sleep on the matter and perhaps approach Hestia with the memorial portrait in the morning to see what she had to say about it.

*   *   *

“Don’t tell me she’s gone out again?” Thalia groaned, having searched the drawing room, dining room, and library for Hestia and finding her nowhere.

“Well, it is past ten o’clock now,” Ro pointed out, curled up in one of the drawing room armchairs. “If you go out all night and then get up so late…”

“Yes, yes, thank you for the lecture. Did you get to speak to Hestia this morning? Did she give you all the names you were looking for?”

“She was in a bit of a rush, I’m afraid,” Ro answered. “She did promise to talk to me later.”

“In a rush, or simply avoiding us?” Thalia grumbled, glancing at Clio, who practically jumped the moment Thalia’s eyes fell upon her. As calmly as she possibly could, Clio stood up from her own armchair, placing the magazine she had been reading on the small side table beside her. “The maid told me she had gone to Parliament Square. I was thinking of meeting her there soon.”

Thalia’s eyes searched hers, curious. “Why?” she asked, immediately suspicious.

“I need to speak to her as well. About some … medication. For my mother. It’s reasonably urgent.” Clio tried not to gulp. This was what happened with lies. You could never tell just one.

It had, however, been the right thing to say. On mentioning her mother, Thalia became instantly bored. “Oh, all right then,” she said. “Do remind her to come back soon to answer Ro’s questions.”

Clio had taken this as her cue and had run off to get just enough money from the drawer in the library for a taxi. After pulling on her coat and ducking into her room to tuck the memorial portrait safely into one of her pockets, she was gone.

*   *   *

Clio’s taxi zipped along past Buckingham Palace and toward Westminster. Within less than fifteen minutes she was approaching Parliament Square and the Buxton Memorial Fountain on foot, where there seemed to be a small demonstration regarding women’s suffrage taking place. It didn’t take her long before she spotted Hestia, who was holding an enormous placard, which read, in large letters, WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE FOR ALL!

As she made her way closer to her aunt, she could hear her excitedly trilling something about the emancipation of slaves in the British empire (which, Ro had told her before she had left the town house, was what the fountain itself commemorated) and how the emancipation of all British women must surely follow before a full century passed—that women must have the same rights as their male counterparts. Clio could not entirely see how slavery and not having the right to vote were entirely the same thing, but was sure her aunt would be able to explain it if she asked her. As things were, Clio knew she would only be able to vote at the age of thirty and only then if she had gained a degree from a university, owned a house, or was married to a householder.

Clio stood at the back of the small crowd for a moment and watched her aunt perform. She looked, Clio thought, decidedly more happy and in her element than put out that all women did not yet have the right to vote. Midsentence, Hestia spotted her and her eyes widened in recognition. Noticing that Clio did not look altogether happy, she quickly wound up her speech, passed her placard to a woman standing nearby with a few words, and was with her directly.

“Clio!” she said, cheerily, on reaching her. “What a lovely surprise.”

Clio wasted no time with niceties. “If you could explain this…?” She thrust the memorial portrait at Hestia in much the same way it had been thrust upon her yesterday evening.

Hestia took the crumpled portrait and gasped in shock when she saw it. “Oh,” she said and then, “Oh,” again, almost recoiling within herself. Clio could see that Hestia had viewed this portrait before and knew full well what it meant. So, Thalia had been correct, then. Hestia did know more than she was telling them. Much more, it seemed.

“Where did you get this?” Hestia was finally able to look Clio in the eye, her expression reading confusion.

Clio was unsure whether or not to tell her aunt the truth. “It doesn’t matter,” she finally said. “I just need to know what it all means.”

Hestia gave a long, drawn-out sigh. “Oh, dear. I can see I have lost your trust completely,” she replied. “Perhaps we had better take a stroll,” she continued, with a small shudder, as she passed the portrait back to Clio. “And I shall explain all.”

*   *   *

Hestia led Clio onto Bridge Street and then down to the Victoria Embankment, where the pair began to walk along slowly beside the Thames. Hestia finally spoke up, once they were able to walk, and talk, free of other pedestrians. “I suppose none of this makes any sense to you.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Clio was surprised to hear herself say. She found she was becoming more forthright with each day that she spent in London. She needed to be.

“Let me begin by saying that I have not lied to you.” Hestia glanced at her niece. “But I must admit I found it difficult to tell the three of you the entire truth at once—for fear you would never speak to me again. It is not a pretty story and my character finishes rather in tatters. I was wrong not to tell you the whole truth from the beginning, I see that now. And I am sorry for it. But I was so desperate to have you all together—and to keep you all together … still, it is no excuse.”

Hestia looked so miserable that Clio instantly forgave her. “After seeing that portrait, I believe I am ready to hear just about anything now.”

Hestia smiled slightly at this. “Yes, I’m sure you are.” With a large intake of breath, she glanced over at the murky Thames and began. “This portrait”—she gestured toward Clio’s right hand, which was still clutching the offensive object—“is a concoction of William’s, no more, no less. As you can see, it is meant to be a memorial portrait of a mother and her two twins, dead at birth. Yet, it is not. It is a portrait of a mother who has died in childbirth and two sleeping twins, which would, of course, be Thalia and Ro, who we know are both alive and well.”

“But what about me?” Clio frowned. “Why was I not included? I don’t understand.”

“I am sorry to tell you this, Clio,” Hestia said as she shook her head, “but William denied a third baby had been born at all, saying Demeter’s own doctor had been wrong that she was carrying triplets. This was backed by his own family doctor, Hollingsworth, who was the only doctor he allowed at the birth. And who, as I have told you before, was nothing more than a drunkard and a liar.”

“But why?” Clio found herself close to tears. “Why would he do that? Was it because I looked so very different?”

Hestia nodded. “Yes, I believe so.”

“But you were there,” Clio said now. “Why could you not have stepped forward if you had seen all three births? I don’t understand. Why did you not say anything?”

Hestia’s step faltered here as her eyes shot toward Clio’s. “Because I did not see all three of your births.”

Clio’s mouth fell open. “But you said that…”

“I saw Thalia’s birth, and Ro’s,” Hestia said quickly. “That is, I arrived at my sister’s town house directly after you were born and you were with her. But Clio … you see, your mother was not faring well by that stage. There was much blood and screaming and…” She paused completely in her step now, Clio coming to a halt beside her, and brought her fingers to her temples. “Even now I cannot bear to think of it.” With a quick shake of her head, as if to right herself, Hestia started forward once more, then stopped again and closed her eyes. When she seemed to have recovered slightly, her eyes flicked open and she glanced at Clio before speaking. “You must understand, Clio, I was quite young, as well as sheltered and impressionable at that point in time. Seeing my own sister’s death was a great shock to me. And in my desperate wish for the truth to be revealed, I could not control my emotions at all well. The women in my mother’s family have a history of being … delicate, for want of a better word. Because of this, my parents were always watchful for signs of any kind of mental instability in both Demeter and myself. I’m afraid William was quite easily able to convince my parents that I had turned unstable on the death of my beloved sister and this memorial portrait was one of the key factors in his proving that I was simply mad to suggest my nieces were alive and well, let alone that there might be three of them. What better proof than two death certificates from a family doctor and a memorial portrait of a mother and twins? All other witnesses to the birth had fled the city, scared off by William, and I was alone, unable to convince my parents of the truth.”

“So, really, you did not see any of us born at all. And afterwards—that’s when William sent you to an institution?” Clio asked quietly, shocked at the extent of her father’s treachery and at her aunt’s twisting of the truth.

“The institutionalization was my parents’ doing, with much convincing from William. First, I was medicated, at which point I became more and more confused about what had truly happened and had constant, recurring visions of the event, both day and night. When I could bear this no longer, I was institutionalized. They continued to medicate me inside the institution for some time—morphine, cocaine, laudanum … anything and everything—as well as giving me water treatment.” Hestia visibly shuddered with this. “My memories became further jumbled. It became difficult for me to recall exactly what I had seen—whether I had seen the birth of one child, two, three, or none at all. Eventually, as I became calmer and more at ease in the institutional environment, I was medicated less and that is when I remembered what I had seen—two children that my sister knew to be hers, with a third clearly very close.”

“So you weren’t sure if I was alive or not?” Clio saw her aunt’s problem.

Hestia shook her head. “I believed there was a very good chance that a third child had been born alive, either a girl or a boy, but there was also the chance that it might have died. After all, Demeter did not have good medical care at hand and she may have already died before the third child’s arrival. It was almost a year before I was allowed to leave the institution. And then I had to be extremely careful about how I tracked down information following my return home. Both my parents, and William from afar, were watching me closely for signs of instability. And, of course, my burgeoning interest in women’s suffrage did not help my case. It took me many, many years to track down the other impartial witnesses to your births—the midwife and her niece, the lady’s maid.”

“And what did they say when you found them?” Clio asked.

There was a pause as their voices were drowned out by a train chugging noisily over the wrought-iron girders of Hungerford Bridge, on its way to Waterloo Station.

“It took me almost as long again to get them to talk about what had happened that day. William had scared them so badly … but finally the midwife came to trust me enough to tell me that it was true—three healthy babies, all girls, had been born. And after even more time she revealed how she had cared for you for the first three days of your lives and how she had fashioned the hearts for you, with your names hidden inside. I will be forever indebted to her for that. She knew, you see. She knew how important those names were to Demeter. And, when William had her bring the two sleeping babies to her for that memorial portrait, I’m sure she realized he was up to no good of some description.”

Hestia paused here and Clio took the opportunity to speak up. “I think, perhaps, I have something to tell you, also,” she said. She believed every word her aunt had just told her and now felt she should tell the whole truth also. “Ro believes I have a different father.” She studied her aunt to see what she thought of her statement.

Hestia took a moment to reply. “She is clever,” she finally answered. “It took me many years to work that out.”

“So, you know?” Clio spoke up again. “You know who my real father is?”

The pair was approaching Cleopatra’s Needle now and, as they reached it, Hestia paused to stare upward at the ancient Egyptian obelisk with its cryptic, hieroglyph markings. “I always think it so odd to see this standing here. Two thousand years in the sand only to be dug out and sent on its merry way.” Soon enough, she returned her attention to her niece. “Oh, dear. I’m unsure what to tell you, Clio. Over the years, I have had my theories, but I have never been sure if I am correct.” She resumed walking. “I don’t want to give the impression my sister ran around with many men. Because she most certainly did not. But she was the kind of person who, when she loved, loved with all her being. It saddens me greatly that you never experienced this, because to be loved by Demeter was to be truly loved indeed. I know there was one man…”

“Who?” Clio could not wait a moment longer. “What was his name?”

Hestia held up one hand as if to halt her niece. “I am not deceiving you when I tell you Demeter never revealed his name to me. All I know is that there was a man and that my parents were not overjoyed at the match and did everything in their power to prevent it. It has always saddened me that she felt she could not tell me more about him, but I know she did it out of love—she wanted to protect me. After I discovered that it was likely you had another father, I decided to leave my theories as theories. I thought that, if I was ever lucky enough to have you entrusted to my care, that it could be your own business, if you so wanted to pursue it. There was always the chance that you would not want to know, so that others would not know—that you would not care to carry the stigma of being illegitimate.”

Clio’s voice became pained with this. “But I’m more than illegitimate, aren’t I? I’m not even alive. I do not exist. There is no register of my birth, of my death, nothing. I am not even related to Charles, if this true. What if he finds this out and—”

“The only way for Charles to find that out is if one of the three of you tells him it is so,” Hestia interjected.

Immediately, Clio’s thoughts returned to Thalia and how she was sure it would give her great pleasure to do just that. She paused now, turning away from her aunt, to stare at the gray water of the Thames, below them. “Oh, what an awful mess,” she said, sounding altogether defeated. It was as if she were in the middle of a winding, tall-hedged maze she did not have the strength or courage to work her way out of. And how could she when the hedges themselves kept moving?

After some time, Hestia reached out and touched her niece on the arm. “Clio,” she said. “Have you shown your sisters this portrait?”

Mutely, her eyes remaining on the water, Clio shook her head.

“Perhaps it would be best if you did not show them just yet. Stay in London. Get to know each other a little better. All of this information at once has obviously been a great shock for you…” Her words trailed off.

Clio simply shrugged. It was as she had thought before. Lies. That was how they worked. Multiplying, then multiplying again and again and again. Until you could not remember what the real truth was anymore.

*   *   *

Late that night, after Hestia had retired, the girls gathered in Ro’s bedroom. On Hestia and Clio’s return to the town house, Ro had cornered her aunt and pestered her until she had all three names that she wanted—the doctor, the midwife, and the maid. All three witnesses to their births. Ro was most interested in speaking to the midwife, who was an impartial witness and who had obviously had the girls’ best interests at heart. However, it was she who Hestia said would be the least likely to want to talk about the event, though she would probably be very happy to hear of William’s death, his having always cast a shadow over her and her niece’s lives.

“So, that’s it. One address so far.” Ro sat on her bed and waved the piece of paper. “The doctor. Dr. Hollingsworth.”

“Won’t Hestia give you the others?” Thalia asked as she frowned.

“She’ll have to hunt them down first,” Ro answered. “It might take some time—she even mentioned she might need to use a private detective. I do believe her.” With this, she shot a look at Thalia, who was sitting on the small seat that matched the dressing table. “I’ll call on him tomorrow. Hopefully he’s still at the same address. If he is, I don’t know how he’ll react, or even if he’ll tell me anything at all. But I can only try.”

The three girls looked at each other.

“That’s if we’re still in this. Together?” Ro asked, hesitantly, when there was no reply. “I really do think this is our only way forward—to find out the truth. All of it.”

After a moment or two, Clio managed a small nod, her eyes not quite meeting Ro’s own.

As for Thalia, she gave a wry grin. “Well, all right, then. Together. Until the bitter end.”

*   *   *

The next morning, Ro made her way to Cadogan Place and what she hoped was the current residence of Dr. Hollingsworth. Only a very short distance from Hestia’s town house, the walk took her no time at all. Unfortunately, this meant she had little time in which to rehearse her lines before she found herself knocking briskly on the front door of the redbrick house. Ro was not the kind of person who liked to be unprepared and found her heart racing skittishly as she waited for the door in front of her to open, which, before long, it did.

A maid appeared. “I was hoping Dr. Hollingsworth might be at home?” Ro blurted out nervously, before the poor girl could even speak.

The girl blinked at her. “No, miss. Dr. Hollingsworth has not been well for some time. Last year he had to be moved to a home for retired professional gentlemen.”

“Oh.” Ro’s shoulders sagged. “Is that far from here?”

“No, miss. On the south side of Brompton Road.”

Before long, Ro had secured the address and was off once more on foot—this time to Brompton Road—asking directions as she went.

When she located the home, Ro stood outside the iron gates of the residence for a moment to gather her thoughts and courage. The home was larger than Ro had expected, with one main building at the back and two wings toward the front, giving it a U shape. It was well kept and, inside the gates, there was a small garden at the front of the property, where a few men were sitting on wooden bench seats, enjoying the small amount of sunshine the day offered. A few other men were scattered about the place in wheelchairs, with rugs firmly tucked around their laps for warmth, and one man made his way about the garden with the help of a cane.

After a few deep breaths, Ro opened the gate and entered the premises. As hard as she tried to decide upon exactly what she was going to say and exactly how she was going to say it, she found that the more she tried to plan, the more she seemed to be at a loss for words. She would simply have to see where the visit took her.

A nurse pointed her in the direction of the matron’s office, who was in charge of signing visitors in and out. When she located the room, just inside the front entrance of the building, she could see an older woman, with a graying bun and a sensible, stiff uniform, sitting and writing away busily at a large wooden desk. “Excuse me,” Ro said as she knocked hesitantly on the half-open door.

“Yes?” The woman looked up.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’d like to call upon someone.” Ro wanted to pinch herself on hearing the words coming out of her mouth in a whisper—to pull this off she would need to be far braver than this.

“And who would that be?” The no-nonsense woman continued to inspect her closely.

“Dr. Hollingsworth,” Ro replied, realizing, stupidly, she had not even thought to inquire after his first name.

“Dr. Hollingsworth.” The woman seemed slightly surprised. She stood up now. “And are you a relative?”

This was her chance to be brave, Ro realized. Quickly, she asked herself what Thalia would do in this situation. “Oh, yes,” she replied in a flash. “I’m his niece. I would have liked to visit before, but I’ve been living abroad for a number of years…”

The woman nodded briskly. “Well, that will be nice for him. He doesn’t have many visitors. Now, if you’ll just sign in here”—she picked up a book and placed it closer to Ro, on the other side of the desk—“I’ll take you right to him.”

Having signed a false name, Ro was led back out into the garden and toward one of the men in wheelchairs, whom she had walked straight past before. “Now, you will know, of course, that he can become confused and agitated. If there are any problems, one of the nurses will help you. If he can’t remember who you are, try not to force him. It’s best if we can keep him calm. Sometimes family members pressing residents to recall certain names, details, or events, can do more harm than good.”

Ro nodded, concerned now. The very thing she wanted to do was press Dr. Hollingsworth to remember a certain event.

“Dr. Hollingsworth!” The woman spoke loudly. “Your niece is here to see you! Isn’t that a lovely surprise?” Dr. Hollingsworth looked up at both of them rather blankly, which worried Ro slightly. Perhaps he would remember nothing at all?

“I’ll just move you over here, so your niece can sit down and you can have a wonderful chat together.” The woman adeptly maneuvered Dr. Hollingsworth’s wheelchair over to one of the spare wooden benches, gestured for Ro to sit down, and then started back toward her office once more.

“Thank you,” Ro said, meekly sitting. Ro was half glad she was gone, half terrified of what she must do next. But this was the only way to discover the entire truth about the girls’ shared pasts and to find Clio’s true father—to track down the people who had been present at the time. This did not mean they would be able to trust everything told to them, but surely it would help to piece together the events of their birth as they happened?

She turned to Dr. Hollingsworth. In front of her she saw a shell of a man, wizened and, seemingly, shrunken—as if he had once been rather portly, but was now incapable of maintaining his former size.

“Who are you?” Dr. Hollingsworth leaned forward slightly in his chair to inspect her.

Ro panicked. “Your niece! You don’t recall me at all?”

“No.” He sat back in his chair once more, frowning. “Jemima or Amabel?”

“Amabel,” Ro said, firmly. “Don’t you remember me?”

Dr. Hollingsworth leaned forward once more. “You’re much less fat.”

“So are you!” Ro responded gamely, thinking again of Thalia. And perhaps this was the right answer, because Dr. Hollingsworth suddenly roared with laughter, making her jump.

“Quite right, quite right.”

With this display of humanity, Ro balked a little, worrying about taking advantage of an old man. However, she knew the man in front of her might be old and confused, but he had once been in charge of all his faculties and his actions had most likely led to the premature death of her mother. With this thought, Ro found the courage to press on.

“I wanted to visit you today to ask you about something,” she began.

“And what’s that?”

“I met someone the other day … a girl … she is one of triplets.”

“Oh, yes. Delivered many a set of twins in my time, you know.”

“I know.” Ro nodded, encouragingly. “But she is one of triplets. Have you ever delivered any triplets?”

There was a pause where, Ro thought, Dr. Hollingsworth’s eyes lit up slightly, then his face darkened. “No, don’t think so,” he barked. “Only twins.”

Ro bit her bottom lip and thought hard for a moment, unsure of how to approach this. But Dr. Hollingsworth seemed calm, so she decided to push a little harder. Perhaps if she muddled things up herself? “Oh, really? Because this girl told me you delivered her. And her two sisters.”

“Three girls?” Dr. Hollingsworth frowned deeply now.

“Yes,” Ro added, hurriedly. “Their father’s name was William.” She paused as a nurse walked by with her charge. “Apparently he sent all three of them off to relatives after birth, but now they have returned to the city.”

“What?” Dr. Hollingsworth spluttered. “He told? William? After all these years?”

“Well, yes,” Ro said slowly, sensing that Dr. Hollingsworth knew much about this matter that she did not.

“He’s admitted it all? Even about the third one?”

Ro held her breath for a moment, hoping he would reveal more. “Yes…”

Dr. Hollingsworth frowned deeply. “Well. That’s an odd turn of events, I must say. I wonder why he would do that? And there is no legal bother?”

“I don’t think so,” Ro replied, still ruminating on his comment about Clio, the “third one.”

Silence fell over the pair. In it, Ro tried very hard to plan her next move correctly. “What I really wanted to find out for her was who was at the birth. Was it just you?” She finally tried.

“No, no. There was William himself, of course. And some silly woman.” Dr. Hollingsworth picked intermittently at his blanket.

“Hestia?” Ro tried. “The mother’s sister?”

“Yes, that’s it. Annoying, that one.”

“And a midwife?”

“Yes, I remember that now. Had never met her before. Seemed quite competent, though. Would have used her again, but William sent her off somewhere, of course, because of all the bother.”

Ro’s face hardened on hearing her mother’s death called a bother. “Was there anyone else?”

Dr. Hollingsworth shrugged.

“A maid?”

Another shrug. “Why would I take any notice of a maid?”

Ro shook her head slightly, it seemed there was no new information to be found here. She wondered why she had even bothered to come. Though she knew it was because she did not yet fully trust her aunt and neither did her sisters. She had noted how subdued Clio was after returning from her talk with Hestia the previous day and had guessed that they had spoken about more than simply her mother’s health. Thalia, of course, trusted no one. Ro doubted much had ever changed on that account and, most likely, never would.

“Oh, I remember something else now.” Dr. Hollingsworth laughed. “William’s mistress. She was there. There was a bit of fun and games that day with her!”

Ro’s eyes homed back in on the man in front of her now. “What do you mean?” she asked, reminding herself to breathe. To keep calm.

“Just like I said. William’s mistress was there. And she wasn’t happy, was she? Can’t blame her, myself.”

“Who was that? What was her name? Why was she there?” Ro found she couldn’t help herself now—the questions tumbled, unbidden, from her lips. William’s mistress was there? He must mean Charles’s mother was there. Mustn’t he? But how odd.

“You ask too many questions. What do you care about it, anyway?” Dr. Hollingsworth suddenly grumbled. The picking at his blanket increased.

“I’m sorry,” Ro tried. “It’s just that this girl … she was very eager to know.”

“Well, maybe she should ask her father then.”

“Maybe, but…” Obviously, Dr. Hollingsworth had not heard of William’s death.

“Didn’t your mother tell you not to argue, girl?”

“Yes, but…”

“Nurse! Nurse!!” Dr. Hollingsworth started to try to raise himself from his wheelchair now. Instantly, Ro stood up, ready to flee, again thinking of Thalia. What would Thalia do? Run? Stay?

In the end, Ro decided to stay. And in the few seconds the pair had alone together before a nurse joined them, Ro found herself doing something Thalia-ish indeed. With one hand on one of his shoulders, she pressed Dr. Hollingsworth back into his chair. Hard. And then she leaned over and whispered close to his ear. “I’ll never forgive you for what you did to my mother, turning that more experienced doctor away. You were a terrible doctor and you are an evil man.”

Dr. Hollingsworth moved to stare up at her with terrified eyes, realizing he had been tricked. “Nurse!!!” he cried out again.

When the nurse reached him, Ro spoke first. “I’m so sorry, I haven’t seen him for some time and it’s confused him—trying to remember who I am, I mean. That happens to the brain, you see, when you drink in the vile way that he did. Good day.”

And with that, Ro fled, not bothering to sign herself out.

*   *   *

“Look what I’ve got!” Thalia crowed, as Ro burst in to the drawing room.

“What have you got now?” Ro asked, when she had caught her breath. She bent down to pat an excited Haggis McTavish on the head. “Another dog? A flamingo, perhaps?”

Thalia brandished a policeman’s truncheon in front of her. “Do you like it? I think it will come in rather handy where Charles is concerned.” She knew Ro would make an almighty fuss and was daring her to go ahead and make it. “I stole it!” she added triumphantly, as Clio looked on from an armchair, as was her usual way.

“What? You stole it? Why would you do that?” Ro asked.

“Why not? I was out with Venetia and a few others this morning and we were frightfully bored. Someone dared someone else to do something or other and before I knew it, I was up for a policeman’s truncheon!”

Ro snorted inelegantly. “And if they had dared you to jump off Tower Bridge, would you have done that, too?”

Thalia laughed. “Maybe.” She lifted her chin. “I’m a half-decent swimmer, I’ll have you know. Mind you, jumping into the Thames might have been a very good idea at the time. Then I wouldn’t have found myself in the magistrate’s court, would I?”

“What?” Ro said, louder this time.

“Oh, don’t fuss.” Thalia waved a hand. “It was nothing. We all gave false names and addresses, of course. But what do you think I gave my name as?” She stared Ro straight in the eye now, her heart beating wildly in her chest with the admission. If Ro was cross now, she would be positively furious when she heard this.

“I can’t imagine, but I’m sure you’re about to tell me.” Ro’s jaw was firmly set.

“Thalia Craven-Towneley!” Thalia replied, smiling wickedly. “And do you know there were two women there who noticed? I was quite surprised!” As Clio gasped and Ro visibly blanched, Thalia tried desperately to look as if she hadn’t a care in the world. Quite the opposite, she had been shocked when someone recognized the name (which they had and had even whispered about it, with backward glances at Thalia).

She knew full well her actions had been unwise, especially since her private secret meeting with Charles, when he had specifically given her money to return to the country for a month with Ro and Clio. When she had informed Charles of their mutual “decision” to try living together in the country, he had seemed dubious at best.

“And where will you go?” he’d asked, as he drew up a check.

Thalia had had to think on the spot. “Shropshire,” she said, only having the vaguest notion where Shropshire actually was.

“Why Shropshire?” He’d frowned.

“Why not? Clio’s choice,” she’d added, then leaned forward, closer to his desk, conspiratorially. “She’s a little odd.” Finally, he had passed her over the much longed-for check, which she had immediately eyed. “So you only want us to go for a month?” She had stared at it rather distastefully. “What a shame! We were hoping for at least three months.”

In the end, after some more coaxing, Charles had doubled the original amount.

He’d also made it quite clear that the name Craven-Towneley was off-limits. “And you won’t use the family name?” he’d double-checked, as Thalia had begun to make her way off the premises.

“Why would I want to use it, with a father like ours?” She had carefully kept her options open. Though, at the time, she could see no reason why she would need to.

And, now, here she was, still in the city, using the family name, and having gone through most of Charles’s money, which was where the motorcar, their new clothes, and Haggis McTavish had all come from, of course. If the news were to somehow get back to Charles that she was flitting about London and being arrested under the name Thalia Craven-Towneley, her chances of any more money would certainly be slim. Perhaps even her sisters’ chances, too. She had no excuse for using the name, not really. It was only that she was so awfully bored. And this whole Charles thing was going nowhere. This might speed things up a little. In what way, she had no idea, but at least it provided some excitement.

Looking at her sisters now, Thalia had to admit from time to time she did feel just the tiniest bit guilty about having taken the money from Charles without telling either of them. It was just that they did keep going on and on so about this united front and doing things together. The pair of them was so awfully unsuspecting. She was not used to it. Any treachery would have been uncovered at Lintern Park in under five minutes flat. However, the fact of the matter was that she simply needed the money more than Clio or Ro did. Clio would be fine with Hestia. And Ro had her Uncle Henry.

“Thalia!” Ro yelled at her now. “Why would you do that? I’ve been spending all my time running around the city, trying to find a way through this genetic muddle, trying to sort everything out, and you go and steal a policeman’s truncheon and then use the name Craven-Towneley?” Her eyes moved to the offending item.

Thalia glanced down at it. “It wasn’t this one. I had to return the one I stole, of course, but I was so heartbroken that Venetia’s brother, Edwin, stole another one for me. He’s such a darling. And I am a tiny bit sorry I used the name. I honestly didn’t think anyone would recognize it.”

“Well, they did.” Ro sighed. “And you’re not sorry. I just don’t know what to say to you, I really don’t.” She shook her head, staring at the floor for a moment or two before she recovered. “Look, do either of you even want to know what I found out today?” Ro took the few steps over to flop into one of the armchairs, looking altogether exhausted.

“Oh, yes, sorry. Do tell us!” Clio entreated.

Ro mustered the energy to tell them of her visit. She lingered over Dr. Hollingsworth’s cryptic comments concerning the “third one,” how William must have “told” about something, and the mistress. Ro continued with her tale, finishing off by saying, “I don’t think Dr. Hollingsworth was confused—about the mistress being there, I mean. He seemed quite insistent. He even thought it was amusing, which tells you the kind of man he once was. I just can’t understand why she would have been there. Don’t you think that’s rather odd?”

“Extremely odd,” Thalia said as she frowned, and Clio nodded in agreement. “What a strange event to want to be a spectator at. Especially if he’s talking about Charles’s mother, which I’m guessing he must be, because she would have conceived Charles by then, surely. What a thing for her to be party to!”

Ro nodded. “You’re right about those dates. I have to say it’s all rather confusing and I think there’s still a lot more to it than we’re being told. However, I think it’s becoming quite clear that William did know Clio has a different father. I hope Hestia isn’t concealing anything else from us.”

“Why do you say that? What do you think she might be concealing?” Clio asked quickly, making both Thalia and Ro turn to look at her. “I mean, what sort of thing might she be holding back?”

“I don’t know,” Ro said, giving Clio a funny look. “Your guess is as good as mine. Perhaps something about the mistress? I don’t know. I’m just hoping that she comes up with those addresses for me soon. I’m dying to get to the bottom of this and—”

The doorbell rang, halting Ro’s thought and making Thalia’s eyes light up. “I hope that’s who I think it is! What perfect timing!” She didn’t wait for the maid to answer the door, but ran eagerly to answer it herself, Haggis McTavish barking at her heels, sensing excitement in the air.

Ro and Clio glanced at each other. If Thalia was expecting someone, and was happy to see them when they arrived, surely it could only be because she was up to more mischief.

In the hall, there was a lot of hustling and bustling, voices, and then, finally, Thalia once more, returning with two large packages. So, it was not someone, but something she had been expecting. “They’ve arrived!” she sang out.

“What’s arrived?” Ro sounded very dubious indeed.

“Our costumes, of course!” Thalia replied.

*   *   *

In the doorway to the drawing room, Thalia looked altogether pleased with herself. “There’s a party this evening. A big one. In the country. And you’re both coming with me.”

“In the country?” Ro and Clio spoke at the same time.

“That’s right. It’s a ‘Knights and Damsels’ party. In a castle tower. Or the remains of one, I think. I ordered us costumes. And a driver, because I doubt very much I’ll feel like driving back.”

“I…,” Clio started.

“No arguing!” Thalia looked from one of them to the other. “It will be good for you both. You don’t want to turn old and dull before your time, do you? Oh, wait…” Her glance told them they were both already there, in her mind.

“How amusing,” Ro said. But, within a few minutes, it was settled. Thalia had expertly bullied both girls into attending. Just as she was beginning to bully them into trying on their costumes immediately, the doorbell rang once more.

“Maybe they forgot something?” Thalia ran back out to check who it was. However, this time, when she returned, it wasn’t with yet another package, but with something else besides.

“Uncle Henry!” Ro gasped, standing from her seat as soon as she spied him standing beside Thalia. “What are you doing here?”

Uncle Henry took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Well, the thing is, Ro, I have some news for you.”

*   *   *

Seeing that the pair needed some time alone, Thalia and Clio retired upstairs, Thalia saying they would try on their costumes in Ro’s absence and Clio not looking altogether like a willing participant in this exercise.

Ro remembered herself after the other two girls had left the room. “Uncle Henry!” She smiled, going over to give her uncle a kiss on the cheek. “What a lovely surprise! Do sit down!” she entreated him. “Should I call for some tea?”

“No, no.” He waved his hands. “Too much fuss. I’m afraid I can’t stay long. I have a little … business to attend to in the city, you see.”

“Oh,” Ro said. As she looked at her uncle she sensed that everything wasn’t quite right. “You said you had some news?”

“Ah, yes. Yes.” Uncle Henry coughed nervously.

“Which is?” Ro lowered herself into the armchair opposite him, beginning to think that everything was far from right. Uncle Henry wasn’t normally a man to beat about the bush.

In front of her, Uncle Henry opened his mouth, then closed it again. “Uncle Henry?” Ro sat forward on her seat now, truly worried. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m an old fool, Ro, dear. A very old fool.”

“What?” Ro shook her head. “Of course you’re not! What is this all about? Do tell me, Uncle Henry.”

“Yes, I must. The thing is … you see … oh, dash it, I must simply say it—I’m afraid I’ve lost all my money in an investment scheme. I must sell Halesworth Hall to settle my debts. It’s as I told you. I’m an old fool.”

Wide-eyed, Ro stared at her uncle for quite some time. At first she thought he was playing a trick on her—how could it be true? They had never worried about money. They had never spoken about it, but Ro had been vaguely aware over the years that Aunt Charlotte had made several wise investments and that, financially, they were quite secure. “But, Aunt Charlotte…,” Ro began.

“I have undone all her good work, my dear. And then some. It seems the certain thing I invested in was not so certain after all. Suggested by a friend, you know.”

“Oh,” Ro replied, dumbly, for what else was there to say? Uncle Henry was not one to play games. If he told her he had lost all his money, then he had lost all his money and that was the end of it.

“I have made a terrible mess of things, I know that. Oh, what would your Aunt Charlotte think?” He shook his head before her as he stared at the floor.

Ro knew what Aunt Charlotte would think—she would be furious. She sighed. “Uncle Henry … I’m sure … I’m sure everything will work itself out.” She remembered something then. “Is that why you didn’t want me to order those clothes? When we were staying at Claridge’s?”

Mutely, Uncle Henry nodded.

“You didn’t forget to pay the bill the last time I had made an order. You couldn’t pay the bill.”

Another shamefaced nod.

“Oh, dear.” Ro sighed again, bending forward and placing her head in her hands. “Oh, no.”

Seeing this, her uncle reached forward to touch her knee. “Now, I don’t want you to worry, Ro. Your Aunt Alice has offered to take you in and…”

“Aunt Alice!” Ro looked up quickly. Aunt Alice was Aunt Charlotte’s awful sister who altogether despised Uncle Henry and his scholarly ways. She lived in Norfolk, in the middle of nowhere, with her equally ancient sister-in-law (her husband had died years ago) and far, far too many dogs that she refused to admit smelled terribly. Living with Aunt Alice would be … unthinkable.

“I know it is not ideal…” Uncle Henry grimaced. “Of course, your Aunt Hestia has also said that you are most welcome here.”

Ro shook her head, speechless.

Uncle Henry prattled on for a few more minutes, while Ro sat in stony silence, running over her now very few options in life. She had been hoping to study medicine at a university (either in England, or abroad—she and Uncle Henry had discussed both options). Obviously, that would not be possible now. She simply could not land on Hestia’s doorstep and ask to be sent away for an expensive course of study. The trip with Harriet’s family over the coming summer was also, obviously, cancelled. These thoughts went unspoken and, eventually, Uncle Henry made movements as if to leave and, automatically, Ro stood up, kissed him good-bye on the cheek, and wished him well.

*   *   *

Ro wasn’t sure how long she sat, alone, in the drawing room with her thoughts. It was only when Thalia, Clio, and Haggis McTavish reentered the room that she looked around and realized Uncle Henry had gone.

“Are you ready to try on your costume now?” Thalia bounded across to the sofa to stand next to her. “The maid told me your uncle had gone. Oh, and while you were talking to your uncle, Hestia came home. I asked her about Dr. Hollingsworth’s mistress comments,” Thalia said. “She swears that she doesn’t know anything about anyone else being in the house that day. Though, as she said, it was a very large house. There could easily have been someone in another room and she would never have known about it. It made us all feel quite sick thinking about Charles’s mother in that situation. Imagine carrying a child and being a part of what went on at our birth. It wouldn’t half put you off, would it?! Why, whatever’s the matter, Ro? You’ve gone quite pale. I didn’t take you as squeamish.”

“Me?” Ro woke up to herself with this. “No, it’s not that. I’m fine.”

“Your uncle said he had news?” Clio stepped forward, looking concerned. “I hope everything is all right?”

Quickly, Ro nodded and tried to compose herself. She could not let them know. Especially not Thalia. “No. It was nothing of importance. He has taken a teaching position and I will need to stay here, if Hestia will have me. Well, either that or go live with my Aunt Alice and that is certainly not an option I am willing to entertain, even for a moment.”

“Now you know how I feel,” Thalia replied.

“Yes,” Ro agreed, in a half whisper. “I suppose so.”

“Now, come on.” Thalia took one sister under each arm. “You must try on your costume as well. Clio’s looked quite nice, but we will need to look absolutely top shelf tonight. Everyone will be going to a great deal of trouble and I will not have us outshone.”

Behind Thalia’s shoulder blades, Clio shot Ro a look and Ro managed to return what she hoped looked something like a bright smile that implied everything was fine. As the three girls made their way upstairs, Thalia continued to prattle on, though Ro found she could not hear a word her sister was saying. Instead, her sister’s words from the other day rang loud and clear in her ears … 

You need money, Thalia had said to Clio, I need money. And you need—she had turned to Ro herself at this point—I’m not sure. The truth, a family, but eventually you’ll discover you need money. Everyone does.

How awfully, stingingly right she had been.

*   *   *

“Clio! Do hurry up!” Thalia called from the bottom of the stairs. “The motor will be here at any moment! I hope you have that lipstick on that I gave you!”

“I’m coming,” Clio said, turning to take a final look at herself before she headed downstairs. She had to admit it was a much nicer outfit than she had hoped for. She had expected Thalia to order her some sort of awful bodiced contraption that would have her displaying her wares in a manner she would be uncomfortable with. Instead, she was wearing something altogether the opposite—a simple, long, creamy white sheath with silver details around the neck, wide cuffs and hem, a long silver tasseled belt that cinched the outfit neatly in at the waist, and some sort of round silver headpiece with a veil attached. With a sigh, Clio adjusted the headpiece, wondering how on earth she was going to keep it on all night. The headpiece forced her hair from her face and Clio had to wrestle with it in order to cover the small scar on her right temple. She knew no one else ever noticed it, but she was aware of it and, thus, liked her curls to cover the small imperfection. Being teased as a small child in the schoolyard tends to bring out the vanity in all of us, she reckoned.

Hopefully, Thalia would not force them to stay out too late. Clio had tried every excuse already in the hope of being allowed to stay in this evening to no avail. Thalia would hear nothing of it. The thing was, every moment that she spent with her sisters was torture, having to remember what she knew and what they didn’t know. She ached to tell them what Hestia had told her the other day, and to show them the memorial portrait, but the fear of Thalia using the information against her held her back. She must have that money for her mother. And soon. She wasn’t sure how this would be possible, but she was hoping that clever Ro would work out a way to make it so, finding out something or other that would convince Charles the money should be theirs. Thankfully, the breathing exercises the Oxford doctor had instructed her mother to do, as well as the medicine that had been ordered for her, seemed to be making some difference. For now, Clio had a little more time.

“Clio! I said, do you have that lipstick on?”

“Yes, yes!” With a huff, Clio picked up her skirt with one hand and made her way from the room. “I’m here!” She stomped down the stairs. As she did, she saw that both Ro and Thalia were waiting in the hall. Ro was dressed in an equally modest burgundy bell-sleeved, full skirted dress, with a cone-shaped headdress and short veil. Thalia was wearing something entirely different—a low-cut dress of satin scarlet with a tightly pulled, laced black bodice. On her head, a headband held back a short veil.

“Oh, Clio, you do look lovely!” Ro said, appreciatively, as Clio descended the stairs. “Almost like you’re about to be married! And the lipstick really does suit you. It doesn’t look like lipstick at all—you look as if you’ve been eating blackberries all afternoon! It’s very fetching!”

Clio shrugged slightly. She had only been trying to apply the lipstick as lightly as possible and, in doing so, had rubbed it in, then tried the same procedure on her cheeks, rather than wear the garish rouge that Thalia had supplied her with.

Thalia did not look entirely pleased that the white dress was quite so becoming, or the makeup. “Do come on, the motor’s waiting! You can admire each other all you like once we set off.”

*   *   *

“Goodness!” Ro said, patting the leather seat beneath her. “How luxurious! Is Haggis McTavish not coming? And don’t tell me that’s…” She eyed the small wicker basket on the floor of the vehicle.

“Yes,” Thalia replied, as the driver snapped shut the door of the Crossley, now that the three girls had all squeezed into the backseat. “It is. And, no, he’s not. It’s well past his bedtime.”

“What is it?” Clio asked, trying to make out its form in the half dark. “In the basket, I mean.”

“It’s a picnic hamper!” Thalia told her. “From Fortnum and Mason. I thought we could picnic as we drive. After all, we wouldn’t want to become hungry.”

Ro peeked inside the lid of the hamper. “Or thirsty,” she said, her eyes widening. “I think there’s more champagne in here than food.”

“Which is just as it should be, for a party, don’t you think?” Thalia added, as the car pulled away sharply from the curb. At this point, Ro went to open her mouth again, but Thalia cut in before she could speak. “Please, no more tiresome talk about money and its origins. It’s all becoming rather dull. I do believe there should be some caviar and some little sandwiches and shortbread and all kinds of treats in there. But first, let’s open a bottle of champagne. Should we let Clio do us the honor?” Thalia gave Ro a look.

“But I’ve never—” Clio started.

“All the more reason to learn how,” Thalia cut her off. “This will be a night of firsts for you, Clio, I’m going to make sure of it.”

It didn’t take long before Clio found herself grimacing as she held the top of the bottle of champagne away from her face. “Now just ease it out with your thumb,” Thalia instructed, glasses at the ready. “It’s quite simple when you know how.”

“But I don’t—”

There was a resounding pop! and Clio opened her previously closed eyes to see Ro with the cork in her hand, which she had instinctively caught.

“Topping catch!” Thalia nodded, expertly holding one glass under the now foaming bottle. Within no time, she had Clio fill each of the three glasses to the brim.

“But—” Clio started again.

“Do stop fussing, Clio.” Thalia shook her head. “You will drink at least one glass of champagne and you will eat at least one of everything in this hamper and you will enjoy the party.” And, with this, Thalia passed Clio a glass and took a long sip from her own. “Perfectly divine,” she said.

*   *   *

“Are you all right, Clio?” Ro asked as Thalia poured them a third glass of champagne each. Or was it a fourth? Things had grown a bit … fuzzy.

Clio started. “Oh, yes, I was just thinking…”

“About?” Thalia eyed her sister.

Clio flushed. “Oh, I don’t know. Everything, I suppose. About secrets. And lies…” She glanced away with this. “About the past. About how things used to be, compared to how they are now.”

With Clio’s mention of the past, the threesome began to talk about their former lives. Ro admitted she was not entirely missing boarding school, having been there for what felt like forever, but she was missing her friends, especially Harriet. She had written to her last night, but it wasn’t the same as their midnight chats.

“Perhaps you can visit Harriet when school is finished,” Clio told Ro.

Ro nodded. “I’m sure I will. I’d love to take you with me. She has the most brilliant family. They live on a large estate and she has all these older brothers … it’s so much fun.”

“Lots of older brothers? It does sound brilliant,” Thalia drawled, taking a sip of champagne.

“I just hope she doesn’t forget about me,” Ro said.

“Of course she won’t!” Clio replied.

There was a moment’s silence, which Thalia rushed in to fill. “How about you, Clio?” she asked, rather uncharacteristically, Ro thought. “Are you glad you returned to London?”

It took Clio a moment or two to answer. “Things are certainly … different here. I’m not sure what I think right now.”

“Are you missing your friends there?” Ro asked.

“There aren’t a lot of young people in the village,” Clio admitted. “They tend to move away. Either for work, or upon marriage.”

“And beaus?” Thalia inquired.

Clio laughed at this. “Hardly! I’ve never had one of those! Well, that’s not quite true. There was one, once. For a few minutes. Nicholas, his name was.”

“Do tell!” Thalia sat up in her seat, suddenly interested in where the conversation was headed.

“Oh,” Clio said, and caught up in remembering the past, a drop of champagne spilled from her glass. “There isn’t much to tell. I’m afraid you’ll only be bored.”

“Too late now,” Thalia told her. “Get on with it. As chaste as the whole affair might have been, it’s more action than Ro and I saw at home, I’m sure of it.”

Ro nodded. “I’ll say.”

“All right, then.” Clio laughed again, sitting forward slightly on her seat. “He was the son of the vicar from the neighboring village. He was studying history at the university, so he lived away from home, but when he was back on holidays, my father and his father conspired to have him take me for a walk. I was actually quite excited, because I’d seen a photograph of him and he was rather good-looking.” Clio paused here, as if remembering.

“And?” Ro urged her onward.

“Don’t stop now!” Thalia encouraged, taking a long drag on the cigarette she had just lit. “What happened on the walk? Did he try to ravish you?”

Clio burst out laughing now at the very mention of this. “Goodness, no. In fact, the first time we met I thought he was the most boring person who ever lived. All he spoke about was his university. He droned on and on about how Cambridge really was far superior to Oxford.”

Thalia snorted here. “What rot! Everybody knows Oxford is superior to Cambridge. You go to Eton and then Oxford and that’s all there is to it.”

“I think that was the problem,” Clio replied. “He had rather a chip on his shoulder because he hadn’t done exactly that. Anyway, we walked, he talked, and when he took me home, he had the audacity to say he’d had a marvelous time. I was furious when my father told me I should give the man a second chance and see him again! But the funny thing is, he was right. The second time Nicholas called for me, well, things went rather differently. We spoke about other things and…” Clio blushed now. “He might have kissed me.” She scrutinized her sister’s expressions. “See? I knew you wouldn’t think much of it.”

Thalia sighed. “It’s a shame when good looks are wasted. I would have loved a story with a ravishing in it.”

Clio’s expression turned wistful. “I haven’t seen him since then. He moved to Kenya a while ago, to farm coffee, I believe. I would have liked that. Not to mention, it would have been so good for my mother’s health. He did write to me a few months ago…,” she continued. “But I didn’t really know what to say to him. Perhaps I should write back now?”

Ro spluttered into her glass. “What? You’d consider marrying him because of one kiss and where he lives?”

Clio shrugged slightly. “I’m sure others have done so before me. Is it really so shocking? I have to marry someone, don’t I? And my mother’s lungs won’t get any better by themselves. I could do worse than Nicholas, I assure you!”

“You make him sound so awfully appealing,” Ro replied.

Clio frowned as she stared into her champagne glass. “Nicholas isn’t awful.”

Thalia shuddered. “And he’s not that exciting, either. I can’t believe you’d want to go to Kenya. All that dust. And those huge animals with gigantic teeth. Horrible, really.”

“I think it would be lovely,” Clio said. “I really do. I wish I could move my mother there.”

“Edwin went to Oxford, you know.” Thalia changed the subject badly.

“Edwin?” Clio frowned once more, returning from her African daydream to the rattle of the car as it jolted along the country roads.

“Edwin the truncheon thief?” Ro asked. “Well, it’s good to know that Oxford is producing quality men these days.”

Thalia reached across and flicked Ro playfully on the arm. “I’ll have you know he’s stolen far more interesting things than that,” Thalia told her. “He has a policeman’s helmet in his collection as well.”

“A gentleman does need an occupation, you know,” Ro told Clio, with a grin. After a moment she turned back to Thalia. “You do sound quite smitten with this Edwin fellow.”

Thalia stubbed out her cigarette. “He is rather fabulous. And in all the papers, you know. All the girls think he’s amazing, though I’m not sure anyone will win him. He’s probably untameable. Some things shouldn’t be tamed, though, should they? Still, he’ll be at the party tonight and one never knows one’s luck.”

*   *   *

By the time they reached the grounds of the castle (really more like a tall stone tower, Clio thought), an hour and a half had passed and Clio found herself rather drunk, tripping slightly as she exited the car. To be truthful, she was glad of her inebriated state, which she found helped her to forget her terrible deceit. She was sure she could not hide her findings from her sisters for much longer, being awfully unaccustomed to lying. If only she could trust Thalia.… 

“It’s a difficult last step, miss,” the driver said as he grabbed her elbow, righting her.

“Oh, dear. Thank you,” Clio said, as Ro exited after her.

“If I might have a word, madam,” the driver finally said to Thalia, the last to leave the motor, yet another bottle of champagne in hand. Clio and Ro watched as he took her aside for a moment, gesturing to another motorcar, which had just pulled into the grassy area where a number of automobiles were parked. The pair watched as Thalia squinted at the car, as if trying to see who was inside it. Then, after a quick nod to the driver, she walked back over to them.

“What was that about?” Ro asked, checking her lipstick in the compact Thalia had given her.

“It seems somebody was following us for most of the journey. I don’t recognize him. It was probably someone who realized where we were going and tagged along behind. Now, let’s go.” Catching Clio’s hand, she began to pull her along the grass toward what seemed to be a winding gravel path. By the light of the almost full moon, the three girls made their way toward the tower, from which Clio could already hear music emanating. Small, rectangular slitted windows shone with flickering candlelight over its four floors.

In an alcohol-induced haze, Clio tripped along behind Thalia and Ro and was finally, unceremoniously, pushed up a flight of perilously steep stone stairs that led into the entrance of the tower itself. As they made their way to the top, Thalia lectured them. “And for heaven’s sake, if you see anybody inside who seems familiar, don’t make a big to-do about it. There will probably be all sorts in there—from actors to politicians—and they won’t care for you making a fuss about their presence.”

At the top of the steps, Clio paused for a moment, her hand against the thick wooden and iron-studded door. It was held back with what seemed to be a stuffed deer’s head. “How odd!” she said, to nobody in particular, as she took back her hand and passed through the doorway. Just as she was about to negotiate the next few stairs that would see them enter the party itself, a sudden squeal took her by surprise.

“Darling!” A flash of turquoise flew past Clio and descended upon Thalia, behind her. Clio turned to see a dark-haired girl—the one from the Savoy—kiss Thalia upon both cheeks. “Beyond lovely to see you!” She held her cigarette out at a rakish angle. Although the girl exuded a devil-may-care attitude, Clio noticed that the turquoise was a perfect color choice for her—it set off her deep blue eyes perfectly. “I take it these are your sisters. I have to say, triplets, how fabulously fabulous!”

“Not for our mother,” Ro replied, eyeing Venetia with suspicion.

“Oh, do shut up, Ro,” Thalia hissed.

“But it’s so very true, darling!” Venetia laughed. “Don’t you see? How droll! You must be Erato.” Venetia took Ro’s hand. “What a brilliant name. I do so wish it was mine. Venetia is absolutely common by comparison. And Clio.” She turned to Clio now. “What a perfectly perfect name for you.”

“Thank you.” Clio wasn’t sure what else to say, or even knew what Venetia meant by her comment.

“Now, you must have some of my special wine,” Venetia drawled. With this, she ran down a few darkened steps, hidden behind the open door. After a moment or two, she reappeared holding four glasses precariously by the stems, full of a wheat-colored liquid. “A little man mixes it specially for me, you know.” She winked at all three of them, as she passed the glasses around. “But you haven’t introduced me to your luscious friend here. A crime, really.” She reached over the girls’ heads to hand him the fourth glass.

Unaware they had been accompanied by any friend, luscious or otherwise, the three girls turned to see who was behind them. He was tall and fair with green eyes and Clio had honestly never seen him before in her life. Neither, it seemed, had Thalia, who began to say, “You! You’re the fellow our driver pointed out. Why were you following us? Who are—?”

“Vincent!” Ro gasped. “Is that really you?”

*   *   *

Ro felt her entire body come alive as she spied Vincent standing behind Thalia. As she looked at him, she realized what a stunning pair he and Thalia made with their fair hair and tall, Nordic looks. Which meant, of course, that this was rather what she would look like next to Vincent. Even though she knew full well she would be the paler version of the stunning Thalia, the thought gave her a small thrill nonetheless.

“This is my doctor.” Emboldened by several glasses of champagne, Ro stepped forward and reached for Vincent’s hand, pulling him past Thalia and closer toward her. She was pleased to note that he came more than willingly. It was only then that the realization came over her that, with the three girls standing before him, he might well guess that she had been speaking not of puppies the other day, but of her sisters. Holding her breath, she glanced up at his expression, trying to gauge whether or not he had heard Venetia’s comments about them being triplets. But Vincent seemed as if nothing untoward had been mentioned, which saw Ro breathe a sigh of relief. How embarrassing that would have been.

“Your doctor, you say?!” Venetia gave him an appreciative look. “I must badger Mummy into changing family physicians. And soon.”

“I’m afraid I have misplaced my invitation.” Vincent gave Venetia his most winning smile.

“Oh, don’t be silly, darling. Invitation or not, I could hardly leave you standing out in the cold looking as you do, could I? It would be a crime! I do adore your stockings. I swear, if I had legs like yours I’d wear that outfit every day!” It was only now that Ro fully took in Vincent’s knight outfit—a short gray tunic, belted at the waist, gray stockings, and knee-high leather boots.

“Just a little something I threw together at the last moment,” Vincent said, modestly. “The boots are a friend’s.”

“How awfully clever!” Venetia replied, exhaling smoke from her cigarette. “All that book learning and chums with knee-high leather boots, too! I wonder, is he a pirate, by any chance?”

“But, Venetia, he has no invitation…” Thalia began.

Ro turned to see Thalia looking distinctly put out and shooting daggers at her. Ro, however, couldn’t see what the problem was. She had no idea how or why Vincent was here, without an invitation, but here he was.

“Oh, Thalia, darling, don’t be a bore,” Venetia chided her new friend for her surliness. “What does it matter if he has an invitation or not? He’ll make the place look simply amazing! Now, drink up and go inside and have a good time. I know I’m going to.”

*   *   *

Within moments of entering the party, Thalia had polished off her wine, dispatched her glass, and disappeared from view. Now, Ro, Vincent, and Clio stood in the center of the room and took in their surroundings.

Sipping her wine without being told, Clio stared around her. The room was the strangest she could ever remember entering—large and circular, it ran the full width of the tower and on each side, a wide stone, circular staircase wound up to the next floor. A huge fireplace, complete with a fire roaring away, was situated along the length of one wall. The evening was warm, but the stone castle would surely have been cold indeed without the fire, even though the room was veritably packed with bodies. Voices and laughter reverberated off the thick stone walls, as did the sounds of a gramophone playing a song about a Miss Annabelle Lee, whoever she was. “Does Venetia’s family honestly own this place?” Clio shook her head in disbelief as she finally glanced over at Ro and Vincent.

Vincent nodded. “They do. Amazing isn’t it? Quite the fairy tale.”

It was, Clio had to agree. What was going on around her was so far removed from her previous existence and she felt so strange, having drunk both champagne and now wine as well—she glanced down at her suddenly empty glass (where on earth had its contents got to?)—that she would have readily believed anyone who told her she was truly in a fairy tale.

“Let me take that for you.” Vincent saw Clio staring down at her drained glass. She looked over to see that both Vincent and Ro had finished their wine also. “Are you coming with us?” he asked. “Ro and I are going to explore the rest of the castle.”

*   *   *

Ro and Vincent pointed Clio toward the set of stairs on the left and the group slowly pushed their way through the crowd. The women wore elaborate gowns of satin and silk and the men wore tunics mostly of gray or black, dotted with dragons, a sword being brandished here and there. Ro pointed out one full suit of armor. “Probably picked it up at home on the way out, dusted it off, and put it on,” Vincent said.

“And you’re sorry you didn’t think of it first?” Ro teased.

Vincent shook his head. “I’m very sorry to say I don’t come from the kind of family who has armor in the hall.”

Despite the burgeoning effects of the champagne and wine, the realization hit Ro that, now, she didn’t come from this kind of family, either. Halesworth Hall was to be sold and all the remnants of that kind of boarding-school-girl existence with it.

“Coming?” Vincent called back over his shoulder, with Clio in front of him, and Ro saw that he had moved off again. She ran to catch up with him and, on reaching him, Vincent took her by surprise, grabbing her hand. The unexpected contact of their warm skin was made warmer still by the quickly overheating room. Combined with her already heady state, Ro felt suddenly faint and then overwhelming alive, all within the one moment. She let Vincent lead the way as her heart pounded, then seemingly skipped several beats, then raced again as if to catch up with itself. It was all she could do to remember to place one foot in front of the other in order to walk.

Finally, they reached the spiral stone staircase. No light seemed to shine up from the bottom floor, so Clio began to climb slowly upward, one hand brushing against the outside wall in order to keep her balance.

“The chapel, perhaps?” Vincent asked Ro, pointing to the floor above them, where a cross-shaped cutout in the stone wall suggested as much.

Ro nodded. “Let’s take a look. Here, Clio.” She pointed and, obligingly, Clio took the turn to the left, leaving the staircase. Vincent and Ro followed close behind. A short, dark, narrow hall led to … 

“Oh!” Clio quickly backed out, bumping into Vincent in the process.

“What is it?” Vincent stepped forward, Ro stepping in front of him so she could see also.

Ro gasped on seeing several writhing bodies inside the moonlit chapel. She found a small laugh escape, which quickly turned into peals as she also backed up smartly, as Clio had done. “Oh, dear!” Not watching where she was going, she remembered the stairs must be quickly approaching and turned on her heel, only to find they were already there.

“Careful, Ro.” Vincent pulled her back toward him and Ro found herself pressed up against his tunic. She ceased breathing and dared herself to look up into his eyes, but wasn’t quite sure her heart would be able to survive it. It really did feel rather odd—making her breathless and elated in turn. A heady, floating feeling swept over her and she stepped back, only then brave enough to grin at Vincent, who smiled back at her. “Let’s see what else is going on,” he said. “Maybe this is only a taste of what’s to come?”

“What else could there be?” Ro asked. Whatever was going on in the chapel, it involved more than two people, which she found delightfully shocking in her present state. There had only been the vaguest talk of this sort of thing at boarding school, though she distinctly remembered a strange little French book, most likely pilfered from an older brother, that had done the rounds of the older boarders. It had required much imagination as to how some of the acts described could even be anatomically possible, as well as the heavy application of a French dictionary. “Oh, come on, let’s find out!” Ro laughed again and gamely took Vincent’s hand once more. She tugged him along with her, back onto the staircase and up again. “Clio?” she called out.

“Up here,” Clio called back.

Ro lifted her skirt and ran up the stairs, Vincent close behind.

“Dare we try this one?” Clio asked her when the pair reached her.

“You know you want to.” Ro laughed again. She found she couldn’t cease laughing, actually, and had to place one hand firmly over her mouth to stop. Scared of starting up again, she waved Clio silently onto the next floor and the three crept through the similar dark and narrow entryway together. They paused to let their eyes adjust to the candlelight inside the room. When they did, Ro began laughing once more. There was a knight inside, pressed up against one wall. It took her a moment or two, and noticing the triangular shape gouged into the outer wall, to work out he wasn’t engaged in some odd sexual act, but rather an act of relief.

“Enjoying the show?” The knight turned his head to stare at them.

“Really, we shouldn’t be so shocked.” Ro tried to compose herself as she turned to Clio and Vincent, who still looked confused. “That’s its proper use. Do you see how the fireplace would be directly below us? It’s an important man’s room—most likely a bishop, or someone like that. It would be warm, due to the fireplace below and, with his own urinal, there’s no need to go out in the cold to use the privy.”

Vincent gave her an odd look and, to Ro, his eyes seemed greener than ever. Oh, how she longed to move over closer to him and … but what was she doing? Discussing urinals? There were obviously some topics they had not covered well enough at boarding school. For example, that discussing urinals with male admirers may be unwise. “Is there anything you don’t know, Ro?” Vincent asked her.

“Actually, there is one thing.” Ro raised one finger and, not caring what the knight was doing anymore, leaned back against a stone wall, flushed, her heart galloping away once more.

“And what’s that?” Vincent moved in closer toward her.

“I don’t think I know what was in Venetia’s wine. Specially mixed by her ‘little man.’”

Vincent moved in closer still. So close Ro feared her heart would stop racing altogether and would simply burst from her chest. He reached forward and placed two fingers at her neck, in order to feel her pulse, his other hand deftly removing some damp strands of hair from her forehead.

“Then we make a good pair. Because I think I can guess at what was in Venetia’s wine,” Vincent told her.

“And what’s that?” Ro asked as Vincent removed his fingers from her throat now only to run them down her neck and across her décolletage. She quite literally thought she would die, his touch was so exquisite.

Finally, he answered her. “Cocaine.”

*   *   *

Clio, not wishing to stay any longer and watch either a gentleman making use of a urinal, or Ro and Vincent’s obvious interest in one another, retreated to the staircase once more. When she reached the edge of the landing and had to choose whether to ascend or descend, she stood for a moment and looked both up, above her head, to where the stairs twisted to one final floor and then down, where she could hear the raucous party continuing, perhaps even louder than before, if that was possible.

She chose to continue onward to the final floor. As she made her way carefully up the stairs, she noted how suddenly wide-awake and alive she felt. She had lost that awful tearful feeling she had been pushing away all day from worrying about her mother and the many, many lies she seemed to be telling. Perhaps it was the champagne, or the wine? Or both? She wasn’t sure, but, either way, she felt a better version of herself—almost … joyful, which seemed odd, given the circumstances.

With a final step, Clio reached the thick wooden, iron-studded door, which she knew must lead onto some sort of rooftop. The door seemed to be already partially open and Clio paused for a moment, hoping there would be no writhing bodies on the other side. The only other option, however, was to return downstairs, so, with a push, Clio opened the door, looked around, and saw … nothing. There seemed to be no one upon the roof—the bits she could see of it in the moonlight, anyway—but for a few pigeons who fluttered and fussed at the opening of the door and then settled once more.

“Hello?” Clio said.

No answer.

With a happy sigh, she closed the door gently behind her and stepped gingerly over to the nearest wall in order to see the view. Clio stared out into the moonlit distance. To her right lay vast fields and to her left, she could see the small village, dotted with squat redbrick cottages and a few houses with thatched roofs. And there, not far in the distance, was the village’s church spire, which made her think of her mother again. In the cool silence, Clio said a short prayer.

When she was finished, she turned, set to cross to the other side of the roof. She had almost reached her destination when a voice spoke, startling her.

“Were you praying just then?” someone asked, in the darkness—a man.

Clio squinted, trying to see who it was, but could see nothing. She could hear him, though—it sounded as if he had just jumped off something and was now walking toward her. “Who is it?” Clio said. “I said hello before. Why did you not reply when I called out?”

“Because I didn’t feel like it, that’s why,” he said, with a chuckle. Clio could make out a vague form now, approaching. “And, really, I should be asking who you are. I’m related to the owner of the castle itself. You could be an intruder of the worst sort. I should be preparing my boiling oil to pour on your head and so on.”

“Oh,” Clio said. “I only wanted to see the view. If you’d like me to leave…”

“No, don’t go. I was only teasing.” The figure appeared now. And, as he stepped from the darkness, Clio wondered for a moment if he was an apparition. Tall and dark and effortless, with his rich, deep voice, he was easily the most handsome man Clio had ever laid eyes upon. His costume of a simple black tunic was highlighted by some more realistic details—a heavy-looking short sword, held at an angle by a leather belt and what seemed to be some chain mail, which was hanging over the crook of one arm. The pair stood, assessing one another. “So, were you?” he finally asked, with a grin.

Still staring at the vision before her, Clio had no idea what he was talking about. “Was I what?”

“Praying,” he answered evenly, his eyes never leaving hers. “I didn’t think anyone did that anymore in this godless society.”

Clio sucked her breath in suddenly, shocked by his words. “Well, you might live in a godless society and they”—she motioned downstairs—“might live in a godless society, but I do not. For your information, I was praying, as well I might, because my … I…” Unbidden, the tears welled in Clio’s eyes once more. She felt so strange—her feelings crashing over each other again and again like waves on the seashore. One moment she was almost euphoric, the next, desperately miserable about her current, untruthful situation and her mother’s unchanged one. Oh, how she was sick of these people who cared for nothing and no one but themselves and who played awful, horrible games with one another. He was right—it was a godless society. A godless society she did not care to be a part of. Without uttering another word, Clio turned to leave.

“Wait.” He rushed up to Clio now and caught her by the arm. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. It was flippant and untrue.”

Held in his grasp, Clio had no option but to turn back.

“Come on, then,” he said, a different tone to his voice now, unlike his sharp, pointed words before. “Let’s have a chat. We’re obviously both hiding out up here for a reason. If you tell me your reason, I’ll tell you mine.”

*   *   *

Clio was unsure why she stayed on the rooftop, but stay she did. It might have been something to do with the change in the man’s voice. There was something there—something kind, she thought, that needed to be drawn out. She had heard her father speak of some of his parishioners like this before. “He’s a good man underneath it all, I know it,” he’d say about a man who had just performed some terrible deed or other. “If only I could encourage that other man out of him.” It was as if the failing was his own, rather than the wrongdoer’s. Now Clio knew exactly how he had felt.

Together, the pair perched on a large stone block, which served well as a bench seat, and talked. They spoke of the party, of London, of siblings, of life in general. There were no details—no names—none were needed. “It’s so beautiful up here,” Clio said, when there was a moment of silence. “If I were you, I would consider staying here forever.”

There was a pause. “Sometimes I think that might be a very good idea,” he replied. “Sometimes I think being alone for a very, very long time might be a better thing altogether than being alone in the crowds of people below us.”

Clio turned to look at him, surprised by his words. “I know what you mean. I’m not like them. I could never believe that life is all fun and games, or pretend that I don’t care about the people around me. I don’t like lies and falsity.”

He did not turn away from her inquiring gaze, but held her eyes steadily. “You see, that’s what worries me sometimes,” he said. “That I am so very good at living that sort of life. At pretense. And games. It’s in the blood.”

“Oh, I don’t really believe that about you. Though, I suppose I might say the same thing, about things being in the blood, I mean. My father was a vicar. He was the kindest man you could ever hope to meet. He saw the good in everyone.”

“Then you are very lucky.”

Clio checked his expression carefully to see if he was making fun of her once more. He wasn’t.

Clio nodded thoughtfully, thinking of her sisters. Especially Thalia. “I was lucky,” she said. “Very lucky.” For her, it truly was all about luck—about which bundle had been handed to which family. It was nothing but luck in its purest form. Clio’s thoughts halted here, however, as she heard something in the distance. “Did you hear that?” she asked.

“Hear what?”

She listened more carefully. And there it was again—she was right. She stood up, hastily. “Someone’s calling my name,” she said, starting toward the door.

*   *   *

“Where have you been?” Clio found Ro waiting for her on the stairs just after the chapel. “I’ve been looking for you for over an hour. Thalia was wondering where you’d got to as well.”

“Have I been gone that long?” Clio asked, but then realized that maybe she had. The effects of the champagne and wine seemed to have worn off while she was on the rooftop and she felt something more akin to normal now. At least, the stairs seemed much easier to negotiate compared to before and she was starting to feel tired, which would be right, because it must have been quite late by now. And then, of course, there was the pang of guilt that she felt the moment she set her eyes on her two sisters.

“Come on.” Ro grabbed her hand. “We’d best find Thalia. She should still be downstairs.”

The pair made their way down the final bend of the staircase and came into view of the party once more. Even though the music had become louder and louder as they had descended, Clio’s ears recoiled at the level of noise she was greeted with on turning the final bend. There was music—in the background—but it was the foreground noise that was truly painful. A cacophony of shrill screeching, crazed laughter, and hooting. Glasses littered every possible surface, the fire roared to new heights, and, in pockets, people danced (or worse—Clio wasn’t entirely sure what a couple in one shady area of the room were doing, but she could guess).

“There she is.” Ro pointed and Clio looked ahead to see Thalia crossing the floor toward them. With her came Venetia. And, as they got closer, Clio sensed the two girls were on a mission. As for Thalia, her expression changed the closer she got to the stairs. At first she had looked mildly annoyed. By the time she reached her sisters, her expression could only be described as thunderous.

“Edwin!” Venetia’s high-pitched voice carried over the noise of the room. “You are naughty. Where have you been all this time?”

Confused, Clio followed Venetia’s eyes to the point they were focused on—behind her. Turning, she realized that her friend from the rooftop had followed her back downstairs. And that he was, in fact, Edwin.

Thalia’s Edwin.

“It seems you’ve befriended a truncheon thief!” Ro whispered in her ear, conspiratorially.

“I … never…,” Clio started, only to glance over at Thalia and be met with yet another murderous look. Thalia obviously believed she had kept Edwin hidden away, all to herself, for the entire night, on purpose.

“I was busy being naughty at the top of the castle for a change,” Edwin replied to his sister, with that different tone to his voice again—the one Clio did not care for. “And I had an accomplice. Though I’ve just realized I don’t even know your name…” He glanced at Clio now, who, despite her reservations, could not help noticing how he was even more handsome in the light of the room.

“Clio,” Clio whispered.

“What was that?” Edwin leaned forward in order to hear better, placing his hands on Clio’s shoulders.

“That is my sister, Clio.” Thalia barged forward now, grabbed Clio’s hand, and veritably pulled her down the final step. “And I’ve been looking for her everywhere, because it’s time to go home.”

*   *   *

“Why did we have to go?” Clio asked as the motorcar pulled away from the castle, leaving the party behind. It wasn’t as though she was desperate to stay, but she had enjoyed the distraction of the party, as well as talking to Edwin. At least, she had enjoyed talking to the Edwin she had known on the castle’s rooftop. Not the one that had appeared once more when he had rejoined the party, or the one that had made the comment regarding her prayer.

“Why did we have to go?” Thalia practically spat. “You didn’t even want to come tonight! And now you’re asking why we had to go?! Ugh, this stupid hamper…” She kicked the hamper with one foot, while Ro placed both feet upon it, searching for a little more room for her legs.

“What’s the matter with you?” Ro asked her.

“Nothing,” she retorted, “nothing at all. Unlike your lipstick.” She eyed Ro’s lips and Ro put a hand to her mouth in shock. “It’s more than obvious what you’ve been up to.”

But Clio knew full well what the problem was. “I didn’t know it was Edwin I was talking to. He didn’t tell me his name.”

“I said nothing was wrong, didn’t I?” Thalia replied.

“Why couldn’t Clio speak to Edwin?” Ro defended her sister. “You seemed to be entertaining yourself without his presence perfectly well,” she told Thalia, busy wiping off the remnants of her lipstick with a handkerchief. “I found her exiting the chapel.” She raised her eyebrows suggestively at Clio.

“Ugh!” Thalia expelled yet another frustrated noise from her throat. “And so what?! As I said, it’s obvious what you were up to with your odd little doctor.”

“Vincent isn’t odd!” Ro retorted.

“Oh, no.” Thalia shook her head. “He only followed our motor-car for an hour and a half from London to turn up at a party he had no invitation to, but was dressed for. That’s not odd at all.”

“He didn’t really follow us,” Ro said, then thought about Thalia’s words a little harder. “Did he?”

Thalia simply rolled her eyes at her sister’s stupidity.

“But why would he do that?”

“I don’t know, Ro. Why don’t you tell me?” She shook her head. “He doesn’t know about us, does he?” she added quickly. “Why we’re in London? And about Charles?”

Ro thought back to the moment in the doorway to the castle. “No, I don’t think so. At least, I didn’t tell him anything specific either the other day, or this evening. I’m sure he worked it out for himself that you and I are related somehow, looking as we do. Still, that’s all a bit rich coming from you, who’ve been using the name Craven-Towneley all over the city!”

Thalia only hmpfed.

“Speaking of Vincent, he said there was cocaine in that wine of Venetia’s, you know.” Ro looked at both of her sisters in turn.

“Truly?” Clio said, eyes wide.

“Truly?” Thalia mimicked, giving both of them yet another look that told them exactly how naïve they both were.

And then the three proceeded to bicker all the long way back to London.

*   *   *

The following day, Hestia came to Ro with an address for her—the address of the midwife, which the private detective had tracked down for her. “I’m afraid her niece is living in Birmingham now, but I don’t believe she would have had any more information than the midwife would have. She was quite specific, however, that you are never to go to this address. But if you write to her and suggest a time and place, she might be amenable to a short meeting.”

Ro took the address and hurriedly wrote to the woman—a Mrs. Ellen Thompson—who lived in Brixton. As she was residing in South London, Ro suggested they meet at the refreshment rooms at Battersea Park, in two days’ time. When she was finished, she ran out and posted the letter first class. And then she waited. The following day, she had her reply. Yes, Mrs. Thompson would meet her.

Half an hour before their meeting, Ro made her way to Battersea Park. As her taxi twisted and turned its way through the streets of London, Ro thought hard about what she wanted to gain from this encounter. First of all, she knew she needed to make absolutely sure this midwife had seen three children born to her mother. If she had, Ro wanted to know what they looked like. Did one look different? Were they healthy at birth? These were the crucial things she needed to know. The most simple of facts.

When the taxi dropped her off, Ro found she was early. But a slow stroll through Battersea Park calmed her nerves. She took in the rustic bridge and the bandstand, deserted today. She sat on a bench for a while and watched the squirrels’ antics. And then, when it was almost two o’clock, she made her way to the refreshment rooms and waited outside. The refreshment rooms were quite busy since the day was pleasant. Visitors to the park were enjoying the weather—most choosing to sit outside on the upper floor, basking in the sunshine.

Ro was looking up at the happy groups when a voice spoke in front of her. “Oh, my,” it said. “You do look like your dear mother. And your aunt.”

Ro turned her gaze to find a small, kind-looking woman before her. “You must be Mrs. Thompson,” she said. “Thank you so much for coming. Shall we go inside and have some tea?”

*   *   *

Mrs. Thompson was hesitant about discussing the day of the girls’ birth at first, but by the time she had imbibed a second cup of tea, she was starting to warm to the idea of sharing what she knew.

“I’m sorry, I know I seem anxious.” She placed her cup on her saucer in rather a shaky manner. “It’s only that it is difficult to believe…”

“That my father is finally dead?” Ro leaned forward slightly across the table. “It’s all right to say it. Hestia told me the hold he had over you and your niece and I’m very sorry for it.”

Mrs. Thompson nodded. “That’s very kind of you, miss.”

The pair looked at each other for a moment, before Ro sighed. “I suppose I wanted to ask you here today as it seems you and your niece were the only impartial witnesses to our birth. We’ve been told so many untruths so often, or information has been withheld from us, that it’s become difficult to know what is real and what is not. I’d like to ask you a few questions about that day, if I may?”

Mrs. Thompson nodded. And, over the next few minutes, Ro learned what she had needed to know for some time. To begin with, yes, there were most definitely three babies born that day.

“The third I had to help on its way.” Mrs. Thompson glanced away for a moment, remembering. “For your mother had already passed. The doctor was no use. I’m afraid it was quite a vicious birth. One of the worst I have ever attended. The child was hurt in the process—on her right temple. She may still have a scar.”

“And who witnessed the births?”

“Well, there was me, of course. Then there was the doctor—Dr. Hollingsworth—and his Lordship. Your aunt arrived after the first two babies had been born and she fainted before the third child was born, if I recall correctly. My niece was in and out—she was running after another doctor, who was at first turned away. There were others in the house as well, of course, servants, but, naturally, they did not witness the births—other maids, his Lordship’s valet, the housekeeper…”

Ro made a mental note of this. “No one else? No other lady?”

Mrs. Thompson shook her head. “No, miss. Not that I saw.”

Ro paused, thinking for a moment. “And that third child—did it look different from the others?”

Mrs. Thompson looked slightly taken aback with the question. “Well, yes,” she replied slowly, not quite meeting Ro’s eyes, which Ro took note of. “Quite dark, with curls, the third one was.”

“And what happened after the births?”

Over the next few minutes, Mrs. Thompson told Ro the ins and outs of the following few days. How she had cared for the babies and begun to think everything was not quite right when she had been called upon to help with the memorial portrait. When Hestia had not reappeared and she had started to realize the babies were to be sent away, she had quickly embroidered the small hearts and pushed their names inside. She knew that babies given into the care of the Foundling Hospital were often left with small tokens, and it was this knowledge that gave her the idea of making the hearts, which she had hidden inside their swaddled clothes before they were sent away.

“Your aunt and your mother were very insistent upon those names. And they seemed like such good, kind women, who wanted the best for you. I knew I had to do something.”

Even though she knew it was improper, Ro reached forward and grasped Mrs. Thompson’s hand. “Thank you so much. I know how difficult that decision made your life. Truly, thank you from all three of us. We have only just now found each other again. We never would have done it if it weren’t for your actions. But I must ask you something. Can you explain about this memorial portrait? I’m not sure I understand about that.” Ro had no idea what Mrs. Thompson had meant by this statement.

Mrs. Thompson seemed surprised that she was asking about this. “Well, it was to prove that you and the other fair baby were both dead, I suppose, for that was what his Lordship ended up telling the world—that your mother gave birth to twins, who died along with her, and that a third child never even existed. I mean, honestly! I never thought he would get away with such a terrible lie, but he did, obviously, right up until his death! The day of that portrait was a difficult one indeed. His Lordship was quite insistent that it only be the fair babies posed with the mother and that they both be asleep. It was only later I realized exactly what was going on.”

Ro’s slight smile froze as she realized exactly what Mrs. Thompson was telling her. So, the three of them had not simply been sent off to relatives in the country—William had lied about their very existence. He had claimed she and Thalia had died at birth and covered up Clio’s birth altogether. That was what Dr. Hollingsworth had been referring to the other day when he’d called Clio the “third one.” And it also explained some of the strange comments Charles had made when they had met—about being surprised to see three of them and how they didn’t really exist. She supposed that Dr. Hollingsworth had helped to deny the very fact that Clio had been born at all. And most likely signed the death certificates for herself and Thalia, along with their mother, she would hazard a guess. Her father’s actions took her breath away as she struggled to maintain her focus on Mrs. Thompson and what she was saying.

Now Mrs. Thompson simply smiled a kind smile at her, not knowing what she had just revealed. “I only wish I had been able to help your mother. But triplets, in those days—even now, it would be very dangerous.”

Ro tried very hard to gather her thoughts. “You must have so much experience. Can I ask you something else? Have you ever seen twins or triplets before that look different? I mean, extremely different? Like us?”

Mrs. Thompson gave Ro a long look, as if assessing what Ro did and didn’t know about her situation, which told Ro instantly that Mrs. Thompson had guessed at the time of birth what it had taken Hestia years to discover. Ro gasped. “So, you knew all along!”

Mrs. Thompson nodded. “Yes. I had seen a photograph of twins born before, in Jamaica—one black and one white. It is very rare, but it is possible.”

“And the doctor? And my father?” Ro asked. “Do you think they both knew?”

“Your father was … quite incensed by the difference, I must admit. The doctor? I’m not so sure. He did seem to understand what your father was upset about, so perhaps he guessed also.”

Ro’s breath caught in her chest. “And did my father say anything? Mention anyone’s name?”

Mrs. Thompson thought about her question before answering. “There was much ranting and raving, but I was busy with the babies and there was your poor mother to attend to, of course. I don’t recall him saying anything in particular, however. No name, or anything like that.”

Ro shook her head. “It is simply all so … awful. Especially that memorial portrait. What a horrible, horrible thing.…”

“Yes, I began to become very worried that something untoward might happen, especially to the little dark-haired baby that was left out altogether. I was very happy to drop her off to that vicar and his wife. They seemed … overjoyed to have her and so very kind.”

Ro nodded now, thinking of Clio. “You’re right. They were very kind indeed.”

*   *   *

Not long after this, Ro thanked Mrs. Thompson profusely one last time and then said her good-byes. She had not walked far at all before her legs became very shaky and she had to sit down. Whereupon, she burst into tears. She wasn’t sure why—she supposed it was a combination of her father’s evil betrayal against them and because of Mrs. Thompson herself. There was something about Mrs. Thompson—she offered a refreshing believability. Ro had known that every word she had spoken had been the truth, which was a rarity lately. Finally, she knew the basics of her situation—she was one of triplets. Thalia was her full sister and Clio her half sister, but they were triplets all the same. Sisters. She could still barely associate herself with the word. She had wanted a sister, even one sister, for so long. It felt like a kind of release to let this want—this need—go. To know that this was now her reality was an overwhelming feeling.

With a little more time and a few more deep breaths, Ro was able to walk to the closest road and hail a taxi. She informed the driver she wished to go to Belgrave Square, but they were only a few minutes away when she decided what she really needed to do was to walk and to clear her head before she returned home to confront Thalia and Clio with the news that one of them was dead, the other nonexistent, and that Charles truly did have the upper hand in this situation. “I’ve changed my mind,” she told the taxi driver. “Please pull over here.”

Ro found herself walking for quite some time, thinking. With Uncle Henry destitute—well, not exactly destitute, but without ready money—her future was now precarious. She couldn’t see Aunt Alice fronting up the money for her to attend the university (she detested Uncle Henry’s learned ways and Ro was quite sure she wouldn’t think it “seemly” for a woman to attend the university). And while Hestia would approve of her studies, it would be far too shaming to turn up on her front doorstep and start asking for large sums.

Thus, her future seemed to now be aligned with that of Thalia and Clio—all three of them now required this inheritance that Charles was holding so close to his chest, even though, by his own admission, he didn’t require it. Ro considered for a moment asking Charles privately for money for the university so that she might leave the city and then instantly dismissed the idea. It wouldn’t be right. She and her sisters had agreed to fight this battle with Charles together. As Thalia had said—three were stronger than one. And she doubted Charles would hold the most progressive views concerning women and education. Undoubtedly he would share Aunt Alice’s views, even though he was fifty years her junior.

“Excuse me,” a gentleman said, stepping in front of Ro in order to pass through an iron gate. On looking up, Ro found that she had paused in her step outside the university—Vincent’s university. She frowned now, wondering if she had walked here on purpose, or whether it had been an accident. She hadn’t meant to come here. She hadn’t even considered it. Had she?

Ro took a few steps to the left, standing out of the way, and stared up to where Vincent’s rooms would be. She recalled Thalia’s words from the other night—her suggestion that Vincent had some sort of motive in following their motorcar from London. She had to admit she was intrigued. Why had he done this? Because he was interested in her? She blushed now, remembering their encounter at the castle. Not that anything truly untoward had happened. The knight had finally left the chamber they were in and then … well, they had kissed and … touched. She felt her cheeks become hotter still as she recalled what had passed between them.

Lost in her thoughts, Ro smiled. What was especially thrilling was how completely, utterly, and totally out of character it was for her to have done this. It was not her, yet, somehow, it was all her. She had acted purely on desire for the first time in her life. Of course, she had been shocked when Vincent had told her there had been cocaine in the wine (which was illegal, she knew), but she had to admit that, despite the odd effect the drug had had on her heart, it had all been lovely. Was this what Thalia was doing every single evening? She supposed so.

It was the passing reference to Thalia that did it. Without a backward glance, Ro found her feet swiftly retracing the route she had taken the other day—to Vincent’s office. For that’s what Thalia would do—if she had a question, she would ask it. And, now, that was exactly what Ro was going to do.

*   *   *

“Ro! What a lovely surprise!” Vincent opened the door to his rooms.

Ro felt far less brave now. “I know you weren’t expecting me…,” she began, her heart beating wildly in her chest once more, just as it had done at the castle, only now there was no drug to blame.

“Do come in.” He opened the door wider and, after seeing he was truly happy to see her and she was not being a nuisance, Ro did so.

With the door shut once more behind them, the pair stared at each other for a brief moment, then laughed hesitantly at the awkwardness between them.

“I must apologize for the other night,” Vincent finally said with a smile. “I…,” he started, then paused once more.

“I must admit it was quite unlike any other wine I have ever tasted,” Ro tried.

“That is very true.”

Silence fell over them again. In it, Ro tried desperately not to blush as she had blushed downstairs. She couldn’t halt the thoughts running through her head—of what she and Vincent had done the other night and how she would very much like to re-create that scene again right now.

Vincent took her silence the wrong way, taking a step forward toward her. “I hope you don’t think ill of me…”

“Oh, no,” Ro replied quickly, taking a step forward herself. She was horrified that he would think this. “Not at all.”

The pair were close now. If Ro wanted to, she could have easily reached out to touch Vincent. And, oh, how she wanted to do just that. She shook her head. “No, I would never think ill of…” Before she knew what she was doing, her arms were repeating what her feet had done downstairs—showing her the way, without her having to think about her actions. Now, Ro found herself pulling Vincent to her—by his shirt of all things. As she did so, all kinds of feelings whirled inside her, fighting for precedence. All at once she was scared, thrilled, excited, petrified. What would he do? What would he say?

He came to her willingly, smelling deliciously of soap and paper, his shirt crumpled beneath her hand where she clutched at it. They kissed. Longer and harder and deeper than they had at the castle. Ro could barely believe this was real and not yet another dream. That she was brave enough to do what she had so longed to do in her private thoughts amazed her.

The pair finally paused for breath, pulling back slightly. Vincent spoke first, his eyes holding Ro’s. “Oh, God. I have not been able to stop thinking about you. Are you really here?”

Ro was ecstatic at his response, though tried desperately not to show it. She smiled a wide smile back at him. “I’m not entirely sure,” she replied, feeling bolder by the minute. “Why don’t we try that again to find out?”

This time, Vincent needed no encouragement. He did not need to be pulled toward her, but grabbed Ro willingly and drank her in. Minutes passed as they explored one another’s mouths and bodies. When Vincent sat down on the edge of his desk, sending some papers spilling to the floor, he brought her in even closer to him and she was able to run a hand through his tangled hair. As for Vincent, he skimmed one hand down Ro’s waist pulling her closer again. If Ro had thought she was going to die the other night, at the castle, she quickly realized she had been wrong. Surely she would die now, instead. Of ecstasy. If it was possible to do so, she didn’t care. She wasn’t going to stop what she was doing anytime soon.

Slowly but surely his hand moved away from Ro’s waist and swept down her thigh. After some time, he pushed aside her skirt and caressed her knee. And then Vincent’s hand stroked her leg upward, slowly but surely making its way higher each time—up her thigh, then over the top of the edge of her stocking, higher and higher. When he reached the edge of her knickers, Ro gasped. The sensible part of her told her she should tell Vincent to stop. Immediately. But the truth of it was, she didn’t want him to stop. Not at all. She was both frightened and thrilled by the thought of where his hand might travel next.

“Vincent?” a voice called out, with a knock on the door at the same time.

The pair froze.

“Vincent, are you there?” It was a woman’s voice, Ro realized.

Vincent visibly recoiled in horror as he and Ro separated. “Oh, my God,” he whispered. His eyes met Ro’s. “It’s my fiancée.”

Ro took a step back, fixing her skirt in the process. “Your what?” she hissed, under her breath.

Vincent waved a hand. “Wait, that’s not true. She’s not my fiancée. Oh, God. Look, it will be better for you if you hide. Over there.” He pointed to a spot behind some heavy bookcases.

Ro ran the few steps over to the bookcases and hid herself behind them, hoping the many layers of dust she could see wouldn’t cause her to sneeze.

After a short pause, she heard Vincent open the door. “Genevieve! And Mrs. Mitchell! What a surprise! Won’t you come in?”

There were voices—something was said that Ro couldn’t quite catch, though she expected it was a greeting of some sort, and then footsteps. The three were properly inside the room now. The door closed.

“I have missed you!” Ro heard the girl say. “Are you still very busy?” She sounded young. Very young, Ro thought. And a little silly with it.

“Very, I’m afraid,” came Vincent’s reply.

“Mama has just paid a visit around the corner, to Mrs. Belton. Do you know her?”

“I haven’t had the pleasure of being introduced to Mrs. Belton, no.” Vincent’s voice sounded amused to Ro’s ears.

“Oh,” the girl said. “She was showing us her most amazing Canaletto she just bought for her husband’s birthday. They’re amazingly rich, you know. Mr. Belton made his money in beer.”

“Genevieve!” her mother reprimanded her.

But it was too late. Ro winced at the girl’s obvious gaffe and guessed, correctly, that Genevieve and her mother were also amazingly, recently rich and that this was also due to something like beer, or toothpaste, or soap, and that she had much to learn about polite society.

“Were you talking to someone just now?” Genevieve continued.

Ro held her breath as she heard footsteps headed toward her.

“How embarrassing,” Vincent said with a chuckle, and the footsteps stopped. “I was talking to myself. You see, I was in such a rush as I’m already late to meet with someone and I dropped these papers on the floor…” Ro heard Vincent gathering them up. “I was chastising myself for being careless.”

“Perhaps if you had put them away in the first place?” Mrs. Mitchell said, rather pointedly, Ro thought.

“That, Mrs. Mitchell, would be a very good idea. What this room needs, I fear, is a woman’s touch.”

Ro almost laughed out loud. Sure enough, this shut Mrs. Mitchell up nicely. She did not offer to tidy up.

“Oh, dear. So you must go?” the girl said. “I will be miserable all afternoon now. In fact, I told Mama quite plainly that I would do nothing but mope for the rest of the day if we passed by and she wouldn’t allow me to stop.”

“But you have seen me now, so there’s no use in moping, is there?”

“I suppose not,” the girl said and sighed. “If only we had stopped by before, rather than later.”

“It is a shame,” Vincent replied, and Ro shook her head in wonderment that he did not fall asleep, so dreary was the conversation.

“We shouldn’t keep Dr. Allington, Genevieve. We will take our leave now,” Mrs. Mitchell told her daughter firmly.

The mother and daughter said their good-byes, as did Vincent. The door opened, the door closed. Footsteps retreated down the hall.

When there was silence once more, Ro reappeared from her hiding place.

Vincent came back to his desk and leaned upon it, looking altogether beaten. “It’s not as it seems.”

“Isn’t it?” Ro asked. “And how is that?” She knew she should leave, but found she couldn’t—something inside her needed to know why Vincent had lied. Why he had thought he could toy with her emotions.

He stared at her for some time, before pushing himself off the desk briskly. “I will not lie to you, Ro. You are clever and educated and I will lay the truth out for you because there is probably some part of you that will understand my logic. Genevieve is kind and sweet, but I do not love her. This might make me sound unfeeling, but it is the simple truth. Her family is wealthy. If I am able to marry Genevieve, I would be fortunate enough to have the means with which to write and research without having to teach. I know it must be obvious to you that Genevieve is not like you…”

Ro could not help but interject here. “No, she certainly is not,” she replied harshly. Genevieve seemed quite ridiculously feeble-minded and she was surprised that a eugenicist could possibly be interested in breeding with her.

“I am so very embarrassed.” Vincent approached her.

“As you should be.” Ro held out one hand and he stopped. She then found the strength within herself to say one final thing. “Good day, Vincent.”

And with that, Ro left the room.

*   *   *

On the walk back to Belgrave Square, Ro knew she should be furious with Vincent. That instead of walking calmly, she should be stamping along the pavement, kicking at stones and glaring at small dogs passing by with their owners. And she was cross, but, somehow, not as much as she ought to be. Perhaps it was because Vincent had told her the truth. Perhaps it was because she had been brought up by Uncle Henry and Aunt Charlotte, in a household where logical argument reigned supreme and Uncle Henry’s work always came first. Perhaps it was because she herself longed to study and understood how someone might do whatever it took to make this possible. It was, most likely, a combination of all of these things, but the fact was, even though she was cross, Ro understood Vincent’s position. In a small way, she even respected it. He was willing to give up a chance at love in order to further his research. What would she be willing to give up in order to find the money she needed to attend the university? Ro wasn’t yet sure of the answer to this question.

Vincent had made things perfectly clear for Ro. Like Uncle Henry, his research came first. This girl, Genevieve, would provide the money he needed to continue his research. He had certainly not treated Ro in the way she ought to be treated, but he had acknowledged as much and she believed him to be sorry for his actions on that account. She also believed this hadn’t happened before. Vincent had simply had a taste of what might be—what love might be like—and he had grasped at it, or her, to be exact, with both hands.

Ro knew her usual, logical, sensible self should walk from that room and never see Vincent again. But what had passed between them, even if it was over a short space of time, had changed everything for her. Ro wanted more from Vincent. Needed more from him. There was nothing logical or sensible about this, she knew, but she embraced the thought anyway. Turning the corner into Belgrave Square, she suddenly understood Vincent’s single-minded focus on his research and Thalia’s similar focus on gaining their inheritance. Now, like them, she had one aim. She would have what she wanted and what she wanted was Vincent.

The facts of the matter were this: Vincent was interested in Genevieve’s money. Well, Ro could do better than plain old money. Perhaps not right this second, but in the near future. The three of them would win their money from Charles, she was sure of it. She wasn’t exactly sure how this would come to pass, but she trusted she would find a way to convince Charles with time. What she had to top Genevieve, however, was connections. Connections would be crucial to furthering Vincent’s name when it came to his research, especially in an area like eugenics—she knew that much from being Uncle Henry’s niece. There was no denying Vincent had been impressed when he found out her aunt was Hestia Craven—Lady Hestia Craven, no less—a viscountess with friends in extremely high places. A viscountess beat a Mrs. any day, however much money that Mrs. had. All Ro needed now was money herself. The inheritance.

A small stab of fear pierced her chest then because Ro realized that she had something she wanted badly, and she saw that she would do anything, or almost anything to get it. And she was sure this was how Thalia had felt about the inheritance all along. From their first meeting, Ro had thought Thalia was all false bravado with her insistence on never returning home. But from the few little bits and pieces she had learned, it seemed that Thalia’s former home was a very dark place indeed. Ro paused in her step now and bit her bottom lip, deep in thought. Yes, now that Ro wanted something equally badly herself, she knew without a doubt that her sister was a far more dangerous person than she had originally thought. She would have to be careful when it came to sharing information and strategy with Thalia. Very careful indeed.

*   *   *

It was only on the final approach to the town house that Ro’s thoughts turned from Vincent and the inheritance back to her sisters and what she must now tell them. If she should tell them at all. As she considered her situation and the new knowledge she had gained, she began to see how what Mrs. Thompson had told her might affect Clio greatly. What if Thalia was to use this information somehow against Clio? And then, of course, there was Hestia to consider. Had she known about this ruse? There was no way she could not have known. So, why had she not told them? And was this what she had been hiding from them all along? Ro could see why Hestia might have wanted to keep this information to herself for as long as possible—most likely because she felt it her duty to keep the triplets together, in order that they might get to know one another. Ro could not thank her aunt for hiding the truth, but she could see how it was a motherly action and one she had taken for her sister’s, Demeter’s, sake.

As Ro walked up the front steps of the town house, still undecided about whether or not to share her news, she began to hear raised voices emanating from inside. She ran the final distance to the front door and entered as fast as possible, just as one voice in particular became louder. It was coming from the drawing room.

Ro entered the scene to see a furious Thalia towering over a quivering Clio. “Finally! You have come home!” She whipped around the moment she realized Ro had returned. “Look what I found. In Clio’s coat pocket, quite by accident.” She waved something in one hand. A photograph, it seemed. “Look at it! She has been hiding it and not told us about it. I have no idea how long for. She has been keeping secrets. Lying to us. Look!” Thalia stalked over to push the photograph upon Ro.

“Oh.” Ro looked at it. It was the memorial portrait itself. “Oh, yes, I see.”

“What?” Thalia screeched, seeming to sense something in Ro’s expression. “You knew as well? You knew and you didn’t tell me?”

Ro shook her head. “No. I’ve never seen it before. But, just now, Mrs. Thompson told me of its existence.” She glanced at Clio, whose tear-stained face was now in her hands.

Thalia eyed her in disbelief. “And I’m supposed to believe that? No, I don’t believe it. You’re conspiring. Both of you. Conspiring against me. I know it.”

“Thalia, don’t be ridiculous…,” Ro started.

Thalia snorted. “Ridiculous? I’ll tell you what’s ridiculous. That I ever agreed to help both of you out in the first place. To work with you, instead of against you. But, no. No more. No more of this working together rubbish. You’re both on your own. But be warned. I’ll do whatever it takes to get that money.” She stalked from the room snatching the photograph from Ro as she went. “Anything.”

Clio and Ro looked at one another, dread washing over them. They knew Thalia meant every word.


 

Sisters Divided

 

In her bedroom, Thalia busied herself with the newspaper and Hestia’s silver scissors. Carefully, she cut around the edges of the most interesting piece of the day. When she was done, she held it up before her and began to read aloud to Haggis McTavish, sitting on the floor. “A large number of young society people, including the well-known Venetia Saville and increasingly well-known Thalia Craven-Towneley, sipped cocktails yesterday evening at a Wild West Ball. Dressed in cowboy suits and cowgirl dresses, their lassos may have come in useful when several gate-crashers caused a commotion and the police had to be called.” Haggis McTavish cocked his white furry head and looked suitably impressed. “I wonder what Charles will think about that?” Thalia asked her companion, snorting.

Her plan now, not that she particularly had one to speak of, seemed to be little more than to embarrass her half brother into giving her some more money. Well, either that, or simply to have a good time. After all, what was the point of being an heiress in one of the greatest cities in the world, if you couldn’t have a good time? She seemed to do good times rather successfully, though she was sure even better times might be possible with more funds. Especially funds that weren’t shared with her newly found sisters. There was a small trickle of income coming in from the newspaper gossip columnists—she’d found out quite early on that they would throw a little more her way for information about who would be where and when, or who had been where and done what. The public loved to be entertained and her friends certainly accomplished that. Still, it wasn’t really enough. Not to live the sort of life her friends were accustomed to.

Checking the time, and realizing she had promised to be at Venetia’s house in less than half an hour, Thalia tucked the newspaper clipping away and raced downstairs. Wanting to avoid her sisters and her aunt, she pulled on her coat and adjusted her hat as fast as possible in the hall’s oval looking glass with its beveled edge. After checking her lipstick, she was out the door and running down the steps onto the pavement, Haggis McTavish following close behind. Thalia walked quickly in the direction of Venetia’s town house. She was just about to cross the road to Chesham Place, when a voice called out behind her.

“Thalia Craven-Towneley?”

“Yes?” Thalia paused and then smiled a wide smile for the photographer before turning. It always looked more natural, she thought, than forcing a smile on command.

It was as she turned that a motorcar pulled up beside her. And before she knew what was happening, she found not a photographer, but two large, burly men, one on either side of her, gripping her arms, their fat fingers digging into her flesh, forcing her toward the car. Thalia’s entire body froze, her voice mute, her mind stunned. She could do nothing. Each of her limbs suddenly felt as if it belonged to someone else—it was as if she could not control any of them in the slightest. Her thoughts quickly flew to another time and another place when such a thing had happened, when time had also stopped—at Lintern Park. That night. That awful night and what had happened afterward. The two men pushed and shoved her until she was hurled into the backseat, with Haggis McTavish thrown in as an afterthought behind her.

*   *   *

It took Thalia some time to calm her nerves after being hustled into the back of the strange car. She breathed in deeply, forcing herself not to cry, and focused on the situation she had found herself in. When she was able to do so, she realized almost at once the direction in which the car was headed—toward Russell Square.

Charles.

She knew she must gain control of her emotions and seem calm. She could not let Charles see her shaken. Not one bit.

After being dragged out of the car and into Charles’s town house, she was directed into Charles’s study, whereupon the two henchmen promptly disappeared. “Just the man I wanted to see!” Thalia greeted her half brother, throwing her coat over the back of a chair and for all the world tried to look as if she had woken up this morning expecting to be thrown inside a motorcar at some point during the day. She must maintain control. She must.

Behind his glossy walnut desk, Charles studied her carefully. “I find that difficult to believe.”

“And why wouldn’t I want to see my dear brother?” Thalia forced out an unconvincing chuckle. “Would you care to sit down, dear sister? Oh, I don’t mind if I do,” she continued, hoping to cover up her nervousness, veritably hurling herself into the gold and cream high-backed chair she had thrown her coat on. “Don’t call for tea. I’m sure I’ll only be here a minute…” Appearing slightly confused at her odd behavior and what had just happened, Haggis McTavish finally settled under the chair after several questioning looks.

There was a long pause in which both parties sized each other up. “I’m sure you know why—” Charles began, but was immediately interrupted by a crash outside his study door. He sighed. “That maid again, I suppose. I should have let her go last week when she broke the smaller vase. I expect it’s the large one this time.”

“Oh dear,” Thalia replied sarcastically. “Poor you. Perhaps you can get your Neanderthal friends to deal with her?”

Charles gave her a look. “I’ll be one moment.”

“Take two, darling,” Thalia replied, trying very hard to sound jolly. “I don’t mind. Really.”

There was no response to this as Charles exited the room, opening and closing the door behind him. While he took care of his broken vase, or whatever it was, Thalia proceeded to keep up her pretense, knowing that Charles would return at any moment. She acted as if she were waiting impatiently, pretending to admire her new navy shoes with the large velvet bows, when really thoughts of Lintern Park still wound through her mind like a poisonous vine. It was the noise that halted these visions. First came a sort of clipped, raised voice that sounded like Charles, then a different voice—a woman’s. Higher and quite … emotional. As the voices continued, she realized they were arguing. Thalia shot up from her chair, startling Haggis McTavish, who gave a short bark of surprise. “Shhh…,” she hushed him, pausing for a moment, quite still, listening.

Nothing.

Frowning, Thalia was just about to take her first step across the room, to see if she could eavesdrop at the door, when it burst open. Charles entered, slammed the door behind him, and leaned against it as he fumbled in his pocket for something—a key—which he pushed shakily into the lock and twisted.

In the hallway, the woman’s voice screamed violently something that Thalia couldn’t quite make out. “He … I … owe it to him.” The words, spoken quickly, were garbled. Whatever this was, it didn’t sound like an altercation regarding a vase, or even a maid. She turned to Charles, whose own eyes flicked toward hers. He visibly blanched. It was this stricken look that told Thalia what she needed to know—whatever was outside, in the entrance hall, it was something, or someone, that Charles didn’t want her to see.

Immediately, Thalia bolted toward the door.

“You stay there. Keep back!” Charles said, raising his voice once more and fumbling with the key again, pushing it into his trouser pocket for safekeeping. Sensing something amiss, Haggis McTavish began to bark, looking from one to the other.

Ignoring both of them, Thalia continued toward the door and twisted the doorknob this way and that. Locked tight. Frustrated, she banged upon it with one fist. “Who’s out there?!” she yelled, then turned to Charles. “Who is that woman?”

Charles, having gained his composure slightly, narrowed his eyes at her. “It’s nothing. She’s nothing. Simply another vulture. I have so many these days it’s difficult to keep track.” He looked at her pointedly.

Thalia opened her mouth, ready to speak, then paused on hearing the distinct slam of another door—the front door to the town house. She glanced at Charles, and then made directly for the window, pushing past him in the process. Whoever the woman was, surely she would be able to catch a glimpse of her as she passed by the front of the town house.

“I said, stay there.” Charles ran after her, grabbing Thalia roughly by one elbow in order to hold her back.

“Let go of me!” She twisted away, determined not to be touched again today, determined not to let any more old memories surface. Now Thalia stumbled into one corner of the huge desk, a sharp pain shooting up her hip. “Oh!” she exclaimed. Undeterred, she held her hip with one hand and limped the rest of the way to the window, only to see the retreating figure of a thin woman wearing a dark coat, an equally dark twist of hair visible underneath her hat. It could have been anyone. Thalia watched until the figure disappeared from sight, then turned back toward Charles, who remained in the center of the room. “Who was that?” she asked once more, all the time knowing he would not tell her.

Charles simply stared at her, silent, giving nothing away.

Suddenly, something within Thalia snapped. Who did this foolish little boy think he was? He was obviously not used to playing such games. She stalked on over to him, right up to his very face. “Who was that? Tell me. Right now!”

Charles only smirked, obviously knowing he had the better of her again.

“You will tell me!” Thalia raised her voice, which saw Haggis McTavish, sensing that his mistress was in danger, run over and begin to bark up at Charles.

“It’s none of your business,” Charles told her and then, when the dog did not cease in his barking, sent out a kick in his direction. Haggis McTavish, however, was too fast for him. He ducked and quickly returned to the relative safety of his previous spot beneath the armchair.

If Thalia had been furious before, now she was incensed. “Don’t you touch him.” She took another step toward Charles, and grabbed one of the lapels of his suit, bringing him closer to her again. “If you ever so much as lay a finger on that dog, you will regret it. You don’t know what I’m capable of.”

Charles stared back unconcerned at Thalia, but she was glad to see that he flinched slightly. After another moment or two, he broke his eye contact and pulled away. Thalia let him go with a shove. He moved back toward his desk then, sitting down behind it. “I’m beginning to see you’re just as unstable as your mother.”

In the middle of the room, Thalia laughed. “I’d be careful, Charles. For two can play at that game. As you know, our father was far from angelic and your mother was obviously quite the whore.”

Sucking in his breath, Charles stood up behind his desk.

“Well, wasn’t she?” Thalia continued, her head to one side. “I think my dates are correct.” Slowly, she counted the months off on the fingers of one hand, approaching his desk as she did so. “Yes. I do believe they are. What luck for you that my mother died giving birth, or you would have been quite illegitimate and title-less! How embarrassing that would have been!”

Charles lost his enraged look with this and, with a shake of his head, sat back down again at his desk. He stared away into a corner of the room, seemingly defeated. Watching him, Thalia realized he had no idea what to do, or how to control this situation. He was full of false bravado, but she could see he had little experience dealing with such confrontation. However, Thalia did. This was her cue and she knew it. She returned to her seat and sat down, crossing her legs elegantly. “Should we get back down to business?” She changed her tone now, as if they were having quite a pleasant little visit discussing family over toasted muffins. “I expect you brought me here today to chastise me for being back in London.”

Charles glared at her fixedly. “Well, yes. Seeing as I gave you money to leave the city and move to Shropshire.” He spat the county’s name.

“The problem was, it wasn’t really enough.” Thalia leaned down to pat Haggis McTavish under her seat.

Charles snorted at this. “Not enough! You didn’t even share what I gave you with your sisters, I know that much. And it was enough for you, it seems, to buy a car, a dog, and a wardrobe full of clothes, and to attend several parties each evening, imbibe a variety of illegal substances, and be shown doing so in the newspaper under a false name.”

“It’s not a false name,” Thalia said. “It’s my name.”

“One that you agreed not to use.” Charles’s jaw was set.

“Did I say that?” Thalia frowned. “I really can’t recall. Anyway, what other choice do I have? I don’t have any other source of income besides the newspapers. Unless…” Her gaze flicked to Charles now.

“Oh, no. No. Why should I give you any more money? You obviously can’t be trusted.”

“Trusted?!” Thalia laughed a short laugh. “With my own mother’s money!”

“It’s not your mother’s money.”

“It was and I will have it.”

Charles laughed at this. “Will you?”

Thalia stood up from her seat once more, trying to control her growing rage. “Perhaps you do not comprehend. Your father—our father—claimed I died at birth when I was very much alive. He then handed me into the care of the least deserving people on this earth. When I ask for this money, I am only asking for what is rightfully mine, in order to escape a life I never should have had.” Taking a deep breath, Thalia took several steps forward, closer to Charles’s desk. “Now, listen carefully, for this is how things are and this is how they shall stay—I am not leaving London and I shall use my name, the name that is rightfully mine, when and if I see fit. And I will have to do so more and more if I have no other means by which to live than the newspapers. Don’t you see? You may as well give us the money, Charles. I’m not going anywhere until I get it.”

Charles sat back in his chair and listened to Thalia’s impassioned speech with what seemed to be a mixture of boredom, tiredness, and loathing on his face. When she was finally done, he made no reply.

“Well?” Thalia finally asked, crossing her arms.

“How interesting that you seem unable to decide whether it is you who needs this money, or all three of you.”

Thalia glared at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Well,” Charles looked up at her, “one minute you speak of what is rightfully yours and the next minute you include your sisters in this farce. Which is it to be? As I mentioned, I know you did not give them any of the original sum I bestowed upon you.”

“What are you saying?” Thalia replied, slowly. She didn’t understand what he was hinting at. There was certainly something else—something he hadn’t said yet. She could see it in his eyes. She took yet another step forward, resting the fingertips of one hand upon the edge of his desk.

On the other side of the vast expanse of thick wood, Charles stared at his half sister, assessing her. At one point he opened his mouth, then closed it again, as if thinking better of his action.

“If you have something to say, be a man and say it,” Thalia tried, hoping to goad him into telling her whatever it was he was holding back.

It was this that seemed to push him over the edge. “Yes, I will tell you.” He paused again then, as if for effect. “It might interest you to know that one of your beloved sisters has also been to see me.”

Thalia’s eyes searched Charles’s to see if he was telling the truth. He was. “What, to ask for money?” she asked quickly.

“What else? For a social call?”

“Ro or Clio?” She fired another question back at him.

Charles laughed. “That’s for you to find out.”

Thalia pushed back off the desk, ignoring his question. “Did you give her money, too?”

Charles shook his head. “No, because she’s not a thief like you. She didn’t lie and tell me she would leave the city as I’d asked.”

Thalia remembered something then. “The memorial portrait! Is that where Clio got it? From you? Was it Clio who came to see you?” Her eyes narrowed as she stared at her half brother.

In front of her, Charles frowned slightly. “I have no idea what you are talking about.” As hard as she tried, Thalia could not tell if he was telling the truth or not.

Silence fell upon the room.

Thalia finally spoke up, realizing they were at an impasse. “We are getting nowhere.”

“So it seems.” Charles exhaled. “Though my offer still stands. If you leave the city, and I mean truly leave it this time, I will pay the three of you one third of the money.”

“Then we have nothing more to say to each other,” Thalia retorted, placing both hands on the desk now. “But don’t think we are sitting about doing nothing to further our cause. We are gathering information regarding this situation and learning more every day. About our births. About our father. About you.”

“As am I, dear sister.” Charles rose from his seat now. “As am I. Though let me tell you one thing. If you think you can use your newspaper connections to blackmail me in some way, think again. For I have my own connections and there are unfortunate things I know about you and your past that would look particularly unpleasant in print. Remember this as we take our leave of each other. Oh, and when you return to your aunt’s town house, do ask her to cease with her relentless calls and letters. They really are rather tiresome. Now, good day to you.”

Busy seething, there was an awkward moment or two where Thalia had to collect her thoughts and decide whether she would allow Charles to dismiss her in such a fashion, or whether she must have the last word. On realizing there was nothing more to be said, she picked up Haggis McTavish, flounced toward the door, and then had to wait an excruciating time for Charles to unlock it.

When she was finally outside once more, she waited until she had turned a corner to stop, place Haggis McTavish back on the ground, stamp a foot like a petulant child, and utter a cry of sheer frustration. A gentleman passing by paused to look at her. “Oh, what?” Thalia snapped at him and he quickened his step with this, hurrying on his way.

One thing she knew from her visit with Charles—there would be no more money for the time being. Something had to happen before they could move forward in this impossible situation. It could come from either their side or Charles’s, she could see that, but something must change. There was, of course, the woman. The woman who had been there, asking for money, just outside of Charles’s study door. The woman she had not been able to catch a glimpse of. Perhaps it was she who held the key to that change … but how to bring this up with Ro and Clio when she had already told them they were on their own now? She could hardly admit to having seen Charles behind their backs. Twice.

Hailing a taxi, Thalia wondered which sister had been to see Charles. As she clambered inside and gave the driver Venetia’s address, she had to admit she simply couldn’t figure out which one it was. Clio seemed the most logical solution, for she needed money the most. Yet, this somehow made the least sense. Clio was the most ridiculously loyal person that Thalia had ever met. Thalia simply didn’t believe she had it in her to do something so deceitful, though she did still wonder about that memorial portrait and why she had hidden it. Then there was Ro, but why would she ask for money? She had her Uncle Henry. There was a third option, of course—Charles could be lying, trying to drive a wedge between the three of them, not knowing one was already firmly in place. It was certainly possible, but Thalia didn’t believe her half brother was that clever, or conniving. Not yet, anyway. She was, though. And if only she had some sort of amazing, cunning plan, she knew she would have that money in an instant. The only problem was, she didn’t. Hopefully one would come to her soon. Perhaps one of Venetia’s special little concoctions might help … 

*   *   *

The moment Ro’s eyes had flickered open in bed that morning, she knew what she must do. It had come to her as if in a dream, and she wondered for a moment if all this forcing herself to think of solutions, of plans, of plotting and scheming and truth hunting was, in fact, holding her back from coming up with any sort of decent ideas at all.

Before she had gone to sleep, Ro’s last thought was Genevieve. She was consumed with thinking about Genevieve. Or, to be more precise, about Vincent and Genevieve. Ro knew that, this very morning, Vincent had been invited to call upon Genevieve. Somehow the girl had used her limited intelligence to convince her mother that such a visit might be a good idea. Perhaps she wasn’t quite as silly as she seemed after all? Or at least she was more adept in matters of the heart than Ro herself was.

Ro knew she must act if she wanted to win Vincent. And fast.

And now she knew how.

She must seek out Hestia at once. Not caring that she was still in her nightgown, Ro raced downstairs and, luckily, found her aunt in the library, already having had her breakfast, writing a letter. She wasted no time with her request. “Hestia,” she began, leaning against the doorway, “do you think, perhaps, you could host some sort of soiree? It’s just that I’d so love to meet some of your acquaintances…”

*   *   *

By eleven o’clock that very morning, Ro had sent the maid out to catch the morning post. With her, she took the pile of invitations, asking guests to early evening drinks in two days’ time. The guest list was hastily created, but excellent—Ro had made sure of it. Dukes, earls, viscounts, politicians, professors. Only when Hestia had finished drawing up her list had Ro asked if she could perhaps invite a few friends of her own. Or one friend, as it turned out. Vincent. Hestia had been only too delighted to find that Ro was forming her own acquaintances in the city.

“It will all be very informal, of course,” Hestia said, looking slightly worried as she watched the maid head out. Ro had realized by now, Hestia was probably one of the very few titled females in the city who relished this new world with its lack of formality. She certainly did things differently—she had no lady’s maid, for a start. “All that fussing, primping, and preening. What a waste of time!” The town house ran on a skeleton staff as well. There was a cook, a housemaid, a woman who came in daily, and a man who came in three days per week to see to things (Ro wasn’t sure what). Still, even with so few staff, Ro knew that they must have an easier job than some. For a start, Hestia was rarely home and never seemed to entertain. Not until now, anyway.

“Informal is perfect,” Ro said, placating her aunt. And it was—an informal gathering would provide the perfect opportunity for Vincent to move around the room as he saw fit and to meet many more of her aunt’s guests than he would have if he had been seated beside only two people at dinner.

The invitations duly dispatched, Ro felt a renewed sense of control. Finally, she was getting on with things. The Vincent side of things sorted for the moment, she turned her attention to the problem of the inheritance and gathering more information. This, she would do on her own. Thalia had made that much clear, not that she had any idea where her sister was, or when she would next stop by the town house. Ro rarely knew her sister’s movements these days. Her life seemed to be a whirlwind of parties and impromptu gatherings. It seemed to Ro that Thalia rarely slept more than a few hours a night and she was starting to wonder whether this was because she was drinking too much of Venetia’s “special wine,” or worse. She had heard recently of another society favorite being arrested for using heroin in public and there was another again who was famed for her use of morphine. As for Clio, she would not be any help, either, having gone to visit her mother for the night once again.

What she needed now was more information in order to continue putting the pieces together. Having exhausted the witnesses to their births, perhaps there were items from before their births that could provide further clues? There must be letters, old photographs, mementos, treasured items—many things left behind after Demeter’s death. Where were they now? They could not all have been destroyed, or lost over the years. Hestia had promised a while ago to find the key to the attic storage room, where a few of Demeter’s belongings had been kept, so Ro could look through her mother’s items to her heart’s content, and now Ro set about beseeching her aunt to locate the key. Not wanting to be dissuaded, Ro followed her about the town house until Hestia and the maid, now returned, had remembered where the key might be found. (After hunting in Hestia’s writing table and every single drawer in the drawing and dining rooms, they had finally found it in a small Venetian glass box on Hestia’s dressing table.)

Immediately, Ro headed upstairs, Hestia in her wake. She burst into the storage room with zeal, half expecting items of her mother’s to pour forth as soon as she had opened the door. Of course, they did not. As it turned out, the storage room was large and quite bare. Stacked furniture, covered with dust sheets, filled one corner, a large wardrobe another. Several wooden chests and crates rested along one wall.

“I’m afraid there isn’t too much left.” Hestia looked around the space. “It used to be part of the servants’ quarters, of course. But after Mama and Papa died and I didn’t want, or need, so many servants, I closed up some of the rooms and had a wall removed between two rooms in order to store furniture after I redecorated. I really must get the maid to dust up here more often, it’s quite atrocious. Heaven knows what the other rooms are like. No one has been in them for quite some time. Now, let me see…” She stepped forward carefully into the gloomy room and flicked a light switch. “There’s rather a lack of lighting up here, you’ll find. Papa economized on the servants’ quarters when it came to installing electric light.”

Ro and Hestia picked their way around the room, Hestia pointing out this and that. Ro quickly saw that her aunt was telling the truth—there really were very few of her mother’s possessions left for her to study. As they moved about the attic, Ro became more and more disheartened. She had not been quite so foolish to expect she would find a dressing table with a secret drawer stuffed full of scarlet-ribbon-tied love letters, a hollowed-out book filled with trinkets, or a coat with an important, but until now overlooked, note hastily stuffed into a pocket, but she had hoped for more than this to rummage through, at the very least. As it stood, there were a few items of clothing in the wardrobe that had belonged to Demeter and were either too valuable, or too meaningful for Hestia, to give away—mainly some furs, ball gowns, and dresses that she had been particularly fond of.

“We didn’t keep Demeter’s wedding dress for obvious reasons,” Hestia said, rifling through the clothes. “And her jewels are, of course, held at the bank.”

After she had directed Ro toward two of the trunks, Hestia informed her niece that she had to speak to the cook about the menu for the soiree. She had almost left the room when she turned back. “Do feel free to look through anything you like. I know”—she paused for a moment, looking unsure of herself, which was unlike Hestia—“that I most likely do not have your full trust, but I would like to gain it.”

Next to the wardrobe, Ro froze, unsure of what to say. Ro had not confronted her aunt directly about the memorial portrait, but suspected it had been Hestia who had given it to Clio. (Clio would not confirm this, but where else would it have come from? Though why she had given it only to Clio, Ro could not fathom.) However, before Ro could form any sort of reply, Hestia was gone.

With a sigh, she turned back to the wardrobe and began the business of searching—for anything. Even the smallest clue would do. As she rummaged, her recent thought regarding the memorial portrait reminded her of something else Mrs. Thompson, the midwife, had mentioned on the day they met—Clio’s scar. At least there was one thing they were now sure of—Clio was most definitely one of them. When Mrs. Thompson had mentioned that Clio might still have a scar on her right temple, the first thing Ro had done after Thalia had stormed out of the drawing room with the memorial portrait was to go over and push back the dark curls from the right side of her sister’s face. “Oh!” Clio had lifted a hand to cover her face and it was then that Ro knew what she would find. And there it was—a pale scar of around two inches in length. Clio had pulled her hair back into place almost immediately, obviously aware of what Ro was staring at. But what she didn’t know was why Ro was staring, or why she could have continued to stare all day. It was not because of any deformity, but simply because, to Ro, this small scar represented something else entirely—not only the truth, but that one thing she had always longed for. Now she knew for sure she had two sisters: one full sister and one half sister. She had pulled a confused Clio to her then for a hug, even before she had been able to explain what she had been doing, or Clio could explain about the portrait. But later, when she did, and Clio finally understood and had also explained why she had not told her about the portrait, they had both cried. With relief. Or joy. Or perhaps with a mixture of both.

It took her a good half hour, but Ro rummaged through the pockets in every single garment within the wardrobe’s confines. She ran a hand over the dusty floor of the piece of furniture (and earned a pinprick in her index finger for her trouble). And she even checked inside the four pairs of shoes stored on the top shelf.

Nothing.

Her wardrobe investigation completed, Ro paused for a moment and shivered. It was cold in the attic. Automatically, she reached forward into the wardrobe for a coat, then stopped. She knew it was silly—they were only clothes, after all, but it felt wrong somehow to don a coat belonging to a dead person. A person she had never known, even if that person was her mother, or grandmother. Another shiver. Would Hestia mind? She didn’t think so.

With a small shrug, she moved her hand to the left, where several coats resided. The first was a metallic lamé opera coat—fairly unsuitable for sorting through items of furniture and trunks. The second was a dark green Victorian-style walking coat, which must have belonged to her grandmother. It was absolutely tiny, as was the next coat, a very plain light gray linen coat, and it took Ro several minutes to realize it was a motor coat—worn to protect the owner’s dress while driving. As she smoothed her hand over the item, she wondered why it had been kept. It must have been special in some way—perhaps it was bought when her grandparents purchased one of the very first motorcars. The next coat was a beautiful deep-silvery-gray chiffon and satin evening coat and Ro knew immediately that it would fit her, just by looking at it. She removed it from the wardrobe and slipped it on. It fit perfectly, almost as if it were made for her. It closed with a small loop of fabric, just under her bust, the rest flowing freely, and while it was decorated simply, with slightly deeper gray passementerie and small lace medallions, Ro knew by the cut that it was of the highest quality. She guessed that it must have been her mother’s, as the others were far smaller and most likely her grandmother’s. Almost instinctually, she raised one sleeve to her face and sniffed. The fabric had no particular scent other than that which pervaded the dusty attic. Ro knew it was ridiculous, but she had hoped, just for a moment, that something of her mother might remain.

If only her mother could send some sort of sign from above to help her now. Not that Ro believed in that sort of thing, but there was no denying it would be helpful at this point.

Ro closed her eyes and willed herself to miraculously devise some sort of brilliant strategy that would see Charles begging to hand over their inheritance. She knew this was unlikely, considering the only decent idea she had managed to come up with lately had been while she was asleep, but really, there must be something they had overlooked, or other paths they could take. There was Clio’s father, for a start. Ro had badgered Hestia on this point yet again, but Hestia claimed ignorance. Once more, she had said that Demeter had hidden matters of this nature from her, not wanting to implicate her sister in her situation.

But what else was there? What was she missing? Ro kept her eyes closed, but rubbed at her temples with her fingers now, the satin sleeves falling cool around her elbows as she brought her hands to her face. Well, there was the mistress, who Dr. Hollingsworth had mentioned was at the town house in Mayfair on the day of their birth. Even though it made sense, they really shouldn’t assume he had been referring to Charles’s mother. And Mrs. Thompson, the midwife, had thought Dr. Hollingsworth might also know who Clio’s father was. But she couldn’t go back to see him … not when he had been so agitated last time. Perhaps when Thalia calmed down about the memorial portrait, she could make her go instead? Clio, of course, would be hopeless at such a task. Then there was the memorial portrait itself. Ro wasn’t entirely sure how this affected their claim. After all, she and Thalia had no proof that they were the infants in the photograph. Mrs. Thompson could attest to this, but wouldn’t it simply be her word against Dr. Hollingsworth’s? And his word was worth nothing now that he was old and senile. Not to mention Clio did not appear in the photograph at all and, no doubt, had no certificate of either birth or death.

It was all so terribly confusing. Like a jigsaw puzzle with thousands of pieces and no picture to go by in order to start piecing it together. Divine intervention certainly seemed appealing right now.

Ro opened her eyes now and glanced around the room. What was the point of hoping her mother might help? Her mother was long dead. She must help herself, help all three of them, now. So, what to accomplish next? The pile of furniture in the corner was the closest and Ro walked over to it, bending down to pick up one edge of the closest sheet that was covering several pieces. Underneath were several chairs, some resting upside down on the others, and a large side table. Everything was made of thick, heavy wood and the chairs’ upholstery was a rich brocade—amazingly far removed from the light-colored, fashionable pieces that now resided downstairs. The next sheet Ro pulled back revealed a dressing table that Hestia had informed her had been her grandmother’s and a tall oval looking glass on a stand. The looking glass Ro maneuvered until it faced her. She then pushed aside several of the chairs in order to inspect herself in the evening coat, staring this way and that for a time. Finally, she stopped and stared at herself face on, wondering if her mother had stood, twisting and turning in the same fashion.

She sighed. She was wasting time. She really should attack those trunks, which would be the most likely place she would find anything of consequence.

Ro went over and opened the two trunks Hestia had pointed out. One of them opened with a small creak, the other had to be forced back with a terrific shove. There wasn’t much contained within either. A jumble of scarves took up half of one trunk, pushed to one side by three rows of stacked books. Methodically, Ro flicked through each of the books, but found nothing of consequence bar one pressed violet. The second trunk contained several pairs of shoes in various states of disrepair, a tennis racket, two dolls, some lace wrapped up in paper, and a small tin. Opening the tin, Ro saw a small pile of photographs contained within. Eagerly, she sat down upon the floor in a puff of chiffon and satin and began to look through them.

They were mostly family scenes. In many of them she could easily pick out her grandparents, or a young Hestia, or her mother, but others were full of people she did not know. She scoured the faces captured at garden parties, fetes, boating events, and in dress-ups, hoping to catch a glimpse of someone, anyone, who looked even remotely like Clio. She tried not to be too sentimental, or to pause too long and stare at particular photographs. She could do that later. Right now, she needed to be practical.

Several more photographs passed through her fingers until she laid the third-to-last one on top of the pile … and stopped dead.

Dark curls. Dark eyes. Dark complexion. It was him. It had to be.

In one swift movement, Ro jumped up, scattering photographs upon the floor and made for the door, clutching the photograph of the man in her right hand.

“Hestia!” she called out loudly, from the very top of the servants’ stairs. “Hestia!”

As fast as her legs would carry her, she bounded down the flights of stairs, racing across the landing from the plain, wooden servants’ stairs to the grand, wide main ones. “Hestia!” she called out once more.

“Ro?” She heard her aunt’s voice, as well as Haggis McTavish barking, sensing some excitement. “I’m down here.”

Ro clung to the banister for a moment and looked down. Her aunt was at the very bottom of the stairs. She set off again at a fast pace, rounding each corner as quickly as she could, negotiating step after step, and grasping the photograph tightly in her hand.

Finally, she made her way down the last flight of stairs, huffing and puffing as she came to a stop in front of her aunt. Oddly, Hestia seemed equally as breathless. “Oh!” she said, not even having spied the photograph Ro held in her hand. “Oh.” Turning, she sat herself down on the bottom step, looking quite pale.

Ro stared down at her, confused. “Whatever’s the matter?”

Hestia took another moment, shaking her head slightly before looking up at Ro with a wan smile. “You don’t even realize, do you?”

“Realize what?” Ro frowned.

Hestia took a deep breath before slowly rising again. She placed one hand on the banister as if to steady herself and took Ro in from head to toe before replying. “That evening coat was your mother’s. She wore it on the very evening she told me her doctor had discovered she was having not one child, but three. It’s just that … well, when you called out and came down the stairs just now … I don’t think you realize how alike you are. It’s worse with Thalia. Sometimes I will catch a glimpse of the back of her head, or her profile, and for a moment I can let myself believe…” Hestia shook one hand. “But I really shouldn’t talk like this.”

“Why not?” Ro asked. “I know it must be difficult, but we need to know. She wasn’t as tall as Thalia, though, was she?”

Hestia shook her head. “No. Just your height. Exactly your height. And with your voice, but more of Thalia’s looks.”

“And Clio?” Ro asked.

Hestia smiled once more. “It’s odd, but I see so much of Demeter in Clio, even though her looks are not there at all.”

Ro remembered her mission then. “I found this. Don’t you think he looks awfully like Clio?” She passed the photograph to her aunt.

Hestia recognized the man in the photograph immediately. “Why, now that you mention it, they do look rather similar, don’t they? But that is certainly not Clio’s father, I’m afraid. That’s our cousin George. Oh, I do miss him. He was awfully funny. Always making us laugh as children, the little monkey. He was terribly naughty and always in trouble, even at school. He was killed, however. At Ypres. Like so many others.” Hestia’s face took on a clouded look and Ro saw for the first time just how many deaths Hestia had suffered.

“But couldn’t he—”

“Ro, he’s not Clio’s father.” Hestia shook her head, sadly. “He simply isn’t.” Ro’s disappointment was obviously palpable. “I’m sorry. I can see why you became excited. They do look rather similar. The hair, the eyes, the coloring…”

“What is his background?” Ro took the photograph back from Hestia, who offered it to her.

“That’s an interesting question. His mother was Spanish, I believe, from quite a noble family. That’s where his good looks came from. He was an awfully striking man. And didn’t he know it.” She laughed affectionately, remembering. “He did like the ladies and the ladies quite liked him in return.”

“Maybe that’s something after all, then,” Ro said, nodding thoughtfully as she stared for a final time at the photograph. “If your cousin looked awfully like Clio and was half Spanish, perhaps Clio is, too?”

Hestia leaned forward to view the photograph as well, frowning slightly as she did so. “You know, I think you might be right. That is a very distinct possibility indeed.”

*   *   *

“Edwin!” Clio opened the door to the town house the following day, having returned from visiting her mother, who fortunately seemed healthier than she had in a long time. “What a lovely surprise.” She paused, only then remembering his other life, the one that Clio had no part of. “I suppose Thalia is expecting you?” Of course, he must be here to see her.

“No, no. Quite the surprise visit, I assure you. My friend and I…” With this, Edwin reached back and grabbed a man who stood two steps down. “This is Mr. John Hobson. Do say hello, John Hobson…”

“Hello, John Hobson,” the man said with a grin and Clio couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculousness of the comedy duo as Edwin continued on, introducing her to Mr. Hobson.

“As I was saying,” Edwin continued, with a nod of his head. “Seeing as it’s such a lovely day, we were on our way to Hyde Park to take in a little boating and I thought we might just be able to make up a foursome, depending upon how many of your charming sisters are at home this morning.”

“That sounds perfect.” Thalia appeared in the doorway, jostling Clio to one side and avoiding looking at her whatsoever. Thalia had not spoken to her at all since the incident with the memorial portrait. “Now, where’s Ro?” she asked no one in particular, but obviously expected Clio to give the answer.

“Out,” Clio said shortly.

“Well, then, it seems we have our foursome!” Edwin replied cheerfully.

“Yes,” Thalia said, looking entirely unimpressed. “It seems we do.”

*   *   *

The foursome, with Haggis McTavish trotting along with them, walked slowly up toward Hyde Park and the boating lake, enjoying the late spring sunshine the day offered. Summer was most definitely on its way and Clio was looking forward to it. It had seemed like an endless winter this year, with her mother being so very ill.

“What a beautiful day,” Clio said, as they stopped to watch some of the rowers already on the lake. “Oh dear,” she continued, looking on as one of the female passengers seemingly panicked out on the water and almost toppled out of her boat. “As beautiful as the day is, I can’t say I fancy a swim.” Her face took on a worried look. “I’m not terribly good with boats and rowing, I’m afraid.”

“I am,” Thalia boasted, her back turned to Clio. “We were always out on the lake at Lintern Park.”

“Well, I know for a fact that John here is the worst rower I’ve ever seen. Was kicked off the team at Eton, much to his father’s dismay.”

“It’s true,” John said as he nodded, not looking in the least bit upset about it. “Thank goodness. All those early mornings. A vile sport, really.”

“That settles it then,” Edwin said, decisively. “Thalia, you take John, and I’ll take Clio.”

Thalia’s eyes reluctantly flashed from Clio’s to Edwin’s, realizing she’d been outmaneuvered. “But … I…”

“Don’t worry.” Edwin grinned at her. “He doesn’t bite. Not so soon after breakfast, anyway.”

*   *   *

“There you are,” Edwin said to Clio, when the pair reached the center of the lake. “You haven’t fallen out.”

“Yet,” Clio said wryly, staring out at the vast expanse of water around them. Thankfully, Thalia and John were on the other side, making their way clockwise around the lake. She wondered if Thalia would ever speak to her again. First the memorial portrait and now this. She was sure Thalia thought she’d stolen Edwin away yet again. Clio didn’t see how Thalia could possibly think that she had had any part in this, but she would.

“Now, just sit back, because I have been wanting to do this for some time,” Edwin said.

Immediately, Clio clutched at the sides of the wooden boat. “What? What?!”

Edwin simply laughed and rummaged in one of the inner pockets of his jacket for something. “This!” He brought out a small sketchbook and a dark pencil. “You needn’t be quite so concerned. What did you think I was going to do?”

“I … don’t know,” Clio said, blushing slightly. She was never really quite sure what was going to happen next in London, especially when Thalia was involved. And, of course, Edwin was part of that set—the kind that had parties in castles where people … well, where people did the kind of things Clio could only guess at.

“Oh, come on. I’m not that bad. Despite what the newspapers said this morning.”

There had been quite the piece about an odd “nursery” party someone or other had held, where guests came dressed in larger-scaled versions of clothes they had worn in the nursery, or as nannies, and everyone drank from bottles and ate children’s food. Several people had ended up being arrested. Clio hadn’t been able to understand why anyone would want to do this, or how it could lead to being arrested. Thalia hadn’t been one of them, thank goodness, but Clio guessed this was probably due to sheer luck, more than anything. “It sounded like a very odd party indeed,” Clio answered.

“It was really rather dull, to be honest. All these parties seem to blur into one,” Edwin replied.

“Then why do you keep going to them?” Clio asked him.

Edwin shrugged. “What else is there to do?”

Clio thought about his question for a moment. “All kinds of things—read, study, draw…” She looked at his sketchbook pointedly. “Do you draw much?”

“I do. Or I used to.”

“Used to?”

“Yes, Mama is furious that I’ve almost given up. She was hoping I’d turn into my grandfather—he’s quite the famous artist, you know. In the National Gallery and so on.”

“Why did you give up?”

Once again, Edwin shrugged that infuriating shrug of his. “What’s the point?”

Clio frowned slightly. “Well, you’re good at it, aren’t you? Obviously quite good. That should be the point—cultivating a talent.”

“Which means I could spend years perfecting my art only to go to war, like all those before me.”

For a moment Clio thought she had not heard Edwin correctly. “What are you talking about? The war’s long over.”

“Is it really, though? Everyone in the know says there’ll be another one. This is simply a lengthy ceasefire.”

“That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Edwin gave Clio an odd look. “It’s what my uncle believes.”

“And has he never been wrong before?”

Another odd look and then Edwin tilted his head back and roared with laughter. “You don’t know who my uncle is, do you?”

Thalia hadn’t informed her, but Edwin’s uncle was obviously someone of the utmost importance to the country. Most likely the prime minister, or similar. “No,” Clio said. “I don’t. I’m not sure what Thalia has told you, but until a short while ago, I lived in a small village, in a small cottage. Everything about me was small and unworldly. So, no, I don’t know who your uncle is.”

Edwin shrugged. “Quite right. And why should you, because it doesn’t matter, does it?”

“It seems to matter here—a great deal. But, my argument still stands. Even if your uncle, whoever he is, is right and there was to be another war, what are you going to do in the meantime? Sit about and wait for it? It could be five, ten, or even twenty years. Even if you knew for sure that you would be hit by a motor bus ten years from now, isn’t it better to die fulfilled? To die knowing you are doing what you are meant to do?”

“Sometimes, Clio, I get the feeling you’d like to drive that motor bus right over the top of me,” Edwin said as he laughed.

“Well, sometimes I would!” Clio huffed, then couldn’t help but laugh as well. “You’re awfully annoying, you know.”

“That”—Edwin pointed his pencil at her—“is exactly what Mama says. I’m sure the two of you would get along very well indeed. Now, sit still and be quiet for a moment or two. If you can bear it.”

Clio did as she was told, but had to try very hard not to smile during the next few minutes, as Edwin sketched away.

“There, what do you think?” Edwin passed over the sketchbook when he was done. “It’s only a very quick one, but there’s something about you I’ve wanted to capture since our very first meeting. I don’t think I’ve got it, though. I must try again sometime if you’ll permit me.”

Clio took the sketchbook from Edwin and studied it closely. “It’s awfully good.” She took in the simple, elegant lines. “I’m not surprised your mother is cross with you. It is, perhaps, a little flattering, though…”

Edwin pointed his pencil at her again now. “Aha! That’s it. That’s it, exactly. You honestly don’t realize, do you?”

Clio frowned. “Realize what?”

“I’m sure, between the three of you, you assume Thalia is the beautiful one.”

“Thalia is the beautiful one. The newspapers don’t compare her to Botticelli’s Venus for nothing.”

“Yes, and that’s the problem. She knows it.”

Despite her mixed feelings for Thalia, Clio felt the need to defend her sister. “That isn’t very nice.”

“And neither is Thalia, but it’s what I love best about her.”

Clio sat back in her seat and thought about all of this for a moment. To be honest, she was having difficulty keeping up with the exchange. What, exactly, was Edwin saying? “You really are awfully confusing,” she ended up replying. “I can’t tell whether I’ve just been complimented, or insulted. Oh, do stop it.” She reached over and gave Edwin a friendly push as he grinned that infuriating grin once more.

He caught her hand and held it for a moment longer than necessary. “The thing is, Clio, I’m afraid I can’t when I’m with you.”

*   *   *

“I suppose we should head back.” Edwin checked the time on his watch and then began to turn the boat around. “John and I have promised Mama we’ll be back for luncheon. Just in time for another scolding, I’m sure. She does love to scold in front of my friends in the hope that they’ll convince me to do as she says.”

“About your art, you mean?” Clio asked.

“Actually, no. This month the scold concerns Kenya.”

“Kenya?” Clio sat up slightly, thinking of her mother and also of Nicholas. “What about it?”

“Oh, a cousin of mine has recently started a farm there—tea, I believe. He’s doing rather well, apparently.”

Clio nodded. “I know someone there who farms coffee. Does your mother want you to go and help your cousin?”

“Something like that,” Edwin said with a sigh. “At this point I don’t think my mother or my father would mind where I went. Kenya, or some other end of the earth. Anywhere would suit. It’s only Venetia calming them both down that still sees me here.”

“Well, you can hardly blame your parents, can you?” Clio scoffed. “They can’t want you to be a truncheon thief forever.”

“But I’m very good at it,” Edwin exclaimed. “I’ve not once been caught. I really rather think they ought to be proud of me. It’s quite the achievement, you know.”

Clio ignored his flippant remarks. “I’d go to Kenya if I were given the chance. I’ve seen photographs. It looks amazingly beautiful.” Once again, she wondered if she should write that letter to Nicholas. Would it really be so terrible to marry someone you weren’t desperately in love with? Surely, with time, that sort of feeling passed anyway. Nicholas was, at least, a kind man. A good man. That was something, wasn’t it? And it would be the perfect solution to her mother’s health problems. Perhaps she would write that letter after all … 

“You’d like to live there? In Kenya?”

It took Clio a few seconds to register that Edwin had asked her a question. “Oh,” she finally replied. “Goodness, yes.”

“And do what exactly?”

Clio had to admit she hadn’t thought this far. “Oh, well … I don’t really know.”

“You could be a missionary.” Edwin waggled his eyebrows at her.

Clio felt her cheeks become hot. “Why do you always think I’m something I’m not? You don’t know me at all. I’m not like that. Not like my father. I’m not that … good.”

“I think you are,” Edwin replied in his usual serene fashion, turning his face up to the sun for a moment.

Clio shook her head slightly. Unbelievable. Did the man never become agitated? “Believe me, I am not.”

“But aren’t you the doyenne of good works?” Edwin looked down at her once more. “Thalia was telling me about the volunteer work you did during the general strike. Thank goodness that finally ended last week. I thought it might go on forever.”

“The buses were on strike. I was simply helping to organize transportation for people to get to the hospital who needed to get there.”

“Which shows you are good. Meanwhile, the likes of Thalia and myself spent that time droning on about the traffic along the Embankment and how we were sure everyone was striking just to annoy us.”

“I can assure you they weren’t,” Clio said crossly. “And if you ever left the confines of Belgravia and Mayfair and actually spoke to any of these people, you might learn that for yourself. You know, this is what annoys me about all these parties and so on that you and Thalia go to. You all think life is such a game, a show put on for your own amusement.” She paused for a moment, trying to halt herself, but for some reason found she couldn’t and that once she had started, the words were unstoppable. “But you have no idea. You have no idea what it’s like to be poor, or ill, or unable to provide for your own children.” She found her eyes suddenly well up with tears as she remembered some of the workers she had spoken to who were on strike. Some of the things they had told her about their wages and conditions were appalling. Then there was her ill mother—for Edwin to actually have the opportunity to move to Kenya and not take it.… But her tears also sprang from a different place—Clio hated herself for lecturing Edwin on this beautiful, sunny day, in the middle of the lake in Hyde Park. There were moments in which you were meant to enjoy life. This was one of them. “I can’t believe I just said that, but I did. I did. And you made me say it. Oh, I wish I was in Kenya now, with my mother, I truly do. I hate this city.”

Edwin stared at her, unblinking. Staring back at him, Clio found she couldn’t read his expression at all.

“I’m sorry,” Clio began, glancing away, over the water, “I—”

But Edwin spoke over her. “Don’t you think I know that?” he said to her, suddenly leaning forward, causing the boat to rock. Clio grabbed at the sides of it, alarmed, but Edwin did not pause. “Don’t you think I open the newspaper and see myself pictured in a bib on page two, next to a story on striking miners on page three? Do you think I don’t realize it can’t go on? That such things can’t coexist? Perhaps my mother is right. I should go to Kenya.”

“Maybe you should.” Clio’s dark eyes challenged him.

“Maybe you should,” Edwin countered.

Clio’s gaze remained fixed to Edwin’s green eyes. Her thoughts turned to the letter that she would now surely write to Nicholas in Kenya. “When I find myself a willing husband,” she told Edwin, “trust me, it will be the very first thing I do.”

*   *   *

“What were you talking to Edwin about?” Thalia caught Clio’s arm the very moment the two gentlemen bid them good day back at Belgrave Square. Needless to say, it was not the most jovial of walks back to the town house. Haggis McTavish seemed the only happy member of the party, pleased with his time at the park in the sunshine.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Clio snapped. She was hot and cross, and simply couldn’t bear Thalia’s triumph at her arguing with Edwin right now. However, almost immediately she felt a stab of guilt for snapping when Thalia was, at least, finally speaking to her. “It wasn’t terrible,” she added with a sigh. “If you must know, we spoke about Kenya.”

“Kenya?” Thalia visibly recoiled. “Again?”

“What do you mean ‘again’?” Clio removed her hat and fanned herself with it. “As far as I can recall, I have mentioned it once before. Once!”

“I suppose I just don’t understand what is so awfully fascinating about the place.” Thalia removed her own hat in a much more reserved fashion and then proceeded to inspect it, plucking off a wayward thread. “I mean, what is so wonderful about Kenya? What is the appeal?” She glanced up at Clio. “Really, I’d like to know.”

Clio sucked in her breath. Really, Thalia was insufferable. Fine, then. She wanted to know? Well, Clio would tell her. “You really cannot think of anyone but yourself, can you? You can’t for a moment put aside your own feelings and even guess at why I might want to go somewhere like Kenya. I mean, apart from Kenya being perfect for my mother’s health, which I have already told you.”

In front of her, Thalia stared at her blankly. “You have more than one reason? I’m astounded.”

Clio shook her head at her sister’s arrogance. And Thalia wondered why she had hidden the memorial portrait from her! “Look at me.” Clio ran a hand up and down her body now. “Look at me! Do you think, with my coloring, with my looks, that I belonged in a small English village? Do you? Don’t you think people whispered about me, talked about me behind my back, treated me differently, gossiped about my situation? I didn’t belong there and I don’t belong here. I’ve never belonged anywhere in my entire life, Thalia. Don’t you think the appeal of somewhere like Kenya might be the fact that I could belong there, in a place where no English person really belongs?”

Thalia let her hat drop by her side now and took a step forward. “Belonging! Don’t talk to me about belonging. At least you had two parents who doted on you.”

“And I thank God every day for that.” Clio’s voice rose with frustration. “I know you did not have that and I am sorry for it, but I cannot change the past, Thalia, I cannot. None of us can. Don’t blame me for something I had no part in and could not control.”

But Thalia simply shook her head. “The problem with you, Clio, is that you have no idea. You imagine I simply quarreled now and again with my uncle and aunt. That we had minor disagreements. That I wasn’t allowed a new dress or a holiday abroad.”

“I never said…,” Clio began.

Thalia’s expression hardened as she continued. “If I told you the things that went on in that house—what I had endured—part of you would shrivel and die, Clio, knowing that such things happen.”

Clio refused to back down. “You think I am so sheltered. That I know nothing of life. That I’ve been kept like a lapdog my entire life—fed and patted and cosseted. It isn’t true. It’s only what you would like to imagine. Things happen in villages. My father had to intervene in many situations. If you would only try to talk to me, Thalia, you would see that. I want to help you. I know I can, if only you’ll let me.”

Thalia’s eyes did not waver from Clio’s in the silence that followed. Watching her, there was a moment—a fleeting moment—where Clio imagined that she saw her sister’s expression soften and hoped her hard exterior might crack. That she would finally catch even a glimpse of what was underneath that hard shell. But then, just as quickly as it had appeared, that softness retreated once more and Thalia turned away. As she went, she uttered a final few words. “Go on, then. Run off to Kenya to marry your boring little coffee farmer. I’ll be the first one to take my place at the dock to wave you good-bye.”

*   *   *

“You look lovely, Ro,” Clio said, exiting her bedroom at the same time as her sister.

“That’s sweet of you.” Ro looked down, taking in her new dress of apple-green silk crepe that Hestia had bought her for the occasion. It was simple, with its straight, slim bodice and hips and swirl of soft material around the knees, but also pretty with its single rows of tiny silver beads and diamantés. The problem was that Hestia had picked it out herself and now that Ro had put it on, she saw that it was not the best choice of color for someone so fair. Flustered, she lifted a hand to smooth her hair, not having had much time to ready herself for the party. She had spent almost the entire day in the attic once more, combing the place from top to bottom. She had found nothing. With Vincent’s imminent arrival, she felt the need even more keenly to find something, anything, to change the girls’ situation. There had to be something else, something she was missing … It was driving her mad.

“Ro? Are you all right?” Clio stepped forward, placing her hand on her arm.

“Sorry.” Ro exhaled. “I’m just rather distracted. As I said before, I found nothing of consequence in our mother’s belongings. Nothing at all.”

“I know you’re disappointed,” Clio said to comfort her, “but I’m sure something will…”

The pair stopped to look as Thalia exited her bedroom into the hall, almost tripping over Haggis McTavish who had bounded out into the hallway with her. Her eyes flicked from one of them to the other. “Like it?”

Clio and Ro eyed their sister wordlessly. If Ro had felt less than enthusiastic about her dress a moment ago, now she felt downright miserable. Yet again, she was a second-rate version of her more beautiful sister. In front of them, Thalia looked stunning. She was wearing a two-toned dress of rose and blue silk velvet, a large silk flower upon one shoulder. In her hand, she held a matching cape with a white-fox fur collar.

“Isn’t it lovely? I had to have it,” Thalia continued. “What do you think, Ro?” She pushed for an answer.

“I think I’m wondering how on earth you could afford such an outfit.” Ro stared at the dress and cape. Both items had obviously been hideously expensive. “And I know you’ll simply tell me I’m being tedious once more, but I’d like to know where you got the money from.” Ro was becoming more and more suspicious of Thalia’s expenditures. She doubted she was receiving any money from home and knew that even money earned from several newspapers would not pay for such a dress.

“One of my many admirers, of course,” Thalia said with a tight smile, and made her way breezily down the hallway, her dress swinging in her wake. “Oh, and before I forget,” she said as she turned back for just a moment when she reached the stairs, “Venetia and I are holding our own little gathering tomorrow at her town house. Dinner. You’re both invited.”

As Thalia flounced off down the stairs, Ro and Clio stared at each other wordlessly, both surprised to hear of the invitation what with the obvious rift currently between them … and nervous of just what it might entail.

*   *   *

Despite the unflattering shade of her dress, Ro had to admit that the evening was going exceedingly well. She had managed to drag Vincent around the room with her and have Hestia introduce him to all kinds of important people. At last count he had met two dukes, an earl, several politicians and professors, and a smattering of artists. Pleased with herself, Ro wondered how many dukes Mrs. Mitchell had been able to rustle up when Vincent had been invited for tea. None, she was sure of it. With Vincent busy talking animatedly to one of the dukes on the other side of the room, she took a moment to find herself a glass of punch and to simply watch the proceedings. At one point, Thalia caught her eye. She almost had to applaud her beautiful sister, who was unashamedly entertaining the men in the room, starting with the wealthiest and working her way down. As Ro sipped and continued to watch the entertainment before her, Hestia caught her eye as she conversed with someone and gave her niece a small smile, before returning her attention to her companion. Hestia knew she was up to something, Ro was sure of it. Which, of course, she was.

As she polished off her punch, Ro continued to spy upon Vincent as he spoke to this person and that. When she was done, she joined Hestia and Clio (who had been clinging to Hestia’s side all evening), leaving Vincent to his own devices.

When several of the guests had taken their leave and it looked as if several more might also soon do so, Ro excused herself and took a moment in the cool marble surroundings of the entrance hall to gather her thoughts. Yes, the evening had been a success—she had managed to introduce Vincent to all sorts of important people—but now what? Where did she go from here?

“What were you saying?” A voice spoke out from behind her, making Ro jump.

“Oh!” Ro turned, thrilled to see Vincent had noticed her absence and followed her. “I was talking to myself. A silly habit of mine.”

“I don’t think it’s that silly. I know I talk to myself all the time.” Vincent glanced around the hallway. “Is that the library?” He pointed to the closed door across the hall.

Ro nodded. “Yes, it is.”

“Is there anyone in there?”

“I don’t think so. At least, there shouldn’t be…,” Ro replied and then, before she knew what was happening, Vincent had grabbed her hand, led her across the hall, and they were in the library itself, with the door shut behind them and Ro leaning against it.

“You,” Vincent told her, his face suddenly close to hers, his breath warm and smelling of wine, “are amazing. That you would do this for me—I’m … honored. Especially after…”

“We don’t need to talk about that,” Ro said quickly. “It’s as I told you in the letter I sent you the other day. I understand the need to research, to better one’s knowledge…”

“You really are amazing,” Vincent told her again, stepping in closer toward her. He slid his hand down the door and placed it on the nape of her neck, where he toyed with some strands of her hair. “Amazing,” he repeated as his lips moved to hers. Once again, Ro knew she should resist and, once again, she did nothing of the sort. Instead, she allowed herself to capture Vincent’s lips in hers and be engulfed in his deliciousness.

Ro quickly forgot who or where she was as she and Vincent explored each other’s mouths and bodies. More daring this time, she found her own hands moving over Vincent, pulling him closer toward her, kissing him even more deeply.

As the minutes passed, the pair’s embrace became fiercer and more passionate than ever before. Vincent’s body thrust into Ro’s and she responded teasingly, pushing her own hips into his. When Vincent’s hand finally found its way under the beaded neckline of her dress and then beneath her lace bandeau, in no way did she tell him to stop. And when he cupped her bare breast, she murmured only delirious noises of happiness, silencing the voices in her head that were telling her she would surely be caught.

It was just as Ro was beginning to hazily wonder what on earth might happen next, that footsteps sounded in the hallway, close by. The footsteps stopped directly behind the door Vincent and Ro were leaning against and the two immediately halted, waiting for the unwanted rattle of the doorknob. There was a pause, as if the owner were looking for something, or someone; then he or she took off once more, leaving Vincent and Ro, even more breathless than they had been seconds ago, upon each other.

They stared at each other in abject horror for a moment or two, before laughing, Ro bringing her hand up to cover her mouth lest she laugh too loudly, giving them away. After a few more seconds had passed, Ro fancied she heard the person ascending the main staircase.

“For a moment there I considered praying that it was Thalia.” Ro breathed a sigh of relief.

But Vincent laughed again. “Are you sure? If what we saw at the castle is anything to go by, she might have wanted to join us.”

“True,” Ro replied. “Though we’re not entirely speaking at the moment. And then there’s also the fact that I don’t feel much like sharing.” She grabbed at Vincent’s jacket, bringing him back down to her face and kissing him gently. Vincent seemed willing, but pulled away again shortly.

“Speaking of Thalia.” He looked slightly confused. “I have a question I wanted to ask you about her. I picked up one of the more gossip-laden newspapers the other day in a tearoom and happened upon her picture. I didn’t realize she had a different surname. As, obviously, does your other sister—the dark-haired one—who I was introduced to before. And yet your aunt mentioned you are triplets.”

Ro gave a silent gulp and tried very hard to read Vincent’s expression. Where was this going?

In front of Ro, Vincent moved his arm up the door resting it above her. “When you came to see me at the university, it wasn’t to ask about puppies, was it?”

Ro’s heartbeat quickened for all the wrong reasons. “No…,” she replied slowly, forcing herself to think fast. “It’s a … matter that’s being sorted at present. I can’t really say anything more. Not right now. But I will be able to soon—I assure you,” she added. Ro hesitated, wondering how much it was right to reveal. “There are a number of small issues to be sorted out, but I hope to be able to use my title and gain my inheritance shortly. It’s … quite a large sum, I’m led to believe.”

“That sounds awfully difficult for you.” Vincent paused, before frowning slightly. “I do hope it all works out.”

“As do I.” Ro breathed a sigh of relief at Vincent’s response. She considered it a bonus that he had still come this evening after learning that not everything added up where Ro’s family was concerned. Ro opened her mouth to say something else, but quieted when she heard footsteps running back downstairs once more.

“Ro?” a voice called out hesitantly, from the bottom of the stairs. Ro knew immediately it was Clio.

“I’d better go,” Vincent whispered and, in the half dark, Ro nodded, gesturing toward the opposite end of the room and another door. Vincent nodded, silently, and paused for only one more moment to kiss Ro’s fingers, still interlaced with his own, which he then released before departing.

After Ro was sure he was gone, she located the light switch and turned the lights on. She smoothed her hair with both her hands, then hesitantly opened the door. Clio was crossing the hallway.

“Oh! There you are!” Clio turned on hearing the door open.

“I was feeling a little overwhelmed,” Ro said. She smiled slightly, thinking this was, at least, true. And she hoped she would feel overwhelmed once again by Vincent’s touch very, very soon.

“There’s a problem,” Clio continued and it was only now that Ro realized Clio looked anxious—her hands clenched together nervously. She glanced upward now, toward the floor above. “It’s Thalia’s brother, James. He arrived uninvited and he and Thalia are in the morning room. They’re fighting about something. I’m not sure what, but they’re getting louder by the minute.”

*   *   *

In the morning room, Thalia shrugged carelessly at her brother. “What do you want me to say? Yes, I have appeared in the newspaper. Yes, I have changed my name. And what of it?”

James, who had refused to sit down, had been pacing the room ever since Thalia had dragged him up the stairs into it. Unfortunately, the several guests who still remained had already heard a good deal of their argument. All that good work she had done on the duke and the earl who had taken her fancy was now wasted. She was furious.

“What of it? What of it?!” James spluttered. “Is that how you repay my family for the years you spent under our roof?”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, James.” Thalia eyed him distastefully. “You needn’t be so high and mighty about it. You took off five minutes after you were done with Eton and Oxford. And let’s not pretend for a minute that your parents took me in out of the goodness of their own hearts.”

“And what would you know about that?” James eyed her from the other side of the room.

“Obviously less than you, but the more I learn about my real father, the more I can guess. Your father obviously owed him a favor of some sort, or was in debt to him. I can’t say I really care what it was. I suppose it related to money in some way, because your father’s never really been very good with money, has he?”

James stalked across the room to Thalia, who stared him straight in the eye and reminded herself not to flinch in the slightest way. The Haigh Parkers were like dogs. They could smell fear a mile off. “What?” Thalia continued, perching on the edge of a sofa now. “You can hardly deny it.”

“None of us can believe the things we’ve been reading in the newspaper. I’ve been sent to tell you to come home, or to never come back at all. If you continue this wanton behavior, the gates of Lintern Park will be closed to you forever.”

Thalia simply laughed at this. “That’s the best news I think I’ve ever had.”

James paused for a moment. “You make me sick,” he snarled. “You always have.”

Thalia stood up now. “Well, then. That makes two of us who feel that way, because you make me sick, too. If you expect me to thank you—or your revolting family—for anything, you will be a long time waiting. I spent my childhood doing nothing but roaming that dilapidated house like a ghost, waiting for the day when I might marry and leave. Though I have no idea how I was supposed to do that, considering we never went anywhere and rarely had visitors.”

“It seems you’re making up for it now.” James gestured toward one of the newspapers that he had brought with him, which he had flung on an armchair.

“I certainly am,” Thalia answered him. “But I’m not finished with our younger years yet. Let’s take a stroll down memory lane, shall we? In the hope of remembering why I might not fancy returning.” Thalia started to count off on her fingers. “There was the time Hugh pushed me from the front gates and I broke my arm. Then there was the time you held my head under water in the lake so long that I fainted and almost drowned. There was the time you burned the hair from my favorite doll…”

In front of her, James smirked. “All normal, healthy things that siblings do.”

Thalia ignored him. “There were all the times you pushed off to boarding school or the university and never once defended my need for an education. Oh, and then there was the time you thought you could invite your friends into my bed to do with me as they pleased.”

James lost his smirk. “You’ve always been prone to exaggeration, Thalia.”

With a steely glare, Thalia stared at James to try and ascertain how much he knew. She had never been sure he knew of the entire situation with the friend of his, whom she had stabbed. Had his parents ever told him the whole story? With a barely concealed gulp, she pushed the memory from her mind, as she always did when it arose. This had proved difficult over the past few days. Being grabbed and hurled into the backseat of that car had caused the memories from that time to come flooding back. Now she took the two steps over that she needed in order to be in James’s face. He was not much taller than she, and she was able to stare him almost dead in the eye. “As I said, you make me sick and I never want to see your spineless father, your weak-minded mother, or you ever again. And good luck to poor little Albert, for he will need it. Now get out. GET OUT!” she screamed. In the next room, where Thalia had shut him in, knowing he would cause a fuss, Haggis McTavish began to bark loudly.

James took a step back. He stared at her as if she were insane. “You’re mad. You always have been. Mad like your mother and your aunt, I’d say.”

“Oh, James.” Thalia shook her head wearily. “I wouldn’t go pointing fingers where mad parents are concerned. All I want is to never see any of you ever again. Now, what was that I said before? That’s it, GET OUT!” she screamed once more. “GET OUT, GET OUT, GET OUT!”

Her heart pumping in a crazed fashion, Thalia didn’t care what James thought of her, or how mad she seemed. She simply wanted him out of this room, out of the town house. Forever. If she never saw another Haigh Parker in her entire life again, it would be too soon.

James fled without another word, his jaw set hard. As he retreated, leaving the morning room door open, Thalia leaned one hand against the back of an armchair and tried to compose herself. It was not easy, after having brought so many old memories to the surface—ones she was used to suppressing. This was happening far too frequently these days for her liking.

“Thalia!” Ro entered the room, carrying an agitated Haggis McTavish. “Clio just came to get me. I wasn’t sure if we should come in, or wait outside, but then James came rushing out … Are you all right?” She came over closer, in order to inspect her sister. “He didn’t hurt you in any way?” She set Haggis McTavish down on the floor.

Thalia found she couldn’t look at either Ro or Clio, who had now also entered the room, directly in the eye. She could still see the visions, the remembrances of what had happened, swirling in her mind. She willed them away and tried to concentrate on the present. “He and his wretched family can’t hurt me ever again,” she said, reassuring herself. “He’s gone. For good.”

“What do you mean?” Ro asked slowly.

“I mean I’ve been disowned,” Thalia replied as flippantly as she could. “Apparently the gates of Lintern Park are closed to me forever. Thank goodness.”

“Oh, Thalia!” Clio replied, taking a step forward. But Thalia raised one hand, halting her.

“Don’t start with your pity, Clio. You, of all people, have no idea. No idea at all. It is a blessing to have the gates of Lintern Park closed to me. Nothing less.”

“But your brother…,” Clio continued, sounding shocked.

“He is not my brother, Clio.” Thalia’s voice began to rise once more. “He was never my brother. You really have no idea, so not one more word. From either of you,” she added, as Ro began to open her mouth. “Now, Ro”—she turned fully toward her sister, her demeanor suggesting she had not a care in the world—“I quite fancy taking my mind off this evening with a book. Is your little friend gone from the library yet?”

Ro’s eyes slid to Clio’s before nodding silently.

“Oh, good. I wouldn’t want to disturb anything.” She bent down now to casually ruffle Haggis McTavish’s ears. “You know, I had a chance to observe him this evening. He’s awfully like ivy.” When she looked up again and saw Ro’s confused expression, Thalia continued. “I mean, it’s just that he’s so awfully good at climbing, isn’t he? Now, before I go to bed, don’t forget about tomorrow night. Dinner. Seven o’clock, 70 Eaton Square. It’s not far. And, for goodness’ sake, wear something suitable.”

*   *   *

The yodeling was audible halfway down the street from 70 Eaton Square. As Ro and Clio continued to walk toward their destination, the music became louder and they glanced at each other from time to time, never once doubting from where the noise was emanating. Ro had guessed the culprit from the very first note she had heard—Thalia.

The pair finally stopped outside the rich cream façade and dark iron railings of 70 Eaton Square itself, where the glossy black front door was wide open, as were all the windows on the ground floor. Music blared out from inside. The yodeling had now stopped and a man’s voice sang some nonsense about how he missed his “Swiss miss,” who apparently, also missed him.

After a moment or two, Ro turned to Clio. “Shall we?” She nodded toward the open front door.

“I suppose so,” Clio replied, with a slight shrug. “Though something tells me I should turn and run the other way.”

Ro started up the stairs first and hesitated at the front door itself, reaching over to ring the doorbell. As she had suspected, no one could hear them. After a minute or two, she tried again. Still nothing. “Oh, come on, then,” she said as she waved to Clio. “Let’s just go in. They’re obviously in the drawing room. And with the front door open, I don’t think they’re going to be big on formality.”

“You’re probably right.” Clio nodded in agreement.

Ro and Clio walked hesitantly into the marble entrance hall with its impressive Ionic columns, gilt picture frames, and hand-painted ceiling. “A little different from Hestia’s.” Ro raised her eyebrows at Clio, whose eyes were quite wide.

“It’s beautiful,” Clio whispered. “Look!” She pointed up to the entrance hall’s glittering chandelier, which was pretty, but Ro had to admit she hadn’t really noticed, having seen so many before.

This town house was far more what Ro was used to from visiting her school friends during the holidays. She had realized at once on entering the Belgrave Square town house just how unconventional Hestia was, with her new furnishings in the latest style and her lack of staff. Though, she had recently heard a rumor, which explained the situation with the lack of staff. Apparently Hestia used to have a lady’s maid, until that lady’s maid had happened upon a visitor in Hestia’s bedroom early one morning—a female visitor. When her lady’s maid hadn’t been able to keep the secret, Hestia had dismissed almost all the house’s staff. Ro hadn’t yet told Clio or Thalia what she had heard—Clio, because she knew how shocked she would be, and Thalia, because she wasn’t entirely sure what she would do with the information.

“Hello?” Ro called out, as she moved into view of the drawing room. Inside, the music was louder than ever. The heavy gilt furniture had been pushed aside and now jostled for position with Italian marble busts on their heavy plinths, and in the center of the room, several people danced.

Including Thalia. And Vincent.

“Vincent!” Ro was shocked. What was he doing here?

“Ah! There you are!” Thalia spotted the pair, grabbed at Vincent’s hand, and dragged him over. “I’ve been minding Vincent for you. Teaching him the Charleston, actually. He’s terrible.”

“I am,” Vincent said as he smiled at Ro.

Ro’s eyes moved from Vincent to Thalia and back again. What, exactly, was going on here? What was her sister up to? Knowing how angry she still was about the memorial portrait, which Ro had finally convinced her she honestly had not known anything about, she was on high alert all the same for her tricks. As the yodeling began in the background once more, Ro saw that her sister was, yet again, wearing another new outfit—this time a stunning layered dress of deep claret, which skimmed her body beautifully.

“Come and have a cocktail before dinner.” Thalia waved them inside the room. She was all innocence, which was what worried Ro the most. “I know I need at least one more before we sit down.”

*   *   *

Clio tried very hard not to squirm in her seat. There was something strange about this dinner. Something not quite right. She felt as if everyone was … looking at her. Studying her. As if she were some kind of oddity. But this was most likely because she felt ill at ease, not having dined in many grand houses before. The menu card, in particular, lying in front of her on the table and written in French, was a constant reminder of this. She could guess at only a few of the dishes. However, she was seated next to Edwin, which was nice, and he soon made her feel a little less jumpy, with his easy talk.

Ro was across the table within speaking distance, sitting next to Vincent, and with only twelve guests, Venetia and Thalia were not too far away, but far enough so that Clio felt a little more comfortable than if they had been close by, listening in on her every word.

By the time the soup arrived (cream of watercress, Clio suspected), she had managed to calm down a bit and was even starting to enjoy the evening a little. She and Edwin were not quarreling for once and Ro, who had obviously been startled by Vincent’s presence in the drawing room, now seemed to be enjoying his company.

The problems began with the next dishes to arrive—fresh oysters and bowls of mussels. When they appeared, Clio eyed them warily. She did not live in a county by the sea and her family had not been of the sort that could afford these sorts of foodstuffs, or dined with people who were able to. Also, there was the reminder of the one time she had overindulged on cockles as a seaside holiday treat and had paid for it—tossing and turning in her bed for half the night. Clio shuddered slightly, remembering the incident.

“Is there a problem?” Edwin leaned in slightly, noticing her discomfort, as the footman hovered behind them.

“I … once had a nasty altercation with some cockles,” Clio whispered.

“Ah,” Edwin said as he nodded. “I understand completely. Just last week I had a nasty altercation with one too many bottles of wine.”

Clio frowned at him. “I don’t think that’s entirely the same thing. And I was ten years of age, if I remember correctly.”

Edwin grinned. “I’m sure the results were quite similar.”

“Yes, most likely.” Clio smiled. “Anyway, even if I wanted to … I’m not sure how…”

“Never fear, I’ll show you.” Edwin saw what the other problem was immediately—the one Clio had not yet admitted to. She had no idea how to eat oysters or mussels in polite society.

“What’s the matter, Clio?” Thalia’s voice boomed.

“Nothing, nothing.” Edwin waved a hand. “A small disagreement a number of years back with another bivalve mollusk.”

Venetia snorted at this. “You must try them, Clio,” she said. “They’re absolutely divine. Edwin will be able to help you out if you’re not sure what to do…” She let the rest of her sentence trail off, but everyone at the table turned to look at Clio anyway, knowing full well where her pointed comment was headed.

Silently, the footman stepped forward and Clio selected several oysters for her plate. She found she could not even look at the mussels and had to wave them away with a whimper. Edwin, ever the gentleman, said nothing, but gave her a wink and made sure to eat the oyster first in clear view, so that she could copy him.

Several courses followed over, which Clio struggled. She had, of course, no idea how an artichoke was eaten, the leaves pulled off and then the meat stripped from each one by pulling through the teeth. She wasn’t sure if she should dip each leaf in the small bowl of butter sauce, or spoon a little onto her plate. No, as the evening progressed, she wasn’t sure of anything, except that she did not belong as the other people at the table belonged and that Edwin, sitting beside her, was now as sure of this as she was. She had never hidden the fact from him that their lives and families were exceedingly different, but this—surely this made it clear to him just how very different they were.

“No, thank you.” Clio shook her head at the suggestion of more wine. As it was, she had barely touched her glass all evening. Having seen, through some of her father’s parishioners, the effects drink wrought when abused, she had never taken more than one glass of wine until the night of Venetia’s knights and damsels party and had not enjoyed the experience of partaking in more. She doubted she would ever have more than one glass at a time ever again. Others at the table felt differently, it seemed—the room was filled with raucous laughter now that more than several glasses had been imbibed.

“Oh, really, Venetia,” Edwin called out, and Clio returned to the present to see another course had made its way to the table. This time, some sort of small game bird. “Cornish game hens! You know how I detest them.”

“Thalia thought Clio might like to try them.” Again, all eyes at the table swung to Clio.

“Thank you for thinking of me,” Clio replied evenly, though she longed to stand up, push back her chair, and walk out the front door.

Edwin turned to her. “Well, I wish I had the luck of never eating a Cornish game hen before. I’m sure they starve them on purpose—all bones and no meat. Quite the exercise in futility.”

“Now, now. Even a Cornish game hen’s mother loves it.” Clio rallied from her social embarrassment for a moment to tease him, eyeing the jaunty little legs sticking upward on Edwin’s plate and causing Edwin to roar with laughter.

“What was that, Edwin?” Venetia asked.

“I’m afraid I can’t possibly tell you.” Edwin set about carving up the bird on his plate. “I’m too busy concentrating on locating a mouthful of food before I starve to death.”

“Perhaps you could persuade Edwin to move to Kenya as well, Clio?” Thalia replied for her friend. “I’m sure it’s nothing but huge roasted giraffe’s legs and so on for dinner there.”

*   *   *

It was over the Cornish game hens that the conversation at the table intensified, as the wine continued to be poured. “What do you think of George’s occupation, Clio?” Thalia gestured toward the gentleman sitting on Clio’s other side. “He’s an atheist, you know! Clio’s father was a vicar,” Thalia informed the table.

“I didn’t realize being an atheist was an occupation.” Clio looked confused. “Rather, I thought it was something you simply believed.”

“Or don’t believe, as the case may be,” Edwin added, kindly drawing the attention of the entire table away from Clio and causing Venetia to choke on her wine.

It was then Clio realized the entire evening had been designed to make both her and Ro feel uncomfortable, but most especially her. Clio glanced across the table at Ro and found her sister was already looking at her, having realized the same thing. Probably, knowing Ro, sometime before Clio had. She guessed Ro would most likely weather the storm. However, not being used to defending her point of view in such circles, Clio was not sure she would be able to do the same.

The atheist’s behavior, however, was impeccable. Although slightly drunk, he was respectful enough to discuss with her the role her father had held within his parish and they spoke at length about how such a role could, perhaps, be fulfilled in other ways without involving religion. While she didn’t agree with his views, Clio found him rather interesting (obviously, Thalia and Venetia had not chosen wisely when they had gone atheist hunting on the streets of London). It was only when the topic of conversation moved to Vincent’s area of interest that the talk truly soured. Clio was glad of one thing only—she had had the foresight to ask Ro what it was that Vincent did some weeks ago. She had never heard of eugenics before, but as soon as Ro explained the concept, she had been shocked to her core.

Ro hadn’t understood her reluctance to embrace the subject at all. “But surely you must see the importance of bettering the human race,” she had said.

“Not at the expense of the vulnerable,” Clio had replied quickly. “Or the needy.”

“But that’s the entire point,” Ro had tried to persuade her. “Eventually, if we adhered to these theories, there would be no vulnerable or needy people.”

The thought of how this might come about made Clio’s head spin. Standing in front of her sister, she had wanted so very desperately to defend her point, but found she couldn’t. She simply wasn’t clever enough to do so. Not like Ro. “I just know it’s wrong.”

“That isn’t much of an argument!” Ro had countered.

And Clio had known she was right. Now, in Eaton Square, Clio felt exactly the same way once more as terms bounced around the table. “Higher reproduction,” “sterilization,” “selective breeding” … each one of them made her feel sicker than the last. She struggled to keep up with the conversation and to work out what each of these phrases meant.

“You’re awfully quiet, Clio,” Venetia chimed in, as Clio was staring at a single spot on the tablecloth. A small, oily stain she had probably made herself.

“You don’t care for eugenics?” Vincent’s attention moved to her now, across the table. “Many don’t.”

“I simply believe life is sacred, that is all,” Clio said.

“But this is where many fall in their argument,” Vincent replied. “Eugenics isn’t about taking away life, it’s about the perfection of life and of the human race.”

“I don’t believe the two can be independent of one another. It’s not that simple.”

“In what way?”

Clio didn’t care for the way Vincent looked at her. There was a slight smirk upon his face, as if he were talking to a child. She noticed Ro, sitting beside Vincent, studiously avoided her gaze. She was on her own. “In the way that these things beget themselves. You start simply, by sterilizing a few people who you believe should not be allowed to bring life into the world. But soon enough, you will not know when to stop. Your own beliefs should not decide the life or death of others, such decisions must be left to God.”

“If, of course, there is a God,” Vincent said as he gestured toward the table’s resident atheist.

Clio took a deep breath. “All I know is that everything inside me tells me that what you are suggesting is wrong and cruel. There is a girl, in my village—she was born simple. What would you suggest be done with her? Obviously, you would not want her to have children.”

“Of course not,” Vincent replied calmly.

“Ro would like to study medicine,” Clio continued. “Would you perform that operation, Ro? On the girl in my village?”

Ro raised her eyebrows. “I think so, if I had the skills to do so and it was able to be done in a humane manner.”

“And while you were at it, would you also sterilize the girl’s mother and her three normal sisters? Just in case something similar happened again?”

“Well, no—” Ro began, but Clio interrupted.

“For that is surely where Vincent and his friends are headed if they are given free rein.”

“Now, wait just a moment…” Vincent leaned forward in his seat.

Clio’s heart beat wildly against her ribs. “No. I won’t. This is all … unbelievable to me. We have all just lived through an incredible loss of life and it seems we have learned nothing. Nothing! Life is precious. It must be nurtured, not taken away.”

“Clio.” Thalia spoke up and when Clio glanced at her she knew that she had offered herself up on a platter to her sister, just like a silly Cornish game hen. This was everything Thalia had wanted from the evening. “There’s no need to become so agitated.”

“Clio—” Ro started.

Clio stood up now, placing her napkin on the table before her. “You may think my opinions are simple and old-fashioned if you like, but they are right for me and I will not change them to suit you. However, I won’t remain any longer and bore you with them. Good evening to you all.” Clio pushed back her chair with this and left the room with as much grace as she could muster.

It wasn’t until she reached the entrance hall that Clio paused and placed her hand over her mouth, willing herself not to cry the tears that wanted to spill from her eyes.

She ran then. Across the marble floor, out the front door, and down the town house steps. She didn’t stop when she reached the pavement, but continued to run, blindly, most probably in the wrong direction, past strolling ladies and gentlemen, who stared at her curiously as she passed by, aware that something was wrong. Well, stare they might. After this evening, Clio knew one thing for sure—London was not the place for her. She couldn’t stay here and live this life, not with these people. She was going straight back to Belgrave Square and then she was going to sit down and write that letter to Nicholas, in Kenya, that she had been putting off. She stopped now, in the middle of the pavement, and glanced around her, not knowing where she was. She burst into fresh tears with this and a gentleman was about to approach her, to offer help (she hoped), when someone else flew in before him.

“It’s all right.” Edwin took one of Clio’s hands and waved the gentleman away with his other. “She’s all right now.”

But Clio was far from all right. As the tears spilled down her cheeks, she sniffed in what she was sure was an ugly fashion. “I’m so lost,” she said as she finally looked up at Edwin. “So awfully, awfully lost and…”

Edwin moved in closer, tilted Clio’s chin up softly with one finger, and kissed her.

And, in that brief, wondrous moment, Clio found she didn’t feel quite so lost anymore.

*   *   *

After Clio’s sudden departure from the dinner table, the meal had continued on, though everyone was slightly more subdued than before. Especially because both Venetia and Thalia had been livid that Edwin insisted on following Clio to see her home and had taken his time about it, too. By the time the meal was over, it was obvious to all at the table that it had been designed to show off Clio’s lack of sophistication and to put Ro on the back foot with Vincent, who Thalia had proceeded to flirt shamelessly with all evening.

It was only as people were starting to take their leave, that Ro managed to steal a private moment away with Vincent. She had pulled him behind a lacquered screen, in the drawing room, while Thalia and Venetia were busy whispering about something or other in the hall.

Fear had struck in her heart almost immediately. Vincent seemed almost unwilling to be alone with her and could barely look her straight in the eye. She had pulled him down to her and kissed him, though it had taken a minute or two before he began to participate wholeheartedly in the exercise himself. When he did, however, she was overjoyed to see it was with as much gusto as on previous occasions. Ro became bolder with Vincent’s sudden interest, despite the voices she could hear close by, running one of her hands down from his waist and slipping it inside his trousers. She had both thrilled and shocked herself with his instant arousal to her touch.

“Oh, God, Ro,” Vincent moaned. “Ro, we shouldn’t…”

As the voices became louder, however, Vincent became distracted. Finally, he pulled away from her. “I must go. I have an early start in the morning.” Once again, he could not quite meet her eyes.

Instantly, Ro panicked, watching on as Vincent took his leave of Venetia and Thalia, barely giving her a backward glance.

Going over to sit on the edge of one of the rich maroon velvet sofas, Ro’s jaw hardened. What was she doing? With each day that passed in this city, she was becoming less and less like her old self—less logical, careful, and methodical and more … crazed, for want of a better word. All she wanted to do at this moment was to run after Vincent.

After she had seen Vincent off, Thalia came to sit beside her on the sofa. “I do hope Vincent isn’t too tired tomorrow.” She shook her head slightly. “After all, he’s been invited to the last hunt of the season at Ettingdale Castle. The guest of some old friends of Mrs. Mitchell’s, you know. Have you met his little friend Genevieve? Such a sweet girl. Anyway, as I was saying, I do hope he gets enough rest. So dangerous to hunt without a full night’s sleep.”

This was all Ro needed to hear to push her over the edge.

Not saying good night to either Venetia or Thalia, she had simply bolted from the town house. But Vincent was nowhere to be seen, obviously having already found a taxi.

On the pavement, Ro stood, unsure of what to do next. Confused. She was not used to being confused, not knowing the answer, not knowing which step must be taken next to complete a task. And, all the time, all she could think of was Vincent. Vincent, Vincent, Vincent. She was consumed by him. There was nothing else for it. She must have him. Must win him. The thought of Genevieve touching him as she had just touched him … and of him touching her. They would have so much time together, away at a country house. It made her blood boil. She would not have it. Could not have it.

Immediately, Ro raised her hand and hailed a taxi.

There was only one thing left to do.

*   *   *

“I wish to marry.” Ro tried very hard to pace herself—to keep her words calm and even, but it was difficult. She had flown as fast as a taxi would carry her to Russell Square, where she had wrenched a tired, displeased Charles from his bedroom. She had not cared in the slightest. To slow herself down now and stop her words from tripping over one another was difficult indeed. “And, on my marriage,” she continued, “I’m sure it could be arranged that we move away from London. Quite sure.” The truth was, Ro was not sure of this at all. After all, to further his cause and his work, Vincent needed the connections London could offer him. And, of course, there were his ties with the university … still, it could be sorted. Somehow. It would have to be.

Sitting behind his desk, Charles raised his eyebrows. “And who is this lucky gentleman?” he asked.

“Doctor Vincent Allington.”

He yawned before speaking once more. “Goodness, you have set your sights low. A doctor! I’ve heard that your sister has been entertaining dukes in her bed.”

“I am not my sister,” Ro said firmly. “And I do not believe I am setting my sights low. I believe he will be quite the Darwin of his field and time.”

“I’m sure you do,” Charles replied condescendingly. “And do you plan to ask him to marry you? How … forward of you.”

“I don’t mind,” Ro said, rather untruthfully. “It’s ridiculous to have to wait for a man to ask in this day and age.”

Charles raised a hand. “Let us stop there before you feel you must chain yourself to the railings outside in protest as your aunt might do. As things are at this very moment, I’m rather happy to see you. Despite the odd hour.”

“You are?” Ro said, not believing her brother for a second. She shifted her weight onto the other foot and felt herself sink slightly into the lush rug beneath her feet.

“Yes. In some ways, I was hoping you would come.”

Ro frowned, wondering where this was headed. Most likely nowhere she wanted to be, knowing her previous experience of Charles. “And why is that?” she finally asked.

“Because I’ve changed my mind about how I would like to divide the sum we have spoken of. I have a proposition for you. For all three of you, actually.”

“But what about—” Ro started.

Charles raised his hand again. “No more of that. Why don’t you wait to hear what I have to say?”

Ro paused. “Well … all right then.”

Charles stood up from his seat. “Be at home at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. All three of you. And I will reveal all.”

*   *   *

Ro paused outside Charles’s town house, wondering what he might offer the girls the following morning. Perhaps he had realized all three of them were unlikely to leave the city at the same time and now simply wanted them out of his life with a simple payment of some kind? Well, she, for one, would be happy never to see Charles again if he was willing to pay the sort of money that meant she and Vincent could be happily settled.

Not seeing any taxis nearby, Ro started off down the street, hoping she would soon cross by a busier road. After some time, she began to hear footsteps following behind her. “Hello?” She turned her head, peering into the dark, the streetlights not offering the best illumination. “Oh, hello.” She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was a woman, rather than a man, who was following not too far behind. She was tall and dressed in dark clothing. Most likely making her way home from working in one of the Square’s grand residences. “I thought I heard…”

But Ro’s voice petered out as the woman ran toward her, a sudden whirlwind of movement and piercing dark eyes. Before Ro knew what was truly happening, the woman had grabbed her arms, her nails piercing Ro’s skin. “What were you doing in there? What do you want?” She spat her words into Ro’s face.

“I…” Everything within Ro told her to flee. To flee now, before the woman did anything worse. She was obviously insane. “Get off me! Get off!” Ro struggled to free herself, the small scratches on her arms already bleeding. “I said, get off me!” With an almighty shove, she sent the woman hurtling backward, onto the pavement, pushing her to the ground.

And then, she ran.

*   *   *

The following morning, Ro was very careful choosing her clothing in order to hide the scratches on both of her arms. There was no way she could tell her sisters what occurred. Not when she had been meeting with Charles on her own in order to ask for money. And, truth be told, it suited her to put the event out of her mind, for every time she thought of it, she found herself rather shaky and pale. No, she must hide the scratches until they healed. And she must also try to find out, on her own, who on earth the woman who attacked her was.

On her way downstairs, she had knocked lightly on Clio’s bedroom door, wanting to see if her sister was all right. They had spoken, briefly, about the dinner and the argument that led to Clio’s abrupt departure. She was surprised to find Clio so firm concerning her beliefs. Clio could not see Vincent’s point of view at all, though she supposed this was because she had been blinded by her beloved father’s views and her own lack of education. To Ro, it all made perfect sense—though she had found Clio’s point concerning where Vincent would draw the line rather unsettling. She had not considered this before.

Over a late breakfast, a still slightly shaky Ro concocted some awful story about a delivery boy giving her a message that they all must be home at ten o’clock as Charles would be visiting. She was sure Thalia saw through the lie before it had even exited her mouth, but she didn’t care.

“Do you think it’s safe?” Clio looked first at Ro, then Thalia, from her seat on the sofa, as they waited for Charles to show up. “With Hestia out for the morning, I mean. Do you think we should let him in?”

“Why not?” Thalia asked, as if speaking to an imbecile. “Maybe he’ll finally have a worthy offer for us. Whatever it is, I’m most definitely going to consider it. I need to leave this stifling place. Anyway, I don’t think he’s dangerous. Pathetic, yes. Dangerous, no. Not to mention, we have Haggis McTavish.”

The three looked down at Haggis McTavish, fast asleep on one of the armchairs.

“Not a great consolation,” Ro said with a sigh. As for Clio, she opened her mouth, and then closed it again, saying nothing. “It’s ten o’clock.” Ro checked her watch and then proceeded to the drawing room window to look out onto the pavement. “Oh!” she exclaimed, as the doorbell rang, making her jump.

“I’ll go,” Thalia said, already halfway across the room.

At the window, Ro froze and watched her go, ever fearful of what was about to pass and last night’s journey being discovered by her sisters.

As it turned out, however, she need not have worried.

Moments later, Thalia returned to the drawing room, her expression dark. “It wasn’t Charles at all,” she said. “But he sent us this…” She held aloft a note that she had seemingly opened and already devoured.

Clio stood up from the sofa. “What does it say?”

Thalia’s eyes moved slowly from Clio’s over to Ro’s, scrutinizing them both. “The important bit,” she replied, “is as follows…” And, with this, she began to read:

… I wondered if this might come to pass and I’m delighted to see that it has. After two of you approached me independently for money, I made a little wager with myself about the third, believing it would only be a matter of time before the remaining sister also came begging at my door. Now that I know your true natures and the extent of your foolishness, I have decided to make you a new offer that differs from my initial one of a third of the money that was originally discussed, to be shared between the three of you as you saw fit. I have decided, instead, to offer you nothing at all.


 

Mistresses and Mayhem

 

“So, that’s that, then,” Thalia said as she slowly and methodically tore up her half brother’s letter into small pieces, scattering them about her feet on the floor.

Ro’s gaze moved from Thalia’s to Clio’s. Surely this couldn’t be all she had to say on learning both her sisters had visited Charles of their own accord to ask for at least part of their inheritance. The inheritance that should rightfully be theirs and not his, and the one it felt as if they would be fighting over forever—clashing with both Charles and each other. Didn’t Thalia want an explanation from each of them? To fly into a rage?

Clio stood up from her seat. “Well, I’m not ashamed to admit that I went to Charles. I asked him for money. For my mother’s health.”

Thalia gave her a shrewd look. “Oh? You’re not ashamed to say it now? After someone else has divulged the information?”

Clio blushed. “And what about you? Do you have an excuse?”

Thalia paused for a moment. “I visited Charles just yesterday afternoon. I was running out of money and my previous donor didn’t care to give me any more.”

“That’s not true,” Clio blurted out, after Thalia’s admission. “I think you visited him before that. When I saw him, which was some time ago, he made some comments. Cryptic comments, which only make sense now that I know someone was there before me. He seemed to think we had left the city. That’s where you got the money from, isn’t it? For the car and the clothes and so on? From Charles. There was no other relative, admirer, or donor, or anyone else.”

“But why would Charles give Thalia anything?” Ro looked at Clio, not understanding.

Clio knew exactly why, now that she recalled Charles’s comments. “Because she told him we were leaving the city. He seemed confused that we hadn’t left when I showed up.”

Slowly, Ro stood up also. “Thalia, is that true?”

Thalia simply sighed.

“So it is true!” Ro said, shocked. She took a step forward. “But how did you—”

“It wasn’t much,” Thalia said, interrupting her. “I told him we were moving to the country for a short while. To see how we liked it.”

“I can’t believe you—” Ro continued.

But Clio cut her off with a gasp. “Ro! Your arm!”

Which was when Ro looked down to see the blood seeping through her blouse.

*   *   *

“Here, sit down and use this.” Clio passed Ro a clean handkerchief and led her to the sofa, where she rolled up Ro’s sleeve to reveal three long scratch marks, one of them particularly vicious.

“I must have bumped it, making it bleed again,” Ro said, as Thalia also came over to inspect her wounds.

“What happened to you?” Clio frowned.

“It was after I saw Charles last night.” Ro paused and decided to bend the truth a little to save herself the embarrassment. “I went to see Charles to ask him for money to attend the university. You see, my Uncle Henry has lost all his money in an investment scheme. That was what he came to speak to me about that day. Of course, Charles didn’t give me any money. It was as I was leaving when this … woman set upon me. She was mad. Completely insane. Hissing and scratching, wanting to know why I had business with Charles.”

Clio gasped once more. “Wait. Was she tall? And thin?”

Ro nodded quickly. “Yes, she was.”

“And dressed in dark clothing?” Thalia added.

“Yes!” Ro was surprised. “So we have all seen her then?” She turned to Clio for an answer first.

“She approached me when I visited Charles as well,” Clio said. “Though she didn’t attack me as such. Still, there was something not quite right about her, I could tell. So I ran away.”

Thalia spoke up. “I didn’t actually speak to her, but I think I might have seen her leave from Charles’s town house. There was some kind of altercation between them when I was in his study. He didn’t want me to see her, that much is for sure, and he wouldn’t tell me who she was. He called her another ‘vulture.’ I thought she must have been there asking him for money.”

“Who do you think she is?” Clio glanced at her sisters, eyes wide.

“I don’t know,” Ro answered as she shook her head, “but she’s obviously important. Maybe the mistress?”

“Why the mistress?” Thalia replied. “Why would Charles give her money?”

Ro was already deep in thought, her brow creased. “I don’t know,” she said slowly. “Maybe it wasn’t her at all. Oh, I don’t know … it was just a thought.”

Silence enveloped the room.

“What do we do now?” Clio went over to sit down again in one of the drawing room armchairs. “Now that Charles…” She tapered off, obviously realizing the enormity of Charles’s letter.

Clio looked pale and frightened, Ro thought. She was obviously worried about her mother. Ro knew she had been hopeful of using any sort of payment from Charles to secure her mother a better future where her health was concerned. “We must continue on,” Ro spoke up. “And find out the truth. It’s the only way. Charles won’t give us anything now. Not after what you’ve done, Thalia.”

Thalia didn’t grace this with a response.

“Why can’t you see that the truth is all we have, Thalia? Especially now?” Ro took the handkerchief off from her arm since the bleeding had stopped.

“Why can’t you see that you might be wrong?” Thalia replied coolly. “Not everything in this world has a logical explanation, Erato, however hard you search for it.”

“But—” Ro started.

“Oh, I can’t bear it. I’m going out,” Thalia said to halt her.

Ro continued on, regardless. “But we don’t have any sort of plan and…”

“Here’s my plan,” Thalia told her. “As I said, I’m going out. I’m going to have a good time. While I can.”

“Is that all you care about?” Clio piped up.

“Frankly, yes.” Thalia threw her a look. “For who knows what tomorrow will bring?” She started across the room.

“And when will you be back?” Ro asked her.

“I have no idea.” Thalia didn’t turn around. “When you find out ‘the truth,’ though, do let me know.”

Ro persisted. “And what about tomorrow night and the following day?”

Thalia did turn back now to give her sister a quizzical look. “I suppose I’ll have a good time then, too.”

“I’m talking about our birthdays,” Ro said with a sigh. “Our eighteenth birthdays. Are we not going to celebrate at all?”

“Oh!” Thalia finally understood. “I assumed you’d want to see your eighteenth birthday in with a good book. But if you’re keen for some excitement, why don’t you both meet me out, tomorrow night. How about the Curlicue Club?”

*   *   *

“I don’t think Thalia’s coming.” Ro raised her voice to speak over the frenetic music inside the Curlicue Club, which seemed to be getting louder and more furious as the popular venue continued to fill. She and Clio were seated at one of the club’s supper tables that lined the dance floor. But when she glanced at Clio, to see if she had an opinion concerning Thalia’s tardiness, Clio was staring upward, mesmerized by the kaleidoscopic light on the ceiling, which rained down upon the room in a haze of flattering purple, blue, and green ever-twisting concentric circles of light. Ro sighed, returning to her own thoughts, which were a pile of rather miserable ones to have when you were supposedly celebrating on the eve of your eighteenth birthday.

Ro had spent the entire day locating any last scraps of information she could. For a start, she had tracked down and telephoned the midwife’s niece, who had been a maid at the time of the girls’ birth. It was, however, a very brief conversation. She could tell Ro nothing that her aunt had not already revealed. At any rate, the maid had not seen their births. There was no one but Mrs. Thompson who could attest that the three of them were born alive and healthy and sent off to distant relatives in the country.

All that was left was Dr. Hollingsworth’s strange comment about the mistress. In a last-ditch effort, Ro had begged Thalia to return home in the afternoon for an hour or two and had dragged her reluctant sister along to the home for retired professional gentlemen. Luckily, Dr. Hollingsworth had been seated in the garden at the time. Ro had been able to point him out and Thalia then approached him. It did not take long, however, before she was spotted by the matron, who came storming over and threatened to call the police, saying that she knew Thalia was no relation of Dr. Hollingsworth’s. Thalia and Ro had to bolt from the premises. Of course, Thalia had thought this was all terribly amusing. “That’s the most fun I’ve had in the daylight for some time!” she informed Ro, when they’d let themselves back into 32 Belgrave Square and had stopped panting from the exertion of running all the way back to the town house.

Now, Ro felt aimless. Her friends were finishing up their time at boarding school and soon Harriet would be heading off on her lovely holiday with her family. Ro knew she could ask Hestia for money to attend the university, but she didn’t want to—Hestia was so keen that they all spend time “together.” Little did Hestia know that her three nieces could not have been less “together” now that their quest to gain their inheritance seemed to have been brought to an abrupt halt. Perhaps next year, or the year after, she might ask Hestia if it would be possible to attend the university? Surely her aunt would be in favor of a woman studying medicine … 

Clio reached across the supper table now and tapped Ro on the hand. “Weren’t they funny?” she asked, a smile flashing across her face. Ro became aware that she had been watching two men perform on the dance floor—a comedy act involving much falling down and tripping over things—without taking in what they were doing at all.

“Very amusing,” she said as she nodded, agreeing with Clio. It was nice to see her enjoying the evening.

Clio frowned slightly. “Is Vincent coming this evening?” she asked.

Ro tried not to give her true feelings away. “No,” she said evenly, over the band, which had just started up again. Now a lone woman took the floor and performed an acrobatic routine, full of back bends, flying leaps, and other maneuvers. It made Ro feel dizzy just to watch her, though that might have been the fact that she was now drinking what must be her third glass of champagne and felt decidedly lightheaded. Clio’s comment had, of course, added salt to the wound. No, Vincent would not be coming this evening, because Vincent had been terribly “busy” lately. Too busy to see Ro, anyway. She had no evidence of the fact, but she liked to torture herself with the thought that he was “busy” with Genevieve.

“What have I missed?” Someone slid into the chair beside Ro, making her jump.

“Thalia!” Ro exclaimed, surprised. “I didn’t think you were going to come.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to. But then I thought, it is our collective birthday and I was passing by and I did desperately need a drink and thought you might buy me one. Oh, goodness. Not her again. She is dull, isn’t she?” Thalia glanced at the back-bending woman, who now held a leg over her head while hopping around in a circle. “I’ve seen more entertaining, and better-groomed, monkeys.”

“Well, I think she’s fabulous!” Clio watched on, eyes wide.

“Yes, but you would, darling. All there is for entertainment out in the country is putting criminals in stocks, or hanging them from gibbets and so on.”

Clio sighed and turned back to the dance floor, saying nothing.

“Yes, well, happy birthday to us,” Ro said dourly, raising her glass to no one in particular.

“Oh, lovely. I don’t mind if I do.” Thalia signaled to their waiter for another glass, which was produced in a flash.

“Why have you still got your coat on?” Ro eyed her sister suspiciously as Thalia had the waiter fill her glass to the very brim. “Are you leaving right away?”

“Not quite yet. But it’s freezing in here.” Thalia took a large, unladylike gulp of her champagne.

“No, it’s not. And you’re sweating.” Ro peered closer now. “Aren’t you feeling well?”

“No, no. I’m fine.” Thalia waved her concerns away. “Do stop fussing.”

Clio had turned in her seat now to see what all the chatter was about. It was as Thalia took another mouthful of champagne and her sleeve dropped back slightly, that she gasped. “Thalia! What happened to you?” Not asking permission, Clio reached over and took the glass from her hand, pushing back Thalia’s sleeve. “Did that woman attack you as well? The one who attacked Ro the other night?”

“It’s nothing.” Thalia snatched her arm away. “Just a little bruise! I’m terribly clumsy, you know. Always have been.”

But it wasn’t just a little bruise. It was quite a large one that ran up the length of her arm.

“Who did this to you?” Clio stared at her in horror.

Thalia sniffed, pulled her coat tighter around her, and then shivered again, in a seemingly involuntary movement. “Who do you think, darling? It’s just like I said—myself. So very clumsy. It’s a curse, really.” She moved her attention to the stage, where two women had begun singing a duet. “How tedious! As are all the clubs these days. What is this rubbish?” She shook her head, drawing her coat around her further still.

“Thalia, you’re not well,” Ro told her. “You should go home. Now that I think about it, you haven’t looked at all well lately. In fact, you’ve looked rather drawn for weeks now. And you’ve lost weight.”

“I said I’m perfectly fine,” Thalia snapped at her sister, then reached for her beaded emerald purse, fumbling around in it for a moment or two. Not being able to immediately find what she was looking for, she began to place items upon the table—lipstick, a handkerchief, a small tin. “Aha, here it is!” she said, finally locating her cigarette case. She flicked it open. “Ugh, empty.”

“What a dear little tin,” Clio said, inspecting the small box Thalia had placed upon the table, which was decorated with two sweet little lovebirds. “What’s inside?”

Thalia raised an eyebrow. “Do you really want to know?” She slipped the tin over toward Clio, who hesitated for a moment at the unexpected invitation, before taking it and opening it.

Ro watched as Clio’s face visibly blanched. She quickly shut the tin and pushed it away from her. “What is it?” Ro asked. “Clio? What’s in there?”

But Clio only turned her back toward the pair to face the stage, where the two women continued to sing. Ro did not wait for her invitation, but reached over and grabbed the offending item. While Thalia continued to make short work of her champagne, she inspected the contents. She had to admit, she was almost as shocked as Clio had looked when she read the words on the small glass bottle within. Quickly, she shut the tin once more, hiding the glass bottle and syringe. “Thalia,” she hissed under her breath, “morphine is illegal.”

Thalia didn’t seem concerned in the slightest. “So’s alcohol in America, but everyone here seems to be behaving perfectly respectably. Don’t be such a bore, darling. After all, you enjoyed your little experience with cocaine at the castle very much, didn’t you? And it’s only on special occasions.”

“Yes, but every night seems to be a special occasion where you’re concerned. Now, put it away, before we’re all arrested.”

“Oh, all right.” Thalia slipped the tin back into her purse, on her lap. “I must run to the loo, though. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Perhaps you should leave your purse here.” Ro held her hand out to take it.

Thalia hesitated for just a second. “Unbelievable!” she said, slapping it into Ro’s palm before stalking off.

It was only when Thalia was out of sight that Ro thought about this exchange a little harder. Picking up the purse from the table once more, she twisted open the clasp.

The little tin was nowhere to be seen.

*   *   *

On the early-morning taxi ride back to Belgrave Square, both Ro and Clio had settled into their seats and been rather quiet for two girls who were eighteen today. It wasn’t until the motorcar swung into Grosvenor Crescent and they were almost home that Clio turned her head of black curls, resting upon the seat back, to look at Ro. “Do you think we should tell Hestia? About Thalia, I mean?”

Ro had, of course, been wondering the same thing at various points throughout the evening. “I don’t know,” she said, turning her own head. “Maybe not just yet.” She sighed. How like Thalia to make their birthday all about her. She hadn’t even stayed at the club that long—just enough to drink almost a full bottle of champagne and to dance with several gentlemen who asked. Ro herself had been asked twice, but Clio had been asked many times—something that Thalia seemed to take almost as a personal insult.

Watching her sisters on the dance floor, Ro had wondered what it was about herself that put men off. Was it what she talked about? It must be, at least partly, because she did always receive a lot of “What?” comments from men, whenever she deigned to open her mouth in the hope of talking about something that didn’t involve the weather. That was what she loved most about Vincent. That she could, simply, talk to him. As an equal. It was altogether thrilling. Also, she knew that whatever she said, he wouldn’t reply with something ridiculous, like “You do have a lot of opinions, don’t you?” or “What on earth are they teaching girls these days?” But there was something else, too. Ro knew it had to be something in her demeanor, because she had been approached so few times this evening compared to Thalia and Clio. Thalia, of course, even with her beauty, worked hard to attract men, but Clio had to do nothing at all. She was beautiful, with her huge dark eyes and glossy black curls, but Ro knew it wasn’t just that. Everyone saw something in her, and Ro couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. It was something about how Clio held herself and how she moved—gently, serenely and with no fuss or bother whatsoever. You could see she was kind and content and easy to love just by looking at her. Ro doubted Vincent had ever seen any of these qualities in herself at all. Grasping, rash, and determined, maybe. Kind, content, and easy to love, no.

“Here we are,” Clio said, as the taxi pulled to a halt outside the town house.

Ro paid the driver and stepped out to see Clio still in the middle of the pavement, not having yet started up the front stairs. “What is it?” she asked.

“I think there’s someone here to see you,” Clio told her.

Ro peered past her, expecting to see a welcoming Haggis McTavish bounding toward her.

But it wasn’t Haggis McTavish at all.

Instead, there, sitting on the front steps, looking rather disheveled, was Vincent.

*   *   *

“I must go inside,” Clio said as she hurried off to leave the pair in peace. “Good evening! Or, good morning, I should say…”

Ro barely registered a word her sister uttered. If Clio had been mesmerized by the lights of the Curlicue Club before, so Ro was now by Vincent’s very presence. As he rose from the steps, Ro took in what he was wearing. “White tie and tails. Goodness, where have you been?” She didn’t admit to it—she was still slightly cross that she had been overlooked for several weeks—but Vincent looked devastatingly handsome in his formal attire.

“To the opera,” he replied, with a yawn, walking over to join her. “I really should say it was marvelous, but it was awfully long and dull, as was the company. I found myself wishing you were there many times over.”

Ro couldn’t help but laugh, despite the fact she was dying to ask if Genevieve had been present. And dull. “That doesn’t sound all that amusing. How long have you been waiting?”

“Quite some time. But I was determined to sit it out. To give you this,” he said as he pulled a small box from inside his jacket and passed it to Ro. “Happy birthday.”

Ro tried very hard not to grin from ear to ear. “You remembered! How thoughtful!” She did not rush to unwrap the package immediately, happy to simply feel the warmth that emanated from it, having been kept close to Vincent’s chest for several hours.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Vincent smiled at Ro as she continued to stroke the present.

“Oh, yes,” Ro replied, dreamily. “Sorry.” She ripped open the brown paper wrapping and found a small, black velvet-trimmed box inside. She snapped it open to reveal the most darling little rhinestone owl brooch inside. He was an angular little thing, glittering cool and clear in the moonlight and with the most spectacular turquoise-colored rhinestone eyes.

“I thought of you when I spotted it. First, the spectacular eyes and then, well, they’re terribly wise, owls…”

Ro looked up from the little box now. “Oh, Vincent, I love it!” She smiled. “Really!”

“If you’ll permit me,” Vincent said as he took a step closer toward Ro and plucked the brooch from the box. Expertly, he undid the clasp and attached it to her lapel, his gaze only leaving hers for the shortest time.

When Vincent was done, Ro looked down, touching the brooch with one hand. “Thank you so much. It was sweet of you to remember. I didn’t think that…” She looked up again to see Vincent’s face near hers and her words trailed off as his mouth fell upon her lips. She kissed him greedily as if to make up for the time that had passed between meetings, not caring who saw them upon the street.

“I have missed you,” Vincent said as he finally pulled back for air.

Ro smiled up at him. “You needn’t have. I’ve been here the whole time.” As she drank him in, for some reason she remembered Thalia’s comment about Vincent being like ivy, and forcefully pushed the barbed words from her mind. Why did Thalia have to spoil everything? Anyway, it wasn’t only Thalia who could have a good time. Vincent was here, now, to see her. In this moment in time, he wanted her and that was all she needed to know. She didn’t want to quarrel about the past few weeks, but to make the most of the time they had together. “You must be tired. Why don’t you come inside?” Ro said after hesitating, sounding far braver than she actually felt. “Upstairs, I mean. To my room.”

*   *   *

Across town, Thalia opened her eyes and lifted her head slightly from what she found was, rather unexpectedly, the cool enamel surface of a bathtub. Inspecting the room more closely, she came to recognize it was neither the bathtub in her own bathroom nor was it Venetia’s. Where was she? She couldn’t remember. She tried to think backward, but her head felt as if it were stuffed full of cotton wool and after only a few seconds of questioning her current situation, she was forced to close her eyes once more. No, there seemed to be little hope of remembering how she had come to be wherever she was. In a bathtub, of all places. She might have nodded off for a while after all this effort, because the next thing she knew, she was hearing the door open across the room and a man was peering inside. “There you are,” he said. “We’ve been waiting for you. So many promises, so little delivery. What about all the fun you said we were going to have? Hey!” He ducked his head outside, calling out down the hall. “She’s in here!”

Thalia frowned, confused, trying harder to concentrate this time. The man at the door was an American. She vaguely remembered some Americans from the club she had been at with Ro and Clio. They had spoken about some “petting party” they were off to, and had bundled her into a taxi with them, sharing some of the medicinal items on their persons with her, which was really most kind of them. The problem was, it had been a long afternoon and evening and Thalia started to realize during the taxi ride that she had, perhaps, indulged a little more than might have been a good idea over the span of those few hours. To be honest, she didn’t remember much after that. Only maybe some music, waking up to find herself lying on a rug in a drawing room she had never seen before, and, now, the bathtub. And, as much as she wanted to keep her eyes open, for some reason she found she couldn’t and had to close them again, as before.

The last thing she recalled hearing was the sound of several sets of feet crossing the bathroom floor.

*   *   *

“You look happy.” Ro woke from her daydream upon Clio’s words to find her sister staring at her across the dining table. “You’ve also been buttering that same piece of toast for at least five minutes now.”

“Oh!” Ro pushed it away, untouched. “I didn’t realize.” She took half of it now and fed it to Haggis McTavish, who accepted her gift both greedily and happily.

“I take it you patched things up with Vincent last night?” Clio asked, taking a sip of her tea.

“He gave me the most beautiful brooch for my birthday,” was Ro’s only explanation, though she was sure her scarlet cheeks gave everything away—Thalia would have guessed in a moment if she were here. Thankfully, however, unlike Thalia’s evening caller, Vincent had slipped away this morning unnoticed. Their tryst had gone quite undetected.

After Vincent had left in the early morning light, Ro had not been able to go back to sleep and had lain in bed, in turn fretting and swooning. She had, of course, immediately on his departure, used every single device and unguent that Hestia had offered, not wanting to take any chances. Though, Vincent had carefully mentioned that she needn’t worry—if anything ever were to “happen,” he “knew” a doctor—so there was always that to fall back on if she had to.

To be honest, the experience hadn’t been everything she’d dreamed of and hoped for, initially. Vincent had been very gentle with her, and had kept asking her if she was all right, but really it was all rather painful and she couldn’t see what all the fuss was about. Afterward, Vincent had told her that, with time, she would enjoy it more. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of that—should she take comfort in the fact that he was so much more experienced in such matters? Ro tried not to think about this too hard and instead concentrated on the fact that he had chosen her bed over the awful Genevieve’s. This had been her consolation until just before Vincent had left.

She had awakened Vincent at dawn, worried that Hestia, or one of her sisters, might for some reason rise early. But then Vincent had slipped his hand up her nightdress and begun to caress her, asking her over and over again, his breath hot on her cheek, if she was entirely sure she wanted him to leave. The answer quickly became “no” as Vincent stroked and teased her, leaving her breathless and asking for more in turn. In the end, she lost herself so completely that she had cried out with a ferocity that shocked her, not caring who came running into the room.

“Ro? Ro?!”

“What?” Ro said, her pulse racing once more.

“I said, you’ll have to show me the brooch later.” Clio gave her a curious look. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Oh, yes, fine. Just tired after our late night.” Really, she shouldn’t think about such things in public.

“You didn’t see Thalia this morning, did you?” Clio changed the subject. “I don’t think she’s come home at all.”

Ro shook her head. “No. But I wouldn’t worry. She’ll turn up. She always does. Usually at the most inconvenient moment—” The front doorbell buzzed, cutting Ro off and sending Haggis McTavish into a frenzy of excitement. “See? She’s probably lost her key as well. Which would be the third time, I think.”

“I’ll get it.” Clio stood up, pushing her chair back. “You need to eat something.”

*   *   *

“For you,” Edwin said as he pushed a bunch of wilted, dilapidated flowers at Clio the moment she opened the door to the town house. “Happy birthday.”

“Thank you. I think.” She took the flowers from him gingerly, as she inspected Edwin from head to foot. He looked for all the world as if he had been dragged through a hedge backward—his hair was dirty and tousled and he was still wearing a dinner jacket, which was muddied in several places.

“I know it’s a bit late, but I’ve been carrying them around since yesterday evening, trying to get over here and failing miserably.”

“How very thoughtful of you,” Clio said, her voice a monotone.

“It’s just that I was a tiny bit detained by the constabulary once again and…”

Clio held up one hand. “It’s all right, Edwin. I don’t need to know. In fact, I don’t want to know.” She had had enough of his, and Thalia’s, silly games. It only made her cross to hear of them. When she spent so much of her time fretting about how she would find the means by which to move her mother to a warmer climate, or at least to afford the services of more good doctors, it infuriated her to hear of entitled people roaming the streets of London and getting up to ridiculous antics simply because they were “bored.”

“You see—” Edwin tried again, pleadingly.

But Clio was undeterred. “No, I don’t see, Edwin. And I don’t want to see. I don’t want to understand what possessed you to stay out all night and roll in the mud. I’m sure it was all terribly amusing and that all the newspapers will gush about it tomorrow, but I really don’t care to know.”

Edwin bristled slightly at this. “Now, see here—”

“Did you come here to wish me a happy birthday and to give me flowers, or to argue?” Clio said, plainly.

“Well, of course I—”

“Thank you for the flowers, Edwin.” Clio stepped forward and gave him a kiss upon his right cheek, before stepping back again, her hand upon the door. “It was lovely of you to think of me. But I think you’d better go home, take a bath, and change your clothes.”

Edwin, who had been ready to come to his own defense, deflated at this. “You’re too good for me, Clio Silsby,” he said, in a miserable, tired voice.

Clio’s eyes skated over him from head to toe. “Yes,” she replied, as she closed the door slowly between them. “I rather think I am. Good day, Edwin.”

As the door clicked shut, Clio stared at the flowers and felt deflated herself. It wasn’t like her to say such things, but she’d thought … no, she’d hoped … that with that kiss, on the night of the dinner party, that Edwin might somehow magically change. But people didn’t change, did they? Frogs only turned into princes in fairy tales told to little girls. Well, she wasn’t a little girl anymore. She needed to be practical now. And, right now, the most practical, logical, sensible thing to do was to write to Nicholas. In Kenya.

*   *   *

Clio spent most of the morning formulating her letter to Nicholas, starting, then stopping, crumpling piece after piece of writing paper. She wasn’t at all sure of what to say, how to say it, or even what she wanted to say. She kept recalling the evening that she, Ro, and Thalia had been driven out to the countryside—to the party in the tower. Her sisters had been horrified that she might even consider marrying someone she was not violently in love with. Was she really wrong to consider it? She knew that her own parents barely knew each other when they married. They had come to love each other in the years afterward and they could not have been happier for it. Wasn’t it better to choose with your head than with your heart, which might be full of nothing but lust? After all, Edwin’s kiss had made her heart race compared to the one she had shared with Nicholas. But just look at Edwin’s actions—how he lived his life. They could never be happy together. With a sigh, Clio returned to her letter, rereading the few lines she had composed. No, that wasn’t right, either. She crumpled yet another piece of writing paper and threw it down on the library floor beside her.

“Goodness,” Ro said, entering the room. “That must be a difficult letter to write.”

Clio turned in her seat. “It is. And not a particularly pleasant one to write on a birthday, either.” She didn’t elaborate and hoped that Ro would not ask who she was writing to. “Did you manage to get a little more sleep?” she asked, changing the subject. Ro had mentioned she was tired after their late night and had gone back to bed post breakfast.

“A little,” Ro replied. “I thought I shouldn’t rest too much longer or I won’t sleep tonight. I’m going for a walk with Haggis McTavish. I was wondering if you’d like to come, but you seem a little busy.”

“I am.” Clio sighed again. “I really must finish this before it sends me mad.”

Across the room, Ro leaned against the door frame. “I take it Thalia hasn’t come home yet, or you would have mentioned it.”

Clio shook her head. “No. I have to say I’m beginning to become a little worried now.”

Ro, however, didn’t seem too concerned. “She most likely slept at Venetia’s. And is probably still doing so. I’m sure it wouldn’t cross her mind that we might worry.”

“No…,” Clio said, unsure. “Perhaps not. Still, she has never been away for this long before. If she doesn’t come home before this evening, perhaps we should tell Hestia?”

Ro snorted slightly at this. “Well, for that to happen, Hestia will have to appear herself. Good luck with your letter!” And, with this, she was gone.

*   *   *

Clio was standing at the library window, gazing out over the pavement toward Belgrave Square garden, when someone ran past, as if possessed, then paused, on seeing her figure silhouetted against the window.

“Edwin!” Clio exclaimed. What was he doing here? And, she noted, in the same disheveled state as before. She frowned slightly, waving him away. There was nothing more to discuss. “Go home,” she mouthed at him through the closed window.

But Edwin shook his head and Clio saw now that he seemed agitated. And then he mouthed a single word himself.

“Thalia.”

*   *   *

“Where is she? Is she all right?” Clio was at the front door in an instant. “Oh, I should have made inquiries sooner. I should have thought to ask you before. I knew something was wrong. I knew it and I did nothing.”

Before her, Edwin took several deep breaths. He had obviously run some distance. “She is all right. For now. But I think something must be done.”

“What is it? What’s happened?”

“From what I can gather, she combined a few too many drugs with far too much to drink. From what I’ve heard over several different accounts, she fainted twice last night, but then recovered and kept going. I can hardly believe it, but someone told me that at one point he thought her dead. And no one even seemed concerned! But that’s not the half of it. She wound up … well, exposing herself. On the street. And she was arrested.”

Clio’s hand went to her mouth. “Oh, no.”

Surprisingly, Edwin looked as shocked as Clio felt. “Usually, I wouldn’t worry too much about a little arrest, but from what I’ve heard, and from what I’ve seen of her lately, she seems determined to—I’m not sure—harm herself in some way. Does that make any sense to you?”

Clio nodded slightly, her hand still covering her mouth. “Yes. Yes, it does.” There was something about Thalia’s devil-may-care attitude that had always worried Clio. There were only so many chances one could take in life. Clio lowered her hand, trying to get her head around the situation. “What do we do? I mean, what do I need to do?”

Edwin was silent for a moment. “I thought about it all the way here and, the thing is, I’ve got this friend—”

Clio interrupted him here. “I don’t think we need any more of your friends involved, Edwin. They’ve done enough damage as it is.”

But Edwin was determined to continue. “No, it’s not like that. Please listen to me, Clio. You see, Thalia reminds me a lot of this fellow. His father is a doctor and when his son started to behave in the sort of fashion Thalia is now, he sent his son to this … well, they called it a nursing home … before it was too late. For a kind of intemperance treatment. I visited him there and it was a lovely place, not horrid at all. And, best of all, it worked. I’m not entirely sure what they did, or said, but it cured him. Says it was the best thing that ever happened to him.”

Clio frowned. “But what did they do there? There are no … madmen or madwomen, are there?” She couldn’t stand the thought of Thalia being locked up as her aunt had been.

“No, not at all. It’s not like that at all—it’s for intemperance only. And it’s voluntary. There is no ‘locking up.’”

Clio thought about this for a moment, part of her hesitating. After all, Edwin’s actions had let her down before. “I’m not sure. Would she want to go?” There was something inside her that led her to believe she could trust Edwin on a matter such as this.

Edwin ran a hand through his hair. “At this point,” he said, “I don’t think she has many options.”

*   *   *

By evening, it was all arranged. After speaking to the doctor in question on the telephone, and much thought, Clio had begged Edwin not to involve her in any way other than monetary. If Thalia knew she had sanctioned her referral to any sort of institution, she would undoubtedly refuse to go. They would act as if this were Edwin’s idea only. Edwin had wanted her to inform Hestia of what was going on, but Clio knew she could not do this. Hestia would never agree to any sort of “home” offering any sort of “treatment.” Not after what she had been through herself. This was despite the fact that they were all living in a different time and place and the doctors involved were using modern, effective methods, rather than barbaric, cruel ones. In the end, Clio had taken money from the drawer in the library—so much money she found it difficult to breathe while holding it—and pressed it upon Edwin. “Please,” she had told him. “Please. We need to be discreet. For Thalia’s own good. I’ll visit her when she’s ready. Every day.” Then she had packed a small case for her sister and sent Edwin on his way, swearing him to secrecy.

When both Ro and Hestia had returned to the town house that day, Clio had lied furiously. She told them she had seen Thalia, that she seemed well, and that she was off on a short visit to a friend’s house in Surrey. Throughout dinner, Clio tried to recall how many untruths she had told recently—more, she thought, than she had ever told in her entire childhood. She had not needed to lie back in the village. But now, here, in the city, she was starting to hear the most brazen rubbish exit her mouth with ease and it frightened her. She even thought to place one of the library’s squat books beneath the money that remained, thus filling out the drawer once more. This was the depth that she stooped to these days. Was she doing the right thing by Thalia? Clio wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. This gray city clouded her judgment. It was as if it drew a hazy fog that wrapped itself around her thoughts, slowing her down, confusing the path she must take. Not even quiet prayer or reflection seemed to help here—there was so much noise, so much distraction. She couldn’t think here, in the city.

But she must think. Just for a few hours more. And so, after dinner, Clio retired to her room, sat down, and wrote out her letter to Nicholas in full. When she was finished, she pushed back her chair without hesitation and set off for the closest postbox, eager to push the stamped envelope through the scarlet slot and see it on its way. Never had she been more certain that London was not the place for her, just as the doctor had told her their damp country cottage was not the place for her mother, either.

*   *   *

“She went very willingly,” Edwin told Clio on the telephone the following day. Relieved to hear that Thalia was all right, Clio sank down onto the small cream-upholstered bench seat that was tucked into a corner by the telephone. “Much more willingly than I thought she would. I … I think perhaps she didn’t tell me everything that happened.”

“I think a lot of things have happened to Thalia that she’s never revealed, or maybe even acknowledged properly. Not even to herself,” Clio replied, hoping that her sister might find some peace during her stay at this so-called nursing home.

There was a long silence before Edwin spoke again. “I think you might be right. Only…”

“What is it?” Clio’s voice sounded suddenly guarded.

“Well, I don’t think you should visit her. Not just yet. Give her some time, Clio. I can check in on her again if you like. Tomorrow. It’s just that she said a few things…”

“About me? About Ro…?” Clio sat bolt upright on the seat.

There was another pause from Edwin. “Yes. It was the same for my friend at first. He was very … angry. Perhaps if you could give her some time to calm herself down. To stop blaming others…”

Clio considered his words for a moment and immediately saw that Edwin was right. “If I go now, she’ll think that I’m gloating.”

On the other end of the telephone, Edwin breathed an audible sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you understand. I do think it would be for the best. And I promise that I’ll go and see her.”

“You won’t forget?” Clio asked anxiously. “I could never live with myself if she felt abandoned there. Not after the things my aunt has told me. She felt so terribly abandoned when she was…” She let her words trail off, not wanting to speak of the matter.

“I promise you, Clio. Solemnly. I will visit her. And I will report back.”

Slowly, silently, Clio nodded, her eyes filling with tears. “Thank you, Edwin. Thank you for being such a good friend to Thalia. And to me.”

“I was hoping that you might consider us being more than friends…,” Edwin said hesitantly.

But Clio did not hear him, the shiny black Bakelite handset of the telephone already making its way from her ear, as her tears threatened to spill over.

*   *   *

For the next two nights, Edwin reported in dutifully. He telephoned Clio at exactly eight o’clock so she would be able to hover over the telephone and answer it herself in the privacy of the library, without Haggis McTavish alerting the whole household that someone had called with his incessant barking. On the second night of Thalia’s stay, Edwin hadn’t sounded terribly hopeful.

“I think she may have been indulging more than we originally thought—with both morphine and cocaine. Her symptoms are worse than expected, I’m afraid.”

Clio had bitten her lip for a moment, before asking. “What sort of symptoms?”

“Nausea, not eating, having to run to the loo every five minutes. And she’s quite … irritable.” He gave a short laugh with this. “So at least we know the old Thalia’s still in there somewhere.”

“Oh, dear,” was all Clio was able to reply, unable to find any humor in the situation.

On the third night of Thalia’s stay, Edwin had sounded a little more optimistic. “Her doctor says she should be over the worst of it by tomorrow. She did seem a little better today. She’s eating now and keeping it down, too. I think, perhaps, you could go and see her, Clio. Tomorrow.”

*   *   *

Clio stared out the window of the train, fidgeting nervously throughout the entire long journey to Richmond, in Surrey, on the hard, upholstered seat. Alighting from the train, she took Edwin’s directions from her pocket and walked the short distance to the nursing home, becoming even more nervous with each click of her heels upon the pavement. She knew without a shadow of a doubt Thalia would not be pleased to see her. After all, she had never been pleased to see her before. She was hardly about to start now, in her current state, was she?

On arriving, Clio was directed through the premises (which, she breathed a sigh of relief, were lovely—light and bright and airy, without a raving person in sight) and out into a vast expanse of beautifully manicured garden. A small pond was situated to one side and several ducks cavorted in the sunshine. Normally, Clio would have smiled at their antics, but not today. She must have looked lost, because a nurse approached her almost immediately and pointed out Thalia sitting, curled up in a deck chair, half-wrapped in a blanket and smoking like a chimney in the middle of a carpet of lush green lawn.

“Well!” Thalia glanced over as she saw a figure approaching. “Look who’s here!” She uncurled her legs from the chair. “Edwin told me you might come today.”

Clio wasn’t sure whether or not she should sit down in one of the nearby deck chairs, or whether she was even going to be invited to. “Are you … all right? Here, I mean. Are they being kind to you? Helping you?”

“Oh, yes. It’s all very jolly. And practical. I should take more exercise and eat more stewed fruit, you know!”

“That sounds…” Clio trailed off. She wasn’t sure what it sounded like, to be honest. Her eyes flickered around the grounds of the nursing home, still slightly worried about the other patients.

Thalia, of course, picked up on this in an instant. “Don’t worry,” she said. “No one’s going to attack you. I think. Oh, for goodness’ sake, Clio, sit down.”

“Well,” Clio said. “All right, then.” And, with this, she sat down, perching gingerly on the deck chair across from Thalia.

“We really should get down to business,” Thalia said.

Clio sat so far forward on the deck chair now that she almost tipped over. “Business?”

“Yes, business.” Thalia bent down to stub out her cigarette on the grass. “I must admit I was a little busy for a few days there attending to my own health, but it didn’t take me long to see who was behind all of this.”

Clio’s eyes widened with Thalia’s accusation. “All of what? What do you mean?”

Thalia swept one hand over the garden and nursing home. “All of this. I take it this is some sort of final attempt of yours to take me out of the running once and for all. I suppose you’ve told Charles already…”

“What?” Clio couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Thalia, don’t be ridiculous. I haven’t told Charles anything. I haven’t seen him. I only saw him that one time without you. Anyway, what would be the point? Charles has told all three of us he wants nothing more to do with us.”

Thalia did not acknowledge this statement. “I have only one question. Was this your idea alone, or did Ro come up with it? I’m sure it came from her. After all, she’s the brains of the three of us, isn’t she? So, am I right? Was it her idea and you’ll split the money between you?”

Clio shook her head. “Thalia, it’s not like that. You’re imagining things. Ro doesn’t even know you’re here.”

Thalia sighed. “You won’t admit it. Well, I can’t say I blame you. And I suppose there’s no point in arguing about it now. Really, it’s all right. I practically admire you for sticking me in here and running off to Charles for a last-ditch attempt. It’s very clever of you. I’d have done the same thing given the chance.”

Clio tried to remain calm. “You’re not listening. I would never do that. Yes, it’s true, when Edwin suggested this place I thought it was a good idea. Because you need it. But you’re my family, Thalia. I would never tell tales about something like this or use it for my own gain.”

Thalia roared with laughter at this. “You do so love to believe in a family, Clio, don’t you? It’s so sweet. You know, I’ve never really told you much about my family, have I? Would you like to hear a little story? About family?”

Clio wasn’t at all sure she wanted to hear what Thalia was about to say, but nodded anyway, her stomach already clenching at the thought of what Thalia might admit to.

Thalia lit another cigarette before continuing. “Well, in a household full of boys, I was ignored if I was lucky. If not, I was teased mercilessly. Then, one day, I suppose I must have grown up, because when James and one of his friends came home from school for the holidays, they somehow treated me differently. They’d both been there for a few days when it happened. In the middle of the night, in my bed, I woke up to someone on top of me—James’s friend as it turned out.”

Clio sucked her breath in.

“Yes, just like a Greek myth, really, isn’t it? They’re full of rape. I’m sure Ro would give us all the details on that account.”

“Thalia, don’t make light of it,” Clio said, finally finding her voice. Her sister’s breezy tone made what she was saying even more vile.

Thalia ignored her plea. “To tell you the truth, I didn’t really understand exactly what was happening at first. I was fourteen and, I’m ashamed to say, extremely naïve. I just knew that it hurt and that, in the morning, I was bleeding. I also knew that I wouldn’t let him do it to me again. So, that night, I took my nail scissors and put them under my pillow. And when he came into my room once more, I stabbed him.”

Clio gasped now, her hand at her mouth.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Clio, don’t be so dramatic. He didn’t die. I stabbed him in the arm. Unfortunately, he survived with only a few stitches. In hindsight, I wish I’d stabbed him in the groin.”

“And what did your aunt and uncle do to him?” Clio waited for Thalia to tell her they had called the police.

“Why, nothing, of course!” Thalia replied.

“But didn’t they…?”

“Clio, you are four years older than I was at that point. There’s no excuse for you to be so naïve. What do you think, that they would have invited scandal into the house? No, they packed him off home, then James went back to school the following week and that was that.”

“But what did James say? What did he do?”

“I have no idea how much James really knows, to be honest. Surely he could not have believed that ridiculous story about tripping on the edge of a rug? But then again, maybe he did? Or he might have guessed that his friend hurt himself, obviously lied about how it happened, and was packed off home in disgrace. Or he might have offered me up to his friend in the first place. I really have no idea.”

“Thalia, that’s terrible. You—”

“Oh, but wait. I haven’t finished yet,” Thalia interrupted, cutting Clio off with a flick of her freshly lit cigarette.

Clio stopped talking.

“About ten weeks after all this happened, I was summoned into my uncle’s study and there was a nurse there. At least, she was dressed like a nurse. Now that I think about it, she probably wasn’t a real one. Anyway, I was instructed to drink some medicine—‘ergot,’ it read on the bottle. Sick-making stuff, really. I asked what it was for and the nurse told me it was to make me ‘clean.’ Well, if there was anything I wanted after that whole episode it was to feel clean again, so I drank up the disgusting concoction quite willingly and then the nurse took me to my room. When we got there, she informed me cryptically that the pains would start later that evening. And she was right. They started that evening and lasted for two weeks. Until I almost died of blood poisoning. When it looked like I actually might die, they sent me to the hospital at the last minute because the nurse said she would call the authorities if they didn’t.”

Both of Clio’s hands rose to her cheeks now, horrified.

“Yes, I was pregnant. I really was ridiculously naïve, as I said. I had no idea. I’ve often wondered how they knew. I suppose they were watching out, just in case. One of the housemaids must have alerted them when I wasn’t quite as ‘regular’ as usual. You know, it all feels rather odd talking about it now. It feels like a terribly long time ago. Almost as if I made it all up.” She looked at Clio sharply now. “Though I haven’t.”

Clio knew instinctively that Thalia was telling the truth. She didn’t doubt her for a second. “I don’t know what to say, Thalia.”

“No, I don’t suppose you do.” Thalia reclined in her chair and stared up at a passing errant cloud. “Still, now you know my story. It’s why I’m here, isn’t it? Oh, it’s all so simple—masking the problems of my childhood with drugs and drink. I can see that as well as anybody. But the thing is, I have to want to stop, don’t I? I have to want to look after myself and live to a ripe old age. But do I want to? I really don’t know. Maybe I’m more like my awful Aunt Elizabeth, shut up in her room, than I like to think. She can’t help herself and neither can I. Now that I think about it, I believe the same sort of thing might have happened to me the other night as happened those four years ago. Thankfully, however, this time I was too drunk to remember the details. So, maybe I don’t care after all and this is how I end up—repeating the same situation again and again, spiraling into the abyss.”

“Stop it!” Clio burst out suddenly. “Thalia, stop.” She reached out and grabbed Thalia’s hand, grasping it hard, so she couldn’t pull away. “Whatever’s happened now, it’s not like the last time at all, because Ro and Hestia and I, we care. We all love you very much. I don’t mind what you say to me, I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to come here. Every day. I’m going to wait and watch until you get better. However long it takes. You must decide to care, Thalia, because we care.”

“How sweet of you.” Thalia stared at her impassively. “Oh, look,” she said as she motioned with her free hand toward a nurse, who had started to hover in the background. “It’s time for you to go. I’m only allowed visitors for a half hour, you see, lest it all become too much for me.”

Clio released her sister from her grasp and stood up hesitantly. “I’ll return tomorrow, as I said.” Her brow furrowed before she continued. “Do you … do you want me to tell Ro and Hestia what you’ve just told me?”

Thalia stood from her own chair now, the blanket still wrapped around her. She began to walk off toward the nursing home itself, without even a backward glance. “Do what you like, darling,” she said, not pausing in her step. “I really don’t care either way.”

*   *   *

“Clio, what on earth is the matter? You’ve been miserable for at least a week now.” Hestia dabbed at her mouth with her napkin, finished with her breakfast.

Seated across the table from her aunt, Clio panicked. “Miserable? No I haven’t.” She pushed the last of her toast in her mouth, hoping to appear somewhat normal—as if she were simply going about her everyday business.

“Yes, you have. Not to mention scruffy. Haggis McTavish is in better condition.”

“I did give him a bath yesterday,” Ro mentioned. “To be fair, he probably looks better than Clio now.”

“I bathe!” Clio said indignantly. “And I’m not scruffy.”

“I believe you about the bathing.” Ro glanced at her sister. “But I do have to agree with Hestia. You have been looking a little bit scruffy.”

“You really must look after yourself better, my dear,” her aunt continued. “Striving for equality is all well and good, but one needn’t look like a slattern in the process.”

Clio frowned slightly. She hadn’t known she was striving for equality. Were they still talking about her? Hestia could be so obtuse.

“That’s decided, then,” Hestia said with finality. “I’m taking you out this morning. We’ll do something with your hair and find you a dress or two. No discussion.”

“But…,” Clio started. She had been planning on catching the train to Richmond again, as she had done every day for four days now. She had not spoken to Thalia since that encounter on her first visit, when her sister had revealed the truth about her life at Lintern Park. Instead, as she had promised, when Thalia did not want to speak to her, she had simply stayed anyway, sitting in one of the garden’s many deck chairs. Hoping her presence was enough. That, for once in her life, perhaps for the first time in her life, Thalia would see she could not push everything away—that some things could not be pushed. Twice, Edwin visited as well, though Thalia spoke to him. Both times, Clio had shared the train journey home with him, chatting amicably for once, which was pleasant.

“No.” Hestia held up a hand. “As I said, no discussion. I am your aunt and guardian and I have been itching to do something with that hair of yours for some time now. Ro, will you be joining us?”

Across the table, Ro started and blushed slightly, making Clio wonder what she was up to. “No, sorry. I have … an appointment to keep.”

“That’s settled, then,” Hestia said as she placed her napkin on the table. Clio wondered how quickly she would be able to lop off some hair and try on a few dresses to keep her aunt happy, while still being able to make it out to Richmond today.

*   *   *

Clio agreed to two day dresses, one of which she truly liked and the other which she didn’t fancy at all, but agreed to in order to save time and to keep the peace. The appealing one was navy blue and quite plain, but the little red hat with the tiny navy bow that accompanied it somehow made it special. The other one was quite a bright green, with a matching black and green polka-dot scarf. While Clio agreed with Hestia that the color suited her, overall the effect was rather overpowering for someone without the strong personality the dress needed to carry it off. Pleased that choosing two dresses had taken under an hour, Clio then agreed to having her long, curly hair cut into a chin-length bob, which the hairdresser, when she was finished snipping, pushed back on one side with a diamanté clasp.

“Oh, yes!” Hestia exclaimed when she saw the result of their morning outing. “It’s charming. I do love it, Clio! Don’t you?”

Clio stared at her reflection in the looking glass. “I suppose so,” she replied, uncertain. It looked awfully … short. And modern. Not alarmingly so—she had seen bobs on other girls becoming shorter and shorter by the day—but extremely short for her. She reached up and ran her hands through her curls, wondering what Edwin might think of her new appearance. She then pressed the thought back into the depths of her mind, worried she was somehow becoming attached to him. Which could never be a good idea with someone as changeable as Edwin. “Thank you,” she said with a smile, as she looked up from her chair at her aunt for a fleeting moment.

Hestia placed a hand on her shoulder and Clio brought her head back around until their eyes met in the looking glass. “It is my great pleasure, my beautiful niece,” Hestia replied. “The greatest pleasure of my entire life.”

*   *   *

“Oh, dear,” Hestia said under her breath, as she polished off a finger sandwich. She waved hesitantly at someone across the room. “I’m so sorry, Clio … a childhood friend,” she continued quickly and in a whisper. “Married an earl, you know, and I do believe she thinks me jealous all these years on. Amazingly, she doesn’t seem to have realized he’s a gigantic bore yet. Ah, Eloise darling, how are you?” Hestia stood up to embrace a woman who had appeared by their white-clothed table. “You must sit down for a moment or two. It’s been such a long time…”

Hestia introduced Clio to her friend and while the two women chatted away, Clio stared around herself silently, in awe. She had been unable to cease doing so ever since they entered the hotel, which was on Park Lane. Hestia had insisted on stopping for lunch on the way home from their shopping expedition. The room was, unbelievably, even more beautiful than the rich gilt one they had taken tea in on the day the girls first met. Here, the room was still large and lush, decorated in shades of warm cream, but somehow it felt more intimate, the roof curving over them protectively, offering comfort from the sudden rain shower outside. To add to the effect, lamps dotted around the room gave off a soft yellow glow, highlighting the pale yellow silk chinoiserie series of panels upon the walls.

After some time, Hestia’s friend rose once more. “I really must return to my little party. So inattentive of me, but I couldn’t resist when I saw you.” She paused, as if considering her next words carefully, before moving on. She leaned forward now, in a conspiratorial fashion, closer to the table. “I also wanted to let you know that I was very sorry to hear about your other niece. My own niece took a treatment there just last month. Drink, you know. I do so hope it all turns out for the best.”

Hestia’s inquiring eyes immediately moved to meet Clio’s shocked ones. “How kind of you, Eloise,” Hestia replied, in a voice that gave away nothing, as the woman left the pair to return to her table. When she was sure her friend was gone, Hestia whipped back around to face Clio, all the joy of the morning suddenly lost from her face. “Where,” she asked, barely containing her fury, “is Thalia?”

*   *   *

“Ro? Ro?!” Hestia burst through the front door of the town house, Clio trailing in her angry wake. She had given her aunt the expurgated version of events on the way back to Belgrave Square and, she feared, would now have to retell a lengthier version when Ro was located.

“What is it?” Ro asked as she appeared at the top of the stairs, along with Haggis McTavish. “Is everything all right?” She descended quickly. “Is Thalia with you?”

“So you truly don’t know.” Hestia looked from one girl to the other.

“Know what?” Ro paused, one hand on the banister.

“No, she doesn’t,” Clio answered. “Perhaps we should sit down in the drawing room and I’ll tell you both the story in its entirety.”

*   *   *

It took at least half an hour for Clio to tell Thalia’s story from beginning to end, including the truth regarding what had happened to her at Lintern Park. At the end of her recounting, both Hestia and Ro were speechless, which was saying something. By now Clio knew they were both rarely without an opinion.

Finally, Hestia spoke. “That Thalia’s guardians would do such a thing … it makes my blood boil. And that you would institutionalize your own sister, Clio. You know what happened to me; how could you not consult me on this?” She shook her head, barely meeting Clio’s eye. “On any of this?”

“I wanted to, but that’s what I was worried about—that you would jump to conclusions. The nursing home is nothing like an institution. It’s lovely and the staff there seems very kind. Also, the doctor Edwin introduced me to—the father of his friend who also went to the home—he was a very reasonable man and awfully concerned about Thalia. What was I to do? Ignore her actions until something terrible happened? Until she killed herself?”

“Don’t say that.” Hestia’s hands went to her ears. “I can’t even bear to think about it.”

“She needs medical attention, Hestia. These are serious issues. As I said, Edwin heard of reports that she was unconscious twice in the one evening and Ro and I both saw her carrying morphine and a syringe in her handbag. These are things we can’t help her with. I know you are obviously wary of such places, but it is a different place and a different time. Just go and visit her and you’ll see for yourself.”

Hestia glanced from Ro to Clio and back again, before crying out, “Oh, I’ve been far too lenient, haven’t I? It is a different time and a different place. It’s a different world we’re all living in.”

“There’s something else you should know, too…,” Clio began, hesitantly, after mouthing the word “Charles” silently at her sister, who nodded in return.

“Something else?” Hestia sucked her breath in sharply. “What?”

Clio quickly explained Charles’s letter to them.

Hestia closed her eyes when Clio was done. “That awful, evil, wicked little man. We will triumph over him. Somehow.” Her eyes opened once more. “Please tell me there is nothing else, Clio.”

“There’s nothing else,” Clio affirmed.

“Well, that, at least, is something.” Hestia gave Haggis McTavish’s ears a ruffle before rising with a tired sigh. “Now, you must promise me you will both stay here and behave like ladies while I visit your sister. I’m beginning to see that there is more to this mothering business than meets the eye.”

*   *   *

In the week that followed, Clio visited Thalia dutifully every day. If Hestia or Ro were with her, Thalia would deign to invite Clio into her presence. If not, Clio sat on her own, simply watching over her sister protectively from a distance.

“I’ve just given her quite the talking-to,” Edwin said as he approached Clio in the garden of the nursing home late one afternoon, when Hestia and Ro were not present. The days were becoming so long and shadowless now that summer was upon them that Clio found she needed to be careful of the time, lest she find herself still in the garden at six o’clock at the end of visiting hours. “This situation is ridiculous,” Edwin continued. “How dare she think she can make you sit over here?” His raised voice caused a few of the patients to glance over at them.

“Shhh … Edwin, sit down!” Clio told him, pointing toward a nearby deck chair, which, after a moment or two of indignant huffing and puffing, Edwin dragged over beside Clio’s.

When he had finally settled himself into its depths, he inhaled slowly and deeply, as if trying to calm himself from Thalia’s slight. “Don’t you ever get annoyed about anything, Clio Silsby?”

“I do believe you’ve seen me annoyed, Edwin.”

He laughed at this. “Well, yes, I suppose I have. Annoyed at anything or anyone other than me, though?”

“Not really,” Clio admitted, with a small smile, folding her hands in her lap. It really was a glorious day. “The thing with Thalia is…” She stopped, realizing what she was about to say. “Oh, this is going to all sound very silly.”

“I’m sure half of everything that comes out of my mouth sounds very silly. You may as well try it once to see what it feels like. Go on.”

“Well,” Clio continued, with a slight nod of her head, “and, by the way, you must never tell Thalia this—the whole situation reminds me of something that happened to me as a child.”

“How’s that?”

“I’m embarrassed to say it now, but it all concerned a dog. You see, this dog appeared in our village one day, in very poor condition, and I think my mother may have initially fed her something, because she kept appearing near our back gate, which led onto some fields. She was very fearful of people, but I won her over in the end.”

“How did you do that?” Edwin urged her on.

“By starting at the kitchen door. First I sat just outside the kitchen door and then, each day, I inched a little closer up the path to the back gate. After two weeks, we were close enough to touch and then, one day, she licked me through the fence. We kept her until she died around two years later. She was a lovely dog, though always quite fearful. I’d often wondered if she was sent to us as some kind of lesson, and now I can see that maybe she was. So, that’s what I’m doing with Thalia. Inching forward. It may take some time, I’m afraid. It may even take years.”

Edwin emitted a low whistle. “It just might. What I don’t understand is why Thalia is so downright nasty to you? She’s only mildly scathing toward Ro.”

Clio shrugged slightly. “She’s angry, Edwin. She might have had money, but I had the sort of childhood every child should have.”

“Well, that’s not your fault, is it? Why should you be punished for it?”

“Who else is she to blame? Anger is misdirected quite easily, I think.”

Edwin turned to look at Clio, their eyes meeting for a long time, before Edwin suddenly rose from his deck chair. “Well, I don’t think she…,” he began, then suddenly changed tack. “No, I can’t hold off any longer, I’m sorry…” He dropped suddenly to one knee in front of her. “Will you marry me, Clio?”

“What?” Clio immediately unclasped her hands and sprang from her own deck chair like a jack-in-the-box. “Edwin, are you insane? What kind of joke is this? Get up! Get up!” She reached down and dragged him up from his bowed position by his shirt collar, all the time hoping, praying, that Thalia had not seen any of what had just passed. Craning her neck around Edwin’s now, thankfully, upright form, she was relieved to see that Thalia was engrossed in reading a magazine. “This isn’t funny, Edwin,” she chastised him with a hiss.

“It wasn’t meant to be funny.” Edwin bristled, fixing his shirt.

Clio looked at Edwin properly now, expecting to see that trademark smirk of his upon his face. However, it was nowhere in sight and she saw that he was, for once, quite serious. “Edwin!” she said under her breath. “You did mean it!”

“Well, yes! Of course I did. I wouldn’t have asked otherwise. What, do you think I go around asking every girl I meet to marry me? I’ve never asked anyone before!”

“But…” Clio was shocked. “How can you ask me that? Here?” She glanced around them once more.

“In a garden?”

Clio’s brow furrowed. “No, not in a garden. In the garden of the nursing home where my sister is receiving treatment! Where I placed her because she has been caught in the web of several kinds of addictive medicines. Where she has told me things about her previous life”—she stalled here, not wanting to elaborate any further—“that I could barely stand to listen to and that made me want to be violently ill.”

Edwin seemed confused by this. “But it’s still … a garden. Look, it’s really very pretty. Romantic, even!”

Clio’s mouth fell open in disbelief. “And all this time I thought you were here to offer support to Thalia. And to me!”

“But I was. I am…” Edwin shook his head. He honestly seemed surprised that his proposal was going badly. That Clio had not immediately accepted him. “Of course I am!” He reached out for her. “We could move—my cousin is still asking if I will help him on his farm in Kenya. We could live there, then find a place of our own. I know you’ve mentioned you’d like to go there…”

But Clio only pulled away, willing back her tears. “To answer your question, Edwin, no. No, I will not marry you, wherever you might choose to live. And please do not follow me back to the train station.”

*   *   *

As Ro traversed the streets of Mayfair beside her aunt, she was ready to admit defeat. Despite the warm, bright days, she felt lost—as if she was completely adrift in a sea of fog that spanned the vast ocean of London. She no longer had any sort of plan for the day ahead when she awoke each morning. She had no idea how to move forward in this disordered, chaotic life she had been handed. No clue as to how they might find any more information about Clio’s father, wrangle their fortune from their half brother, or make their way in this confusing, confounding world. It did not help matters that her attention was constantly focused on one thing and one thing only as she regained consciousness each morning: how she might possibly see Vincent that day. Or, if she knew she would be unable to see him within that twenty-four-hour period, how long it would be until they would meet once more.

The pair had slept together quite the number of times now, with Ro sneaking around, carefully covering up her every movement with lies about reuniting with girls from boarding school, while Hestia and Clio called upon Thalia out in Richmond. Her need for Vincent was so great she had only visited Thalia in the nursing home twice. Somehow, on that second visit, Thalia had guessed what she was up to and had caught her off guard, away from the others. “He won’t marry you, you know,” she had said, in that oh-so-congenial tone she liked to use as she imparted yet another dose of her bitter words. “He’s hoping for a better offer, or he would have asked already.”

This truth had, of course, cut Ro to the very bone. “And how would you know?” Ro had snapped in return. “Your judgment could hardly be considered terribly good right now, could it?”

From then on, Ro had pushed the awful Genevieve from her thoughts and become increasingly more daring and reckless. She snuck Vincent into her room at night, there were trysts in his office, and, once, they had even used Thalia’s car. Ro knew, but refused to admit, that she was scared. Scared that Genevieve would win the man that she loved, scared that with her reckless behavior she would become pregnant, but, most of all, scared that Vincent would tire of her. Today was particularly one of those days—Vincent had been quite clear that he was busy, but had not exactly been forthcoming as to his movements. Days like these—ones where he might possibly be with Genevieve—were the worst. She felt sick to her stomach and directionless. This was why she had agreed to lunch with Hestia—for the sheer distraction. Over lunch, she would be forced to make conversation and to disengage her thoughts from Vincent. Vincent, Vincent, Vincent.

“Here we are.” Hestia pointed out the Connaught’s looming Victorian form up ahead, awakening Ro from her thoughts and forcing her to pay attention to her surroundings.

It was then that Ro first noticed him and immediately jolted to attention, her entire body shivering slightly, despite the warm temperature. In front of them, a gentleman approached, deep in conversation with two other men. He was incredibly handsome. Too old for her, of course, but there was no denying his looks. She could not take her eyes from him as he passed by and was amazed to see him doff his hat at Hestia, then add a bold wink when he thought no one else was looking.

This took only seconds. But for Ro, it felt like minutes, her brain suddenly whirring into action. When he had passed by, she stood stock-still in the middle of the pavement, quite unable to fully grasp what she had just realized on first spying him—what she was still considering might be possible.

“Ro!” Hestia stopped alongside her. “Are you all right? You don’t look at all well.”

“Who was that?” Ro finally managed to focus on her aunt. “That man? The one who just winked at you?”

Hestia laughed. “No need to be alarmed, my dear. He’s an old friend. His name is Felix Ashbrooke and he is the Duke of Hastings now. I’ve known him since I was a girl. I had told him my nieces were staying with me and I did so want to introduce you to him at our soiree, but he had a prior engagement, I’m afraid. I’m sure now that he’s spotted us, we’ll have a dinner invitation shortly. You must meet his daughter. She is the sweetest little thing.”

“But…” Ro could not find the words she needed to say. Could not form the sentences.

“Oh, look, here he comes now.”

Ro forced herself to turn and saw the man in question running back to them. “My beautiful Hestia,” he said as he reached for one of her hands and kissed it. “It has been too long. I have been meaning to send a dinner invitation for an age now.”

“That’s just what I was telling my niece,” Hestia said, before formally introducing the pair.

“She used to call me Fifi when we were growing up, you know.” The duke’s eyes flickered to Ro for only a moment.

“Well, I couldn’t say Felix! If you’re not careful, I’ll start calling you Fifi once more!” Hestia laughed.

Felix’s attention turned fully to Ro now, finally considering her presence properly, if somewhat reluctantly. Perhaps it was her imagination, but Ro fancied that he flinched slightly when he took her in her entirety. “But just look at you, Miss Halesworth,” he said, after a longer pause than necessary. “You are the very image of your mother. Just beautiful. She was … enchanting.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Ro replied.

“We all miss her very much. And what a delight that you are with us after all this time.” He made a sudden gesture with one hand, as if to stop himself. “But excuse me, I must go. Hestia, I will have that dinner invitation to you shortly.”

And, with this, the duke was gone.

“Well, that was rather odd,” Hestia said, frowning slightly. “He seemed very out of sorts today. Did that seem odd to you?” Hestia watched her friend Felix walk quickly away before turning back to Ro.

“You don’t know, do you?” Ro’s eyes moved to meet her aunt’s. How amazing, for him to turn up like this. For everything to come together when she least expected it.

“Know what?” Hestia glanced from Ro to Felix’s retreating back.

“Hestia, that man is Clio’s father.”

*   *   *

Hestia had been so overcome that Ro had to guide her by one elbow to Mount Street Gardens, directly across the road, and sit her down upon a bench seat.

“I knew it as soon as I laid eyes on him,” Ro told her, as Hestia sat in stunned silence. “I thought to myself that he looked awfully like Clio. And then I remembered that photograph of your cousin, because he rather resembled him, too. That’s when I put two and two together. Do you think that I might be right? I’m sure I am. Sure of it.” Ro turned her head to look at her aunt and realized she was crying, silent tears running down her cheeks.

Hestia brought her hands up to her face. “Oh, what a spectacle I must be making and what a fool I am that I never saw it. Never once thought of it. But it all makes so much sense now.” She lowered her hands to meet Ro’s eyes. “Ro, he is such a good, kind man. So very much like Clio. He is very influential now. Very political. He is always pushing for better public housing. For more money to be spent on education for the poor. I see him several times a week. How could I not have known this?”

Ro bit her lip for a moment. “You said that you were childhood friends…”

“Yes,” Hestia said, nodding. “But then our families fell out. Our fathers, actually. It was an awful disgrace. A feud. Felix and I joke about it now that our parents have all gone.”

“But what happened?”

Hestia shook her head. “You would not believe it, but they fell out over a pair of dueling pistols. They both collected them, you see, and there was supposed to be some agreement about who was to buy this particular pair at auction and then the other reneged at the last moment and purchased the pistols for himself. It was so very stupid. They behaved like children. And continued to, as well, until both of their deaths. But, yes, before that, our families were very close.” She took a deep breath now. “So that explains why our parents would not sanction this relationship that Demeter had. It was Felix she was seeing. My father would not have her marry into his enemy’s family.”

“And so they had an affair. For … well, we don’t know how many years,” Ro continued with the theory.

“Felix was sent away for some time—traveling abroad. Perhaps it was arranged by both families? He only returned after Demeter married William.”

“But he must have been such a prize.” Ro didn’t quite understand. “I mean, he’s a duke now. Surely—”

“Ah,” Hestia cut in. “My father might have been able to overlook the dueling-pistol affair if he had known Felix would one day become a duke. But the thing is, three men died in battle before the title came to Felix—two of his cousins and his elder brother. He never expected to become the Duke of Hastings. Felix was lucky. He lost part of his right foot, but not his life.”

Ro’s eyes widened. “It’s just like Romeo and Juliet—the Capulets and the Montagues.”

“Yes, well, I’m sure the Capulets and the Montagues weren’t quarreling over something as ridiculous as dueling pistols.” Hestia let out a short laugh, as if she suddenly realized something.

“What is it?” Ro asked.

“Well, now I understand why Felix is always trying to press those dueling pistols upon me. I have absolutely no interest in seeing or hearing about them, ever again, but almost every time I see him he insists on giving them to me. He feels guilty about it all. Oh…” Her expression changed suddenly. “This does change everything, doesn’t it? I do believe you are quite correct the more I think about it all, but it’s difficult to take it in all at once. Felix was devastated when Demeter died. Utterly inconsolable. And now I know why. I knew Demeter loved him dearly, as he did her, but not … like this. In this way. How stupid of my father. They would have been lovely together. So lovely.”

“But you said he has a daughter and, I take it, a wife. Won’t this be very … awkward? Obviously, both he and Clio must know if we are right.”

“Oh, no. It’s not what you think.” Hestia shook her head quickly. “Felix married some years after Demeter’s death. His daughter is quite young. Around ten years of age.”

Ro breathed a sigh of relief. “Still, he is married now…”

“Yes,” Hestia said as she nodded. “Which means we will have to be extremely discreet. I will telephone him this evening and test your theory.”

*   *   *

Hestia had warned Ro that it would be best not to speak to Clio regarding Felix until she had spoken to him herself. Later that evening, she had a quiet word with Ro in the drawing room, after she had telephoned her old friend.

“I told Felix that I had something very important that I needed to speak to him about,” she started, “but I then found, for some reason, that I couldn’t continue. I think it is your story to tell him, Ro. I told him only that it concerned Demeter and that you needed to meet with him immediately. If it is true, he will tell you. I have arranged for you to meet him tomorrow morning, at ten o’clock.” Hestia passed Ro his address, written on a piece of paper. “Do be gentle, however. If it is as we suspect, this will all come as a great shock to him. Not only because he and Demeter obviously loved each other very much, but also because he is the sort of man who would be devastated to know he had a child he knew nothing about.”

*   *   *

At just after ten o’clock the following morning, Ro sipped her tea nervously in the duke’s study, then returned her cup to her saucer with a clatter, due to her shaking hands. She placed the cup and saucer on a small side table, afraid she might drop them.

“It must be something very grave that you have to tell me,” the duke said, his voice light, but with an undeniable twinge of anxiety to it. “Hestia said it concerns your mother … Demeter,” he struggled slightly with her name. “I must admit it feels very strange to be talking about her and using her name once more. It all seems very long ago, that time I spent with Demeter and Hestia. A lifetime ago.”

Ro cleared her throat. “Your Grace, before I tell you, I’m afraid I must ask for some information from you. I’m embarrassed to ask it … but I must know. It is of vital importance.”

In the opposite armchair, the duke regarded her with studied composure. “Yes?”

Ro took a deep breath before continuing. “Did you have a relationship with my mother where you were … more than friends?”

The duke inspected Ro for a moment or two, before answering. “Yes,” he finally told her. “Yes, I did. This is, of course, a private conversation…”

“Yes.” Ro nodded quickly. “Of course.”

He nodded slightly, acknowledging this. “I am not ashamed to admit it. I loved your mother very much. And she loved me. But our families found out we were seeing each other in secret and, to stop us, they arranged for me to be sent abroad for some time. We found out about their plans and managed to run away together. It was almost a week before they located us. Thankfully, we managed to avoid a scandal,” he said with a long sigh. “We were very silly. Young and in love and foolish. Not much more than children, really.”

“Hestia told me about the family feud.”

The duke shook his head, emitting a short laugh. “Yes, ridiculous, isn’t it? I see now that we could have approached our families differently and made them see sense. But, at the time, I was very angry. I do wish I could go back and change things”—he straightened in his seat—“not that I am unhappy with how things have worked out, of course. I love my wife and daughter very much.”

“Of course,” Ro seconded. “After you were sent abroad, can I ask what happened to my mother?”

The duke exhaled. “Our parents thwarted contact between us at every turn. And I found out later that Demeter was fed lies about me in the hope that she might believe I would never return—that I had married while abroad and so on. Eventually she must have begun to believe what she was being told, because she fell into a deep depression. I think that awful family doctor of theirs started medicating her to the point where she became quite unstable. When William came sniffing around after her fortune, her parents most likely thought it could be the only offer she might ever get, especially if anyone ever found out the truth—that she had run away for a week with a man. Thus, her parents accepted William’s proposal for her and married her off like a lamb to the slaughter. She consented because she didn’t care what became of her anymore, or was under the influence of too much sedative to care.”

“But then, eventually, you came back,” Ro said, urging the duke to go on with his tale. This was the important part—that he admit to still seeing Demeter as a married woman at the time she and her sisters were conceived.

The duke nodded. “Yes. After Demeter was married, both families let the matter go somewhat. I returned a year or so after Demeter’s marriage.”

In the silence that followed, the pair stared at each other, trying to assess just what the other knew, or was willing to divulge. Finally, Ro continued on, bravely, “I am sorry, but it is of vital importance to what I have to say—you continued to see each other on your return?” She held her breath after the question exited her mouth, hardly believing she had asked it. And of a duke, no less.

The duke did not speak for some time and, instead, stared at a point on the rug beneath his chair.

“Please,” Ro begged. “I would not ask, but I do need to know.”

Perhaps he heard something in her voice, because his face softened then and he cleared his throat before continuing. “Yes. I’m not sure how you know it is so, but, yes, that is true. We tried to stay away from each other on my return, but it proved to be impossible. We were so happy to have found each other again and Demeter was miserable with William. I’m sure I will burn in hell for it, but it was truly one of the happiest times of my life.”

“And then she conceived.”

He frowned now. “Yes. Hestia has told me some of what happened. That William denied his children had survived and ferried them away to other families to raise. You must believe I had no idea about this.”

“No one did,” Ro answered. “Only Hestia, and she was, like my mother, manipulated to within an inch of her life.”

“Yes, I see that now. I wish I had known. I could have done something. As it was, I went abroad once more, immediately following Demeter’s death. It took me some years to marry myself. That’s my wife, Emily, and my daughter, Penelope.” He gestured toward a photograph encased within a silver oval frame.

“A Greek name!” Ro’s eyebrows rose as she glanced at the image.

The duke smiled slightly. “No one has ever worked that out before now—a silent nod to your mother. My wife, of course, knows about Demeter and what happened between us, even though it was long before I ever met her. There are no secrets between us.”

A stillness fell over the room, in which the tick of the clock on the mantelpiece was all pervasive.

“So,” said the duke, finally fracturing the quiet in the study. “You have something to tell me…”

“May I?” Ro held an outstretched hand toward the photograph of the duke’s wife and child.

“Of course,” he said as he passed it over to her.

Ro’s eyes were transfixed by the photograph for some time, her hands gripping the cold, curved edges tightly. Penelope and Clio really were one and the same. All these years Clio had believed she looked like no one else in this world, when the truth was she resembled two people very much indeed. Finally, Ro glanced up at the duke. “Your daughters are very similar.”

“But you must be mistaken,” he said as he shook his head. “I only have the one daughter.”

“That’s what I’m here to tell you, Your Grace.” Ro pulled a photograph from her own pocket now—a photograph of Clio from a few years back—and handed it over to the duke. “You do not have one daughter, but two.”

*   *   *

“I … I don’t understand,” the duke said as he clenched the side of his armchair with the hand that wasn’t holding on to the photograph as if his very life depended upon it. He was visibly pale. “This can’t be true.”

“Please.” Ro sat forward in her chair. “Let me explain. You knew Demeter gave birth to twins.”

“Yes, of course. And that she and the twins died. I even saw the memorial portrait.” He did not look up from Clio’s photograph, his eyes drinking her in.

“Which you know is not true, as you said before—you mentioned Hestia told you we were all born healthy and that there were, in fact, three of us. Also, that we were all sent to live with relatives.”

“Yes.”

“Well, this is a photograph of the three of us, including the third triplet, whom you have never seen before now.” Ro located the image she had brought with her and passed it over as well—a photograph of the three girls taken a number of weeks ago. The duke took it from her willingly. “And this is why William was so angry. He knew, you see. He knew immediately on seeing her that Clio was your child and not his, with her darker skin and black curls. That is Thalia, on the left of the photograph, I am in the middle, and Clio is on the right, of course.”

He shook his head in disbelief. “Clio, did you say?” Again, he did not look up.

“Yes.”

“And this one … Thalia?” He reached out a shaky finger to point her out, seemingly fearful that doing so might somehow make the picture spring to life. “It is like … looking at your mother all over again.”

“So I believe.”

Finally, the duke raised his head. “But how? How is such a thing possible?”

Ro explained scientifically how such an occurrence was possible. When she had finished, her companion seemed no less shocked.

“But this must be extremely…” He was suddenly at a loss for words.

“Rare?” Ro finished his sentence for him. “Yes, it is. It is very unusual. But it is true. I was very careful about researching how this situation might have come about and did at first wonder whether Clio was related to Thalia and me at all. But there is overwhelming proof now. I have spoken to the midwife who was there at the time, and quite impartial. She was forced to participate in the memorial portrait and cared for all three of us after birth. Clio even has the scar that matches one the third triplet received at birth, as well as the same small token that the midwife hid in all of our swaddled clothes before we were sent off to different relatives.”

The duke stood up suddenly, making Ro jump slightly in her chair. He began to pace the room. “And does Hestia know about this? About my … involvement?”

“Yes, of course. I’ve told her. She knows everything.”

“Everything?” He turned on the spot, to look at Ro. He examined her expression closely.

“Well, yes. Unless there is something else. Is there something else?”

The duke shook his head and returned to his brisk pacing. “No, of course not.”

Ro wasn’t sure if she believed the duke, but didn’t think now was the time for her to question him too thoroughly. After what she had just told him, she needed to be answering questions, rather than introducing additional ones.

For want of something to say, Ro continued with her story. “The three of us never met until a few months ago, just before our eighteenth birthdays, after our father’s death.”

The duke ceased his pacing for an instant to inspect the photograph once more. “I have an eighteen-year-old daughter,” he said, as if speaking to himself. “Demeter and I had a daughter. Clio. Where is she now?” He glanced over at Ro.

“In London. Her mother is still in the country, but Clio is living with Hestia for the moment. We all are, actually.” Ro felt the situation did not justify elaborating on Thalia’s current situation or whereabouts. “Hestia and I thought, perhaps, you would like to meet Clio? We did not want to bring her here today. We thought the shock might be too great for both of you.”

The duke bobbed his head soundlessly, returning to the photograph once more. It was as if he could not bear to drag his eyes from it for even a second. “A daughter,” he mused again. “She is the very image of Penelope. It is amazing. If I did not know Hestia as I do, I would think this some kind of elaborate hoax.” He managed to meet Ro’s gaze now.

“There have been many times over the past few months where I have thought the same thing,” Ro answered him. “But I now see that where my father was involved, almost any kind of duplicity was possible.” She stood from her chair. “I will leave the photographs with you, Your Grace,” Ro said, seeing that if she were to take them with her, she may very well have to wrestle the man to the ground in order for him to part with the images of his newfound daughter. “Would the same time tomorrow be all right to call? Ten o’clock?”

“Yes, yes. That would be fine.” The duke barely acknowledged Ro’s obvious departure.

“Thank you, Your Grace. I’ll see myself out,” Ro replied quietly, already starting to slip as unobtrusively across the room as she possibly could. She did not want to disturb his reverent gaze for even another second.

*   *   *

In her vast bed, Clio turned for what felt like the five hundredth time that night, dragging the lavender-scented sheets with her. It had been what would most likely always rank as the strangest evening of her life. Thalia had returned from the nursing home in the afternoon, which had led to a rather strained evening meal, with Hestia, Ro, and Clio trying to be jolly, while Thalia made her usual cutting remarks at every twist and turn of the conversation. After they had eaten, Thalia said she was going for an evening stroll. This, of course, had set everyone on edge, with Thalia telling them they didn’t trust her (which they didn’t) and that everyone was welcome to join her if they so wanted. In the end, she had closed the front door behind her with a bang, after telling the other women that if she wasn’t back in an hour, they might send the police after her.

Clio had thought, perhaps, that either Hestia or Ro would have called Thalia’s bluff and walked with her, but they had instead used the opportunity of Thalia’s absence to inform her that they had located her real father. Hestia had even managed to find a photograph of him in the newspaper. Clio had had to sit down upon seeing the photograph. There was no mistaking the likeness—the hair, the eyes, the skin. Ro told her that his young daughter’s looks matched her own even more so.

While Clio sat, trying very hard to take this all in, Hestia had burbled on about what a good man he was, this father of hers, the causes he supported, how they had been friends for a long time, about some odd family disagreement involving some pistols of all things, and how the situation had come to pass between him and Demeter. Clio had frowned ever harder as she listened, her mind striving to place each fact on top of the other, rather like building blocks, but whenever she thought she was getting somewhere, she had then seemed to remember something else and the whole pile tumbled once more. “Does Charles know?” she had finally asked, for want of something to say.

“I don’t think so,” Ro had replied.

“So…” Clio had exhaled. “It would seem my father is a duke. At least we know the truth. And he has admitted to his affair with our mother, which is something.” Clio had left the rest go unsaid. Even she knew enough about the aristocracy to realize that the illegitimate child of a duke was no lady and never would be.

Now, in bed, this evening encounter swirled in her head, along with the knowledge that today she would meet her father. Her other father. Even though Clio now knew she was most certainly illegitimate, at least her father sounded like a better man than Ro and Thalia’s. And how incredible that she seemed to have picked up yet another relation along the way to add to her menagerie. Ro had mentioned her father had a young daughter, which meant that she could now claim three half sisters and a father. Would this odd collecting of relations here and there ever end?

And then, of course, there was the added shock of Hestia taking her aside after Thalia had returned home and both Thalia and Ro had retired for the evening. Hestia had informed her Edwin had been to see her to ask for Clio’s hand in marriage.

Clio had gasped at this news. Edwin’s proposal had seemed such a spur-of-the-moment thing—almost as if it had popped out unknowingly. But now she saw that it was quite the opposite—it had popped out after being bottled up for some time. How extraordinary. “What did you tell him?” she asked Hestia, her eyes like saucers.

“I told him you were a grown woman with a mind of your own and that you could make your own decisions as to with whom you would like to spend the rest of your life,” Hestia had told her. “Has he asked you?”

Clio had nodded, dumbly.

“And?”

“Well, he asked me in the garden of Thalia’s nursing home. I thought that it was all highly inappropriate. In fact, I first thought he was joking.”

Hestia had raised her eyebrows. “So you turned him down. Well, perhaps that is for the best. He does have quite the reputation you know, my dear.”

Clio had nodded again. “It’s a shame. Because … well, I do believe he is quite a good man under all the silliness and the truncheon stealing.”

“You can always change your mind,” Hestia had said to placate her.

“Maybe,” Clio had replied, uncertain. “But I don’t think so.”

*   *   *

Meanwhile, in her own bedroom, Ro woke to the distinct sound of breaking glass in a nearby room. She sat upright in her bed, her hand over her racing heart, then ran straight for the door. Was it Clio’s room? Or was it Thalia’s, across the hall? She wasn’t sure.

In the corridor, all was still. Just as she was about to call out, Thalia appeared, rounding the stairs. She wore a nightdress and was carrying a bowl of grapes. “What was—” Thalia began, as Ro caught a movement out of the corner of her eye.

“Who’s there?” She saw Thalia’s door, slightly ajar, move a touch. “Who is it?” Had someone broken Thalia’s window? Did they have an intruder in the house? Footsteps ran across the darkened room, away from the door, confirming her thoughts. Was it that woman again? The one who had attacked her and scared Clio?

Her heart beating with anticipation of what she might find, Ro crossed the hall in two long steps, kicked the door open with her foot, and flicked on the light switch.

But what she saw in the then illuminated bedroom was not what she expected to find at all. There was no broken window, only an accidentally pushed-over bedside lamp. There was no strange, frenzied, dark-clothed woman, no thief with a pillowcase full of stolen silver and fine jewelry.

What Ro saw was something even more shocking.

Because there, in the middle of the room, wrapped in nothing but one of Thalia’s bed sheets … 

… was Vincent.


 

A Father’s Sins

 

Ro took a quick step forward and slapped her sister sharply across the cheek. “How could you?” she asked Thalia. “How could you do that to me?”

Thalia inhaled sharply before stepping backward, pulling her peach silk dressing gown tighter with one hand as her other reached up to touch her reddening cheek. “I will admit I deserved and expected that, but really, darling, what a question! How could I?” Thalia actually had the audacity to look slightly cross. “The truth is, as much as you’d like to think I did, I didn’t sleep with your silly little boyfriend. Not that he didn’t want to. He would have, believe me. Why do you think I ran off to get these?”—she held up the bowl of grapes—“I had to get him off me somehow. Honestly, this is the biggest favor I’ll ever do for you. You could at least be slightly grateful.”

“Favor?! Grateful?!” Ro yelled as the door to her right opened and a yawning Clio entered the scene. “How can you say that?!” It was at this moment Ro knew Thalia was truly capable of anything. Since the three sisters had learned they must fight for the inheritance that should rightfully be theirs, Thalia had proved this time and time again. Why did she always give her the benefit of the doubt? What kind of sister behaved in such a fashion? Well, no longer, Ro thought. No longer … 

In front of Ro’s hardening expression, Thalia continued. “This was the only way I could think of that would make you wake up and see what a dirty little social climber he really is! Goodness, please don’t think for a moment that I enjoyed any of it,” she scoffed. “Really, I have no idea how you endured him. All that ridiculous kissing of every imaginable body part. On and on, endlessly. It was all terribly … moist.” She pawed at her own throat with this. “Anyway, that’s it. If he would be willing to sleep with me, you can hardly want him now, can you?”

Clio glanced from one sister to the other, frowning. “What on earth is going on here?”

“Vincent is in Thalia’s bedroom,” Ro replied, her voice flat.

Clio’s eyes widened. “What? But…”

“Invited willingly by Thalia, it seems,” Ro explained. “One might even say lured.”

With this, the door to Thalia’s bedroom opened further and a sheepish-looking Vincent emerged, now fully clothed. “Ro, I…”

Ro held up a hand. Barely able to look at him, she chose instead to ignore his presence and glanced away.

Thalia took her lead and refrained from acknowledging Vincent’s presence. “Don’t you see? If he’d even consider sleeping with me, your sister, what else has he been up to? Has he any scruples? Really, ask yourself that, Ro. You do need to.”

“Ro…,” Vincent entreated.

But Ro continued to refuse to look at him. “Just go,” she whispered, her eyes fixed to the recurring rectangular pattern on the wallpaper.

“Yes, do,” Thalia seconded. “You can see yourself out.”

Clio said nothing, but watched the scene unfold before her, horrified, as Vincent slowly walked down the hallway toward the main staircase, his gaze remaining on Ro until he turned the corner and was gone.

“Right,” Thalia said, almost cheerfully. “Now that Vincent’s off to ravish ten other girls for their fortune and Ro is focused on the job at hand, we can get on with business.”

“Business?” Clio echoed.

“Yes, business. The business of your real father, that is. I mean, it really is unbelievable luck—Clio’s father being the Duke of Hastings. Powerful! Political! He’s the kind of man who could ruin Charles’s pathetic little political ambitions with just a few words to the right men. Don’t you think?”

“I … suppose so,” Clio said. “But…”

“But nothing.” Thalia barely paused for breath as Ro continued to shoot daggers at her with her eyes. “I might not be the brains of this threesome, but I know what people want and I know what they’ll do to get it, too.”

“But we can’t tell Charles I have a different father,” Clio said slowly. “Then he’ll know I’m illegitimate. He’ll know William was not my father after all and that I’m not entitled to any of our mother’s fortune.”

“This is true,” Thalia continued. “But, trust me, you are far more useful to Charles as the Duke of Hastings’s daughter. After all, won’t your father be furious when he finds out that some young whippersnapper is toying with his daughter’s emotions by holding on tight to an inheritance that is not rightfully his—a fortune that is actually the duke’s dead beloved’s? I’d guess that Charles will hand our mother’s money over to us tied up with a bright red ribbon when good old Felix gives him a quick visit.”

“It is a good point,” Clio said quietly, glancing at Ro who continued to glare. “But I haven’t even met him yet. I can’t go asking him to—”

Thalia cut her off. “Of course you can! And if you won’t ask him, I’ll ask him for you. That’s what papas are for, my dear. He should have already fought many battles on your behalf so far. You’ll only be asking him for what’s due. Wait! What’s wrong?” Thalia called out as Ro turned abruptly and stalked away without a backward glance.

“What’s wrong?” she hissed without turning around. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong. You make me sick. You make me sick and I never want to set eyes on you again.” And, with this, Ro slammed her bedroom door behind her.

*   *   *

Clio had the least restful night of her entire life. The moment her eyes began to droop, she would remember who she was due to meet in the morning and then her eyelids would snap open and her heart would race once more. Being woken by Thalia and Ro’s argument outside her room did not help in the slightest, either. It was only as dawn was breaking when Ro, unable to sleep also, had knocked softly, seen Clio was awake, and climbed into her bed with a tear-stained face, that she was finally able to drift away and find some peace.… 

“Clio?”

Clio rolled over in her bed to see Ro standing on the other side, fully dressed. Sunshine peeped through the drapes. “What time is it?” she asked, squinting.

“That’s why I’ve come to get you. It’s nine o’clock. I’ve brought you up some breakfast.” Ro gestured toward Clio’s dressing table, where a tray was set.

It was only then that it all came flooding back and Clio recalled the events of last night and that she would be meeting her father, her real father, in less than an hour.

“And there’s somebody here to see you.” Ro patted her arm, then bent down and quickly stood up once more, placing something on the bed.

Haggis McTavish.

He proceeded to try to lick Clio in any and every way possible, which she was thankful for—at least deflecting his advances was a welcome distraction. For Ro also, she thought. “Are you all right, Ro?” she asked, doubtfully.

“Yes,” a puffy-faced Ro answered. “Though I’ve been better.” She endeavored to pin Haggis McTavish down in order to give him a pat, but he proceeded to bound around the bed excitedly, lapping up the attention. “Come on, you.” Ro scooped up a very silly Haggis McTavish as he bolted from the end of the bed toward Clio once more. “And you”—her eyes flicked to Clio—“have something to eat and get dressed. I’ll check in on you again soon and then we’ll set off.”

*   *   *

Clio held her breath nervously as the clock ticked away in the Duke of Hastings’s study. The introductions had been made, the small talk had petered out, and now … well, Clio had no idea what was supposed to happen now. Certainly, she was not about to burst forth and ask her father for help with Charles, despite Thalia insisting she must. She had barely said ten words to him yet! Clio shifted in her seat, feeling ill at ease. Her dress, borrowed from Thalia, felt all wrong. A colorful confection of royal blue, with a rather showy number of crisp pleats, Thalia had insisted in finishing it off with a matching scarf, knotted jauntily at the neck. The scarf, in particular, felt like a farce. It suggested the owner was gay and carefree and Clio felt anything but, especially since Ro had left her side. Now it was just her and … him. Her real father. The duke.

“You…,” the duke started to say.

“I…,” she said at the same time.

The pair both stopped short, embarrassed.

“Please, continue,” the duke told Clio, gesturing with one hand.

“I was about to say that I’m not really sure what to call you,” Clio said quietly, her eyes not quite meeting his. But she did notice his seemingly relaxed pose in the armchair he sat in now. How could he not be nervous? It was all Clio could do to remain seated and not pace the room like a caged lion. Slowly, Clio’s eyes rose to meet his, and upon doing so, she was somewhat pleased to see that this was where his anxiety lay—in his dark eyes. He wasn’t as at ease as he would have her think. “I can’t call you Papa, as I know your daughter must. And Your Grace, or Duke seems…”

“Somewhat ridiculous, given our situation?” The duke chuckled slightly now, bringing a warmth to his expression.

Clio dipped her head, smiling slightly. “Well, I was about to say ‘a little formal,’ but I think ridiculous will do nicely.”

“Perhaps you should call me Felix, as Hestia does?” the duke tried.

Clio thought about this for a moment. “I think that would do very well,” she eventually answered. Her eyes strayed once more to the photograph of Felix’s wife and child. Ro had mentioned she had seen it in his study and Clio had found herself seeking it out as soon as she had entered the room. Now she could barely keep her eyes from it. She forced herself to glance at her father. “Now I see where my looks come from,” she said, by way of conversation. “I had always wondered. And now I know.”

“Your looks might very well come from me, my dear, but you are far more like your mother than you think.”

Clio thought Felix was being kind. “But you have seen my sisters. Well, Ro, at least. And a photograph of Thalia. You must see there is nothing of my mother in me.”

Felix sat forward slightly in his seat. “Now you are simply wrong. You have her countenance. Her grace. There is much of your mother in you, believe me. I see her in your every movement, Clio.”

Silence enveloped the room. Clio knew if she spoke, she would most likely cry. What Felix had just told her—he would never know how much his words had meant. All this time, having to look at her sisters’ faces … to know that there was something, anything, of her mother in her, meant so very much.

Finally, Felix spoke once more. “Your parents … they were good to you? Erato assures me this is the case, but I must know. I could not bear to think that…” He broke off here, unable to continue, his every word filled with emotion.

“Please, don’t think for a minute that…” Clio waved both of her hands. “My mother and father—that is, the people who took me in—oh, but I could not have had a lovelier childhood. You must believe me. Certainly, we did not have as much money as Ro’s family, or the family who took Thalia in, but I was much loved and wanted.”

“I hear your father was a vicar.”

Clio nodded. She went to open her mouth to say something about her father, but found herself suddenly at a loss for words, thinking how much she needed him with her right now.

“You must think me a dreadful sinner,” Felix said quietly, his eyes fixed on his daughter. “And I was, of course, but in my defense, I must tell you I loved your mother very much. Too much. In the way that I became blind to all else. It is only with age and experience and a daughter—two daughters!—of my own, that I can see not everything Demeter and I did was right, simply because we were in love. Youth does blind you to these matters…” He shook his head slightly with this. “Oh, how old I sound saying that. Positively decrepit!”

“No,” Clio said quickly. “I understand. I might only be eighteen, but I already know love can be … difficult.” She thought of Edwin’s proposal now. And of how much she missed his cheery presence in her life, despite his foibles.

“There is … something else I must tell you.” Felix’s voice remained quiet.

But Clio barely heard his words, having found her eyes dragged, mesmerized, back to the photograph on the side table—the photograph of Felix’s wife and daughter—as she thought of Edwin. And of family. Of perhaps one day having a family of her own, like Felix did. It took Clio’s brain several more moments to register that Felix had spoken. “Did you say something?”

“Perhaps we shall speak about it another day.” Felix smiled indulgently, seeing what Clio was staring at. “You do look awfully alike, don’t you? I must say it was quite a shock seeing you for the first time. Almost as if I was presented with a grown-up version of my ten-year-old daughter. Would you like to meet her?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Penelope, I mean?”

“Oh, yes. Very much,” Clio said as she nodded enthusiastically. “Very much indeed.”

“She is desperate to meet you.” Felix twisted in his chair, gesturing toward the closed door to the study. “If you go over and open the door,” he continued quietly, “I’m sure you’ll find she’s been there the whole time.” He turned back to Clio, with a comical smile upon his face and Clio immediately understood he meant her to surprise the unsuspecting Penelope.

With a smile that, unknowingly, matched Felix’s exactly, Clio stood silently and crept across the room, while her father looked on. She placed her hand upon the cold brass doorknob slowly … then, all at once, twisted it and wrenched the door open dramatically. And there, just as Felix had said she would be, was Penelope, staring up at her with wide, deep brown eyes and a little o for a mouth, formed from the shock of being caught eavesdropping.

Clio couldn’t help it. She burst out laughing. “Oh, I am sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you so very much!”

Penelope continued to stare at her mutely and, eventually, Clio thought she had better say something. “Hello,” she said as she held out her hand. “I’m Clio. And you must be Penelope.”

It was Clio’s words that saw Penelope move into action. Suddenly, her own words flew out, garbled and breathless. “I’ve always wanted a sister of my very own. Even more than a pony! My friend Beatrice has one—a sister, I mean, not a pony, though she has a pony, too. And Eleanor. Alice, too! And now I do! Because you’re here. You’re really here!”

Clio gasped, then laughed, her eyes welling unexpectedly once more with tears at her half sister’s explosive welcome.

Penelope continued to peer up at her with those eyes of hers—Clio’s eyes. One and the same. Then she lurched forward and attached herself to Clio’s waist, encircling her with her arms in such a way that Clio suspected she might never let go.

“Pene!” her father called out, standing up from his seat.

But Clio only raised a hand, asking him to pause. “It’s all right,” she said, and picked Penelope’s arms off her waist, in order that she could get down on her knees and embrace properly the girl, her half sister, this gorgeous creature Penelope. And as she pulled Penelope to her, feeling the warmth of her love for her, she realized how very fortunate she was to be accepted into two loving families in one lifetime.

No, she might not have grown up with the status, education, or money that her sisters had, but in her heart she knew without a doubt that she was, by far, the most fortunate of the three indeed.

*   *   *

“It’s as Thalia says. Things are changing. Society is changing. It will be all right. You’ll see.” Ro reached out to touch Clio’s arm as they walked slowly back to Belgrave Square.

On leaving Felix’s town house (only many promises of returning soon saw Penelope able to be pried from her waist), Clio had been elated. But it had only taken a few short steps in the direction of Belgravia for reality to set in. Her father was a duke. Her half sister was a lady. And Clio herself was … illegitimate and title-less. She knew that she would always be welcome in her father’s home, but what if she saw him on the street? Surely he would have to turn the other way. She knew Ro was partly right—society was changing. The war had seen to that. But Clio wasn’t sure it was changing fast enough for her to slip seamlessly into Felix’s family. Not to mention into the upper echelons of society. “I didn’t ask him for help with Charles,” Clio confessed to Ro. “I couldn’t.”

“Of course you couldn’t!” Ro replied. “Thalia couldn’t possibly expect you to, given the circumstances.”

“I think she honestly expected me to ask.” Clio glanced at her sister.

The pair laughed conspiratorially when their eyes met. “Yes, I’m sure she did,” Ro replied. Beside her, matching her step, Ro studied her expression inquisitively. “Do you wish you’d never known about any of this?” she asked Clio eventually. “Do you wish you’d been left to live a peaceful life in your village?”

Clio thought about this question for a moment or two before replying. “No,” she said, quite surprised at her own answer. “No, I don’t think so. I would have simply been hiding away, wouldn’t I? I think, in some ways, all of this has been good for me. I didn’t know that I could be … strong enough. I mean, to deal with all of this. But I am. I can deal with it. And somehow I know there will be an end to it and a new beginning. At least, I have to trust that God will grant me one. Does that make any sense?”

Ro nodded. “It does.”

“Do you wish you’d never known?” Clio threw the question back at her companion, remembering the shock Ro had been through last night—of finding Vincent in Thalia’s room. What an awful blow that must have been for her. But, as terrible as what Thalia had done was, and as angry and disappointed and as mixed-up as Ro currently seemed, Clio felt somewhat relieved of the burden of Vincent. Clio hated to admit it, but she had never cared for the man. Instantly on meeting him, she had felt he had dismissed her as a simple girl from the country—which she was, but Vincent had made her feel as if there were something wrong with it. As if it should be something to be ashamed of.

Ro gave a long, drawn-out sigh. “No. Not for a moment. Despite everything, despite what Thalia did to me, I’ve never wished Hestia hadn’t brought us together and don’t think I ever will.”

*   *   *

“There’s a letter for you,” Thalia crowed, the moment the girls opened the door to the town house. “From Kenya!” Even Haggis McTavish seemed excited, running up and down the marble entry, skidding here and there as he went.

“Really?” Clio replied evenly, peeling off her coat and removing the detested scarf, not wanting to show Thalia that she cared either way.

“Hello, Ro,” Thalia said, pointedly, on noticing that she was being ignored.

“If I were you, I would get out of my way,” Ro muttered, under her breath.

“Really? Are you still cross about that? He’s just a silly old scoundrel. Let that revolting Genevieve and her pretentious parents have him.”

“Thank you so much for your advice. Now get out of my way.” Ro flounced off into the drawing room in a very non-Ro-like fashion.

“Well!” Thalia watched her go. “Here you are.” She passed the letter over to Clio. “You never know. Perhaps it’s a proposal?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Clio retorted, taking it from her and opening it as she walked over into the drawing room, Thalia fast at her heels. The truth was, she had never posted her own letter to Nicholas. She had reached the postbox and simply stood there, with the envelope in hand, unable for some reason to push it through the slot and send it on its way. She felt as if she’d almost done something wrong even by approaching the postbox at all. As she’d stood there, undecided, she had wondered if her hesitation was because of the things her sisters had said—how shocked they had been at her even thinking of marrying Nicholas. Or perhaps it was because, in her heart, she knew Nicholas cared for her more than she cared for him. That by angling for a proposal in her letter, she was, in fact, being untruthful—suggesting that she felt the same way. Several times, Clio had held the letter up to the rim of the postbox, sometimes even dangling it precariously through the slot. But, each time, she pulled it back out, as if it were somehow glued to her fingers. Eventually, a gentleman had come along wanting to post something himself, startling her, and she had scurried back home, telling herself she would give the letter some more thought. She had placed it, out of sight, in one of the drawers of her dressing table, and had tried very hard to forget about it.

“What does it say?” Ro asked, curious, as Clio stood, resting one hand on the mantelpiece, scanning Nicholas’s words. She studiously ignored Thalia as she moved about the room, picking up and inspecting this and that.

But Clio did not answer. The more of Nicholas’s words she read, the more she knew what was surely coming. He had heard that her mother’s health was no better, he “couldn’t stop thinking about her,” knew that she was the kind of person who could “make a go of things in Kenya” and that he thought they would “make a good pair.” And then, just as she knew it would be, there it was. Thalia had been right. The letter did contain a proposal. A short, to-the-point proposal. A proposal that made complete sense. A logical, thought-out proposal. A proposal, Clio noted, without one mention of true love of any kind. With a gulp, Clio continued on, scanning the rest of the letter, all the time her mind whirling with the insanity of two such very different proposals in such a short space of time. Finally, finished reading, she refolded the letter and placed it in her pocket to read at a slower pace later on.

“So, what did he say?” Ro asked, pushing herself upright on the sofa.

“Yes, what did he say?” Thalia seconded from her armchair, and Clio noticed Ro shot her a displeased look.

“Nothing much,” Clio said carefully. “It’s as I told you before—he used to be all university, university, university. But now it’s not the university, it’s coffee.”

“Oh, how dreary.” Thalia looked deflated. “I was so hopeful that he was going to come to his senses and propose. Maybe he really is going to waste those looks forever?”

“Well, he…,” Clio began, not entirely sure what she was going to say, but then, much to her relief, the three were interrupted by the doorbell and Haggis McTavish’s barking.

“I’ll get it.” Thalia bounded toward the door, while Ro and Clio shared a look. Thalia was certainly being very well behaved today. Because of her misdemeanor regarding Vincent last night, no doubt. Sometimes Clio thought Thalia was more aware of just how far she could push people than it often seemed. Voices emanated from the hallway. “It’s Edwin!” Thalia called out.

“Oh!” Clio instinctively touched the letter, hidden away safely in her pocket. Then, in a flurry of movement, she moved over to the couch, next to Ro, sat down, then stood up once more, realizing Thalia would notice she had sat down and might think it odd and say something in front of Edwin.

Ro watched her closely, frowning slightly. “What on earth are you doing?”

“Nothing!” Clio replied. “What do you mean?”

Ro took her strange movements to mean something else entirely. “Are you feeling all right after your visit? Maybe you should lie down for a while?”

Her questions remained unanswered, however, as Thalia entered the room with Edwin by her side. Edwin nodded at them both. “I was passing by and wanted to drop by to see how Thalia was faring,” he told them. But his eyes said otherwise, for the whole time he spoke, he looked only at Clio.

*   *   *

The foursome made polite chitchat in the drawing room for some time, though Ro still managed to avoid speaking to Thalia at all. Finally, they ran out of the obvious subjects of conversation. And when they broached the weather, Ro jumped in, sounding a little desperate. “Is that your sketchbook, Edwin? Clio said you drew a marvelous portrait of her a while ago.”

Edwin nodded, picking up the sketchbook, which Clio had spotted the moment he had appeared in the drawing room. She had felt an immediate stab in her chest, remembering that sunny day that they had been rowing, and realized that she still cared for Edwin. Very much. She couldn’t help it. But she also knew she was treading on dangerous, unstable ground where he was concerned. For tomorrow, he might dispose of that sketchbook once more. He might decide applying himself to something (to anything, to her…) was too much bother—that it was not amusing enough. Unlike Nicholas. Ever-constant, unchanging Nicholas.

“I think it’s still in here … somewhere…” Edwin picked up the sketchbook from the side table and opened it up. Several loose drawings immediately fell to the floor, including the one of Clio.

“Oh, here it is.” Ro reached forward to pluck it from the floor. “May I?” She glanced up at Edwin.

“Of course! If Clio doesn’t mind,” he said as his gaze moved to hers.

Clio only shook her head.

“It’s lovely,” Ro said, inspecting it closely. “And so like you, Clio.”

“Do you think I could see it?” Thalia asked.

“Perhaps. If you don’t spoil it,” Ro replied, pointedly.

Thalia sighed as she took the portrait from her sister. “Really, it’s all a bit much, Ro.”

Edwin gave Clio a quizzical look and she simply shook her head in return. It was better not to ask.

“It is like her,” Thalia said, nodding appreciatively. But then, as she stared at the portrait, she began to frown. Quickly, she glanced up at Edwin. “I was wondering—do you think you could do an impression of someone you had never seen? I mean, if we described someone, could you draw them?”

Edwin thought about her question. “Well, I’m not sure. I suppose I could try. But why would you want to do that?”

Thalia sat forward on her seat, her face suddenly alight. “I just had a thought. That woman. The one we all saw at Charles’s. I thought maybe you could draw her if Ro and Clio described her. So we could try to work out exactly who she is.”

“Like the police do?” Edwin looked thoughtful. “An artist’s impression, you mean?”

Thalia nodded. “Yes! Exactly! Do you think you could describe her that well, Ro? Clio?”

Clio nodded. “Yes. I remember her.”

“I think so,” Ro seconded, forgetting Vincent for a moment. “Her face is rather branded into my memory, I’m afraid.”

*   *   *

For over an hour, the foursome pored over Edwin’s sketch. Ro most certainly remembered the woman’s facial features the most distinctly and Clio soon gave up offering suggestions when she found that Ro could be more precise in her description. “No, that’s not her at all,” Ro said, what felt like time and time again. “She’s longer in the face, more angular, older…”

But then, slowly, clearly, the portrait started to pull together. Until, after what felt like hours, Ro and Clio agreed that the drawing was beginning to resemble the woman very much indeed.

“That’s her.” Ro had finally nodded. “Or, at least, it’s very close to her.” Ro, sitting beside Edwin, with Clio behind her, glanced across the dining table at Thalia. “Come and have a look, Thalia.” She beckoned her over without reluctance. This was far more important than her anger over Vincent.

Thalia got up and walked over to stand behind Edwin’s chair to inspect the likeness of the woman more closely.

“What do you think?” Ro asked her, when she had inspected the portrait closely.

“As I mentioned, I only saw her retreating back, but certainly, it could have been this woman.”

Everyone at the table stared at the portrait wordlessly until Edwin spoke once more. “It might be helpful to give this to the police and get them to…”

“You four certainly seem busy,” Hestia said as she entered the room, Haggis McTavish rising from his spot underneath the table to greet her. “I was wondering where everyone had got to and here you all are. As well as Edwin, I see.” She nodded her head at Edwin, who had scrambled from his seat on Hestia’s arrival.

“Lady Hestia,” he said and nodded back at her. “I dropped by to see if Thalia was well.”

“And is she?” Hestia said as she absentmindedly removed her hat.

“I believe so.” Edwin smiled slightly. “For she came up with a brilliant idea. We are busy drawing a likeness.”

Thalia cut in before her aunt could ask too many questions they might not have wanted to answer. “She’s someone we’ve all seen. All three of us. How should I put it? She hasn’t exactly been friendly toward us. Edwin has been drawing her from Ro’s description.”

“How odd,” Hestia said with a frown, taking several steps toward the table to view their project. “Who did you say she—” she began, then gasped, her hand rising instantly to cover her mouth. Her eyes moved straight to Ro’s before she removed her hand. “Are you saying this woman has approached you? All of you?”

“Yes.” Ro nodded quickly. “Do you recognize her?”

“I most certainly do recognize her.” Hestia’s breathing was quick in her chest as she viewed the portrait once more. “That is, without a doubt, Mrs. Blount. William’s housekeeper.”

*   *   *

“This likeness of her is much older, that is for certain.” Hestia’s fingers reached out for the drawing, before quickly pulling away once more, as if Edwin’s intricate pencil marks were hot to the touch. “But time passes and we are all older now, I suppose,” she continued, with a sigh that turned instantly into a tone of distaste. “Oh, but she was an odious woman. Always spying on Demeter, telling tales, lying. Several times I suspected her of starting rumors. And of stealing, with those awful long, pale, thin fingers of hers. But William would never hear anything bad said of her. She was there before Demeter arrived and there, he said, she would stay. As if she were more important than his own wife. And then, of course, on the day of your birth”—Hestia looked at each of her nieces in turn—“she actively thwarted my attempts to send for Demeter’s own doctor.”

“But why?” Ro asked. “Why was she like that?”

Hestia thought about her question for a moment. “I don’t really know. I often wondered whether she and William … no, that’s not true. I don’t want to give you the idea I suspected something between them because William had an eye for small, pretty, delicate women and not tall, angular things like his housekeeper, though I have to admit she was striking. You can see even now—those cheekbones,” she said as she gestured toward the portrait. “No, what I suspected was that she considered William hers. Her property. She much preferred William unmarried and the house hers to run as she saw fit. So when Demeter came along and wanted to change things … well, she wasn’t very pleased.”

“I see,” Ro replied. “But to carry on even now. It doesn’t make sense…”

“You must excuse me, ladies,” Edwin spoke up and Clio glanced over at him. He seemed to decide it was time for his visit to come to an end as their talk was becoming more private. “I have an appointment this afternoon.”

“Thank you so much, Edwin,” Clio said as she reached over to place one of her hands on top of his. “I’m so glad you came. And that you could help.”

“It was my pleasure,” Edwin said. His eyes locked on hers for longer than was absolutely necessary, telling Clio everything she needed to know. All she had to do was say the word and he would be hers. Unwillingly, Clio glanced away first before Edwin took his leave.

“There’s something else, too,” Thalia piped up once Edwin had left. “Something we need to tell you. We all saw her outside Charles’s town house, but she attacked Ro. She scratched her arms quite badly.”

Hestia sucked her breath in. “She attacked Ro? Whatever do you mean?”

Silently, Ro showed her aunt the now-healing wounds.

“Oh my goodness! Why did you not tell me? Girls, this is serious. I don’t understand why she would be visiting Charles, though. Or any of you, for that matter.”

“Yes, well…” Thalia ignored the final part of Hestia’s statement. “I’m sure she was there to ask for money. Charles called her a vulture, for a start, and she’s without employment now, isn’t she? Perhaps William had said he would leave something to her in his will and then he didn’t. Something like that. It wouldn’t surprise me very much.”

“It is true she is now without work,” Hestia pondered aloud. “And she would be unlikely to find another employer at her age.” Hestia paused, staring off into the distance, then suddenly moved into action once more, pulling out the chair next to Clio and sitting down. “I’m afraid I’m at a loss as to what to do,” she finally said. “Should we call the police? Oh…” She shook her head. “What a terrible aunt and guardian I am. I should have all the answers for you, not be asking you what we should do. What I should do!”

“We could call the police,” Thalia started, “but what would we say? It all sounds so odd the moment you try to begin to explain any of it.”

“But she obviously means to hurt one, or all, of you.” Hestia bit her lip for a moment, thinking.

“Which is why we need to find out why she wants to do that. And we’ll be able to do it faster than the police, I’m sure of it,” Thalia added.

“I think Thalia might be right,” Ro agreed. “We need to find out more on our own before going to the police.”

Clio nodded, seeing the sense in this.

“I know!” Ro said, before long. “What if we used that private detective you hired to track down Mrs. Thompson, the midwife? He could find out where she lives and perhaps find out some information from her neighbors.”

“That,” Hestia said, as she turned to Ro, “is a very good idea, indeed. He was very discreet. Fast, too. Yes, I shall contact him immediately.” She stood now, ready to fly into action. “In the meantime, you must be very careful. She is obviously … unstable. More so than she ever was. You must promise me to stay together. No going out alone, or late at night.” Her gaze moved to Thalia with this, who gave an innocent shrug, as if she had never done such a thing. Finished with her warning, Hestia paused only to give Ro’s shoulder a quick squeeze as she left the room.

*   *   *

It took Hestia’s private detective less than a day to track down Mrs. Blount. As it turned out, she lived modestly in a first-floor flat with her son, in Seven Dials. A neighbor told him Mrs. Blount had once had a husband, but he had died shortly after their son, Peter, was born, which was when she had started working as a housekeeper. Her son, who she had left with this neighbor while she worked, was now twenty-two years of age, worked in a bank in a managerial role of some sort, and was well regarded by his neighbors, staff, and employer. The private detective suggested that Hestia employ his services further to arrange to have “a little chat” with the son, to “make him see sense where his mother was concerned.” Hestia agreed, and the pair arranged to meet at Belgrave Square the following evening after the “little chat” had taken place.

“Ugh, I can’t stand it anymore. Is this fellow coming or not?” Thalia shifted yet again in her seat.

“It’s not eight o’clock yet, Thalia. He’s not late.” Ro looked up from the book she was reading on the couch. Why couldn’t Thalia entertain herself, rather than bother everyone else around her?

Thalia sighed. “Yes, yes, I know. What I don’t understand is how you can be so calm about it all.”

“Well, it’s not like he’s torturing this son of hers half to death for information, is it? He’s only letting him know what’s occurred. And hopefully finding out a little more information about this woman and why she’s interested in us at all,” she replied.

“How can you be so … so … logical about it all?” Thalia huffed.

“Someone has to be. Anyway, stop talking to me; I’m still terribly cross with you.” Ro didn’t look up from her book this time to give Thalia the impression she was still vexed about Vincent. However, the truth was, she wasn’t all that cross anymore. Not really. While the pain from being used in such a fashion was still fresh, she also knew Thalia was annoyingly right—she had done her a favor by exposing Vincent’s hidden motivations. If she was truly cross at anyone, it was at herself for feeling so foolish. She was supposed to be clever and educated, calm and logical, as Thalia had just said. She was anything but. Right now she felt like a silly schoolgirl. Because she was. A silly, silly schoolgirl just released from the schoolroom. How she detested her ignorance of the ways of the world right now.

“I wonder if he’s found anything out?” Clio spoke up. “I wonder if he’s spoken to her?”

“We’ll just have to wait and see.” Hestia said as she entered the room, as the clock on the mantelpiece began to chime eight. “I should let you know the detective, Mr. Waters, is bringing someone with him. He telephoned just before to ask if he might.”

Thalia bolted upright in her seat. “He’s bringing someone with him? Who? Not her?”

With this, the doorbell rang and Hestia held up one finger, signaling for the girls to wait in the drawing room and to keep Haggis McTavish with them. Before long, voices were heard in the hallway. Finally, the voices became louder as they approached the drawing room. And when the three finally emerged from the hallway, they were met by a gasp from both Thalia and Ro. For there, beside the private detective and Hestia stood a young man who could only be the son of Mrs. Blount. Tall and dark, with those distinctive angular cheekbones, Ro knew it was him immediately.

After some very basic introductions had been made, the young man, whose name was Peter, spoke immediately. “I am very sorry for barging in on you like this, but I had to see you. I am simply appalled that my mother has been—I’m not even sure what to call it—harassing you in this way. I make no excuses for her behavior, but wanted to let you know that she has been greatly disturbed since losing her employer. She is not herself. However, on hearing of these recent events, I assure you I will seek some medical assistance. I thought, with time, her erratic behavior might pass, but it seems things have progressed further than time can help.”

“Thank you for your understanding,” Hestia said. She had remained standing throughout Peter’s speech—and did not seem about to encourage the young man to sit down, which Ro, for one, was glad of. As reasonable as he seemed, it was unnerving to be in the presence of his looks, which reminded her greatly of his mother’s and when she was attacked by her.

“I was hoping to ask that we could be discreet about the matter,” he said as he nodded now, his gaze barely meeting Hestia’s.

“That is what we were hoping for ourselves,” Hestia agreed. “Though if there are any further occurrences, we must, of course, inform the police.”

“Of course,” Peter said. “And, with that, I will not prevail upon any more of your time. Good evening, ladies, Mr. Waters.”

“Good evening, Mr. Blount. And thank you for coming.” Hestia showed him to the door.

After Peter had gone, Mr. Waters stayed for only a few more minutes. His job was done. Mrs. Blount’s son had been made aware of his mother’s unstable condition. Hopefully now all would be well and she would cease to bother them.

“I suppose it does make some sense,” Hestia said as she sat down slowly in one of the drawing room armchairs after showing Mr. Waters out. “She was William’s housekeeper for over twenty-five years. It must be a great change for her, especially as he died so suddenly. Still, she can hardly go about attacking people simply because she feels a little out of sorts, can she?”

“No,” Ro replied, inspecting the scratches on her arm.

“I have something else to tell you.” Hestia smoothed the pleats in her navy skirt with one hand, before glancing up at each of the girls in turn. “I paid an unannounced visit to Charles this afternoon.”

“Whatever for?” Thalia spoke up.

“Oh, just to see if he could shed some light on the situation. I told him I knew Mrs. Blount had been there to see him—to see if you were right about that retreating woman, Thalia. He was immediately taken aback, which made me think to follow through with your guess—that she had been there to ask for money. He immediately blurted out that he didn’t know anything about his father’s dalliances and he then realized what he’d given away and bumbled about for the next half hour trying to take back what he had said.”

“So William did have some kind of relationship with Mrs. Blount?” Ro’s mouth dropped open.

“I suspect so,” Hestia replied. “It would explain why she was so attached to him. And why she hated Demeter so much.”

“Also why she is now asking Charles for money. She feels more entitled than a simple housekeeper.”

“Yes.” Hestia nodded. “It would seem so.” With this, she rose from her seat. “Girls, I am going to bed, for it has been a very long day.”

*   *   *

It had been a very long day and Clio was awfully tired, but, once again, she could find no rest. Even though it was past midnight, she lay in her bed, wide awake, her mind whirling. After retiring to her room, she had read and reread Nicholas’s letter several times, mulling over his offer. Accepting Nicholas would mean being able to start a new life in Kenya. It would mean being able to remove her mother from her cottage to the warmth of a sunnier climate. And, no, she was not infatuated with Nicholas, not, as she admitted to herself now, as she was with Edwin, but did this truly mean she would be unhappy with Nicholas? She thought not. So far, steady Nicholas had never made her unhappy, whereas Edwin seemed to make her unhappy in some way or another on an almost daily basis. With a long sigh, Clio rolled over in bed, closed her eyes, and tried once more to sleep.

*   *   *

In the brisk early-morning breeze of Seven Dials, Thalia sat in her motorcar, watching the plain cream façade and black door that would lead inside to Mrs. Blount’s first-floor flat, waiting for someone, anyone, to make an appearance. There had been little danger of being caught. She had made sure to head over before anyone else had risen. It had been easy enough to find out where the Blounts lived. The private detective had let slip the name of the street. She had simply driven over here and asked the greengrocer down the road where she could find the pair. He had given her directions readily when she flashed him her brightest smile. Having been hidden away behind the gates of Lintern Park forever, it always astounded her she could get almost anything she wanted in London just by dressing nicely and using her rounded vowels at their upper-class best.

She had then parked Esmerelda around a corner and waited. Finally, Peter, the son, left their home. Spotting some action, Thalia jolted to attention, peering into the distance. That had to be her, she realized, seeing the dark figure in the doorway holding the front door open. Yes, just like Edwin’s portrait. The woman stepped forward now, listening to something her son was saying. She nodded. Perhaps he was warning her to stay home today? Not to go out? Thalia would hardly blame him if he was, and she imagined him saying something like “I’ll be home for dinner at eight, Mother. And mind you don’t attack any defenseless young women today.”

Thalia’s keen eyes watched the woman intently. There was something about her. Something apart from the fact she had approached both her sisters and attacked one of them. What was it Charles had said? Something about his father’s (their father’s) dalliances. Goodness, but that man had slept with half of London, it seemed. As vile as it was, however, that he had taken his housekeeper into his bed, what Thalia couldn’t understand was why Charles didn’t simply throw some money at her to make her go away. As a housekeeper, she couldn’t be asking for much. Not the kind of money Charles would balk at, anyway. Why didn’t he just give her a token amount and wave her good-bye? Unless … 

Well, unless she was asking for more. And to do that, there would have to be a reason to ask for more, wouldn’t there?

As she watched Peter walk away from the house, Thalia’s hand moved to the door of her motorcar, ready to spring out and confront Mrs. Blount. She thought better of it, however, and pulled her hand away once more. No, it wasn’t time yet. She didn’t have enough to go on. Instead, she watched as Mrs. Blount closed the front door behind her.

Thalia smiled slightly, glad of her reserve. She had done the right thing by holding back. “For once,” she said now, as she turned and ruffled the ears of Haggis McTavish, who was sitting beside her on the front seat, “I may have made the correct choice.” Haggis McTavish, who loved having his ears ruffled, simply moved in closer to push up against her, looking for more. Yes, that was it, before she approached Mrs. Blount, just like Hestia, she would make her own little visit to Charles … 

*   *   *

Clio found her situation no better after breakfast. It was all she could do to focus on swallowing her toast, so consumed was she by thoughts of Nicholas’s letter … and Edwin. Edwin had been so helpful, spending an age drawing that portrait of William’s housekeeper. It had been very kind of him. If only she knew what to do. “I was thinking of making my way over to St. Paul’s this morning,” she said as she stood up from the table, hoping neither Hestia nor Ro would want to accompany her. Hestia was already slightly put out Thalia had gone out unaccompanied this morning, and without telling them where she was off to.

“I think that would be all right.” Hestia looked up from her breakfast. “As long as you take a taxi, go straight there, and come straight back.”

“I will,” Clio agreed.

Clio had the taxi driver drop her off at the very end of Fleet Street. She wanted to walk the approach to St. Paul’s—it was perhaps her favorite thing about the cathedral. Her father had shown her this many years ago on one of their very rare trips to the city. As she traveled that same walk now, she felt the strength of his faith beside her. This feeling grew as, the closer her footsteps took her, she watched, and waited. And then, there it was. Turning the slight bend in the road, the cathedral appeared before her, suddenly, majestically: solid and unchangeable, its pillars and rounded dome strong, bearing the weight of so many, uplifting so many for so long. Surely she would find the answer to her problems within its hallowed walls?

With every step closer that she took to the cathedral, Clio felt her whole person become lighter until, finally, she was inside. As she stepped quietly across the smooth black and white floor, the cool calm of the cathedral surrounded her. The sudden peace and quiet, as compared to the hustle and bustle of the London streets outside, saw her eyes well with relief. Finally, here was somewhere she could think. Could breathe. The peace enveloped her like a soft blanket.

Clio slipped into an empty pew, sliding along the polished wood until she was in the center. She immediately closed her eyes and began to pray for the guidance she so needed.

*   *   *

Stepping out of the taxi once more in Belgrave Square, Clio felt amazingly refreshed. She took a moment to reflect on her morning and to enjoy the sunshine that fell on her shoulders. It had taken an hour of quiet contemplation, sitting in the pew at St. Paul’s, before she had felt a true, lasting calmness fall over her body. It was then that she had been able to become more attuned to the confusion inside her and able to think through her problems more clearly. She had come away with a sense of relief—a sense that everything would be all right, if she could simply take one day at a time and trust that what would be, was meant to be. She needed to trust that there was a plan for her and to try to remain calm enough to accept the path that God would lay out for her.

Just as Clio turned, ready to happily make her way back inside the town house, the door was wrenched open and an argument spilled onto the steps outside.

“I’m going and you can’t stop me.” Thalia bounded down the steps. “No, Haggis McTavish, you stay here.” She pointed back inside the front door and a put-out Haggis McTavish immediately slunk back inside.

Edwin followed close behind, while a bored-looking Venetia came as far as the front door, then stopped, watching the scene unfold before her rather dispassionately. Edwin, however, did not pause, even for breath. “I might not be able to stop you, but I can come with you.” He took the steps two at a time.

Thalia raced by Clio, as if oblivious to her presence, her eyes intent on one thing only—her motorcar. Now, she hastened over to it and jumped inside, and it soon chugged to life.

“Clio!” Edwin spotted her at the last moment, but didn’t pause to talk to her. “Just stay there. Wait for me.”

Clio watched, confused, the whirl of the unnecessary commotion pulling her out of the blissful serenity she had felt this morning. As she viewed the motorcar pulling sharply away from the town house, taking any last vestige of peace with it, she sighed. She had her answer. Edwin, it seemed, was incapable of change, as was Thalia.

“Thalia?” Ro joined the group, calling out from behind Venetia, as she pulled her coat on in the doorway.

“She’s gone,” Venetia said with a shrug, as she leaned against the door frame and crossed her arms.

“But where to?” Ro shook her head as Clio ascended the steps to find out more.

“Oh, goodness knows,” Venetia replied. “All she would say was that she had to go somewhere near Covent Garden. And I told her I certainly wasn’t going there. How dire! Edwin and I had just arrived, too. A complete waste of a journey.”

Ro’s mouth fell open. “You can’t be serious. After all Thalia has just been through, that’s all you have to say? You couldn’t go with her to find out what was going on? To see if she needed help?”

“Not to that part of town. One must have some limits. Anyway, Edwin has gone with her, hasn’t he?”

Clio remained silent before them both, too furious to speak. She wasn’t sure who she was more cross with—Edwin and Thalia for taking up yet again with their silly games, or Venetia for her inability to truly care about anything, or anyone.

“Well, if Thalia is so terribly busy, I must be off.” Venetia waved a hand, unperturbed by Ro’s lecture. “I’m sure she’ll tell us all about her little trip later on.”

“Oh, I do hope it will be an entertaining enough story for you,” Ro spat as Venetia passed them both by, skipped down the steps, and made her way along the pavement.

When she was out of earshot, Clio spoke up. “Most likely Thalia and Edwin are on one of their idiotic missions once more.” She was not used to speaking such unkind words and they felt all wrong in her mouth after this morning’s visit to the cathedral, but she was tired of Edwin’s and Thalia’s childishness. This was the end for her.

But Ro only frowned. “I don’t think so. The thing is, Thalia was here for only a moment, then gone once more. She seemed awfully … agitated. That’s why I ran for my jacket. I thought I’d go with her—to find out what the problem was.”

Clio felt terrible for her harsh words then. She turned to face Ro properly. “What I said just now—it was wrong of me. It’s just that … well, you know I don’t care for their games. The thing is, I … well … Nicholas proposed to me. In that letter that came the other day…”

It took Ro a moment or two to collect herself before she could reply. “Wait. Nicholas from Kenya? He proposed?”

Silently, Clio nodded.

“And have you responded to him?” Ro finally asked.

“Not yet,” Clio replied. “But I’m beginning to think I might accept his offer. It would be excellent for my mother’s health. And Nicholas did mention that she might move over with us.”

Ro was quiet for a moment or two. “And what of your health? Your sanity? Do you think you could—”

Clio cut her sister off, quickly. “He is a good man. I’m beginning to think it’s much wiser to choose with your head, rather than your heart.” Her words were an obvious nod to what Ro had been through herself, with Vincent.

Ro saw this immediately, her face hardening. “Maybe so,” she told Clio. “But I would be careful, Clio, for something that is so seemingly perfect, rarely is.” She turned then and ran back inside the house.

Left alone once more, Clio gave a long sigh before slowly following Ro. She had not meant to upset her. And as for Edwin, despite his asking her, she had made a decision—she would wait for him no longer.

*   *   *

“I simply don’t think it’s wise, Thalia,” Edwin yelled as Thalia took yet another corner way too fast, her driving becoming more and more erratic as the pair sped toward Seven Dials. “You should speak to your aunt about it first.”

“No,” Thalia said firmly, breaking sharply and narrowly missing the taxi directly in front of her. “She wasn’t home and I can’t spend the time locating her. I need to go now, while it’s all still fresh in my mind.”

“At least let me drive.” Edwin tried to persuade her. “You’re obviously upset.”

“I am not upset!” Thalia glanced over at him.

“Thalia, watch where you’re going!”

“All right! All right! As I was saying, I’m not upset. I just need to get to the bottom of this, that’s all.” Thalia’s trip to see Charles had certainly been a fruitful one. He had told her close to nothing, of course, denying all of her suggestions. She had almost been about to leave when it happened. Charles had been standing across the room from her; she had looked at his face and had had an amazing moment of clarity, where she had seen what she had missed before, what had been right in front of her, waiting to be realized. Suddenly, she had seen the truth. She had blurted out her thoughts, which Charles had, again, denied. But his expression had told her all she needed to know. Mrs. Blount, she knew for certain, would tell her the rest.

Concentrating on the happenings of the morning, rather than on the road, Thalia returned to the present—and her driving—with a start, as the motorcar barreled along quickly toward a sharp bend in the road. Shocked back to attention, she turned the wheel too fast and Esmerelda shuddered and lurched beneath her.

“Thalia!” Edwin cried out too late, leaning over and making a grab for the wheel, as they hurtled in an arc toward the opposite side of the road.

The last thing she heard was a sickening crunch.

*   *   *

“Is this for me?” Clio called out from the hall later that afternoon.

“Is what for you?” Ro replied, from where she was curled up in the drawing room, reading some medical textbook or another that made Clio flinch whenever she saw the inside illustrations by accident.

“This note,” Clio said, turning it over in her fingers. It was folded up along with her portrait—the one Edwin had drawn of her that day in the park. She traced one of the pencil strokes that formed her hair with her index finger, feeling, somehow, as if she had lost him forever to that other world of his she would never be able to understand. “The note with my name on it.”

“Oh!” Ro ran out to the hallway now. “Yes, sorry. I forgot all about it. Edwin left it for you.”

Clio glanced at her sister, to see if she had “forgotten” on purpose, after Clio’s words concerning Vincent.

“I’m sorry, Clio,” Ro said, with a shrug. “I really did forget.”

“It’s all right,” Clio replied, with a sigh. She opened up the note and began reading it.

“What is it?” Ro stepped forward on seeing Clio’s expression change as her eyes scanned Edwin’s words.

Clio refolded the note before glancing up, every fiber of her ashamed of her previous thoughts regarding Edwin. “Edwin wasn’t being silly at all in racing off. He was looking after Thalia. He was worried about her.”

Ro frowned. “But where did they go? Thalia was looking for Hestia, but she wasn’t here before. She did seem in an awful rush.”

Clio clutched the note in her hand. “He doesn’t say. But they still haven’t come back. And that was over five hours ago. I hope they’re all right. Thalia didn’t give any clue as to what was going on?”

“No, none.” Ro shook her head. “Though I expect she’ll turn up soon, with or without Edwin. Not to mention Haggis McTavish has been extremely cross that she left him behind.”

In front of Ro, Clio began to feel a distinct sense of uneasiness creep across her body, from her head to her toes. Haggis McTavish, she began to think, was the least of their worries. “The thing is, that’s exactly what you said last time,” she told her. “And look what happened to Thalia then.”

*   *   *

At the dinner table, Hestia, Ro, and Clio barely touched their food. “And you both honestly have no idea what she wanted from me, or where she was going?” Hestia glanced at both of her nieces in turn, asking her question for what felt like the hundredth time.

“Honestly,” Clio answered. “I only arrived home as they ran out and Ro said Thalia was only here for a minute or two. As soon as she found out you weren’t here, she took off again, with Edwin in tow, leaving Haggis McTavish behind. She was quite insistent about that.”

“But what was Edwin doing here?” Hestia turned to Ro.

“He wasn’t here,” Ro told her. “He came in with Thalia. Though I got the impression he had just met her outside, by chance, and that he was really here to see Clio.”

Hestia’s eyebrows shot up with this. “Perhaps he was here to ask for your hand again, Clio?” she said to her niece.

“What?” Ro burst out. “He proposed to you as well? Both Edwin and this Nicholas in Kenya?”

“Who is Nicholas in Kenya?” Hestia interjected, but the doorbell disturbed the three.

“I’ll see who it is,” Clio said as she rose quickly, glad of the interruption. She ran down the hallway and across the marble flooring toward the front of the house and pulled the thick, heavy wooden door open.

A police constable stood on the doorstep. “I’m afraid there’s been a motorcar accident, miss,” he told her, glancing behind her, down the hallway. “Is her Ladyship at home?”

*   *   *

Hestia, Ro, and Clio raced over to the London Hospital in Whitechapel as fast as they could. The police constable had few details to give them. All he knew were the addresses and persons he needed to inform and that both the male and the female involved were alive and not in any immediate danger.

When their taxi dropped them off, they wasted no time with formalities and began asking anybody and everybody for directions. Finally, a nurse who recognized Hestia directed them personally through several of the hospital’s mazelike corridors right to Edwin and Thalia’s bedside. “They should still be in here, your Ladyship,” the nurse told Hestia, who thanked her profusely for her help.

And the nurse was right, for there was Edwin, sitting up in bed, eating a plate of sandwiches and drinking a cup of tea with his left hand. His right arm, however, lay rigidly beside him, splinted and bandaged. “Oh!” Clio cried. “So it is true! You’re all right after all! And Thalia?”

“Yes, it’s all right. It seems we’ll both live. She’s over there, behind the screen.” Edwin pointed. “Just having a rest. Before you go over there, though, I must warn you—she’s taken a nasty knock to the head. They’ve given her something to help her get some sleep.”

Hestia, Clio, and Ro crept over to look behind the calico screen that stood around the bed offering some privacy. Behind it lay Thalia. Not the golden-haired, quick-witted, darting-eyed Thalia that Clio had come to know so well, but an ashen-faced version of the same. Clio held her hand to her mouth as she surveyed the damage to her sister. There was obviously an injury to her head. A large plaster had been placed on her forehead, above her right eye. Bruising crept out from either side of the raised mound and some blood stained her wide, lace-edged collar.

“My goodness,” Hestia said as she exhaled, sitting down on the edge of Thalia’s bed. Both Ro and Clio reached over to her and each took one of her hands. “Oh, thank heavens she is all right.”

“They gave her something because she was working herself into a state trying to remember what happened,” Edwin told them, from across the room.

“What do you mean?” Clio released Hestia’s hand and walked across to Edwin’s bedside.

“Well, after that bump to her head, she couldn’t remember who she was, or where she was going.”

Clio gasped. “She’s lost her memory?”

“No, no. They’ve said it’s going to be fine. It took her only a few minutes to remember her name and the year and so on. She was even asking for all of you by the time we got to the hospital. It was where she was driving to that she couldn’t remember. I’m sure she will recall later on, though. Everything else seemed to come back easily enough.”

Clio breathed a sigh of relief. “And that’s all that’s wrong with her? Nothing else?”

Edwin shook his head. “No, not a scratch on her other than that bump to the head.”

“And yet you’ve broken your wrist?” Clio turned her concerned gaze to Edwin’s bound arm.

“No, luckily. Thumb only. Where I grabbed the wheel.”

“What exactly happened?” Ro walked over to stand at the end of Edwin’s bed.

“To tell you the truth,” Edwin said as he frowned, “I don’t entirely know. Thalia kept going on and on about having to go somewhere and see someone, but she wouldn’t tell me where, or who, or what it was all about. She was desperate to see Lady Hestia, though. She was almost beside herself—sort of triumphant and fearful all at the same time. She was acting so strangely I thought I’d better go with her to make sure she was all right.”

“So, you got in the motorcar…” Ro prompted Edwin to go on with his tale.

“Yes, we set off and it didn’t take long at all before she began to drive more and more erratically. I tried to get her to pull over and let me drive, but before I knew what was happening, she’d taken a corner too fast. I tried to grab the wheel, but it was too late.”

Clio felt her shame rise once more as she realized what she had thought about Edwin while he was actually busy protecting her sister. “Thank you so much, Edwin,” she said. “For looking after her.”

“It was nothing,” Edwin said modestly. “Anyone would have—”

But Clio cut in here. “No, they wouldn’t have. It really was very good of you.”

Ro saw here that other, more private, words were about to be said, and turned at once and beat a hasty retreat back to Thalia’s bedside.

Clio gestured toward the side of Edwin’s bed. “May I?”

“Of course! Sorry, do sit down.”

Clio perched beside Edwin, already feeling her heart start to beat faster in her chest at what she was contemplating. “Ro said you only met up with Thalia outside the town house. Was there another reason you were coming to visit this afternoon?”

Edwin gulped quite visibly. “Well, yes. It was your portrait, actually. I meant to give it to you the other day, then I forgot because we all became terribly busy with that impression of the woman. Anyway, I thought … well, that I should give it to you. I thought that when I hadn’t heard from you in all that time … since that day in the garden of the nursing home … I mean, well, I thought you didn’t care to see me again. And then I figured you might think it strange that I still had the portrait and that you might not want me to have it and … oh, I don’t know…” The usually confident Edwin lost his steam at this point.

Clio bit her lip for a moment and glanced over at Hestia and Ro, who were, thankfully, chatting quietly on the other side of the room. As she turned back to Edwin once more, she smiled slightly, suddenly knowing with all of her being that she had been sent a test, which she was about to pass. In that brief moment she felt elated—with a clear head and an even clearer heart. It was Edwin she loved and it was Edwin she was meant for. No one on this earth was perfect: neither man nor woman (Clio herself knew she was far from it). Not Nicholas, not even her father. Nicholas might have seemed to be without risk, but she now knew God was asking her to take a simple leap of faith and this was it. Edwin had proved to her time and time again that he cared for her and for the people who surrounded her in this new life she was living. Now, she was being called to make that leap of faith. She needed to believe that Edwin would be waiting to catch her on the other side. With shining eyes, she edged her body up the bed, closer to his. “That question,” she said, leaning in, her voice a whisper. “The one you asked me that day in the garden at Thalia’s nursing home…”

Edwin looked confused for a moment. “You mean…?” He let the words go unsaid.

Clio nodded, blushing furiously. “Yes. Do you think you could ask me that question again? That is, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course I don’t mind!” Edwin sat bolt upright now, almost knocking over his unfinished tea. He began to swing his legs off the bed before Clio realized he actually meant to get down on one knee once more.

“Oh!” she started, with a laugh. “Don’t get up! As if I would ask you to get up at a time like this!” She laughed harder now, seeing the ridiculousness of their situation.

On hearing this, Edwin wasted no more time. “Clio Silsby, will you do me the very great honor of marrying me?” he asked her, his eyes never once leaving hers.

Clio wasted no more time, either. “Yes! Yes, I will!” she replied, a little too enthusiastically, causing Hestia and Ro to glance over, wondering was happening on the opposite side of the room. Clio, however, who only had eyes for Edwin, never noticed them watching, so she didn’t mind one bit that they looked on as her fiancé’s lips happily met hers.

*   *   *

Two days later, Clio strolled through the central path of the private garden in the midst of Belgrave Square, her right arm entwined with Edwin’s left, good one. “Are you sure you’re feeling perfectly well?” Clio glanced up at him, concerned.

“More than well.” Edwin smiled back down at her.

“I think you should sit down for a moment, just to be sure,” Clio told him, pointing over to a bench just past the next pergola. “Isn’t the wisteria beautiful?” She tilted back her head as they walked beneath the pergola. “It’s late to bloom this year, but I find some things are worth waiting for, aren’t they?”

“I think you may be right about that.” Edwin said laughingly, as Clio hustled him onto the wooden bench seat.

“That’s better,” she said.

“Really! It’s nothing! Only a silly little thumb,” Edwin said as he shook his head. “You’ll be tucking blankets around me next! You should really save your worry for Thalia, though it appears she’s making an excellent recovery.”

Clio nodded. “She does seem to be almost back to normal. Well, apart from that nasty bump.”

“And her memory?”

Clio frowned slightly now. “I’m afraid it still hasn’t quite returned. She can remember everything except what happened that day and where she was driving to. The last thing she recalls is going to bed the previous evening. I think she will remember, though. She just needs more time. And, of course, she is thinking of nothing else, which I’m sure doesn’t help one bit.”

“No,” Edwin agreed.

“Hestia’s gone to fetch her from the hospital now. They should be back within the hour.” Clio stared off into the distance at one of the garden’s many lush, green plane trees.

“Are you worrying about Thalia now, or about meeting my mother next week?” Edwin asked, watching her closely.

Clio chuckled slightly at this. “Most definitely about meeting your mother.”

Edwin placed a hand over Clio’s. “You really shouldn’t worry. It’s as I told you, she was delighted when I informed her of the news.”

“But…” Clio was desperately worried how Edwin’s family would feel about welcoming into their fold the illegitimate daughter of a duke, who had been raised the daughter of a vicar, in a tiny Oxfordshire village. She honestly hoped that somehow Edwin could find a way to explain her situation, as she felt rather faint at the prospect of having to do so.

“Believe me, Clio. When I told her you wanted to move to Kenya, that was all she needed to know. You could have three heads and she would still accept you with open arms.”

“Are you very sure you want to go?” Clio asked Edwin for the thousandth time.

“Of course I’m sure! I’m also sure I have absolutely no idea what use I’ll be over there, but I’ll find something to do even if it’s not farming, which I’m sure I’ll be hopeless at.”

“I was rather hoping you might paint,” Clio said to encourage him. “I’m told the scenery is beautiful. And so very different.”

“I’m hoping everything will be very different over there.” Edwin squeezed Clio’s hand.

“I am, too.” Clio smiled over at him. “Very much so.”

*   *   *

Later that day, after Thalia had returned to the town house, everyone retired for a well-deserved afternoon rest. Clio, however, found rest beyond her and quietly made her way downstairs, not wanting to disturb anybody. She started upon entering the drawing room. “Oh, I am sorry,” she said as she started to leave. She hadn’t expected anyone else to be downstairs, but Thalia was there, reclining on one of the long couches, her eyes closed, Haggis McTavish asleep on the floor beside her. He had barely left her side since she had returned home.

“No, it’s all right.” Thalia sat up almost immediately. “I wasn’t asleep. Don’t go, I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

“To me?” Clio hesitated, turning back toward her sister slowly.

“Yes, you.” Thalia threw her a look. “You needn’t sound so surprised.”

Clio thought she had every reason to sound surprised, but didn’t dare say so. “All right, then.” She didn’t move from her spot halfway across the room.

“Well, come over here.” Thalia already sounded exasperated and she hadn’t even said anything yet.

Clio walked across the thick rug toward Thalia, stopping an arm’s-length or so away from her.

“Sit down!” Thalia said, patting the seat beside her.

Clio sat down, wary. “Have you remembered anything else yet?” she asked.

Thalia shook her head. “No. As hard as I try, I can’t.”

“Edwin was saying perhaps that’s the problem—that you’re trying too hard.”

“He’s probably right,” Thalia told her. “Speaking of which, I hear you’re engaged to Edwin.”

Clio nodded. “Yes.” Her eyes darted to look at Thalia. Would she consider this a good or bad thing, she wondered? Not to mention what Edwin’s sister, Venetia—who she had been studiously avoiding thinking about meeting again—thought.

“And that you’re planning on moving to Kenya?”

“Yes…”

“I hope you don’t expect me to come and save you from the lions?” Thalia asked, quite seriously.

It took Clio a moment or two to realize Thalia was joking. When she did, a lightness came over her chest. “Do you know something? You’re probably the only person I know who I believe might actually be able to save me from a lion!”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Thalia nodded, with a slight smile.

Silence descended over the pair.

Finally, Clio could take it no longer. “Well, I suppose I’ll…” She started to rise.

“No.” Thalia grabbed one of Clio’s retreating hands, forcing her to sit back down once more. “I do have something to say.” She released Clio’s hand and cleared her throat slightly. “I just don’t know how to begin to say it.”

“Oh,” Clio replied. Surely Thalia couldn’t be about to apologize for any of her previous behavior toward her, for she was quite certain Thalia had never apologized for anything, or to anyone, in her entire life. To do so would have been against her very nature.

“The accident…,” Thalia began. “It rather made me think.” She paused here.

“About?” Clio nudged her along, realizing her discomfort.

Thalia took a deep breath. “It made me think about many things. But, mainly, it made me think about the future. You see, the very first thing I remember on waking up, is thinking I was still in the motorcar. Over and over I kept repeating to myself, ‘This can’t be the end. I need to see what happens. To all three of us. It can’t be the end. It can’t.’”

“Oh, Thalia.” Clio couldn’t help it; she reached out and took one of Thalia’s hands. And, amazingly, Thalia let her, as tears formed in her eyes.

“I realized if I can’t love anything, or anyone, they’ll have won. I’ll be just like them. Just like them.” The tears spilled over now and Thalia wiped them away from her blue eyes messily with her other hand.

“Like your family? Your other family?” Clio asked hesitantly.

Thalia nodded. “They’d have won, then. If I was like them. Don’t you see? I can’t let them win. I can’t and I won’t.”

Clio tightened her grasp on her sister’s hand. “I understand. It makes perfect sense.”

“I was so frightened that it was the end. That I’d never see you, or Ro, or Hestia again, when we’d only just begun our journey together. And, in those waking moments, I knew I could have a better life. That I could be a better person. I mean, I know I’ll never be like…” Her eyes moved to Clio’s own and Clio knew instinctively what she was about to say and stopped her.

“Oh, no. Not this again. Why does everyone think I’m such a saint?” Clio shook her head vehemently.

“Because you are,” Thalia said, with a miserable sigh. “It’s just to show me up, I’m sure of it.” She changed tack and laughed then.

Clio laughed as well. “No, it’s really to annoy you, rather than to show you up. I’ve been practicing for years just for this moment, you know.” But then her expression grew serious and she clasped Thalia’s hand harder still. “Thalia, what you told me that day, at the nursing home … I’ll never forget it. I’ll never forget what they did to you. I wish I had known—that there was something that I could have done. I wish I could have shared that burden with you. I would have swapped with you, if I could.”

Thalia stared at her intently as she spoke. “But don’t you see? I know you would have. The real problem is, I would have let you. That’s what frightens me—that I’m just like them. And the last thing I want in this world is to be anything like the Haigh Parkers.”

“You’re not. You won’t be. I believe that with all my heart.”

But Thalia only glanced away. “I know you do. I just wish I believed it myself.”

*   *   *

Ro knew she should leave well enough alone, but she simply could not help herself. She had been stewing about the situation with Vincent for days now, and it was feeling concerned for Thalia that tipped her over the edge. Her simmering anger, previously directed mostly at her sister, now turned with full force toward the true wrongdoer here—Vincent. Ro knew quite well that Thalia had demonstrated beyond a shadow of a doubt that Vincent was putting her to ill use, but it took the shock of Thalia’s accident for Ro to truly see where her loyalty lies.

She took a guess as to when Vincent would most likely be in his rooms and made her way to his university for an unannounced visit, wondering ruefully if she would find him alone. She now realized she may very well find him entertaining company of the female persuasion and was, now she considered the situation further, surprised she hadn’t done so before.

As she climbed the final set of stairs that would lead to his rooms, she had to pause for a moment; she was almost breathless due to the sickening mix of anxiety and elation at the confrontation she hoped was about to take place. She had no idea what she would say to him – just that she needed to see him this one, final, time. To look him straight in the eye and show him that he had not broken her.

Outside his door, Ro paused before knocking, her two paths suddenly clear to her—the path she would have taken if Vincent had truly wanted her and her path now. Her future path. This was what she wanted to speak to him about—these two paths. Ro knocked then, loudly. Feeling bold, she didn’t wait for an answer, but took it upon herself to open the door straight away. What did she care now? If he were with some other girl, so be it.

“Ro!” Vincent looked up from the mess of his desk, surprised. Amazingly, Ro noted, he was, in fact, alone. Unless he had managed to secrete one or two females inside the small cupboard and drawers that were contained within his desk. She would not have put it past him, considering he had hidden her away when Genevieve had stopped by uninvited.

“Hello, Vincent.”

“But … I thought…” He stood up, confused. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, I was in the area,” Ro replied breezily, not waiting for an invitation, but stepping inside and closing the door. She was quite aware that she looked lovely—a sweep of Thalia’s red lipstick, combined with a fabulous cream cotton-batiste embroidered peasant dress and matching hat that made the most of the summer’s day, saw her at her very best. “And I just wanted to let you know that there are no hard feelings. Which is really for the best. I mean, what if we have to work together in the future in some way?”

“Work together?” Vincent frowned. “Whatever do you mean?”

Ro took a deep breath. “Oh! Haven’t you heard? I’ve been accepted to study medicine. At Oxford!” It was a lie that had come to her as she knocked upon the door. But, Ro hoped, a believable one. And now that she had made the daring statement, Ro felt slightly giddy with the realization that she would make this lie come true. Not to show Vincent that she was capable and clever and ambitious enough, but to show herself so. She would try for a scholarship, ask Hestia for the money, or even stoop so low as to beg her Aunt Alice.

Vincent gave her an odd look. “Really? Is that what you want?”

“Yes,” Ro said as she nodded decidedly. “It is. And I have you to thank for it.”

“Me?” Vincent now looked more confused than ever.

Ro smiled her best, widest smile. “Yes. It was you who made me realize what I really wanted—my own study, my own research. Not to be standing in the background, applauding someone else’s.” She didn’t tell him that it was only seconds ago she had come to this conclusion.

“Ro…” Vincent sighed, cocking his head to one side. It was not until now that Ro realized how annoyingly condescending he could be.

“No.” Ro held up one hand, taking a deep breath. “It’s all right. I wouldn’t have been happy like that. With you, I mean. I would have been forever in the shadows, wouldn’t I? It would have been all about you. Not that you ever really wanted me. You were only interested in the promise of me. Of what I might have. And in my aunt’s connections.”

“Ro, that’s not true.”

“Yes, it is. Quite true. I see that now. I should have seen it before, but it took Thalia to make me wake up and see the whole situation for what it was. Not just with you, but with my upbringing as well. I mean, I do love my Uncle Henry, but I was wrong in thinking it was good and proper that he has always been oblivious to everything but his work. I see now that this only worked when my Aunt Charlotte was there to pick up after the pieces of the rest of his life, including me. I don’t want to be a part of something like that. I won’t make that same mistake. I won’t be like either my Aunt Charlotte, or my Uncle Henry.”

“Ro…” Vincent was seemingly lost for words.

“I just wanted to let you know that. And to tell you good-bye, properly. Thank you for your valuable lessons. I do mean that. I learned a lot in”—she blushed with this—“many ways. Still, I’m quite sure you’ll scheme your way into some titled family or another. Perhaps you’ll find a girl whose aunt is equally permissive, but not quite so knowledgeable about modern forms of birth control. Voilà! Fait accompli!”

And then, before he could utter one more word, Ro turned and left Vincent’s presence behind her, with a wide smile upon her face.

*   *   *

The following afternoon, Clio bit the inside of her cheek nervously—a nasty habit left over from childhood. When she realized what she was doing (biting her cheek) and where she was doing it (at Claridge’s), she stopped immediately and began to jiggle one knee beneath the white linen tablecloth instead.

She was still trying to regain her composure after walking through the hotel’s front entrance. The sparkling chandeliers and ivory columns had taken her breath away. It was as if she had been transported directly into one of the famous frothy, numerously tiered ivory wedding cakes Thalia had been showing her in an American magazine at breakfast that morning. Some of those wedding cakes had been very odd indeed, one even having an oversized baseball on top. It had all been very confusing. Why would anyone want a baseball on top of their wedding cake? (Thalia had suggested a lion for her cake!) And then there was the picture Thalia had shown her of Princess Mary’s wedding cake from 1922. “Look! Miniature electric light bulbs! Fifty of them!” Thalia had pressed the magazine into her hands. In Thalia’s fragile state (which really did not seem so fragile at all) Clio had not had the heart to tell her sister she doubted that her wedding cake would equal Princess Mary’s, or that there would be even one electric light bulb upon it, let alone fifty.

“Clio?” Hestia reached over and touched her niece’s hand.

Clio started and glanced at the two people sitting with her at the beautifully laid table with its fine bone china. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

Felix gave Hestia a wry smile. “Ah, young love. I do remember being in a complete daze like that. Rather wonderful, really.”

“I was actually thinking about Princess Mary’s famous wedding cake.” Clio was embarrassed to think they assumed she was daydreaming about Edwin, then she realized what she had said. “Not that I think mine will be anything like hers, of course, it was just that Thalia did go on about it this morning.”

Hestia laughed. “Yes, she did. She is quite … keen to help you with the preparations, isn’t she?”

“Just a little,” Clio said as she smiled slightly, before the thoughts she had been holding back for days rushed forth in an anxious avalanche. “I’m young, I know. And Kenya is so very far away, I know that, too. And I don’t want you to be disappointed in me, Hestia, or you to be sad that I’m leaving so soon, Felix, but I must. I know we are rushing, but I need to make my own life. And then there is my mother’s health to think of and…”

“Clio, Clio…,” Felix spoke up now. “No one is disappointed in you. Of course I am sad to see you go so quickly, but we have all the time in the world to get to know each other.”

Hestia only seemed confused. “Why would you think I was disappointed in you? Edwin seems to be a lovely young man and he comes from a very good family. Yes, he has acted a little foolishly in the past, but I think we can both recall times we acted a little foolishly in our youth.” She shared a knowing look with Felix.

“But … I thought…,” Clio started.

“Yes?” Hestia encouraged her onward. “What did you think?”

“Well, I thought you would be quite against marriage. I thought that’s why we were here.” Now it was Clio who was confused.

“Against marriage? Of course not! It might not suit me, but it suits other women very well. Do you know”—Hestia glanced at Felix conspiratorially—“Felix and I were speaking on the telephone just last night and we both agreed that, of you three girls, you are most like your mother in that very way?”

“Me?” Clio had been toying with the handle on the cup and it rattled noisily against its saucer now as she let it go and looked up at her aunt. “Really?” Felix had said so, of course, but she had thought he was simply being kind.

Both Hestia and Felix nodded. “Oh, yes,” Hestia continued. “You see, Demeter always longed for a family of her own, ever since she was a little girl—for a husband and children.”

“And let’s not forget she had an adventurous nature, as you have,” Felix added. “She would have adored a move to Kenya. I’m sure of it.”

Hestia smiled as she spoke about her dearly missed sister. “She certainly would have. How I wish she were here today. She would be so proud of you, Clio. So proud that you have come so far, when you almost never made it into the world. But she will be there, on your wedding day, in spirit. You may never have known her, but she is always there. Her looks in Thalia and Ro and her nature in you. I am truly blessed. It is almost as if I have her back with me once more.”

*   *   *

It was less than a week until Clio and Edwin’s wedding day, and the occupants of 32 Belgrave Square had been in a flurry of activity for what felt to Clio like several years now, though it had only been just over two weeks since she had accepted his proposal. She was unaccustomed to being the center of attention, to spending hours being pinned into a dress by a dressmaker, having a number of women stand about discussing her undergarments, making decisions on menus and terribly expensive cakes, and having her hair toyed with. Although she had not told anybody, she was longing for the wedding to be over and for married life to begin.

This morning, the triplets were making an impromptu visit to Liberty. While Thalia and Ro had made a huge fuss about choosing their outfits for Clio’s wedding the week before (and Clio had been glad when it was all sorted), another fuss had brewed this morning. There was to be a dinner, this evening, held at the town house, and her sisters had decided that new dresses were also required for that event. Clio herself didn’t give a fig what she wore and had told them so, but they had dragged her along anyway in order to get her opinion on their choices.

Now, she sat in the same seat Thalia had sat in months ago and, as Thalia had done, looked on as her sisters tried on dresses. As she waited for them to appear, she ruminated on how far they had come and how different their lives were now. Apart from the wedding fuss, she was glad to note that, for the last few weeks, all three of their lives had been running very smoothly. Clio had met Edwin’s family, who were all charming (well, Venetia was her usual awful self, but Edwin said she would get over him choosing her over Thalia eventually).

Edwin had been quite correct in that his parents were simply overjoyed that someone had finally made their son see sense. They had barely discussed her family situation, except to inquire after her mother’s health and how she was enjoying her stay with her aunt.

As for Ro, the horrible Vincent seemed to be entirely out of the picture and she seemed to have forgotten about him entirely, lost in reading medical textbook after medical textbook. Clio was enormously proud of how Ro had handled herself in the wake of Vincent’s betrayal. She had focused her energies entirely on her study and was almost obsessed with entering Oxford the following year. She had very quickly sat a scholarship exam and had yet another next week. All the while, Hestia was practically begging to pay Ro’s way and Clio knew she would love nothing more than to boast around town about sending her niece to Oxford to read Medicine. However, Ro was most determined to be admitted to the prestigious university under her own steam. Clio had no doubts as to what Ro would be doing a year from now.

And Thalia … well, Thalia had surprised Clio the most. She and Hestia had concocted some sort of scheme together to start up a home for wayward girls (though Thalia was quite set on naming it something else entirely and Clio did not blame her one bit). Clio was awfully pleased about it. Finally, Thalia’s energy could be directed toward something useful. And perhaps by helping others through similar problems, it would help put the ghosts of her own past to rest. She had yet to recover her memory of the events that led up to her crashing her beloved motorcar, but she seemed to be in perfect health otherwise.

Thankfully, there had been no more problems with Mrs. Blount. Just last week, her son, Peter, had written Hestia a letter. He had wanted to explain what had happened in further detail, now that he had been able to elicit further information from his mother concerning the past few months. He mentioned that, of course, they knew she had been under William’s employ for many years and had been a loyal and dedicated servant. Apparently, she had been particularly upset upon reading the gossip columns in the newspapers about the triplets’ return to London and, in her precarious mental state, had been horrified to think that William’s character was being besmirched. Hestia had ranted and raved about these statements for at least a full half hour. “Besmirched!” she had repeated, over and over again. “William did enough besmirching of his own character while he was alive, I’ll thank you very much. How dare she even think such things! After she stated two of you died after birth and that Clio was never even born! And willingly helped in having me institutionalized! Now I am expected to feel sorry for her? I think not!”

Trying to set everything in her life in order, Clio had also finally confided in Felix about their problems with Charles. He had said he would have a quiet word with him, though this “quiet word” might take some negotiations. Clio, trusting in Felix’s intelligence and years of political experience, which she was sure called for much “negotiation,” left the issue with him. As Thalia assured her, dealing with such matters was something Felix did on almost a daily basis. Clio wasn’t quite sure she believed this—Felix had seemed a tad more anxious regarding the matter than she had thought he would—but he did seem eager to have the matter settled before Clio left the country.

Clio did still feel it was only right that she and her sisters receive their mother’s money, but she also realized there were other things in life that were far more important, such as letting go of the past and moving forward. For example, she knew everyone thought she was mad to invite Charles to the dinner that would be held this evening, but, for Clio, this was all part of her being able to have that new beginning she so craved. She wanted to bear Charles no ill will. It was her father who had been in the wrong, not Charles. And although his actions in the past few months had certainly been questionable, she wanted to acknowledge the fact that their true quarrel was not with him. Clio wanted a clean slate before her move, even if it meant dining with Charles. Sometimes it was difficult to do the right thing. (“Not to mention tedious,” Thalia had added, when Clio had told her why she had sent an invitation to Charles.)

Clio glanced up now, realizing two of the salesgirls had been hovering around her for some time. “Yes?” she asked, when she saw that they wanted something.

One of them stepped forward, slightly wide-eyed. “I was just wondering, miss … is that the three of you in the newspaper today? Are you those triplets everyone’s talking about?”

Clio blushed at the mention of the newspaper article. It certainly was them, though Thalia swore she had had nothing to do with it. It seemed some journalist had heard of Clio and Edwin’s upcoming nuptials and hastily cobbled together some sensationalist story. This included a photograph of the three girls at the party at the castle (Thalia looking stunning, of course, and Ro rather dazzling as well; Clio looked like a frightened deer on the first day of the hunting season). There had also been a photograph of Edwin from the party and a lot of silliness about Clio “taming” him and dragging him off to Kenya.

But what Clio had been truly shocked to read was talk about the guest list for the wedding. The journalist had questioned why the Duke of Hastings had been invited to the otherwise small ceremony. To make matters worse, a picture of Felix had also been published—very close to the one of Clio herself. The resemblance, despite her odd expression, was remarkable. It sent a cold chill down Clio’s spine to think that someone might put two and two together. She took a deep breath. “Yes,” she replied to the two salesgirls. “That was us. Though I’d rather it hadn’t been published. It’s an awful lot of rubbish. Please take no notice of it.”

“Oh, look! I do love this one!” Thalia twirled out in a dress of raspberry silk, with a whimsical spotted skirt, providing the perfect distraction. Clio happily turned away from the two salesgirls and toward her sister. “Though I think I might also take the dove gray silk crepe and wear that this evening. I know it’s not the sort of thing I’d usually wear, but I’d like you to remember I’m still in mourning that you’ve turned against us and invited Charles to dinner.”

*   *   *

By the time that their small party—which consisted of Felix, Hestia, Charles, Edwin, and the three girls—sat down to dinner, Clio was greatly regretting doing the right thing and sending that invitation to Charles. The small talk in the drawing room had lasted less than half an hour, but what an excruciating half hour it had been. Felix and Charles had obviously spoken harsh words to each other in the past few days, while Hestia bore Charles’s presence with a grim expression—it was all the pair of them could do to manage the basic civilities with the man. To make matters worse, Edwin tried to be jolly, in the hope of patching things up, to the point of suggesting they play some old-fashioned parlor games. Thalia threw Clio so many “I told you so” looks, that she had to avoid glancing in her direction altogether. Then there was the incident with Haggis McTavish. Charles, it seemed, detested dogs of any description (oddly, the feeling was not reciprocated—Haggis McTavish did not seem to detest Charles at all, as everyone else did). After much fuss from Charles, Haggis McTavish had to be sent downstairs, which he was not pleased about.

Clio had simply wanted to run away and hide for the duration of the evening and thought longingly of sneaking away upstairs to bed and sticking her head under her pillow.

Perhaps Felix had sensed this because he had come and sat beside her. “Are you sure Kenya is far enough away?” he had asked her, with a wry smile.

Clio could not help but laugh at this. “Is there anywhere farther away?”

“I must admit Australia seems particularly appealing at this very moment. Care to join me?”

Clio had laughed again and then stifled her laughter with one hand as she attracted Charles’s attention. He had glanced over at her and away from Edwin, who had been continuing to be amusing for Clio’s sake, which was good of him.

“Now that I have you alone,” Felix had said to her. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something. Perhaps later we might have a quiet moment? In private? I’ve wanted to tell you, but it’s never really seemed quite the right time. I wanted to bring it up when we were with Hestia, at Claridge’s, the other day, but again it didn’t feel right. And then I realized last night there will never be a right time. I suppose there never is for some matters.”

Clio had been surprised at Felix’s sudden seriousness. “Of course! Would you like to follow me to the library now?”

“Oh, no.” Felix had waved a hand. “Later will do very nicely.”

And then they had been called in to dinner and Clio had not thought much more of it, busy with trying to keep their small party relatively happy, or at least from quarreling. Hestia had brought in several more staff for the occasion (which they needed with the many courses and also in order that Charles would not sneer). They had just finished their melon glacé and a simply perfect crème de volaille. Charles had now also consumed several glasses of wine that Felix had selected himself, which meant that things were going rather more smoothly than before.

After their bowls had been cleared and many minutes had elapsed, Hestia shot Clio a curious look. It was then Clio realized none of the servants had been in the dining room at all for some time. She wondered if there was some problem with the next dish—poached salmon, she thought it was—and if she should excuse herself and go see what was happening. Theirs was a household that was unaccustomed to entertaining, after all. However, just as Clio began to open her mouth to do so, the door to the dining room flung open with a loud bang, causing the entire table to stop speaking and to look over to see what was going on. It took only a moment for several of the party to recognize the dark figure in the doorway and to gasp.

Charles immediately stood up from his seat, causing it to topple backward with a thud. “Someone call the police,” he said quickly.

Mrs. Blount’s eyes moved to his for only a second before swiftly returning to where they had been the whole time—on Clio. “How dare you…,” she sneered at her now.

Clio felt her blood run cold as the woman’s eyes bore into her. She had never been looked at in such a way before—as if someone would happily see her dead. Slowly, she began to stand as well. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied, trying desperately to remain calm.

“Of course you do, you filthy little liar.”

Edwin stood up now, as did Felix. “You must leave,” Felix told Mrs. Blount sternly. “Right away.”

Mrs. Blount ignored him and took several steps toward the dining table, closer to Clio. As she did so, it became obvious Mrs. Blount would soon be nearer to Clio than Edwin and, seeming to realize this, Edwin took several measured steps toward Clio himself.

It was then that Clio saw the flash of silver.

Mrs. Blount had a knife.

Quietly, deliberately, Clio slowly pushed back her chair. She did not dare turn her head away from Mrs. Blount to glance at Hestia or her sisters, but Felix was in her line of view and she somehow managed to direct his eyes with her own to behind Mrs. Blount’s back, where the woman clutched the knife tightly with one hand.

“How dare you state such lies in the newspapers? How dare you suggest to the world that William was not a good husband,” Mrs. Blount spat at Clio.

“William!” Hestia blurted out. “It’s William now, is it? Not his Lordship anymore? How … informal of you, Mrs. Blount.”

“Hestia,” Felix warned, in an apparent attempt to calm her down.

“And why shouldn’t I call him that?” Mrs. Blount said triumphantly. “After all, we did have a child together.”

The shock around the table was audible.

“Your son, Peter. He is William’s child?” Hestia blurted out.

“No.” Mrs. Blount continued to look smug in the knowledge that she knew something everyone else did not.

“Well, what do you mean, then?” Hestia continued. “What lies are you spouting now?”

“For God’s sake,” Charles said, beside Hestia. “Have the police been called? This woman is clearly unhinged.”

“But I’m not, am I?” Mrs. Blount brought the knife out now and pointed the tip at Charles, across the table. “Though you’d like everyone to think I am. You see, my own son won’t even admit who his mother really is. But I am your mother, Charles, and you know it full well. I know your father told you. Do not pretend for one moment that he didn’t. You cannot shut me out of your home and your life forever.”

“He did nothing of the sort. You’re deranged. Go home, woman.”

“Yes, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? To keep me out of your bit of the city. Out of Mayfair, out of Belgravia. Stuck in Seven Dials, where you think I belong.” Mrs. Blount’s eyes moved around the table now. “I see you have not guessed.” She looked particularly at Hestia and Felix. “That you are not as clever as you think you are. All right, then. I will tell you. The woman who claimed to be Charles’s mother was due to have a child and she did, just days before mine. But it was stillborn. Mine, however, was not. And it was a boy. A boy who looked just like his father. William needed an heir and I provided him with one. Oh, she wasn’t happy about it, of course. But they both needed that heir, didn’t they?” She laughed a forced laugh with this. “No, I wasn’t good enough to marry, but I could provide that son he needed. Unlike any of the other women in his life. But who is going to provide for me now?”

“Wait.” It was Edwin who spoke up now. “She mentioned Seven Dials…” He turned to Thalia. “That’s where we were headed the other day. Before the accident. We were almost at Seven Dials.”

Thalia spoke up now, rather quietly for her, looking pale and shaken. “I think … I think you might be right. I can’t recall everything, not properly, but I’ve just remembered something. Or a piece of something. Right before the accident—I’d been to see Charles. I was speaking to him when it came to me. He was standing across the room, by the window, and suddenly I saw it—something in his eyes, in the shape of his cheekbone. I’d been wondering why he didn’t just give William’s housekeeper some sort of paltry sum to make her go away and then I knew why he hadn’t been able to just brush her off—because he was, in fact, her son. That must have been why I was driving all over the place. Because I knew!”

“How … ridiculous!” Charles stuttered.

“Is it?” Hestia turned toward Charles.

Ro spoke up now. “So that’s who Dr. Hollingsworth was talking about that day I saw him. The mistress he mentioned in the house at our births wasn’t the woman he married after our mother, but Mrs. Blount! It all makes sense now…”

Hestia continued. “I always wondered why her hatred of Demeter was so strong. And now I know for sure what we only suspected previously. She was sleeping with Demeter’s husband.”

Mrs. Blount hissed at Hestia’s words. “I wouldn’t be so hoity-toity if I were you, miss. Your sister was a whore and we both know it. As does he.” She glanced at Felix.

“Now, see here,” Felix spoke up, taking a few steps of his own toward Mrs. Blount.

“You stay right there.” She pointed the knife at him now. “It didn’t take long for William to work it out. Dr. Hollingsworth had seen it before, you know. In Jamaica. Twins, he’d seen, and only one of them white. Did you know she was sleeping with both of you at the same time? Did you?”

“You foul woman.” Felix stared at her with horror. “You might ask yourself what has brought you to this. To be in another woman’s dining room, uninvited, brandishing a knife.”

“What has brought me to this?” Mrs. Blount gave a hollow laugh. “What has brought me to this? Why, you all have. All of you, each in your own way. But what is most amusing of all is that you don’t even know the full truth of it yet. For I’m sure he hasn’t told you.” She turned from Clio to smile an evil smile at Felix. “Have you?”

Felix said nothing for a moment or two, but glared at Mrs. Blount in silence, as if assessing what she might know, or might have guessed.

It was then Clio remembered he had asked to speak to her later on. “Do you have something to tell me?” she asked her father, from the other side of the dining table.

“Yes,” Felix said as he sighed. “Yes, Clio, I do.”

“Go on, then.” Mrs. Blount pointed the knife in her direction, taking one step closer to Clio. “Tell her.”

Edwin began to move.

“Stay. There.” Mrs. Blount moved to point the knife at him. “Or I move even closer.”

Edwin stopped. Clio was now a little more than an arm’s-length away from Mrs. Blount.

When it was obvious Edwin would move no more, Mrs. Blount changed direction once more, moving the knife back toward Felix. “Continue.”

Felix took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, Clio. I wanted to tell you this the first day we met, then every time we have met since. But it’s as I said before—there has never been a right time, which is why I asked to speak to you later this evening.”

Clio felt her whole body begin to shake with the stress of the situation and had to put a hand on the table to steady herself. “Go on,” she said, with a ragged breath, barely able to look at Felix.

“I do not know how Mrs. Blount has found out, for I did believe no one knew, or would ever know, but Demeter’s marriage to William was not a real one.”

Across the table, Hestia cried out. “What? Not real? But what do you mean?”

“I mean it was not a real marriage because she was already married. To me.” He turned to Hestia. “The week we ran away, we were married. At Gretna Green. I went and lived there for a month beforehand so it would be legally possible. We thought we could present our marriage to our parents on a silver platter and they would have to accept it. However, they thought otherwise and I was forcibly sent abroad. They managed to persuade Demeter that it had not been a legal marriage, though it had.”

“But that means…” Thalia glanced first at Ro, then Clio.

“Yes, only Clio is legitimate.” Felix bowed his head, looking thoroughly disgraced. “Demeter and I were, in fact, married when she was born.”

“Which makes Ro and I illegitimate and Clio none other than Lady Clio.” Thalia looked amazed.

“Yes,” Felix replied. “It does. Do forgive me, for having to tell all of you in this manner. I would have admitted it sooner, years ago even, but I did not want any part in destroying your mother’s good name, Clio. Also, I was not, of course, even aware of your existence.”

“Good name?!” Mrs. Blount cackled. “That harlot?”

“Stop it!” Clio released her grasp on the table and turned now. She had had enough. Enough of this woman’s shadowy presence in their lives. “Just stop it!” Acting only on impulse, she took a step toward Mrs. Blount. A step closer to the knife.

Mrs. Blount looked wildly around her with Clio’s sudden advance, unsure of what to do.

“Clio, no!” Edwin ran now from the other side of the table, Felix close behind him. Within seconds, they were upon Mrs. Blount, trying desperately to release the knife from her grasp.

In the scuffle, Mrs. Blount was pushed to the floor, screeching at the top of her lungs, kicking and thrusting the knife wildly as hard as she possibly could. Once, twice, Clio thought Edwin and Felix had overcome her, but her crazed strength, combined with the slashing of the knife, was not easily contained.

“Felix! Be careful!” Clio cried out, as Mrs. Blount made to slice at his leg.

A subtle movement by the doorway caused Clio to whip her head around. However, it was only one of the servants, peeking around the doorway, trying to ascertain what was happening within the room. And with her—oh, thank God—was a police constable. No, two police constables. So, the servants had called for the police after all.

With the police at hand, Mrs. Blount was restrained within mere seconds, with Haggis McTavish appearing from his downstairs confines at the last moment to give her a timely nip upon the ankle.

It was only as the two police constables dragged Mrs. Blount from the room that Clio looked up and saw the blood oozing from Edwin’s shirt, dripping slowly down his trousers and onto the rug beneath his feet.

Then, unable to bear her own weight for one minute longer, Clio sunk to the floor.

*   *   *

Hestia was rarely nervous, but today she sat on the edge of her seat, her hands clasped together firmly, hoping everything would run smoothly, as she was sure all mothers did on their daughters’ wedding days, or nieces’ wedding days, as the case may be.

Clio and Edwin stood before the altar, reciting their vows. Clio looked radiant in her gown of deep ivory silk chiffon. Thalia had tried to persuade her sister to embellish the gown with pearls and silver thread, but, for once, Clio had stood her ground. Now, Hestia saw she was right—the simple dress suited her well and the gift of Brussels lace that Hestia had made her, a family heirloom, had been fashioned into a spectacular short train—all the embellishment her beautiful niece needed.

Thankfully, Edwin had recovered well from both the cut he had received on his arm care of Mrs. Blount and the broken thumb he had received care of Thalia (Hestia could barely look at the poor boy’s mother—she must think them complete savages!). Oddly, she did seem rather appeased by the fact that the pair would leave on the boat tomorrow morning to begin their long journey to Kenya, where they would live for a short time with Edwin’s cousin before setting up house for themselves. Clio’s mother would, of course, accompany them and, everyone was happy to see, looked particularly well at the moment and more than capable of making the journey.

“Doesn’t she look beautiful?” Ro whispered to Hestia. Hestia turned her head to see tears welling in her niece’s eyes. “That’s my sister, you know,” Ro continued, her words catching in her throat. “I always wanted a sister.”

Hestia said nothing, but reached out, took her niece’s hand, and held it, thinking of her own sister, so dearly loved and missed. She understood Ro’s heartfelt emotion.

Clio would make the finest of sisters. Her actions of the past week had made Hestia surely the proudest aunt in the land. When they learned that Demeter’s fortune was, in fact, rightfully Felix’s (as it was gifted upon marriage), they knew it should, thus, be turned over solely to Felix from Charles. Felix had pointed out that he was well aware Charles could hold on to the money, dragging the matter throughout the courts for years, but he also pointed out he would fight for Demeter’s money to the very end. Charles, knowing the duke had the resources and energy to do so, and not wanting even a whiff of scandal, or to lose his title, had readily been willing to release the entire fortune to Felix and had done so within days.

Felix, of course, had no need for the money and had turned the sum over in its entirety to Clio, to do with as she saw fit. Hestia knew Clio would divide the money equally among her sisters, but what happened next, she never expected. In fact, Clio divided the money equally between the triplets and Charles—all of William’s known children. “We have all suffered because of him” was Clio’s reasoning. “And this is my chance to put things right and for us all to begin again.” As for Mrs. Blount, she was now safely ensconced in a sanatorium, receiving the treatment she so desperately needed.

“What’s so funny?” Thalia asked, on Hestia’s other side.

Unbenownst to her, a smile had crept across Hestia’s face. “Oh, I was just thinking,” Hestia whispered. “I do not for a second doubt that the three of you will keep on surprising me until the day I die!” And how true this was. Not only had Clio’s selfless action surprised her, but Ro’s capacity to sit and read medical textbooks for hours and hours at a time, hoping to be offered a scholarship in order to read medicine at Oxford, had also astonished her (though she was, of course, as she had told Ro many times now, more than happy to fund her niece’s course of study). Still, no one who knew Ro had any doubt that it was Oxford where she would be residing, and studying, in the following year. And then there was Thalia, so keen to begin their plans for a home for girls. Only a month or so ago, she would never have believed Thalia would have the spirit or interest to think of others in this way. Her three nieces were so different and yet, at times, so very similar.

A shuffling below her feet made her glance down and smile. “No, Haggis McTavish,” she said aloud now, “I haven’t forgotten you.” She reached down to pat his small, white head, her thoughts drifting back to her nieces as she tousled his ears.

Yes, surprise her the girls might, but one thing Hestia knew for certain. Their new lives might see them leading wildly different existences, in different countries, but, despite this, they would always be close. No matter what troubles came their way in the future, the three of them would be able to face them—together.

Together, as they now were and as they always should have been.
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