




CHAPTER ONE

Anna

West Germany, Kleinthalbach, 1981

Anna icnheds at oed srrb or oed krrpteru k,bto rudnl oed vcoovd 
kdvv akrgd co ubrodtocnf baoedb oean bcnfcnf heddby,vv.H mdb urbov. 
krtt wabheds cnor oed tavdtbrrwl ect hrao sbcuucnf ’coe bacnsbrut 
oeao tuvaoodbds cn avv scbdhocrntH AnnaSt edabo tanp at ted ’aoheds oed 
sbruvdot vans rn oed krrpt ted eas habdy,vv. abbanfds rn oed dnobanhd 
oakvdtH

Med bdaheds yrb a hvroe or ’cud oedw rWl k,o ßb ‘dcIdnydvt turpd 
kdyrbd ted hr,vs wrgdH

?zt ted nro edbd .do—S
Anna ybrCdl oedn terrp edb edasl hv,ohecnf oed hvroe or edb hedtoH 

Med ’r,vsSgd ubdydbbds or tvcu uato ecw or bdth,d oed krrpt kdyrbd oed 
’aodb tdduds cnor oedcb ubdhcr,t hrgdbtOk,o oeao ’r,vsSgd tddwds 
b,sdH
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?xrsl tedSt oed wrto ,nbdvcakvd obacndd ’dSgd dgdb easlS ed fb,wB
kvdsl teb,ffcnf rW ect kvahp hrao ans thaoodbcnf dgdn wrbd bacnsbrut 
ahbrtt oed krrp sctuva.tH

Anna däheanfds a fvanhd ’coe edb hrvvdaf,dl ßb ja,wfqbondbl 
’erOat av’a.tOvrrpds rssv. rgdbsbdttds cn ect t,coH md eas tudno 
wrto ry ect ubrydttcrnav vcyd ao a waDrb obasd u,kvctedb ans tocvv sbdttds 
at cy acwcnf yrb ,uudb wanafdwdnoOdgdn oer,fe oeao tawd wanB
afdwdno eas vdo ecw fr o’r .dabt afrH Ayodb a trkdbcnf br,ns ry 
auuvchaocrntl edSs dnsds ,u edbdl hvdabv. rgdbF,avc3dsH

Jdtucod oedcb scWdbdnhdtOect däudbcdnhd ans hrn3sdnhd hrnobatoB
cnf ’coe edb F,cdo nao,bdOoed. ryodn ,nsdbtorrs dahe roedb ’coeB
r,o tudapcnfH Anna dtudhcavv. auubdhcaods eagcnf trwdrnd or oavp or 
akr,o krrptH Zn F,cdo ’ddpsa. wrbncnft rb s,bcnf oed tocicnf t,wB
wdb edaol ’edn nr h,torwdbt hawd cnl oed.Ss scth,tt torbcdtl a,oerbtl 
ans dgdn tdnodnhdt oed. vrgdsH

2ed. ’dbd ry rnd wcns oect ocwd orrH Gdcoedb bdahods or ßb 
‘dcIdnydvtSt r,ok,btoH 2ed. eas nr kdoodb bdurbo rn oed obacndd oedwB
tdvgdtl k,o oed. pnd’ oeao afbddcnf ’r,vs rnv. kahp3bdH

Urbo,naodv.l ßb ‘dcIdnydvt sctauudabds cnor ect r!hdOa sbak 
brrw ao oed kahp ry oed terul erwd or vcoovd wrbd oean a tcnfvd sdtp 
k,bcds ,nsdb wr,noacnt ry uaudb’rbp ans a e,vpcnf 3vcnf hakcndoH 
2ed bdto ry oed tuahd ’at 3vvds ’coe krädt ans hbaodtH 2eao uabo ’at 
AnnaSt ya,voH Med hr,vsnSo kdab or sctauurcno h,torwdbt ans obcds or 
eagd at w,he cn torhp at urttckvdH

At a bdt,vol dgdb. hrbndb ry oed teru ’at uahpds ’coe krrptH zn 
oed torbdbrrwl oed tedvgdt bdaheds oed hdcvcnfl ans dgdn oeao ’atnSo 
dnr,feO’eche ct ’e. tedSs toahpds oed rgdbir’ cn oed r!hdH mdb 
krtt rnv. ,tds co a yd’ sa.t dahe wrnoel ans edb hrvvdaf,dtl ted 
t,tudhodsl scsnSo wcns kdcnf t,bbr,nsds k. krrpt avv sa.H zy oed. ’dbd 
an.oecnf vcpd edbl oed.Ss yddv dwuo. ’coer,o oedwH
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2edbd ’dbd wan. wrbd oecnft Anna ’r,vs eagd vcpds or heanfd 
cn oed krrpterul k,o ’edndgdb ted k,cvo ,u oed hr,bafd or t,ffdto 
trwdoecnfl ßb ‘dcIdnydvt bdDdhods coH Tgdno,avv.l tedSs toruuds ob.cnfH 
md scsnSo ’ano a hrt. bdascnf nrrpl ans edSs va,feds ao edb csda ry 
abbanfcnf oed tedvgdt k. hrvr,bH

Gr’ ted ,tds oed ruurbo,nco. or ’cud oed ’aodb ybrw oed ubdhcr,t 
dscocrnt edb krtt eas ,n’coocnfv. aooahpdsH Ao a twavv oakvd sctuva.cnf 
rnv. ’ecodBhrgdbds krrptl sdhrbaods ’coe sdvchaod uaudb ir’dbtl ted 
ua,tdsH

2ect ’at edb yagr,bcod sctuva.Obdtdbgds yrb vcodbab. 3hocrnH 2ed 
pcns ry krrpt oeao scsnSo yrvvr’ a fdnbdl oeao te,nnds ubdschoakcvco. 
ans hdvdkbaods oed kda,o. ry vanf,afdH Med hr,vs tudns er,btl dgdn 
.dabtl scgcnf cnor oedtd cnobchaod tob,ho,bdt ry habdy,vv. hertdn ’rbstl 
urnsdbcnf oedcb wdancnft ans be.oewtH

Nrgcnfv.l ted ban edb eans rgdb oed tryo hrgdb ry Yren ‘aodbybrnoSt 
vaodto nrgdvH mct ’rbst eas av’a.t or,heds edb sdduv.H zo eas kddn 
yab orr vrnf tcnhd edSs u,kvcteds an.oecnfH Med eas bdhrwwdnsds ect 
krrpt or hr,novdtt h,torwdbtO’erl wrbd ryodn oean nrol dnsds ,u 
k,.cnf oedwH Ncpdv. kdha,td oed. hr,vs tdntd edb fdn,cnd aswcbaocrnH

2ed kdvv akrgd oed srrb banf afacnOoect ocwd tr,nscnf yab wrbd 
heddby,vH A bacnkr’Bkbcfeo ,wkbdvva kvrhpds edb gcd’ ry ’erdgdb eas 
D,to dnodbdsl k,o Anna scsnSo ndds or tdd edb or pnr’ ’er co ’atH

zn asscocrn or oed fabcte ,wkbdvval ted ’rbd a kbcfeo .dvvr’ bacnhrao 
hrgdbds cn vabfd kvahp urvpa srotH mdb wcnctpcbo ’at uacbds ’coe b,kkdb 
krrotH 2ed fcbv terrp edbtdvy rWl yrvscnf oed ,wkbdvva ’coe a ir,bcteH

?…fel ’eao a’y,v ’daoedb r,o oedbd“S ßans. dähvacwdsl oer,fe oed 
bacn scsnSo tddw or eagd sawudnds edb wrrs cn oed tvcfeodtoH

Anna ubdttds edb vcut orfdoedbH ‘edn ted eas kddn dcfeoddnl co eas 
oapdn a vro or wapd edb twcvdH

?2edbd .r, abd ao vatolS oe,nsdbds a grchd kdecns edbH
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ßb ‘dcIdnydvt eas bdo,bnds or oed teru irrbH manst rn ecutl ed 
fvabds ao oed auubdnochdH ?Jr .r, dgdn pnr’ ’eao ocwd co ct—S

2edn ed ua,tdsl oapcnf cn edb auudabanhdH 2ed bacnhrao ’at rWl 
bdgdavcnf 3tendo tvddgdt u,vvds rgdb edb abwt ans a ndrn hbru oru 
akrgd edb wcnctpcboH

?5r,Sbd nro uvanncnf or tdbgd h,torwdbt vrrpcnf vcpd oeaol abd .r,—S
Anna cntocnhocgdv. tebanp kahpH Med eaods co ’edn udruvd ’dbd 

kdvcoovdsOco bdwcnsds edb orr w,he ry oed uatoH j,o tocvvl ted scsnSo 
sabd sdydns ßans.H Med ter,vs eagdl ted ’at wrbd oean o’chd oed fcbvSt 
afd ayodb avvH j,o ßans. scsnSo ndds an.rnd or 3feo edb kaoovdtH

‘coe a oedaobchav o’cbvl ßans. tu,n rn oed turoH
?Rrrvl bcfeo—S Med kdawdsH
‘edn oed krtt fb,wkvds trwdoecnf ,nsdb ect kbdaoe ans ßb 

ja,wfqbondb fagd edb a thduochav vrrpl ted fdto,bds or’abs AnnaH 
?‘dvvl nro dgdb.rnd han kd a yatecrn heawdvdrn“S

Anna  tecyods  ,nhrwyrboakv.H  ?z6  ’eao  sr  .r,  wdan  k. 
CheawdvdrnD—S ted atpdsl orr F,cdov.H Med hvdabds edb oebraol obcds or 
todas. edbtdvyH ?‘eaoSt oeao t,uurtds or wdan—S

ßans. uvahds oed ,wkbdvva cnor oed h,torwdb toans ans auB
ubraheds edb ’coe a fbcnH ?zo av’a.t vrrpt vcpd .r,b hvroedt abd ob.cnf 
or kvdns cnH Ncpd oed.Sgd oapdn rn .r,b tpcn orndH Tgdb.oecnfSt kdcfdH 
5r,b obr,tdbtl .r,b trhptl .r,b terdtl oeao sbdasy,v vrnf habscfan 
ansOS Med to,scds Anna a wrwdno vrnfdbH ?Odgdn .r,b toba’kdbb. 
kvrnsd eacb ct ubdoo. w,he oed tawd teasd at .r,b tpcnHS

ßans.St twcvd t,ffdtods ted easnSo wdano or kd hb,dvl k,o oed 
’rbst tocvv eco edb vcpd a u,nhe cn oed f,oH Anna eas av’a.t eaods edb 
rssl bdsscteBkvrnsd eacbH Med scsnSo vcpd or toans r,oH

?‘eao fcgdt .r, oed bcfeo or hbcochctd ßt Ncnsndb vcpd oeao—S ßb 
‘dcIdnydvt tnauudsH ?2eaoSt r,o ry vcndHS 2edn ed o,bnds kahp or 
ßans.l yrvscnf ect abwtH ?Gr’l odvv ,t ’e. .r,Sbd vaodH AfacnHS
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2bc,wue fvdawds cn ßans.St d.dtH ?z6 ’dno or fdo oed urto“S Med 
u,vvds a twavv toahp ry vdoodbt ybrw oed ’actokans ry edb tpcboH

2ed wacvkrä ’at vrhaods D,to rW oed teruSt kahp dnobanhdl cn a 
teabds eavv’a. ’coe oed ndcfekr,bcnf iaotH mdb krtt scsnSo vrrp hrnB
gcnhdsH

?Ans oeao vcoovd sdor,b orrp rgdb an er,b—S
?ßa.kd z ’at edbd dabvcdb avbdas.—S ted hr,nodbdsH
md ocvods ect edasH ?Ans .do .r, ’dno kahp cnor oed eavv— ‘coe .r,b 

hrao rn—S
?Nrrp r,otcsdOcoSt bacncnf haot ans srftH Zy hr,btd z ’rbd a hraoHS
?Ans .r,b kahpuahpl orr—S
ßans. vdo r,o a vrnf tcfe ans toduuds hvrtdb or ecwH Med uvahds edb 

eanst rn ect ter,vsdbt ans fagd ecw a fdnovd teapdH
?5r, bdavv. ndds or vrrtdn ,ul JasH Gr rnd dgdn hrwdt cn oect dabv.H 

zoSt kddn oed tawd yrb ’ddptOz srnSo pnr’ ’e. ’d rudn tr dabv.H 
Groecnf dgdb eauudnt cn oect or’nH z ter,vs eagd frnd or jdbvcnl z 
pnd’ co“S

?zy .r, ’dbd cn jdbvcnl .r,Ss eagd vrto .r,b auubdnochdtecu avbdas.H 
Gr rnd ’r,vs u,o ,u ’coe oect aooco,sd yrb vrnfH z hdboacnv. ’rnSoH 
Meaud ,u rb .r,Sbd r,oH Gr’ eans wd oed urtoHS md edvs r,o ect eanst 
däudhoanov.H

ßans.St d.dtOybawds cn ndrn fbddn d.dteasr’O’dbd rnhd afacn 
tuabpvcnf ’coe wcthecdyH Med eansds ecw D,to o’r ry oed vdoodbtH

?2edtd abd yrb .r,HS 2edn ted o,bnds ’coe a ir,bctel vcyocnf oed 
3nav dngdvrud at cy co ’dbd a br.av sdhbddH ?Ans oect gdb. r!hcavBvrrpcnf 
rndOoect rndSt yrb oed ernr,bakvd Anna“S

Anna ybr’ndsH A vdoodb— Assbdttds or edb— Ao oed krrpteru— Med 
eabsv. dgdb fro urtoOauabo ybrw kcvvtH 2ed rnv. udruvd ’er tocvv ’brod 
or edb ’dbd o’r rvs ybcdnst ybrw oed rbueanafd ’edbd tedSs fbr’n ,uH 
2ed. ’dbd oed rnv. ybcdnstecut oeao eas t,bgcgds ybrw oeao ocwdl dgdn 
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oer,fe oed.Ss avv ubrwctds at pcst or toa. cn or,he yrbdgdbH j,o oeaoSt 
er’ vcyd ’dnoH Z,o ry tcfeol r,o ry wcnsH Mocvvl oertd o’r ybcdnst rnv. 
eas edb erwd assbdttH

MedSs toabods edb auubdnochdtecu edbd tobacfeo ayodb 3nctecnf therrv 
ans eas ndgdb wrgds r,o ry edb ocn. iaoH MedSs kddn ’rbpcnf ao oect 
teru dgdb tcnhdH Mr6 ’er ’r,vs ’bcod or edb edbd—

ßans. uvahds oed dngdvrud cnor edb eansH
?zoSt ybrw TnfvanslS ted ’ectudbdsl d.dt ’csd ’coe dähcodwdnoH
Anna toabds ao oed hbctu ’ecod uaudbH 2ed urtoafd wabp hrn3bwds 

coOßans. ’at bcfeoH ‘eao rn daboe hr,vs oect kd—
?Meavv ’d rudn co orfdoedb—S ßans. ubahochavv. kr,nhds rn oed turoH
Anna ’at s.cnf ry h,bcrtco.l k,o oedbd ’at nr ’a. tedSs rudn co 

edbdH Med terrp edb edas ’coe a twcvd ans tvcuuds oed vdoodb cnor oed 
sddu urhpdo ry edb habscfanH zo wcfeo kd kdcfd ans heawdvdrnBvcpdl k,o 
yrb nr’l co ’at taydH



CHAPTER TWO

Elodie

Devon, 1903

‘But why ever not?’
I have to steady myself not to raise my voice, for the slightest hint of 

rebellion would end the conversation then and there. A woman is ex-
pected to submit. The fact that I dared raise the matter at all is already 
an akront. A woman interfering in business? That is unthinHable in 
my father’s eyes. Pe tolerates it only because I have never given him 
any other cause for displeasure.

‘Elease do not misunderstand me, —lodieVyour drawing is charm-
ing. qery juaint. But this is business, and you Hnow nothing about it.’

That’s because you never let me be part of it, I thinH, but dare not say 
aloud. I would love nothing more than to spend time at my father’s 
wallpaper factory, Cust liHe my brother Alistair, who is set to taHe it 
over one day. But in my father’s eyes, business and women go together 
liHe oil and water.
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They simply do not mix.
Jtill, I had hoped that I might, if only indirectly, contribute to the 

enterpriseVby creating my own wallpaper design. I’ve always loved 
painting and drawing, so why not use that talent to design a pattern?

‘I may not understand much about wallpaper production yet,’ I 
concede, hoping to soothe him. ‘But surely it is mostly women who 
choose the wallpaper for a home? Jo why is it so far-fetched for a 
woman to design it?’

‘—lodie, darling, that’s not something women do,’ he replies gently. 
‘Besides, we already have our tried-and-tested patternsVdesigned by 
professionals. Must recently, I managed to poach an expert from &orris 
D Oo. Pe has years of experience. :o you truly thinH you could do 
better? And as for purchasing decisionsF they are made by men. After 
all, they are the ones who must foot the bill.’

I raise my index Ynger. ‘But those decisions are made after consult-
ing their wives. It’s the wife who spends the most time at home. And 
isn’t it her duty to maintain a respectable household?’

9ather stroHes his beard and purses his lips, studying my design once 
more.

‘I believe it would be wise to consider female buyers,’ I continue. 
‘&other would Ynd a wallpaper full of blossoms and trees utterly 
delightful.’

Pe smiles at me with a hint of pity. ‘Wour mother Ynds everything 
you paint delightful, my dear. But as I said, you lacH the experience to 
contribute to business matters.’ Pe closes my portfolio and hands it 
bacH to me.

‘Rne could bring a little piece of nature into the home,’ I try once 
more.

Pe sighs. ‘But not in such YnicHy detail. Eeople want grand, sweep-
ing panoramas. And those with fewer means prefer little storiesVre-
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minders of historic events, or scenes of sport and leisure. 8ot this.’ Pe 
gestures dismissively toward my sea of blossoms.

But I Ynd the wallpapers our factory produces absolutely dreadful. 
OlunHy murals, or those silly little narrativesVit may be amusing to 
read them once, but to live with them? :ay in, day out? That rejuires 
something timeless. Jomething that can inspire wonder again and 
again. And for me, there is only one such thing.

‘But what could be more beautiful than nature?’ I asH, clinging to 
one last shred of hope. Jurely this argument must win him over?

Pe breathes in sharply, then then releases it slowly.
‘—lodie?’ Pis expression darHens. ‘Rut.’
Eouting, I leave 9ather’s o1ce. &arly, my companion, rushes over 

at once.
‘0ell? 0hat did &r Talbot say?’ she asHs eagerly. Jhe is only four-

teenVYve years younger than IVand still able to delight in things liHe 
a child. ‘0ill he taHe your design? It’s ever so prettyz I should liHe a 
wallpaper with …owers.’

I shaHe my head, resigned. ‘8o, he won’t hear of it.’
‘Rh, how disappointing.’ Jhe places a hand on my arm in sympathy.
I count myself fortunate that we get along so well. &y parents insist 

she stay by my side during the day, and I have grown juite fond of her. 
Jtill, I need to be alone now, to gather my thoughts. And for that, there 
is only one option.

‘0ould you have Oinnamon saddled for me? I shall go riding and 
paint outside. Rnce I’ve done that, I daresay I’ll be Yt for company 
again. At the moment, even the dog is better company than I.’

‘As you wish, —lodie. &ight we go into town later and looH at 
new fabrics? Rr visit the exhibition at the Zoyal Albert &emorial 
&useum?’
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I consider it for a moment, then shaHe my head. All I need now 
is the steady rhythm of hooves and the juiet companionship of my 
paintbrush.

8ot long after,  I  leave the houseVfar too grand for my liH-
ingVwith my painting supplies slung over my shoulder. I let Oinna-
mon, my chestnut mare, follow a familiar path through the Yelds until 
we reach the forest. This is my favourite place to paintF always new 
scenes to discover, not only because the woods are vast, but because 
they change with each passing season. Today, the brooH murmurs 
softly. In autumn, it can grow wild and unruly, and after many froQen 
winter days, it lies sealed beneath a crust of ice between bare branches.

At a small clearing, where the afternoon sun Ylters gently through 
the canopy above, I dismount. Pere, Oinnamon can graQe while I 
attempt to capture the scene. If I cannot design wallpapers, I shall at 
least paint another landscape.

Eerhaps it will distract me from my frustration with 9ather. Pe 
acts as though I were a burden, when all I wish is to be of useVto 
contribute to the family business. :esigning that wallpaper gave me 
such Coy. Is it truly so disgraceful for me to want to do something 
worthwhile? 0hy must I spend my days on trivialities? In Nondon, 
perhaps, where one pays endless calls and Ynds new operas and balls 
each month, such a life might be bearable. But here in —xeter, the 
entertainments are fewVan occasional charity event, and regular but 
tedious balls.

Then again, I suspect even Nondon would not satisfy me. I do not 
wish to spend my life merely enCoying beautiful things. I want to do 
something. To contribute. To matter.

That is why I long to taHe part in the company. I truly believe there 
might be others who would liHe what I designed. I Hnow my Yrst 
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attempts are far from perfect, but I am willing to learnVif only 9ather 
would teach me what maHes a design suitable for wallpaper.

But he won’t even give me the chance.
0ith a sigh, I settle myself on the ground and lay out my tools in 

their usual, orderly fashion. A soft breeQe plays through my hair and 
rustles the treetops. I hear Oinnamon tearing up mouthfuls of grass 
nearby.

I love being out here. Already, I can feel myself beginning to breathe 
more easily.

0ith brisH stroHes, I begin to paint the scene before me. &y hand 
moves lightly, conYdently, tracing the outlines of trees, the shimmer-
ing brooH, and the myriad shades of green in the undergrowth. I adore 
green. It can be tender and bright, liHe spring’s Yrst buds, or deep and 
rich, liHe the glossy leaves of beech trees. —ach shade has its own beauty. 
&y favourite is emeraldVa vivid, intense green full of life.

The same green I used in the wallpaper design I showed 9ather“ 
Rh dear. I’m bacH to thinHing about that again.

I close my eyes and focus instead on the gentle burbling of the 
brooH and the birdsong all around meVwhen suddenly a scream tears 
through the stillness.

&y eyes …y open. I listen intently. Eoachers are not unheard of in 
this area. Are those hooves I hear, galloping?

I hold my breath. &oments later, a blacH stallion bursts onto the 
clearing. Breathing hard, he halts when he sees Oinnamon and me. Pis 
coat is drenched with sweat, the reins hang far too low on one side, and 
the stirrups swing loosely from the saddle.

There is no rider in sight. It must have been a manVthe saddle is 
designed for one.

Jlowly, I rise, careful not to startle the horse.
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‘0ell, hello there,’ I say gently, my voice calm and low. I remain still, 
giving him time to …ee if he must, so that he understands I mean no 
harm.

Pe stays.
‘:id something frighten you?’ I continue softly, speaHing simply 

to Heep the air calm between us. I inch closer, step by careful step, 
until I am near enough to taHe hold of his reins. 9irst, I maHe sure 
he won’t tread on themVthey would pull painfully at his mouth if 
caught. Then I tucH up the stirrups, Cust in case he bolts again. If they 
catch in the trees, he could inCure himself.

I speaH to him all the while, stroHing his trembling coat with a 
soothing hand.

‘BlaQe?’ I hear a strong voice calling in the distance.
Pow amusing, as if the blacH stallion could answer. But then again, 

if Oinnamon had run ok, I suppose I would call for her too. &ost 
horses maHe their way straight bacH to their stable, but some will heed 
their owner’s voice.

‘BlaQe?’ the voice calls again, and this time I respond.
‘Perez 0e’re over herez’ I shout as loudly as I can.
It taHes three rounds of call and answer before a young man appears 

between the treesVlimping. &y heart sHips a beat. Aside from polite 
greetings, I’m not supposed to speaH with gentlemen who haven’t 
been formally introduced to me. But in a case liHe this, surely an 
exception can be made?

‘I didn’t Hnow my horse could talH,’ he says, instead of okering a 
proper greeting, wearing a mysterious smile.

The nervez Jhouldn’t he be grateful that I answered and led him 
here?

Pis manner both shocHs and intrigues me. Any gentleman I Hnow 
would be falling over himself to thanH me. And yet here he is, saying 
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something so irreverent, even implying that I may have made a mis-
taHe.

‘Jhould I have whinnied instead?’ I asH, rather taHen abacH, while 
eyeing him more closely. 8ow I notice the fabric of his suit is coarse 
and poorly tailored. Oombined with his conduct, it becomes clearF he 
must be a worHer.

‘0hy not? I’d have loved to hear that. Rr you could’ve taught him 
to speaH properly.’

‘Uuite right. &aybe I should’ve taught him some manners too. A 
simple GthanH you5 would have su1ced.’ I cross my arms after he taHes 
hold of the reins.

‘Wou really believe my horse can talH?’ he asHs, instead of thanHing 
me.

0hat a manz I could scratch his eyes out. ‘A thanH you from you. 
After all, you were calling for your horse juite desperately, weren’t 
you?’

‘I was not desperatez I merely thought it polite to introduce my 
horse before he gave you both a fright. But yesVthanH you for catch-
ing him. I didn’t expect anyone to be brave enough to approach a 
talHing horse.’

Pe winHs at me and, not Hnowing how to respond, I turn away.
‘Wou’re welcome,’ I snap and return to my painting. Brush in hand, 

I pretend to be immersed in my worH. But I watch him closely from 
the corner of my eye.

0ith some satisfaction, I observe how he tries again and again 
to mount the horse. 0ith his inCured foot, he can’t use the stirrup 
properly. 8ormally, I would of course oker my help right away. —ven 
if it’s not juite proper for a lady. Pe’s clearly in trouble.

But after the way he behaved, I feel he ought to asH Yrst. 0ith the 
courtesy I’m owed. If I must constantly be reminded of all the things 
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I’m not allowed to do as a woman, then I will at least claim the little 
that is permitted. And that includes being treated with respect.

Jo I hold bacH.
Pe, on the other hand, is clearly too proud to asH a woman for help. 

Pe Heeps Cumping up beside the horse, but each time he falls short 
of lifting himself onto the tall blacH bacH. NiHely because he can only 
push ok with his right foot.

It amuses me. Almost as if divine Custice is being served right before 
my eyes. Oalmly, I dot some buttercups across the grassy scene I’ve 
painted, selecting each spot with care to appear wholly absorbed.

Pe must try at least twenty times before he Ynally swallows his 
pride and turns to me. ‘Jm“ &iss?’

I lift my head.
‘Oould you perhaps“?’ Pe nods toward the horse.
I’m not letting him ok the hooH that easily.
‘Oould I what?’ I asH sweetly.
Pe mutters something under his breath, which I Ynd incredibly 

satisfying.
‘Oould you maybe give me a hand?’ he Ynally forces out.
Pe must hate those words. Kenerally, women do not assist men. 

It’s always the other way around. And in our case, there’s also the 
dikerence in class. A worHing man asHing a young lady for helpVun-
thinHable.

But here, he has no other option. The forest is vast, and I rarely 
encounter anyone on my rides. In fact, I wouldn’t even be allowed out 
here alone if people thought it liHely I’d meet someone.

‘Rh, you need my help? Jilly meVI actually thought you were 
posing for my painting. I titled it G9ailed Kentleman5.’

I hold the canvas up for a second, Cust enough so that he can’t really 
see what I’ve painted.
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Pe sti…es a curse. ‘All right, Cust get on with it.’
I raise an eyebrow.
‘Elease.’
I smile. I rise gracefully and walH toward him. Pe watches me as I 

approach, and Ynally we stand face to face.
Pe has a sharply deYned face, darH brown hair, and deep, unread-

able eyes. Pe’s probably only a few years older than me, yet he’s clearly 
been worHing for years. I, on the other hand, do next to nothingVand 
suddenly, I regret maHing him wait for my help.

‘If I may taHe your leg?’ I asH and crouch slightly. The next moment, 
I get a grip on it and give him all the lift I can muster so he can swing 
himself into the saddle.

Rnce up, he adCusts his capVa gesture that might also be read as a 
slight nod. Then he rides ok.

Against my better Cudgement, I watch him go. Must as he’s about to 
disappear among the trees, he turns bacH one last time.

0e share a silent glance. Then he turns away again and vanishes into 
the sea of trees.



CHAPTER THREE

Anna

All afternoon, the letter seemed to weigh her down. She’d moved 
it  from  her  coat  pocket  to  her  rucksack  after  just  thirty  min-
utes—ridiculous, really, but it had felt strangely heavy, as if pulling at 
her. By the time she arrived home, she could hardly bear it any longer.

Her xat looked e:actly the same as alwaysF the faded carpet, the 
pale curtains drawn halfway, a few sparse decorations in their assigned 
spots, and the bo:y little television facing the sagging sofa. She sat 
down, pulled one of the three worn cushions onto her lap, and reached 
for the letter.

Wor the thousandth time, she read the address—typed with impec-
cable precision on a typewriter. ?hat could it beO

R…cial letters always made her fear the worst. Had she missed some 
deadlineO Tun a red light on her bikeO Worgotten to return a library 
book twenty years ago and now owed a fortune in late feesO

And yetE there was a xicker of e:citement. Mhe letter had come 
from Lngland. She’d always had a soft spot for the country. She 
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read every Tosamunde Cilcher novel she could Znd—always in Lng-
lish—and had taken years of evening classes to improve her under-
standing of the language.

Mhe only way to deal with this strange mi: of dread and anticipa-
tion was to open it. Mhe longer she waited, the worse it would get.

?ith a sigh, she stood, walked into the tiny kitchenette, and took a 
knife from the drawer. Her hands trembled as she slid the blade under 
the xap. She sat down again, letter in hand, and held her breath.

Dear Ms Lindner,  
I hope this letter finds you well. My name is Jonathan Harris, and 

I serve as an estate solicitor with Harris & Associates, based in Devon, 
England.

I am writing to inform you that you may be the rightful heir to a 
property in England. According to our records, you are the last surviving 
relative of the deceased owner and, as such, entitled to inherit his house.

The property is located in Exeter, Devon, and appears to hold both 
personal and historical significance. Our firm has been instructed to 
handle the legal transfer and to ensure the process runs smoothly.

We kindly ask you to contact us at your earliest convenience to discuss 
the matter further. Please let us know whether you intend to travel to 
England to view the property in person, or whether you would prefer to 
handle the inheritance remotely with our assistance.

Should you have any questions, we are at your disposal.
Yours sincerely, Jonathan Harris Solicitor, Probate Division Harris 

& Associates

Anna lowered the letter, her Zngertips graNing the embossed 
crest—complete with scales and xourishes—that made the whole 
thing look terribly o…cial.
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A house? In England?
She’d always believed she had no family left. Her mother had died 

young in a tragic accident. Her father wasE well, no one. Rr no one she 
knew. And yet someone must have been out there all along. Someone 
with records. Someone who knew she was alive.

Why had no one contacted her before?
?ithout thinking, she stood and poured herself a large glass of 

wine. She rarely drank—never during the week—but this called for an 
e:ception.

She read the letter again. And again. Still, the words didn’t seem 
to stick properly in her brain. Mhings like this didn’t happen in her 
world. Sure, she’d always dreamed of running her own bookshop. But 
the reality was far more mundaneF at thirty-nine, she still lived in the 
same one-room xat she’d moved into as a trainee.

And now, apparently, she owned a houseO
She paced the narrow space beside her bed like a caged tiger. Back 

and forth. Back and forth.
Lventually, the more likely truth dawned on her. :t was probably a 

wreck. Rne of those crumbling estates that drained your savings the 
moment you accepted the inheritance. Dost likely, she’d decline it. 
And that would be that. 1ife would go back to its usual muted rhythm.

Because what Dandy didn’t know—what no one really knew—was 
that Anna’s entire life had become beige. 9ot just her wardrobe. Her 
days. Her choices. Her moods. 9o deep blues. 9o lush greens. 9o 
blaNing reds.

And that was e:actly how she liked it. She’d tried being bold once. 
:t hadn’t ended well. Lven the memory of it—the rough, raw scrape 
of it—made her xinch. 1ike sandpaper on teeth.
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She took another sip of wine and eventually fell into a deep sleep, 
dreaming of walking through a beige world in beige clothes, under a 
beige sky.



CHAPTER FOUR

Elodie

‘Oh dear, what am I to do?’ Mother sounds desperate as she closes 
the door behind the messenger. ‘Harold is out, escorting Marly and 
Lauren to the market, and now this telegram has arrived—for your 
father, of all people.’ Her shoulders droop under the weight of the 
envelope. ‘It could be important. Why on earth didn’t the boy deliver 
it straight to the factory?’

‘I could take it to him?’ I oAer carefully, trying not to sound too 
eager. q trip to the factory would suit me Fuite well. I might be able 
to sneak a glance at the wallpaper samples and perhaps -gure out why 
Tather -nds my designs so unsuitable.

I can practically see the cogs turning behind Mother’s high fore;
head. q factory is no place for a young lady of good standing. Vhen 
again, she detests the noise of the factory herself. Loud spaces make 
her unwellB after a single ball, she sometimes needs to rest for days.

‘Nery well,’ she agrees at last, though hesitantly. ‘Eut you’re to 
deliver the telegram and return directly. Ro distractions.’
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‘Of course.’ I take the beige envelope from her hand, bearing the 
post oYce’s stamp, and head out straight away. It’s warm for SulyB I 
need no shawl.

I’m already a few steps from the house when I hear her call, ‘Dlodie…’
Obediently, I turn.
‘Gour gloves. qnd your hat.’ xhe holds them out with a reproachful 

look.
‘Eut I’m only going to the factoryz’
‘q young lady must be presentable at all times. Dspecially the 

daughter of the house.’
Without complaint—at least none that shows on my face—I return 

and put everything on. I would hide them in the nearest hedge if 
I dared, but our house has far too many windows, and if Mother 
noticed, I’d be con-ned to the indoors for days. I’d die of boredom. 
My walks in the woods are the only times I’m not being watched like 
a hawk.

I wave to the gatekeeper long before I reach the factory. Custav has 
known me since I was little. He opens the ornate iron gate for me with 
a nod, and I thank him before heading toward the main building.

Vhe metal door is heavy, and I have to pull with all my might before 
it gives way. qt once, the clatter and rumble of machinery -ll my ears. 
Vhe vast hall is bustling. Vhe scent of fresh paint and adhesive hangs 
in the air—slightly noZious, yet oddly eZhilarating.

Dverything here is so utterly diAerent from my world. 2olls of wall;
paper line the walls like enormous scrolls, shimmering with colour and 
pattern. Workers move Fuickly, dodging between shelves and presses. 
I make my way through the maje, eyes &icking to every design I pass. 
Dach one is intricate, detailed—masterful in its own way. Eut they’re 
not what I would create. Voo heavy, too ornate. I want something 
diAerent. ximpler. More alive.
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q familiar voice cuts through the noise. ‘Well, if it isn’t Her Lady;
ship.’

I spot qlistair at his desk, glasses perched on his nose, eZpression 
wry. He stands when he sees me.

‘I’ve brought a message,’ I say, holding up the telegram. He reaches 
for it, but I draw it back 4ust in time.

‘Mother said to give it to Tather myself.’
He smirks. ‘xo little trust?’
‘I trust you perfectly. Eut if I’m already inside Valbot A xon, I 

intend to make the most of it. Vhere’s nothing waiting at home but 
the pianoforte and my embroidery hoop. It’s eZcruciating.’

‘I’ve tried talking to Tather, you know. qbout you 4oining us here.’ 
He shrugs. ‘Eut you know our parents.’

‘I am a Valbot too.’
‘I know. Eut they’ve probably picked out a husband for you al;

ready.’ He sighs dramatically. ‘xtill, I’ll play chess with you again this 
weekend. xmall mercies.’

‘Erave of you, considering your last defeat.’
‘I’ll survive. qnything to keep you from dying of boredom.’
I laugh. He tells me Tather is in the ad4oining hall, and I follow 

the sound of footsteps and voices until I spot him, notebook in hand, 
absorbed in a wall of wallpaper samples. He doesn’t notice me.

I step forward and tap him gently on the shoulder. He whirls 
around, face twisted in frustration.

‘1amn this cursed day. I’ll have to start all over again.’
Vhen he sees me—and his eZpression darkens further. ‘What are 

you doing here?’
3learly, it’s been a miserable day.
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. Were you taking inventory? 

I could help, if you like.’
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He laughs, sharp and humourless.
‘I mean it. 3ounting wallpaper rolls doesn’t seem all that diYcult. 

Dven a woman could manage that.’
I say it deliberately. He often 4okes about women’s limited intellect. 

I don’t share the sentiment, but if playing along gets me closer to 
the work here, I’ll do it. I’m not afraid of menial tasks if it means 
understanding the factory better.

‘Vhis isn’t a playground, Dlodie. Vhis is real work.’
‘I’m aware of that.’
‘Oh really?’ His eyes &ick over me with mocking disbelief. ‘Vhen 

why show up dressed like that? Vhe green dress that sets oA your red 
hair. Hat and gloves like you’re oA for a xunday strollz’

‘Iz’ I start, but the tightness in my throat betrays me. His voice 
drips with contempt.

He raises a hand to silence me. ‘xpare me. Sust tell me why you’re 
here. We’ve had multiple absences today—no one has time to breathe.’

Wordlessly, I hand him the telegram. He takes it without another 
glance.

‘Vhank you.’
Vhat’s all. He turns away, already moving.
I clench my -sts. If they’re really that short;staAed, wouldn’t it 

make sense to let me help?
qnd that’s when I see him. Vhe man from the woods.
It’s been nearly a week since our encounter, but I recognise him 

instantly. He pauses mid;step, as if he hadn’t eZpected to see me here.
q strange pang rises in my chest—ridiculous, really. Where he 

works is none of my concern.
Ges, he’s striking. Eut I know what he’s like. 2ough. 1ismissive. 

qnd from the beginning it’s been clearC our worlds do not belong 
together.
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Dspecially not if he’s working in my father’s factory.
I raise my eyebrows, composed, and walk away.



CHAPTER FIVE

Anna

‘Well?’
Mandy dropped the broom the second Anna walked into the shop. 

Her eyes widened as she froze on the spot—only her neon pink light-
ning bolt earrings swung back and forth. She stared at Anna intensely, 
as though she was scared she’d miss a single word unless she kept her 
gaze glued to her face.

‘What did it say?’
Anna chuckled. ‘What are you even doing here this early? No ex-

perimental creativity techniques for your writing to try out today?’
‘Dad gave me a lift.’ Mandy rolled her eyes. ‘Says as the boss’s 

daughter, I should be setting a good example. You’re awfully late, by 
the way.’

She tapped her wrist repeatedly in a perfect imitation of her father, 
and sure enough, Mr Baumgärtner peeked curiously over the top of 
the new arrivals trolley. In twenty-three years at this bookshop, Anna 
had never once been late.
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Mandy stepped up, and before Anna had time to react, she grabbed 
her jacket and rucksack then disappeared into the oUce with them. 
She returned at once rubbing her hands together.

‘Right then.’ Without a thought for the books, Mandy plopped 
herself down on one of the display tables, crossing her legs and settling 
in like she expected a long, juicy story. ‘Spill it. What did the letter say?’

Anna gave a small laugh and tucked a reddish-blonde strand behind 
her ear. Mr Baumgärtner pretended not to listen, but even he glanced 
over his shoulder as he shelved the top row.

‘…hG wellG I meanG’
Mandy jumped o7 the table so fast she sent a whole stack of crime 

thrillers sliding out of place. She marched over.
‘No slow-burn tension, please. I know it’s a legitimate narrative 

device, but honestly, I can’t take it.’
She pulled a pack of bright pink Hubba Bubba from her pocket, 

unwrapped a piece and popped it in her mouth, o7ering one to Anna 
as well.

‘And if you tell me this is just a parking !ne or something, I swear 
to Qod.’

‘No, nothing like that. IG’
It felt odd to be the centre of attention like this. She was just about 

to continue when the bell rang above the door. Mr Aldemir, one of 
their regulars, was already reaching for his hat, but Mandy waved him 
o7.

‘We’re not open yet,’ she snapped.
‘B-b-butG’ He pointed at the sign with the opening hours.
‘Stocktake,’ Mandy muttered, not even looking at him. ‘Come back 

in an hour.’
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‘Now tell me8’ she begged, barely waiting for the door to close 
behind him. Even Mr Baumgärtner had drifted a little closer, giving 
up on pretending to be disinterested.

At this point, Anna wanted to get it o7 her chest, too. The news 
was far too big to carry alone.

‘WellG as strange as it sounds—’ she laughed, half to underscore 
how absurd it felt to even say it out loud. ‘Apparently, I’ve inherited a 
house.’

‘A house?8’ Mandy and Mr Baumgärtner said in unison.
‘Yes.’ Anna held out her hands. ‘Though it’s in England.’
‘A house in England? That’s insane8 That’s amazing8’ Mandy all 

but squealed.
Anna waved her o7. ‘It’s probably a dilapidated old shack. Or a 

complete ruin. I should probably refuse the inheritance straight away. 
Anything else would be a headache.’

‘You can’t just turn down a house in England8 What if it’s a 
rose-covered cottage by the sea? Or—better yet—a manor house8’

ßuick as a Jash, she snatched up a Rosamunde 9ilcher paperback 
and pointed to the idyllic cover.

‘Look—your house could be right here8’
Anna laughed. ‘Highly unlikely.’
‘Did they even say where it is exactly?’
‘I’m not sure yet. The solicitor’s oUce is in Exeter, so maybe some-

where near there? Honestly, I couldn’t even tell you exactly where 
Exeter is.’

‘One sec8’ Mandy dashed to the back and returned moments later 
with a giant atlas. She Jipped to the map of England in record time, 
and the three of them leaned over it together.

Mr Baumgärtner got there !rst. ‘Down here,’ he said, pointing with 
a wrinkled !nger to a spot on the lower western edge of the country.
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‘Ooooh, not quite Cornwall, but right next to it. I bet it’s gorgeous 
down there. Do we have a photo book on the south of England?’

She looked from Anna to Mr Baumgärtner hopefully.
‘What’s going on here?’
Anna jumped. She hadn’t heard the manager come in, and she 

immediately felt self-conscious, standing around doing nothing.
‘Anna’s inherited a house in Devon,’ Mandy blurted out.
‘In England?’ Mr WeiKenfels’ eyebrows climbed halfway to his 

hairline. ‘Well, well. Congratulations. You’re not planning to run o7 
and live on the island, I hope?’

Anna laughed. She’d barely ever left Qermany—Holland a few 
times, maybe—and the idea of moving abroad !lled her with nothing 
but fear.

‘Of course not. My English is barely passable, and I doubt it’s 
anything impressive anyway.’

‘She wants to refuse the inheritance8’ Mandy blurted out, arms 
planted !rmly on her hips.

Mr WeiKenfels frowned. ‘Why on earth would you do that?’
Anna shifted uncomfortably. ‘WellG I just can’t imagine it’s any-

thing but a mountain of debt.’
‘That’s exactly why you should go and see it8’ Mandy turned to 

her father, her voice pleading. ‘She could take some time o7, couldn’t 
she, Dad? It’s dead quiet in here anyway, and in 3une it’s always the 
same—everyone’s o7 reading books on the beach.’

‘Are you mad? I can’t just up and go to England8’ Anna’s voice 
was sharp, and she could feel her heart thumping in her chest. The 
mere thought of navigating another country all by herself sent waves 
of panic through her.

‘Of course you can8’ Mandy threw a few playful punches in the air. 
‘Eye of the tiger8’ she sang loudly, that overplayed tune from the radio 
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echoing through the shop. It might’ve been motivational for a boxer 
like Rocky, but Anna felt like the exact oppositeF drained, hesitant, 
and small.

Her boss merely shrugged. ‘You’ve still got plenty of annual leave. 
And some from last year you haven’t even touched.’

Anna lowered her gaze. Mr WeiKenfels had often urged her to use 
her holidays, but she never knew what to do with them. Without any 
family, the long weekends already stretched out endlessly—what was 
she supposed to do with even more free time?

‘I know, butG’ she began, then gave a helpless little shake of her 
head. There were so many reasons, she didn’t even know where to 
begin listing them. ‘It’s justG it’s so far. I’d have to Jy, or take a ferry. 
And then I’ve no idea how to get around in England. I certainly won’t 
be driving on the wrong side of the road. And how would I get from 
the airport to wherever this house is? I don’t even know how the trains 
work over there. Or the buses. And what if the house is a complete 
ruin? What if there aren’t any hotels nearby? If it turns into some 
complicated legal matter, it’ll cost a fortune. On top of the travel 
costs—I can’t a7ord that.’

Mr WeiKenfels scratched his beard, thinking. ‘I know someone in 
Devon. He has a large house, too. Let me ask if he might be willing to 
put you up for a few nights.’

Anna squirmed inwardly. It was kind of him to try to !nd a solu-
tion, and she felt rude rejecting it, but even if accommodation were 
sorted, the journey itself still loomed terrifyingly large. And all those 
little things she had no clue about.

‘I’d still be going on my own,’ she whispered.
That shouldn’t bother her—she’d always been on her own. But 

here, in Gleinthalbach, she knew where she stood. She knew the rules. 
The rest of the world? That was unfamiliar territory. She’d never 
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checked in for a Jight. Had no idea how to book a train in a foreign 
country, or how to !nd the right platform. What if she got stranded? 
Or mugged? Maybe it was best if everything just stayed the way it was.

Suddenly, Mr Baumgärtner cleared his throat. ‘Well, if it’s all right 
with you, Miss LindnerG I’d be happy to accompany you.’

He adjusted his hearing aid and gave a bashful smile to the small 
crowd now watching him.

You? The word sat unspoken on all their lips, Anna’s included. But 
for three whole seconds, the room was completely silent.

‘Well then,’ Mandy said, grinning as she rubbed her hands together, 
‘Sounds like it’s all settled. Anna doesn’t have to travel alone, and Dad 
and I will run the shop for a few days. Right, Dad?’

He considered for a moment, then nodded. ‘3ust let me know once 
you have the exact travel dates.’

Anna returned to her work with a strange heaviness in her limbs, 
but a surprising lightness in her chest. It had all happened so fast. 
But now that she wouldn’t be going alone, it didn’t seem quite as 
impossible anymore.

And no matter how much she tried to suppress it, there it was 
again—bubbling up quietlyF a sense of anticipation. A house she’d 
never laid eyes on now, inexplicably, belonged to her. And part of her, 
a small, traitorous part, wondered if it would feel like home?



CHAPTER SIX

Elodie

Mother enters my room with a secretive smile. At Irst k thing nothinf 
o— ituTntil she asgs Marly to leave Ts alone. ’hatSs when k —eel the Irst 
hint o— Tnease. dhe never senps the stab away Tnless itSs somethinf 
qrivate. domethinf pelicate.

k set my qaint,rTsh pown anp tTrn to —ace her. dhe sits on the chaise 
lonfTe lige a HTeen holpinf coTrtz hanps —olpep neatly in her laq. ‘er 
faxe so—tens. ’hat loog always mages me nervoTs.

WMy pearzS she saysz Wk have e?citinf news.S
k smile aTtomaticallyz ,Tt somethinf insipe tifhtens.
WLhat is itDS
WA letter arrivep this morninf. jorp ‘arrinfton has invitep Ts to 

his estate. k ,elieve he wishes yoT to sqenp time with his son.S
Cif,y.
My smile —altersz OTst a little. k manafe to geeq my voice lifht. Wjorp 

‘arrinftonSs sonD Lhat an honoTr.S
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…Tt my minpSs alreapy racinf. k gnow e?actly what this is. ’he 
‘arrinftons own a qifment —actory in Rornwall. A larfe one. Cif,y 
will inherit it somepay. ’heir olp moneyz oTr frowinf ,Tsinessuit 
woTlp ,e a qer—ect match. Zn qaqer.

Anp yesz k want to sTqqort oTr —amilySs —actory. Z— coTrse k po. 
FTstQ not lige this.

ktSs not a,oTt Cif,ySs over,ite. Zr the ears. k coTlp overloog those 
thinfs. …Tt kSve seen how he treats the servantsulige theySre insects. 
‘e ,rafs a,oTt moneyz li—estylez statTs. Anp never HTietly.

Mother toTches my shoTlper fentlyz as i— sheSs sensep my hesitation.
Wk gnow this may come as a sTrqrisezS she saysz W,Tt heSs a very elifi,le 

yoTnf man. A trTe fentleman. ‘is qrosqects are e?cellent.S
k nop. W2atTrally. kQ ,arely gnow him.S
My room —eels sTppenly small. ’he walls closer than ,e—ore.
WCo yoT thingzS k asgz Wthis visit hasQ a qarticTlar meaninfDS
dhe smiles lige a cat with cream. Wk po. ’hey woTlpnSt invite Ts lige 

this OTst to ,e qolite. ’heir franp ,all is ne?t month. Lhy sinfle Ts oTt 
Tnless somethinf more is intenpepDS

k gnow kSm sTqqosep to smile afain. ’his is what k was raisep —or. 
’o marry well. ’o secTre a —TtTre —or oTr —amily.

joveD ’hatSs —or —airy tales. Vor UTeen Pictoriaz may,e. 2ot —or 
firls lige me.

Vather says k ponSt Tnperstanp the real worlp. Alistair afrees. May,e 
theySre rifht. May,e resqect anp sharep foals are enoTfh.

…Tt somethinf in me re,els. UTiet. dteapy. -nshaga,le.
k havenSt fiven my heart away. ’hereSs no one else. Anp yet the 

thoTfht o— meetinf Cif,y ‘arrinfton afainuo— shaginf hanps with 
my —TtTreuIlls me with preap.

Anp somethinf else. domethinf k canSt name.
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As soon as kSm a,lez k moTnt Rinnamon anp ripe oTt towarp the 
woops. k canSt ,ear to stay at home any lonfer. ’he walls —eel lige they 
are closinf in.

Le falloq alonf the narrow qaths Tntil my thoTfhts ,efin to settle. 
’he winp in my hair anp the rhythm o— her hooves pTlls the ache —or 
a while. 3ventTallyz k rein her in ,y the streamz lettinf her pringz anp 
croTch pown ,esipe her.

k scooq water into my hanpsz the chill ,itinf qleasantly afainst my 
hot sginz anp sqlash it onto my —ace. dlowlyz my ,reath evens oTt. ’he 
tension in my chest loosens.

Anp yetQ somethinf —eels ob.
’hereSs a restlessness ,eneath my ri,s that wonSt let fo. ks it still 

the ipea o— that horrip enfafementD ’he thoTfht o— ,ecominf japy 
‘arrinftonz stanpinf ,esipe a man k cannot resqectD

’he trees sway fently in the ,reexe. A moment o— qeaceuthen k 
realise whatSs wronf.

’he ,irps have fone silent.
’he woops are TnnatTrally still. ’hen k hear the sharq cracg o— the 

Tnper,rTsh. Rinnamon tensesz her ears 4icginf sharqly. …e—ore k can 
reactz two IfTres ,Trst —rom the thicget. k —reexe. My ,reath catches. 
’heySre menuTngemqtz ,earpepz their clothes torn anp reeginf o— 
pamq anp sweat. !oachers. A sqige o— —ear sTrfes throTfh me.

WLellz loog what weSve —oTnpzS the taller one sneersz steqqinf —orY
warp.

W‘ow lovelyzS says the otherz frinninfz his voice thicg with mocgery.
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’hey move —astz 4anginf me ,e—ore k can ,acg away. Zne praws so 
close k can —eel his ,reath on my sgin.

WLhat po yoT wantDS k asgz tryinf to geeq my voice steapyz thoTfh 
my hanps have ,efTn to shage.

k reach —or the silver chain aroTnp my necgumy ,irthpay fi—t —rom 
years afouanp holp it oTt. W’age this. !lease. FTst tage it.S

’he tall one snatches it withoTt hesitation. …Tt he poesnSt leave.
‘is hanp closes aroTnp my arm with ,rTtal strenfth. k try to qTll 

,acgz ,Tt the seconp man fra,s my wrist anp yangs me ob ,alance.
W2o:S k cryz strTfflinf afainst their friq. !anic sTrfes. k gicg the tall 

onez striginf his shin. ‘e shoTts in qain.
…Tt the other retaliates instantlyz twistinf my arm ,ehinp my ,acg 

Tntil k fasq in afony. ’he qosition is so tifhtz any movement sharqens 
the qain. 2ow the tall oneSs eyes pri—t to my ,loTse. My chest. A 
terri,le awareness sets in.

‘e tTfs at the ri,,ons anp the —a,ric —alls oqen.
WConStzS k qleapz my voice ,reaginf as tears stinf my eyes. …Tt heSs 

not listeninf. 2either o— them are. k —eel traqqepz lige an animal corY
nerep with no hoqe o— escaqe. ‘elqless. ‘Tmiliatep.

‘e —Tm,les at my corset ,Tt frows imqatientz leaninf inz his ,reath 
soTr anp hot afainst my cheeg. k tTrn my heap anp scream.

k gicg oTtz 4ailinfz poinf anythinf to geeq them at ,ayz ,Tt they 
only seem to enOoy it.

WZhz k po lige the wilp oneszS the tall one saysz leerinfz anp reaches 
—or me afain. ‘e sHTeexes my ,reasts throTfh the corsetz anp then k 
see him Tnpo his troTsers.

Vor a sqlit seconpz k —reexe. ‘eSs e?qosep. Anp —or the Irst timez the 
trTe horror o— what they intenp crashes pown on me.

W6oTSre still TntoTchepz arenSt yoTDS he saysz shovinf at my sgirtsz 
tryinf to —orce his way throTfh the layers.
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’hatSs when the —ear tTrns into somethinf sharqeruqTre sTrvival. 
k slam my gnee into himz harp. ‘e cries oTtz poT,linf over.

’he smaller one hissesz W6oT little ,itch:S anp wrenches my arm 
afain.

!ain shoots throTfh me lige Ire.
Anp thenu
A fTnshot.
’he worlp holps its ,reath.
Wdteq away —rom the lapy. 2owzS comes a Irmz commanpinf voice.
k loog Tqz heart qoTnpinfz anp relie— washes over me. ktSs himuthe 

yoTnf man on the ,lacg horse.
knstantlyz the qressTre on my arm pisaqqears. ’he qoachers 4ee into 

the trees. k ponSt even watch where they fo.
All strenfth leaves me. My lefs five oTt. k sing to the froTnpz 

trem,linfz ,arely a,le to ,reathe.
k collaqse into the frass anp canSt helq ,Tt weeqz even thoTfh kSm 

ashamep o— it. k have never gnown —ear lige this ,e—ore. 2ot OTst the 
—ear o— qainz althoTfh that was real enoTfh. 2oz what terriIes me even 
more is what coTlp have haqqenep. k— they hap sTcceepepQ k woTlp 
have ,een rTinep.

2ot OTst hTrtupisfracep. A stain no woman ever escaqes. My li—ez 
as kSve gnown itz woTlp have ,een over. k woTlp have ,ecome a soTrce 
o— shame to my —amilyz anp nothinf more. ktSs over now. k gnow that. 
…Tt still k canSt stoq cryinf. Eelie— anp horror wash throTfh me in 
eHTal measTre. My ,opy shages violently with so,s.

’henz sTppenlyC stronf arms enveloq me. A warmz com—ortinf 
scent. A voiceulowz calmz fentle. ‘eSs holpinf me.

Another wave o— tears overtages me. …Tt he poesnSt let fo. ‘e staysz 
steapy anp silentz lettinf me collaqse afainst himz thoTfh we ,arely 
gnow each other.
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kt tages a lonf time —or the tears to stoq. Lhen they Inally poz heSs 
still herez qatient anp comqosepz froTnpinf me with his qresence.

Le sit in the frass tofetherz sTrroTnpep ,y wilp lilies anp corn4owY
ersz the —apinf lifht tTrninf the woops folpen. Le mTst have ,een oTt 
here —or hoTrs.

At lastz k Inp the coTrafe to meet his eyes. k ,Trn with em,arrassY
ment that he saw me lige thisz clothes pishevellepz nearly pishonoTrepz 
tears streaginf my —ace. A lapy is meant to geeq her comqosTre. ’o 
never Tnravel.

k hal— e?qect a cTttinf remargusomethinf smTfz lige last time. …Tt 
he says nothinf. ‘e only watches mez thoTfht—Tl.

W’hang yoTzS k whisqerz meaninf every sylla,le.
WkSm sorry yoT hap to fo throTfh thatzS he reqlies.
Znly now po k realise how close weSre sittinfz here in the peeq frass. 

As i— we were lovers. dtartlepz k shi—t away —rom him anp my hanp 4ies 
to my ,loTse. …Tt itSs no lonfer oqen.

k flance at himz caTtioTs. ‘e obers a —aint smile. ‘as heQ ,Tttonep 
it —or meD

‘eat rTshes to my —ace. k tTrn HTicglyz searchinf —or Rinnamon. 
dheSs fraxinf calmly ,esipe his ,lacg stallion.

WkQ k shoTlp fo home. My qarents mTst ,e worriep sicg.S
‘e nops. WMay k escort yoT throTfh the woopsDS
k ,ling at himz sTrqrisep. A—ter oTr last encoTnterz k woTlpnSt have 

e?qectep sTch coTrtesy. …Tt a—ter what OTst haqqenepz kSm frate—Tl not 
to ,e alone.

Le ripe sipe ,y sipe in silence alonf the sanpy qathz now ,athep in 
the oranfe flow o— the settinf sTn. My cheegs are still ,Trninf.

3ven an e?qosep angle can sqarg a scanpal in my worlpulet alone 
what he saw. My ,loTse oqenz me help pownz hal—YTnpressepQ k— he 
were a fentleman o— societyz my reqTtation woTlp alreapy ,e in rTins.
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…Tt he isnSt. ‘eSs a worger. kn his worlpz the rTles are piberent.
‘e catches my faxe anp there it is afainz that HTiet smile that so—tens 

his entire —ace.
As we reach the epfe o— the woopsz k slow my horse anp tTrn to him.
WkSm a—raip k mTst asg yoT to leave me here.S
A 4icger o— somethinf crosses his —ace. W…ecaTse kSm sTch a panfer 

to yoTDS
k let oTt a nervoTs laTfh. ‘e has a qoint. joficallyz kSp ,e —ar sa—er 

continTinf with him. …Tt qroqriety poesnSt care a,oTt lofic. A yoTnf 
womanz alone with a man she isnSt marriep toD ’he fossiqs woTlp pine 
oTt on it —or weegs.

WMy qarentsQS k ,efin.
‘e holps Tq a hanp. Wk gnow. ’he rTles.S ‘e qaTses. W…Tt shoTlpnSt 

we tell them what haqqenepDS
My heart sgiqs. W‘eavensz no: ’heySp never let me ripe oTt afain. 

Anp k coTlpnSt ,ear that. k canSt sqenp every pay traqqep at homez 
with only the occasional walg into town —or relie—.S

W…TtQ as weSve seenz itSs not entirely sa—e oTt here.S
k thing HTicgly. W!erhaqs i— k never pismoTnt afain. Zr i— k ,rinf my 

comqanion ne?t timeD ’hoTfhQ they mifht overqower ,oth o— Ts.S k 
—rown. WMay,e VatherSs revolverDS

‘e chTcgles so—tly. W…e—ore yoT tTrn oTtlawz may k ober another 
ipeaDS

WZhD Anp what woTlp that ,eDS k flance at himz cTrioTs.
Wk ripe into the villafe twice a weeg to oversee the qaqer peliveries at 

the station. Lhile the qoachers are still activez why ponSt we meet here 
afainD FTst to ,e sa—e.S


