Chapter One

London 1878

As Kitty Morland turned the corner of the dimly lit hallway she stopped, surprised to see light spilling from the open doorway of George Arnold’s study. What was her employer doing up here when he should be downstairs with his guests at the ball? 
Voices in the study came to her above the faint sound of music from below as she tiptoed forward, wondering if she could slip past without being seen. Pausing in the shadows before reaching the door, she saw George Arnold standing inside the room, with his personal servant, Craddock.
Arnold bent, picked up something from his desk with tweezers, and held it aloft. It gleamed and flashed as he turned it this way and that to catch the light.
“This is a diamond of rare perfection,” Kitty heard him say.
“Yes, I’m sure it is, but I wish to examine it myself,”answered a man’s voice. It came from a part of the room just outside of Kitty’s line of vision. As she took a step forward to see who spoke, Craddock turned and his gaze caught hers. He moved swiftly to close the door.
Kitty hesitated. Perhaps she should return to her room now she had been seen, but then she shrugged and continued on her way. 
As she neared the gallery, she fancied she glimpsed a figure ahead of her, but when she reached the gallery it was empty. Her imagination was playing tricks on her.
Moving across to the balustrade she leaned on it, watching the dancers below. Soon her foot was tapping in time to the music. The colors of the silks and satins of the ladies gowns, the flash of jewels sparkling in the gaslights, all created a moving kaleidoscope of color as the elegantly dressed men guided their partners around the floor. 
Looking down at her neat, gray governess’s dress, Kitty smoothed it over her slim hips, and lifted her hand to touch the no-nonsense bun she was forced to wear to tame the honey gold curls of her hair. How drab her appearance, compared to those she watched below.
Resentment simmered inside her. She belonged down there, with them, not up here, an onlooker.
She caught a whiff of something like cigar smoke and turned, but the gallery of the elegant Knightsbridge house was empty. The doors to the balcony at the side were open on this warm night, and the darkness revealed no one beyond.
Twisting her lips, she gazed at the portraits lining the walls of the gallery. The owners of the house described them to all as their ancestors, but she knew better. The Arnolds were nouveau riche and their ancestors had no portraits. Turning back, she resumed her watching.

“Ah, Charlotte, I wondered why you were skulking around the house in the dark. Was it just to come and watch the gaiety, eh, or did you have something else in mind.”
 Whirling around, Kitty saw Craddock, tall, sleek and sharp, standing close beside her. She narrowed her eyes as he leaned toward her, and took a step back. “
Oh, Mr. Craddock, you startled me. I didn’t hear you coming. I just came down to watch the dancing.”
“I guess you’d love to be down there with them, wouldn’t you? You look lonely, standing here all on your own in the half dark. Now that I’ve found you, I’ll keep you company.”He moved closer, and she stepped back again. 
“I can assure you I’m not at all lonely. I’m just enjoying watching the party.”
Craddock’s eyes glinted. “We could have a little party all on our own.” He sidled closer still and slipped his arm around her waist, holding her firmly. 
“I have some gin in my room, good stuff, not your cheap rubbish. We can go up there and have a little drink and...”
Kitty cut him off before he could finish. “Thank you, but I have no desire to go to your room...” her voice dripped ice, “...for a drink, or anything else.” She tried to remove his arm but he held her tighter.
 “Come on now, don’t be like that. We can have a good time together; you and me, and you’ll find me a good friend to have in this house.” He spun her around. His hot breath fanned her face.
She struggled to free herself but found his grip too strong. Both his arms were around her, pinning her arms to her sides. He bent closer, pushing her back against the rail, and his mouth came down on hers.
Revolted by his wet lips, she twisted her face away, her heart thudding “Let me go.”
“Be nice to me, Charlotte. I’m not going to hurt you; we can have some fun together.”
Her breath came in gasps. “Let...me... go... you pig.”
Craddock took no notice as she twisted, trying to escape from his grasp. His mouth slid down and he kissed her neck.
“You’re lovely,” he muttered as his hand came up and fondled her breast.
Kitty took advantage of having one hand free and pushed him with all her strength, her pulses pounding, but she was still pinned against the rail.
He raised his head, fumbling with the buttons on her bodice, and moved back momentarily. Raising her free arm she hit him a stinging blow on the face, and raked her nails down his cheek.
Uttering an oath, he released her and stepped back, his hand at his cheek. When he took it away he looked at the blood on it.
“Look what you’ve done, you little hell cat, you’ve drawn blood.”
 He raised his hand as if to strike her, but dropped it and reached into his pocket for a handkerchief. “Think you’re too good for me, with your
hoity-toity manners, do you? Well, we all know you’re poor as a church mouse, in spite of your airs and graces.”
Kitty panted, struggling to regain her breath. “If you ever touch me again, I’ll hurt you where it’ll do a lot more damage.”
“You’ll be sorry for this, mark my words. I’ll see you suffer for it.”
Craddock spun around and hurried away, holding the handkerchief to his cheek.
Kitty crossed the gallery to sit on a bench near the open doors while she composed herself. Her breath came heavily as she checked her buttons were done up, and tucked one of her curls back into the bun it had fallen from in the scuffle. Wanting a breath of fresh air, she stood and walked toward the balcony, but as she neared the open doors she jumped back with fright.
Someone was already out there.
A man in evening dress sauntered through the doors into the gallery.
“My, my,” he drawled, “you do have a temper, but I don’t think I’d go so far as to call you a hell cat, even if you did draw blood.”
“Who…who are you?”
“Just a guest for the ball.”
“What were you doing out there?”
“I went out earlier to escape the crowd for a while and smoke a cigar in peace. I didn’t know I was going to witness such an interesting exchange.”
Kitty detected amusement in his voice, and her body stiffened. “If you saw what was happening, then why didn’t you come to my aid?”
“You were managing quite well on your own, I thought.”
“Any gentleman would have helped me.”
“Ah, you English wouldn’t consider me a gentleman, I’m afraid.”
“Obviously you’re not. If you were, you’d pretend you hadn’t heard the exchange, instead of trying to embarrass me.”
His eyebrows rose. “Are you embarrassed?” His face held the hint of a smile. 
“Of course I am.”
He laughed. “I think not.” He dropped his bantering manner. “Look, why don’t you come downstairs and I’ll get you a glass of champagne. I’ve
always found there’s nothing like champagne to raise a young lady’s spirits.”
Suddenly, Kitty remembered her circumstances. He was a guest for the evening, while she should not be here, watching the festivities. Her employers would not view it kindly if they knew one of their guests had witnessed the scene between her and Craddock. If it came to that, Craddock would twist things around to make it seem as if she was in the
wrong. 
Her stomach clenched; she was under no illusion as to who would be believed if it came to a confrontation.
Kitty looked up at the stranger. Even in this dim light she could see he was not what she called the ‘usual insipid upper-class Englishman’. She judged him to be in his early thirties, tall and lean, with dark hair and eyes and regular features. He was clean-shaven except for a neatly trimmed moustache, and his skin showed he spent time in the sun. But it was something else that made him different, an air of self-confidence, of energy and vitality.
He was the sort of man she would enjoy getting to know, under different circumstances. But now was not the time. Regretfully, she shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I must go.”
“At least come and have a dance with me.”
How she would love to do that. Her heart raced at the thought of this dashing stranger’s arms around her as he swept her on to the floor. If only things were different. If only she could meet him as an equal.
“Surely you can see I’m not dressed for a ball.”
“You look beautiful.” He sounded as if he meant it.
 Kitty shook her head again. “I really can’t.”
At that moment the music started again, playing a Strauss waltz.
“Then we’ll have our own dance floor up here.” He took her into his arms and swept her around the floor of the gallery.
Her heart pumped with excitement as her feet followed his, bringing a flush to her cheeks. She relaxed for a moment or two as he held her cl ose, allowing herself to experience the dizzying sensations before she pulled from his arms. Whatever was she thinking? If she was seen, she would surely be dismissed.
“I must go.”
He put out his hand to detain her. “Stay just a while, please.”
She shook her head. “No, I can’t.” Turning, she moved away.
“Please, Charlotte, wait.”
Kitty heard him call her name as she sped across the gallery. He made no attempt to follow her.
For several days she was apprehensive, expecting some repercussion from the events of the evening, but there was none. The disturbing stranger had evidently made no mention of their meeting. Sadly, she realized she was unlikely to see him again.
Craddock kept away from her. Not knowing how he explained the scratches on his cheek, she didn’t care. She knew she had made an enemy, but tried to put it from her mind. 

Kitty received a summons from the mistress of the house late one evening three months later.
“Charlotte, the mistress wants you in the drawing room.”
“Thank you, Betsy.”
“You better hurry. She don’t look happy.”
Why she was being summoned at this hour? Nanny put the children to bed earlier; they should both be asleep by now.
As she passed the study on her way down, Kitty heard loud snores coming from behind the partly open door. It sounded as if the master had taken a drop too much after-dinner port again.
Tapping on the drawing room door, she waited to hear the voice call, “Come in,” before entering the room.
Mrs. Arnold sat in a chair drawn up close to the brightly burning fire. She wore the same green silk gown Kitty remembered from earlier in the evening.
Jewels at her throat and ears shone brilliantly in the firelight. Kitty drew in her breath as she recognized the diamond and emerald necklace and earrings that had belonged to her own mother.
The expensive gown and jewels could not hide the plainness of her employer’s features—pointed nose, thin lips set in a line, steely eyes, glinting coldly as her gaze traveled over Kitty.
“You want to see me, Mrs. Arnold?”
“Yes. It has been brought to my attention that a vase is missing from the top of the bureau in the music room. A very expensive antique vase. What do you know about it?” Her voice was as cold as her eyes. Was she being accused of breaking the vase? Remembering her liveihood depended on this woman, she bit back a sharp rejoinder.
“Why, nothing. Why would I know anything about it?”
“I’m assured it was there when the room was cleaned this morning. I believe you were in there this afternoon?”
“No. I haven’t been in there at all today.”
“The vase was broken, Charlotte. I believe you broke it and said nothing, thinking it wouldn’t be missed for some time, if at all.”
How dare she accuse her like this? “No, I didn’t break it. I told you, I wasn’t in there today.”
“You were seen coming out, holding something hidden in the folds of your skirt.”
Kitty’s nails bit into the palms as she clenched her fists at her sides. “That’s not true. If someone told you that, they were mistaken.”
“It mightn’t have been discovered if you hadn’t kicked a piece under the bureau. I think you missed that piece when you picked up the rest and took it out to dispose of it. But when Hawkins went into the room this evening, he noticed it poking out from under the side of the bureau.” She paused. “What do you have to say to that?”
“If someone broke it, it wasn’t me.”
“Then what were you carrying out?”
“I told you, I wasn’t in the room. If someone says they saw me then they’re lying.”
Mrs. Arnold’s eyes narrowed. “I think you are lying. I think you’re frightened to own up to what you did.”
Kitty’s pulses pounded. “That’s not true. If I’d broken your vase, I’d have told you.”
“I suppose you’re frightened I’ll take the money out of your wages to replace it. Well, I know I’d have no hope, it would take years.” Her voice was cold.“However, I will not have servants who tell lies. I expected better from you. You will leave first thing in the morning.”
Kitty remembered how dependent she was on her small wage. She almost choked as she brought out the words. “I did not break your vase. I was not in that room today.”
“Don’t lie to me anymore,” the woman shouted at her, her face livid, her jaw quivering. “Your father would be ashamed of you if he were still here. He would expect you to own up to what you’ve done.”
Kitty’s control crumbled. Rage seared her throat as she replied. “How dare you bring my father into this? He would know I don’t lie. Which is more than can be said for others in this house.”
“I think you’d better be careful what you say, Charlotte. You will leave in the morning. Under the circumstances, I will not be giving you a character.”
Kitty heard the satisfaction in her voice. The woman was jealous and spiteful, resenting anyone younger or more attractive than herself, as well as those whose family background was better. But never had she expected her to carry her vindictiveness to such lengths.
Shaken, Kitty turned and left the room without another word, slamming the door behind her. 

*******
In the hall Kitty leaned against the wall, waiting until her fury subsided a little, and her heartbeat slowed. Who could have lied about seeing her come out of the music room? She didn’t have to think long, it had to be Craddock. Her skin crawled as she remembered how he tried to maul her on the night of the ball. He had barely spoken to her since, biding his time. Now, this was his ultimate revenge.
Kitty headed for the stairs. As she reached the study, the snoring was still loud, the door ajar. Pausing, she turned and pushed the door open and looked inside. The master of the house sprawled in his armchair, fast asleep.
Moving into the room she stood looking down at him, hands clenched at her sides. This was the man she blamed for her father’s death, and her own present circumstances. George Arnold. How she hated him.
Kitty stared down at him, filled with loathing. Middle age was upon him and his once muscular body showed signs of fat. Slouched down in the chair, his flushed face slumped on his chest, and his legs stuck out straight in front of him. One arm rested along the arm of the chair, and the other hung limply across the front of his body. His slack mouth sagged open and his snores were loud and rhythmic. This was the man who had shattered her life. Her chest tightened as she remembered, as clearly as yesterday, sitting with her parents in the garden of their home in Hampstead, three years ago, when the quiet of the afternoon was broken by the sound of an approaching horse.

****

The sound drew the attention of the four people seated beneath the branches of a large oak tree, their chairs alongside a table set for tea.
Charles Morland, a thin, silver-haired man with the look of a scholar, shaded his eyes with his hand as he peered down the driveway. He turned to his wife with asmile.
“Why, Bella, I do believe it’s my friend Mr. Arnold come to visit us. What a pleasant surprise.
Hopefully, he has good news of my investment, and our financial worries will soon be over.”
“What investment is that, Father?” asked the young man seated beside him.
“You know Mr. Arnold is a successful jeweler, Robert, with a shop in Bond Street?”
“Yes, I’ve heard you talk of it.”
“He’s very successful and has told me many times of the big profits he makes by buying direct from his friend’s diamond mine in South Africa. By cutting out the middleman and setting the gems and selling them through his own shop, he makes a great deal of money. He offered to let me put up money for a shipment and we’ll share the profits. It’s very kind of him; he had no
need to make such a generous offer.”
Bella frowned. “I hope it all goes as well as he says it will. I must say I felt alarmed when you told me you’d raised such a large sum of money on the house and given it to him.”
“There’s no need to worry, my dear. It’s a foolproof way to recoup our dwindling funds.” He paused before speaking to his daughter, who was sitting on the other side of the table. “Kitty, will you please tell Jane there will be another one for tea?”
Kitty rose from her chair at the same time as the visitor arrived at the top of the drive and slid from his horse.
The new arrival was a tall, fleshy man with a sensuous mouth, rather red in the face now as he mopped his brow with a handkerchief and strode toward their table.
“Charles,”he called out,“I am the bearer of unfortunate tidings.”
****
As Kitty watched Arnold now, sprawled in the chair, he stirred in his sleep, snorted, and flung his arm away from his body and out to his side. Perhaps he was about to wake up. Not caring if he saw her standing
there, she stood her ground.
His arm fell onto the top of a small table standing by the chair, before he settled down again. His hand had just missed the half-empty glass of port standing on the table, but it had knocked over a small chamois pouch sitting near it. A stream of diamonds spilled out on to the table as the pouch toppled sideways.
Kitty stared at the jewels as they glittered in the lamplight, drawing in her breath sharply. Why, there must be thousands of pounds worth in the pouch. He’d obviously brought them home with him from his jewelry shop and fallen asleep with them beside him.
The past raced through her mind.
Kitty would never forget that day when Arnold arrived at their house seemingly in a state of agitation. The shipment had been waylaid on its way to the ship and the bandits made off with the diamonds, he told them. They had lost it all.
After listening to his friend’s tale that day, her father, her gentle, scholarly father Charles, who spent most of his time in the library with his books, went into the library one last time, and put a bullet through his brain.
Their house in Hampstead, with its large grounds and handsome furnishings, had been sold over their heads, along with most of their possessions. Even her mother’s jewelry, much of which had been left to her by her own mother, had been taken by the bailiffs, deemed, by law, to be her husband’s property. They learned later that George Arnold had bought most of their possessions for a fraction of their worth.
Kitty and her mother had been forced to move into two rooms over the top of a draper’s shop in Bloomsbury, where her mother took in sewing and embroidery to earn a pittance to live on.
There was no money for her brother Robert, whom Kitty had adored since a small child, to continue his law studies at Cambridge. In desperation, he decided to go to Australia and seek his fortune. He had hopes of finding gold and then, he promised, he would send for them.
Kitty reluctantly accepted the offer of coming here as governess to the two Arnold children, giving her mother most of the small wage she earned toward the rent of the rooms. She never believed Arnold’s story of the robbery, certain he had fabricated it to swindle her father out of his investment. But, much as she hated him, what else could she do? There were few ways for a young lady of nineteen to earn a living in England.
Now, here was George Arnold, still living in luxury. And tomorrow she would be forced to return tothe two rooms with her mother. Without a character she would be unable to find another position. The meagre amount her mother earned could never sustain them. She trembled as she contemplated their future. What was to become of them?
Kitty stared at the diamonds, winking up at her. Biting her lip, she picked one up. Turning it around in her fingers, she watched the changing colors as the facets reflected the light.  How much would it be worth?
She didn’t know, but guessed it would be enough to keep the two of them in food for months, maybe a year or more. And there must be dozens in the bag.
Looking around guiltily, she put it back with the others. There was no sound apart from the snoring.
Going to the door, Kitty looked out. No one was in sight. The servants would all be downstairs, hoping they were finished for the night. Moving back to the table, she stood there again, looking, her heart pounding. Slowly, she reached down and stood the bag upright again. A scatter of diamonds remained on the table.
Kitty watched the sleeping man, thinking how easy it would be to help herself to the spilt diamonds. If she took them, wouldn’t she only be repaying a fraction of what Arnold stole from her father? 
She took a step back. No, she couldn’t.
 Then a picture of her mother, bent over her sewing in that cold and dingy room in Bloomsbury, flashed through her mind. Followed immediately by one of this mans wife, sitting by the fire. Wearing her mother’s jewels. Abruptly, she leaned over, scooped up the loose diamonds, and slipped them into her pocket. 
The blood pounded in her ears. Fleeing from the room, she sped along the hall to the bottom of the stairs. Pausing, she looked around. Was that the downstairs door closing as she turned? Had she really seen it, or was it her guilty conscience playing tricks on her?  
Turning, she hurried up the stairs to her room on the third floor.
Once inside, she closed the door and placed a chair beneath the knob to keep it firmly shut. Kitty sat on the bed drawing in deep mouthfuls of air. Taking the diamonds from her pocket with shaking fingers she examined them. There were twenty-six in all, of varying sizes and shapes, gleaming brilliantly on herbed. If she kept them and sold them, it would replace some of what Arnold had taken from them. It would give her and her mother a new start.
But what if Arnold woke and realized some of the diamonds were missing? A cold knot of fear twisted inside her. What would he do? Had he counted them before he fell asleep? Did he have a record at the shop of what he had taken home? 
If they were missed, would she be suspected?
Perhaps someone saw her come out of the study. Perhaps she would be searched.
Kitty looked around the room. Where could she hide them? And what if her case was searched before she left in the morning? How was she to get them safely out of the house? Her glance settled on the glass of water on her bedside table.
Drawing a deep breath, she picked it up. 
Very deliberately, she placed a diamond on her tongue, took a mouthful of water and gulped it down, then repeated it, one by one, until the diamonds were all gone.
****
As Kitty tossed and turned in her bed later that night she relived the moment when she put the diamonds in her pocket. She knew she would not have yielded to the impulse if Mrs. Arnold had not sacked her so unjustly, and in such a malicious fashion. Worry for their future, coupled with anger, had caused her to become a thief. 
Her conscience gave her no rest. She regretted her actions, but what could she do? It was impossible for her to return the diamonds; she must wait for Nature to take its course before they would be in her possession again. The only course left to her was to leave first thing in the morning and hope she escaped detection.
****
Kitty was up before it was light. Hurriedly, she washed and dressed, her fingers trembling so much she had difficulty fastening her buttons. It took her only a few moments to pack her belongings into her case, and she was ready to leave. She looked around her small room. She was not sorry to leave, she’d not been happy in the time spent in this house. Making her way downstairs through the silence, she shivered in the morning chill. The only person she met as she carried her case out was the housemaid, up early to clean out the grates and light the fires before the rest of the household stirred. 
When Kitty told her she was leaving, the maid shrugged her shoulders and went on with her work.
When she reached the street, Kitty looked up at the house with its imposing façade. In the early morning light it appeared dark and menacing. Its shadow leaned toward her as if it meant to pull her back into its clutches.
Kitty hurried away, fear gnawing at her insides. She’d taken no breakfast, not wanting her body to try ejecting its unusual supper prematurely. It must wait until she reached home.
Would the loss of the diamonds be discovered when George Arnold woke? Or would they not be missed until they were counted at the shop? Would he connect her with their disappearance? Kitty felt almost certain he would, particularly once he heard the story of her dismissal from his wife, and the fact that she left so early this morning. If so, how long did she have before he contacted the police? How long until they came looking for her?
Fear lent urgency to her footsteps.
She had a long walk to reach the street where she could board a horse-drawn bus that would take her close to Bloomsbury. She eyed the hansom cabs
waiting for hire by the curb, but knew she had no money to spare for this luxury.
Meanwhile, each bobby on his beat was now a possible source of danger, in place of being a reassuring sight as usual.
Heaving a sigh of relief, Kitty finally clambered aboard a bus and settled back in her seat. She had plenty of time to think as it rumbled its way through the streets on the long ride home. Terror gripped her as she thought of what she had done, and what could happen to her. She was under no illusion that Arnold would show her any mercy if he suspected her. No, he would want his diamonds back, he would send the police after her, and even if he got them back, he would still charge her with theft. And Kitty knew what that meant. Prison. She broke into a cold sweat. Perhaps it could even be considered a hanging offense.
Kitty drew deep breaths, trying to still her mind, but her thoughts chased themselves around like a dog chasing its tail. She had to get away from London. Go somewhere she wasn’t known. Her mother would come with her; they would start a new life. But where could they go? Where would she be safe? They could bury themselves in the country, far away, in a small village. They could change their names. But she would be hard pressed to find another position in the country. 
The money from the diamonds wouldn’t last forever, and she was going to find it almost impossible to secure another position anywhere without a character.
 What were they to do?
Suddenly Kitty had the answer. She felt faint with relief. Of course. They would go to Australia. Robert was already there; they would go and join him. They would go immediately, before she could be found. She would book passage for them both, on the first ship that was leaving after she sold some of the diamonds. Then she would be safe and they would start their new life in a new country, with Robert. Yes, Australia...in Australia she would be safe.


