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1
            CHRISTMAS DAY, 1920

         

         It was the day that stripped the joy from Christmas, or so he thought afterwards – everything a parody of what it should have been. The snow was dirty and trampled underfoot, the children frightened and cold, and even the robin – perched on a dustbin in the street – refused to sing, complicit in the horror that awaited him inside the house. And then there was her face, of course. For years to come, he would never be able to hear the carol that he was once so fond of without remembering the expression in her eyes, such a stark reminder of how little comfort and joy there really was in the world.

         A crowd had already gathered outside by the time he arrived, a young detective sergeant, newly promoted and keen to make his mark. The house was in Notting Dale, a rookery of overcrowded streets and run-down buildings, and although the snow had covered some of the area’s shortcomings, it was still a wretched part of the city – one grim, monotonous row after another, untouched by any sort of spirit, seasonal or otherwise. He parked his car at the end of the street where Mollie Naylor and her children had lived, and walked over to the group of neighbours, all silently waiting for something to happen. Pushing his way through the onlookers, he could feel the hostility closing in on him, as cold on his face as the harsh December air. Somewhere over to his left, a man’s voice muttered a sarcastic happy Christmas.2

         A uniformed constable stood by the front door, his face as white as a sheet, and Penrose guessed that he was the local bobby whose misfortune it had been to pass by. ‘Who found them?’ he asked, after the briefest of introductions.

         ‘The next-door neighbour, sir. His wife heard a bit of shouting last night, but she didn’t do anything about it because she was on her own with the baby, and anyway, she didn’t want to get involved. Then this morning there was no sign of the children. She couldn’t hear a peep out of them through the walls and she thought that was strange, bearing in mind the pandemonium going on in her own house. You know how kids are at Christmas.’ He stopped suddenly, as if he had said something inappropriate, and Penrose guessed that the tragedy of what lay upstairs had struck him again, more forcefully than ever. ‘Anyway, she sent her husband round to check. The back door was unlocked and he soon found them, although he says he didn’t go any further than the first room. I believe him, too. You wouldn’t, if you didn’t have to.’

         ‘Where is he now?’

         ‘Back at home, sir. Sick as a dog, he looked. Said he wanted to hug his kids. I’ve told him you’ll need a word.’

         ‘And no one else has been in?’

         He shook his head. ‘No, only me. I thought I was going to have a bit of trouble keeping people out once word got round, but no one’s tried anything.’

         ‘That’s about the only thing left to them, I suppose – respect.’

         ‘Or fear, sir.’ Penrose looked at him sharply, and he shrugged. ‘That’s what it feels like to me. A woman who could do that to her children …’3

         ‘It’s a bit early to be making assumptions like that, Constable, no matter how likely it looks. Did you know the family?’

         ‘No, sir. Not before today.’

         But everyone would know them now, Penrose thought. He thanked the PC and walked past him into the house, closing the door behind him. There was an absolute silence inside, eerie and unsettling, and although he had reproached the constable for saying more than he should have, Penrose knew exactly what he meant. It wasn’t respect that he had detected in the people who knew Mollie Naylor, and it wasn’t even a familiar antagonism towards the police; it was horror, in its purest form – a superstition of sorts, as if they could be tainted by the grief if they got too close to it, or perhaps simply a reluctant realisation that violence could be dragged from any human heart if the circumstances were bad enough. The stillness was oppressive, and Penrose had to force himself to move further into the room and shake off a feeling of dread. He shivered, knowing that the cold creeping through his bones was something more than the weather and the desperate state of the house had conspired to create.

         There was just one room downstairs, a kitchen parlour containing bits of old furniture that had seen better days. The plaster was falling off the ceiling in places, and paper peeled from walls so damp that it was a wonder anyone had bothered to put it up in the first place. A piece of string had been hung from corner to corner to dry the washing, and the floorboards were rotten here and there, where water had repeatedly dripped onto them. Patches of mould gave the house a musty air, mixed with something metallic and sickening that was both out of place here and horribly familiar. 4At least the cold was good for something, he thought bitterly; the stench of death in summer would have been intolerable. As it was, the tiny, well-worn clothes still hanging near the hearth were unbearably poignant, and he had to turn away.

         The general state of neglect was only to be expected: rents were so low after the war, and housing in such short supply, that landlords had no incentive to carry out even the most basic of repairs. Yet he couldn’t help noticing how clean the room was. There was a standing joke among his colleagues that a dark blue uniform would invariably be turned brown by any visit to a slum building, but so far the house was as cared for as the fabric of the building would allow, and this small, defiant hint of pride made the sign above the fireplace – ‘God Bless Our Home’ – something more than a bad joke.

         And then there was the tree – a scrawny, grudging specimen of which Scrooge might have approved, but a tree nonetheless, decorated with love. Penrose walked over to look more closely at the stars and angels fashioned from bits of old material, at the cotton-wool snowman that hung from the top branch, the type of toy that had been so popular when he was a boy. He knelt down to see what was underneath – six presents of varying shapes, all wrapped in newspaper – and couldn’t remember ever having seen something so pathetically out of place. What could possibly have happened in just a matter of hours to change this family’s fate so dramatically?

         There were two envelopes laid neatly on what passed for a kitchen table, perhaps containing the answer to his question, but first he needed to see the tragedy for himself. He climbed the dark, narrow staircase which led directly to the smaller of two bedrooms, and located the first bodies before he had reached the top step. Not even his imagination – fed by the 5brutality of war and his job – could have anticipated the horror of what he saw. Two little girls – twins, of around seven or eight – were tucked up in bed, their fair hair entangled on the pillow as they lay close together. Penrose could almost have believed they were sleeping quietly in each other’s arms were it not for the stain of livid red on their bedclothes. His hand shook as he pulled back the blood-stiffened sheet, but he forced himself to examine the wounds on their throats; the cuts were deep, with the windpipe and jugular veins almost severed in each case. Penrose could only pray that the work had been done too swiftly for the realisation of what was happening to sink in. Anything else was unthinkable. The girls were clothed in matching nightdresses and their likeness made a mirror image of their deaths: pale faces showing the first signs of discolouration, eyes closed to the horror of what had happened. As far as he could see, there were no bruises or other marks on their skin to suggest long-term abuse, and he wondered again what had brought them to this.

         Gently he replaced the sheet, noting the chalkboard above the bed on which the days of December had been struck through one by one; what had begun in a flurry of excitement at the approach of Christmas had ended in a mocking countdown to their deaths. Sickened already, he turned to the room next door. It was ridiculous to consider the privacy of a woman’s bedroom in a situation like this, but still he hesitated on the threshold, hampered by a reluctance to intrude and a selfish desire simply to turn and run. An infant boy with a shock of blond hair had been thrown across the bed, his throat also slashed through, and a woman lay dead with her head resting on her son’s body. In the corner of the room, a drawer on the floor functioned as a crib, and Penrose could 6just make out a tiny hand amid the grey blanket. The air was tainted with the smell of blood, the grief in the room just as palpable, as he stepped carefully across the floor, avoiding the blotches on the boards. The blade of a white-handled knife was still deeply embedded in the right-hand side of Mollie Naylor’s neck. Her eyes were open, glazed over now, with brownish triangles starting to appear on either side of the pupils. Penrose searched them for an explanation, but found nothing more than his own assumptions, worn-out clichés of how her life might have brought about her death. Outside, in the narrow alleyway that ran between this terrace and the next, someone oblivious to the misery was whistling ‘God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen’, and Penrose was struck by how suddenly the normal, uplifting conventions of the day had become the aberration; there was no possibility of rest here, and he wished with all his heart that he had never come.

         He couldn’t face the crib. Down below, he heard someone else enter the house and brushed the tears from his face before going downstairs. His superior was looking through the envelopes on the table, and a police photographer stood by the front door, waiting to go up. Penrose nodded to him, then joined Inspector Cornish on the other side of the room. ‘Looks like she planned it,’ Cornish said.

         ‘Did she leave a note?’

         ‘No, but she’d made sure her affairs were in order, such as they are. Give the woman her due – she didn’t want to die in debt.’ He handed the envelopes over, meeting Penrose’s eye for the first time. ‘It’s obviously as bad as they said, then. You look bloody awful.’

         ‘I’ve never seen anything like it, sir.’

         ‘And there’s nothing to suggest anyone else was involved?’7

         ‘Not as far as I can see.’

         The first envelope was labelled ‘Mr Taylor’s rent’ and contained a modest amount of money. The second was addressed to the Railway Benevolent Fund, and Penrose read the brief note inside: ‘Dear Sir, please accept this letter as confirmation that I do not require any more help from this institution.’ The handwriting was neat and fluent, something which Penrose found as surprising as the sentiment. ‘Do we know anything about her circumstances?’ he asked.

         ‘She was a widow, according to one of the neighbours. Her husband died a few months before the youngest child was born – killed in a railway accident, hence the help she’d been getting. They say she kept herself to herself, but she loved her kids. If I had a shilling for every time I’ve heard that …’

         There was a cynical note in his voice, but Penrose looked again at the parcels under the tree. ‘How many children did she have?’ he asked.

         Cornish shrugged. ‘How many are up there?’

         ‘Four, but there are six presents, so there might be a child missing. Two if she didn’t buy anything for herself.’

         The inspector nodded, chafing his hands against the cold. ‘Good thinking, Penrose. Go and find out, and get a statement from the bloke next door. I’d better have a look upstairs.’

         The crowd outside was growing steadily, and there were bound to be one or two news reporters sniffing round by now, so Penrose decided to use the back entrance. Each house had its own small yard and the snow here was deep and untouched, a refreshing contrast to the compacted mess of slush and dirt to which the street had been reduced. If they had been looking for signs of an intruder, another heavy snowfall in the early hours would have foiled them; as it was, 8Penrose was grateful to step out into something clean and invigorating, into something natural. He stood in the middle of the yard, hoping that the shock of the cold might dull his other senses, but the memory of what he had seen continued to haunt him in vivid detail, and the more he tried to blot out the images, the more relentless they became. Further down the road, the bells of St Clement’s church began to ring.

         Afterwards, he could never quite be sure why he paused as he opened the back gate, whether it was a noise that made him turn and walk over to the brick-built coal bunker, or simply an instinct that the missing children – if there were missing children – wouldn’t stray far from home. He brushed the snow from the top and lifted the wooden cover, and two dirty, tear-streaked faces stared back at him – a boy of about fourteen and a girl, younger, but not by much – who gripped her brother’s hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ the boy said, entirely unprompted, and just for a second Penrose thought that he was making a confession. ‘Ma was so angry. I was too late to save the others.’

      

   


   
      
         
9
            EIGHTEEN CHRISTMASES LATER

         

         
      10
    

      

   


   
      
         
11
            1

         

         The older she got, the more it seemed to Josephine that the only possible way to enjoy Christmas was to avoid it altogether. Every January, she promised herself that she would do things differently the following year – fewer presents, cards sent only to the people she actually liked, food that at least one person in the house might eat – but by the time December arrived, the pressure of expectation had begun its slow tyranny. The pile of winter books that for some reason she thought she would have time to read sat untouched by the fire, ready to be returned to the shelf; the hall table was covered in lists, a perpetual reminder of everything she still had to do before she went away. The Christmas-loving Germans had a lot to answer for, she thought as she picked up her gloves, and that was before anyone even mentioned the war.

         It was easier to appreciate the festive spirit outside in the streets, where the responsibility for creating it wasn’t hers. The landscape around Inverness always looked beautiful at this time of year, but a prolonged spell of seasonal weather had given the town a timeless magic which would have graced any greetings card, and she took a circuitous route from Crown Cottage to enjoy it. The air was exhilarating, and she pulled her fur tighter around her as she walked slowly down the hill. There was no preamble to a Scottish winter, she thought; the cold began fiercely and bitterly, just as it meant to go on, scarring the landscape and leaving everything bleak and 12exposed. South of the border, the seasons changed gradually, almost apologetically, but here she couldn’t remember a single December that hadn’t announced itself with a flourish.

         Christmas was less than a week away and the shops in Queensgate were busy, but the atmosphere was one of unhurried contentment, and she browsed for a while before heading for the post office. There was a long queue at the counter, and she cursed the friend in Suffolk whose card she had forgotten until an envelope with an Ipswich postmark landed smugly on the mat that morning. She took her place in line, and soon found herself standing awkwardly between the woman who ran her local paper shop and one of her father’s Castle Street tenants, whose name she couldn’t remember. ‘Are you at home for Christmas, Miss Tey?’ the newsagent asked, when there was nothing more to say about the weather.

         If there were half a dozen words more likely to stir guilt in the human heart, Josephine had yet to hear them. ‘Not this year,’ she said, conscious that the same answer would have applied to last Christmas and the Christmas before that. ‘I’m going to stay with a friend in Cornwall.’

         ‘My, that’s a long way to travel! You don’t do things by halves, do you? Would that be the same friend you went to America with last year?’

         ‘No, a different friend. I have more than one.’

         ‘Of course you do. You must bring them all home to meet us one of these days. So your father …’

         ‘Will be staying here, yes. My sisters are both coming up for the holidays.’ Josephine looked at her watch, surprised by how long she had been out. ‘In fact, Moire should be here by now. We thought it would be nice to spend a few days together before I have to leave.’ A summons from the counter 13saved her from any further conversation, and she bought her stamps and headed for home. Her brother-in-law’s car was standing in the driveway, its back seat piled with parcels, and she opened the front door onto a hallway which was scarcely recognisable as the one she had left an hour earlier. Rather than take her cases up to her room, Moire had begun to unpack at the bottom of the stairs, much to the frustration of the daily woman. The floor was littered with clothes, shoes and cosmetics. ‘Have the January sales started early?’ Josephine asked wryly. ‘This could give the ground floor of Benzie’s a run for its money.’

         Moire laughed and got up to give her older sister a hug. ‘You’ve run out of sherry,’ she said by way of greeting. ‘We bought you a bottle but I wrapped it in one of Donald’s pullovers to stop it getting broken, and now I can’t remember which bag it was in.’

         ‘There’s more sherry in the cupboard under the stairs. They delivered a case this morning but I haven’t had time to unpack it yet.’ She glanced round at the chaos and raised an eyebrow. ‘I put it in there so it wouldn’t make the place look untidy.’

         ‘Ha! Here it is.’ Moire waved the Tío Pepe triumphantly and began to shove everything else haphazardly back into the suitcases. ‘The house looks wonderful,’ she said, ‘but I wish you were staying for Christmas. We come home and you leave three days later. I could take that personally, you know. It’s been ages since we spent any decent time together.’

         She was right, but before Josephine could say anything her father popped his head round the sitting room door. ‘Ah, you’re back – good. Chief Inspector Penrose telephoned while you were out.’ 14

         It amused Josephine that her father held the authority of Scotland Yard in such high regard that he could never quite bring himself to use a first name, even though she and Archie had been friends for more than twenty years. ‘Did he leave a message?’ she asked.

         ‘It’s about the arrangements for Christmas. He said he’d be at his desk for another half an hour, so you should just catch him if you ring now.’

         They left her to it, and she picked up the receiver to call Archie. She watched her family through the sitting room door while she waited to be connected, noticing how happy and animated her father seemed. They rattled around contentedly enough in a house that was far too big for two people, but there was no doubt that Crown Cottage had come to life the minute that Moire and Donald walked through the door. She felt a sudden pang of regret that she wouldn’t be part of it for longer. Her father wasn’t getting any younger, and with war more inevitable by the day and her middle sister now married to a naval officer, the opportunities for a family Christmas in the future might be few and far between. Moire’s words hadn’t been meant as a reproach, but the two of them had always been close; she, too, was sorry that their lives kept them apart except for snatched lunches in London, where Moire worked for the Gas Board, or the briefest of stays in Inverness.

         ‘Josephine, thanks for phoning so quickly.’ Archie’s voice cut into her thoughts before regret could turn to guilt, and the warmth in his tone reminded her of how much she was looking forward to seeing him. ‘I’m afraid there’s been a change of plan for the holidays.’

         ‘Why? Has something come up at work?’ 15

         ‘Not exactly. How do you fancy spending Christmas in a castle?’

         They had arranged to stay on his family’s Cornish estate, and the question took her by surprise. ‘I suppose that depends on whether or not it’s got central heating,’ she said. ‘Where is it?’

         ‘On St Michael’s Mount, so we’d only be going a few miles further down the road. Have you got today’s Times?’

         ‘Yes, I think so. Hang on.’ She put the phone down and went to the dining room, where her father had been reading the paper over breakfast. ‘All right, I’ve got it. What am I supposed to be looking for? Are you in the headlines again?’

         She heard him laugh, still embarrassed by the publicity surrounding a recent case that he had solved, bringing to justice a man who had brutally murdered his wife and three children. ‘You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?’

         ‘Probably not. You’re the only person I know who’s been in a newsreel.’

         ‘Well, that’s all over and done with now, thank God. Look at the main story on page six.’

         She did as he asked, finding the clue to what he meant in an article headed ‘Ingenious fundraising idea boosts Refugee appeal’, and Archie waited patiently while she read the whole piece:

         
            A recent Times advertisement has met with an unprecedented response, taking the total of The Lord Baldwin Fund for Refugees to £155,730. In Saturday’s newspaper, the Hon. Hilaria St Aubyn announced that she will be opening her family home at St Michael’s 16Mount in Cornwall to a limited number of guests for Christmas in order to raise money for this urgent and important cause. The Mount, which lies off the coast near Penzance and is accessed at low tide by a narrow causeway, is crowned by a medieval church and castle, rich in both history and legend, and the unique opportunity to spend Christmas in such a romantic setting has met with an extremely generous response. One reader alone – whose identity shall remain a secret for now – has pledged ten thousand pounds to the Fund, which was established by the former Prime Minister to bring thousands of Jewish children out of Nazi Germany and care for them in hostels and private homes. Miss St Aubyn, who is widely known for her charitable work, is said to be delighted by the success of the scheme and promises her guests a Christmas they will never forget.

         

         ‘It’s a marvellous idea,’ Josephine said, putting the newspaper down, ‘but isn’t it a bit out of our league? I can’t compete with ten thousand pounds, no matter how good the cause.’

         ‘You don’t have to. Hilaria’s an old friend of mine. We grew up together, and you’ve met her at a couple of parties in London.’

         ‘I thought I recognised the name. It’s not one that you forget in a hurry.’ Josephine tried to bring Hilaria St Aubyn to mind, and vaguely recalled a tall, graceful woman in her mid-forties who had talked about travel and music. ‘She’s a brave lady, opening up her home to the highest bidder. You never know who you might find at the other end of a cracker.’

         ‘Well, that’s rather the point,’ Archie said. ‘She telephoned last night to ask if I’d come for Christmas and bring some of 17what she called my “glamorous friends”. Apparently, it’s all been much more successful than she thought, and there’s one guest in particular whom she doesn’t want to disappoint.’

         ‘The one paying ten thousand pounds, presumably.’

         ‘Exactly. She never expected to have a donation from a celebrity, and now she’s worried that all the other guests will be dull by comparison. Rich, but dull. She was very excited when I suggested you and Marta.’

         ‘I suppose we should be flattered. Who is the celebrity?’

         Archie paused, and she found his reticence as annoying as the newspaper’s sly teasing. ‘I don’t want to spoil the surprise, but trust me – you won’t be disappointed. And Hilaria has asked me to stress that you’d be doing her an enormous favour and there’s no obligation to make a pledge – although I’m sure she won’t turn down a modest contribution. God knows this situation is only going to get worse. So how about it? Would you like to go?’

         Josephine hesitated. She had been looking forward to seeing the Loe Estate in winter, and the idea of a house full of strangers all striving to impress each other didn’t seem like much of a holiday, but Archie was obviously committed and she knew that Marta would love the prospect of something more adventurous. ‘All right, then,’ she agreed. ‘It sounds lovely. I’ll tell Marta that we’re expected to be at our sparkling best.’

         ‘Good. Hilaria will be thrilled, and it will be nice to spend some time there again. I haven’t been for years.’

         ‘Are we still going down on Christmas Eve?’

         ‘That’s the other thing I wanted to tell you. I’ve got to travel separately now to chaperone the celebrity.’

         ‘Is she really that famous? I’m assuming it’s a she. You’ve got that tone in your voice.’ 18

         ‘Nonsense. But yes, Christmas Eve is fine. There’ll be a car to meet you at Marazion – or a boat, depending on when you arrive. The causeway’s only open for a few hours at a time.’

         ‘Cut off from the world at Christmas. Right now, that might actually be worth ten thousand pounds.’ She recalled the intriguing silhouette of St Michael’s Mount that she had seen from the train, never imagining that she might stay there, and began to share a little of Archie’s excitement.

         ‘I’m glad you’re pleased,’ he said. ‘How are things in Inverness? Your father sounded well when I spoke to him.’

         ‘Yes, he is, and the baby of the family’s just arrived, so that’s made his day.’ As if on cue, Moire hovered awkwardly in the doorway with two glasses of sherry, and Josephine waved her through. ‘Are you busy at work?’

         ‘Too busy. It’s the usual season of peace and goodwill to all men. A woman’s just cut her husband’s throat in Ealing. Three little girls have been taken into care, covered in bruises and half starved. We dragged a man out of the Thames last night because he couldn’t pay his debts and he didn’t want to go home to his family without a present for them.’ His voice sounded bitter, and Josephine wondered for the thousandth time how he coped with the relentless sadness of his job. ‘I was thinking just now, before you rang – I can’t remember a Christmas that wasn’t more steeped in misery than the rest of the year. It drives people to do the most terrible things to each other, this pressure to be happy. And on that note … I’ll see you in Cornwall. Give my love to Marta.’

         ‘I will.’

         She put the phone down, and Moire smiled at her. ‘I didn’t want to interrupt,’ she said coyly.

         ‘You weren’t.’ 19

         ‘How is your policeman?’ Josephine didn’t dignify the question with a response, but Moire carried on undeterred. ‘I really don’t know why the two of you have to keep dancing round each other. You’ve been so close for years, and neither of you is getting any younger. He’s a nice man, you say, and you could do a lot worse. Why don’t you just throw your lot in with him, Josephine? We’ll sort something out for Dad.’

         There were a hundred and one reasons why, but Josephine wasn’t about to explain them to her sister. ‘We’re friends,’ she said, and nodded to the small, gift-wrapped box in Moire’s hand to change the subject. ‘What did you get her this year?’

         ‘A brooch. And you?’

         ‘A ring. I found it in a market in London. She would have loved it.’ Josephine watched while her sister put the present under the tree at the bottom of the stairs. It was a ritual that had begun the Christmas after her mother’s death and continued ever since, a personal act of remembrance that was special to the two of them and jealously guarded. Funny, she thought, that only Christmas could bring out this uncharacteristic streak of sentimentality, when her mother – like many Scottish women of her generation – had never made much fuss of the day. Whenever Josephine thought of her, it was always summer, and she was striding across the sands at Nairn or playing with her daughters in Daviot, the village they all loved. Winter had never really suited her, and yet here they were, she and Moire, buying her presents and crying into their sherry.

         ‘I can’t believe she’s been gone fifteen years,’ Moire said.

         ‘No, neither can I.’ She squeezed her sister’s hand and raised her glass. ‘Happy Christmas.’
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         Hilaria St Aubyn sat at the window in her father’s study, going through the final preparations for Christmas before discussing the arrangements with her housekeeper. It was contrary of her in a home this size to gravitate so often to one of the smallest rooms, but she loved everything about it: the oak-panelled walls and family portraits that acknowledged her long connection with the Mount; the old partner’s desk, from which she ran the estate business, taking over new duties each year as her father grew older and more frail; the chair where she sat most evenings, watching the sun setting over the sea and loving the sense of peace and satisfaction from another day safely navigated.

         The habitual winter traditions seemed more poignant than ever this year, coloured by the knowledge that this might be her last Christmas here. Her father was in his eighties now, and the grief of losing two much-loved wives in the space of a few years had damaged his health; when he died, his title and the island would pass to Hilaria’s cousin, and she would be forced to leave the life that had been hers since she was a girl. There was little point in resenting the laws of inheritance, still less in being sentimental about a home she had loved from the moment she arrived, but she couldn’t help the fear that came with knowing that her sense of purpose would be lost along with the right to be here. Like her parents, she felt responsible for those who lived and worked on the Mount; 21hers wasn’t the only family to have been here for generations, and she loved and respected the islanders for their loyalty and pride; she had hoped to see them through the difficult years ahead, but it was unlikely that she would see out another war here. As her inevitable departure from the Mount grew closer, she found herself increasingly sensitive to the changing seasons and the markers of an island year, acutely aware that it might be the last time she would oversee the daffodil harvest or bathe off the rocks at Cromwell’s Passage; the last time she would come home and feel that overwhelming flood of love as the castle came into view. And now, perhaps, the last Christmas, its joy half stifled by uncertainty. This must, she thought, be exactly how it felt to know you were dying.

         There was a knock at the door, just as the grandfather clock in the corner prepared to strike the hour, and she smiled at Nora Pendean, glad to be saved from her thoughts. ‘The drawing room looks magnificent,’ she said, gesturing for the housekeeper to sit down at the other side of the desk. ‘Every year I think the tree can’t get any better, and every year you prove me wrong.’

         ‘I’m glad you’re happy, Miss,’ Nora said. ‘Everyone’s looking forward to tomorrow. The children are starting to get excited now.’

         ‘Good. Actually, I think we all deserve a bit of excitement with everything that’s going on in the world. Who knows where we’ll be this time next year?’ The housekeeper nodded and they talked through the arrangements for the islanders’ Christmas party, which would be held the following day. It was an annual tradition, going back as long as Hilaria could remember – presents for the children in the afternoon, followed by an early supper at the castle and a concert with 22music and carols down in the village – and, if she was honest, she enjoyed it more than the more formal celebrations on Christmas Day. ‘As you know, we’re doing things differently this year,’ she said. ‘There’ll be twelve guests for the Christmas weekend, including a photographer from The Times, and they should all be here by teatime on Christmas Eve. Most of them are strangers to the Mount, so it’s important that we put them at their ease from the moment they arrive, whilst offering them every possible luxury. None of them will be bringing staff, so here’s a list of the ladies who’ll need looking after.’ She pushed the piece of paper across the desk, waiting for the surprise to register on the housekeeper’s face when she read the name at the top, but her reaction was not the one that Hilaria had anticipated. ‘Is there a problem, Mrs Pendean?’

         ‘Not at all, Miss. I’ll make sure they’ve got everything they need.’

         ‘Of course you will, but I thought you might show a little more enthusiasm for the task? It’s not every day we have a film star for dinner.’ She waited, determined to have an explanation for the housekeeper’s apparent disapproval. ‘Well? What’s wrong?’

         ‘I don’t want to speak out of turn, Miss.’

         ‘Please, Mrs Pendean, just say what you feel.’

         ‘All right, then. It’s nothing to do with her being a film star, Miss, it’s where she comes from. You said it yourself – with everything that’s going on in the world, I’m not sure the staff will take too kindly to waiting on a German.’

         Her boldness surprised Hilaria even more than the sentiment, but it was a common reaction and she wondered in hindsight why she had never considered it. ‘Can I remind you, 23Mrs Pendean, that the poor children we’re raising money for are also Germans? There are plenty of people in that country who are just as horrified by what’s going on there as we are – more so, perhaps, because it’s their homeland. I hope I can rely on you all to treat every guest in this house with courtesy and respect, no matter where he or she comes from?’

         ‘Of course, Miss.’

         ‘Good. Now tell Mrs White that I need her menus for the whole weekend by midday. That will be all.’

         The dismissal was uncharacteristically brusque, and she regretted it before the housekeeper was halfway across the room. ‘Oh, Mrs Pendean,’ she added, calling her back. ‘I noticed when I was in church on Sunday that one of the figures in the nativity is damaged. Will you take it down to Mrs Soper and ask her to make sure it’s mended by Christmas Eve? The church always looks spectacular at this time of year, thanks to you, and our guests will love it. It’s what Christmas is about, after all.’

         The housekeeper nodded, but the praise for the church – always her pride and joy – wasn’t met with the usual warm response, and Hilaria realised how much Nora Pendean must be missing her daughter, especially at Christmas. ‘How is Jenna?’ she asked, more gently this time. ‘I can’t believe she’s been gone from us for nearly a year.’

         ‘She’s all right, thank you, Miss,’ Nora said. ‘At least I suppose she must be. We’re only allowed one letter a month, and lately we haven’t always had that.’

         ‘She must be getting ready to take her final vows.’

         ‘That’s right. In February.’

         ‘She’s a credit to the island, Mrs Pendean, and to you and your husband. You must both be very proud of her.’ 24

         For the briefest of moments the housekeeper forgot herself, and the expression on her face hovered somewhere between scorn and resentment. There was something else there, too, something like pity, and Hilaria felt the accusation as surely as if the words had been spoken aloud: that she would never know the power of a mother’s love for her child, nor its grief. She said nothing more, and it was left to Mrs Pendean to restore the natural order between them. ‘I’d best get on, if there’s nothing else?’

         She left the room, and Hilaria went back to the window, unsettled by their brief conversation. It was high tide and the waves were crashing against the rocks below, hitting the foundations of the castle with the hollow sound that she had always found strangely comforting; there was something reassuring, something safe, about the hours when the sea covered the causeway and the island was less accessible – like being at sea without the danger – but today it only stirred up the doubts she was beginning to have about her plans, and she found herself craving the familiar. Christmas was the time to hold tight to everything you loved, not to bring in strangers. She began to wish heartily that she hadn’t allowed her good intentions to get the better of her, but it was far too late to change her mind now. They would just have to make the best of it.
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         Nora Pendean crossed the south terrace to the tiny medieval church that sat at the highest point of the island, the spiritual heart around which the rest of the castle was built. The nativity stood in its customary place just inside the north door – the same solid wooden statues, carved by a forgotten Victorian hand, that had been there when she was a child. Their features were as familiar to her as some of her friends and she soon identified the damaged figure, one of the three kings whose painted crown was chipped and split, revealing the bare wood beneath. She removed the carving from its place, then paused to look at Mary by her makeshift crib in the centre of the scene, just an ordinary woman with her child. Had she felt cheated at the end, she wondered? Had she looked back on those years of love and questioned what it had all been for?

         The weather was turning when she left the church, and by the time she reached the handful of buildings at the foot of the Mount, rain was drifting in waves like the sea, sweeping across the backdrop of woodland and darkening the castle’s stone. She pulled her coat closer around her, cursing the heavy figure that slowed her progress, and headed for the small museum at the side of the harbour. Her husband was busy on the pier, overseeing a delivery of coal and logs, and she changed direction to speak to him. He waved when he saw her coming, but made a point of continuing with his 26work, as if that could deter her from what he knew she was going to ask. ‘Has the post boat been yet?’ she called.

         ‘Yes, half an hour ago.’

         ‘And?’

         ‘There was nothing from Jenna, love. I’d have brought it up straight away.’ It was what she had been expecting, but still she couldn’t hide her disappointment and Tom put his hand on her arm. ‘There’s still a few days before Christmas. Don’t give up hope.’ He meant well, but she shook him off, trying to ignore the hurt in his eyes. Changing the subject, he nodded to the figure in her arms. ‘What are you doing with that?’

         ‘Getting it mended. Everything’s got to be perfect, apparently. God knows why we’re doing all this extra work for a load of strangers with more money than sense.’

         ‘It’s for a good cause, Nora. I can’t think what it must be like to leave your home at that age.’

         She shrugged, hardly in the mood to be charitable about parents who were losing their children, even if they were refugees; her hardness was out of character, and Tom looked at her impatiently. ‘It’s what she wanted, love. Jenna is happy, even if we find that hard to understand.’

         ‘You’re sounding just like her now,’ Nora said bitterly, gesturing back to the castle. ‘I’m sick of people telling me what’s for the best and how blessed I should feel. I just want to know that all those years meant something, that she’s missing us like we’re missing her, even if it’s only for a moment. Why can’t you support me in that?’

         He walked off, refusing to have the argument again. She watched him stride round to the other side of the harbour and begin to load the first pile of coal into the tram which 27transported goods and luggage up to the castle. No matter how much she loved him and how hard she tried, she couldn’t let him comfort her. She knew that he longed to be enough for her, just as she was for him, but she couldn’t pretend, even to be kind. As the reality of this bleak, empty Christmas opened up before her, she wondered how she would ever find the strength to get through it.
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         The late-night tram ground its way defiantly across Blackfriars Bridge, an oblong of warm yellow light moving slowly towards the city as the snow fell thickly around it. Alex Fielding waited for it to pass, then checked the settings on the camera for the final shots of the session. It was a photographer’s job to see the most familiar things as if for the first time, but not even a lifetime’s devotion to this melancholy streak through the city’s heart could exhaust its possibilities. The Thames was always at its finest at dusk, Fielding thought, watching as the oily expanse of water defied the snow’s attempts to settle; somehow, darkness made more sense of the muddled rooftops, chimneys and spires, simplifying the outline of the city in a way which was reassuring, and for a few, comforting hours it was almost possible to believe that life was as easily sorted.

         A police boat chugged under the bridge, dispelling the illusion, and in the glow of the navigation lights, Fielding could just make out two figures hunched in the stern; the engine was cut off suddenly and the boat drifted silently for a moment, then there was a splash as the drag hit the water, seeking some lost soul for whom the season had proved too much. An instinct for news should have rooted any decent journalist to the spot, but it wasn’t the time of year for other people’s tragedies and Fielding turned to go back to the office, leaving the river police to carry out their sober work 29in private. In the distance, the chimes from Big Ben struck the hour.

         The air was raw now, even away from the water, but the brightly lit windows on the north side of the street helped to temper the bleakness which had crept up on Fielding like an early morning mist. The Times headquarters – a plain, red-brick building opposite Blackfriars underground station – stood aloof from the pack of press in Fleet Street, as if keen to claim superiority. The latest fall of snow had deadened the city’s familiar evening sounds, and the photographer crossed the road to deliver a good day’s work, glad that the thrill of the job was still as fresh and unspoilt as the whited streets and pavements.

         The fug of cigarette smoke in the third-floor offices was less opaque than usual, a sure sign that things were winding down for Christmas. Fielding knocked at the editor’s door and received the customary curt admittance. Dick Robertson was standing by the window, laying down the law to a junior reporter who fled the room gratefully at the first sign of a reprieve. Tuesday’s paper lay open on the desk, already dissected and annotated as old news gave way to the stories that had arrived too late, and Fielding wondered if Robertson even had a home; no matter what the shift, he was invariably somewhere on the premises. ‘You asked to see me, sir?’

         ‘Yes, but that was hours ago. Where the hell have you been?’

         ‘Down by the river, gathering shots for the piece in tomorrow’s—’

         ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Robertson interrupted, holding up his hand in exasperation. ‘Sometimes I wonder why I do this job. We’ve got all hell breaking out in Europe, and still the only 30thing that anyone wants to read about is the weather. What’s wrong with people? Why can’t they just look out of their bloody windows?’

         ‘It is Christmas. I suppose they’re making plans for the holidays.’

         ‘Yes, well, so is Hitler.’ Robertson gestured to the open newspaper, where a picture of starving refugees arriving in Shanghai sat incongruously next to Fielding’s own photograph of the skating in Hyde Park. ‘Anyway, Christmas was what I wanted to talk to you about. Are you all set for Cornwall?’

         ‘Raring to go. Any final instructions?’

         Robertson looked his senior photographer up and down, taking in the shapeless trousers and the overcoat with its missing buttons. ‘Smarten up for a start, and try to look a little more … well, respectable. You know what the aristocracy’s like, and you are representing this newspaper while you’re there.’

         Fielding winked. ‘I won’t let you down, sir. Best bib and tucker already packed. They’ll think I was born to it.’

         ‘That’s what I like to hear. You wanted the story and God knows we’ve paid enough for the privilege of sending you there.’

         ‘Well, it’s not every day you get the chance to sit down to dinner with a Hollywood star. I don’t think I’ve taken a decent picture of that woman in five years of trying.’

         ‘So make sure you get more than a good meal out of this trip and don’t ruffle any feathers. I know what you’re like.’ He glanced down into the street where the snow was deepening, stealthily undoing the hours of work that had gone into clearing it. ‘Mind you, it’ll be a miracle if you get 31there at all at this rate – you or any of the other guests. It would have to be at the other end of the bloody country, wouldn’t it?’

         ‘Don’t worry – I’ll get there, come hell or high water.’ The words came out more passionately than intended, and Robertson raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s such a good story,’ Fielding added, worried that too much enthusiasm might betray a more personal motive for wanting to be part of the Christmas gathering at St Michael’s Mount. ‘People are really getting behind Baldwin and this refugee fund, and the more closely we associate ourselves with that, the better the publicity we’ll get out of it. Throw in a glamorous film star with a point to make …’

         There was no need to preach to the converted. Robertson sat down at his desk and took a bottle of whisky from the top drawer; he poured two glasses, never seeming to remember that Fielding hated the drink. ‘There’s something else I want you to keep an eye on while you’re down there,’ he said.

         ‘Oh yes?’

         ‘I’ve been having a word with a friend of mine who runs one of the Cornish papers. Rumours are that Hitler’s got his eye on Cornwall, and the Mount in particular.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Von Ribbentrop spent a lot of time there when he was the British Ambassador, and apparently he’s been promised St Michael’s Mount. Alf was in the room when he announced it, at some do with the High Sheriff. Spitting nails, he was, after two hours in that idiot’s company.’

         ‘Now that I can believe.’ The Nazi Foreign Minister was a figure of ridicule in the press for the gaffes he made on a regular basis. ‘So why hasn’t Alf printed the story?’ 32

         Robertson scoffed. ‘He can’t, can he? Not while the official line is still appeasement – but that won’t last for ever, so get plenty of shots of the castle while you’re there. You never know when they might come in handy.’

         ‘The High Sheriff’s coming for Christmas, isn’t he?’

         ‘That’s right, with his daughter – and she’s been very friendly with Von Ribbentrop’s aide, if you know what I mean, but for God’s sake don’t mention that at the dinner table. Now, I’ve got a final list of guests for you somewhere.’ Fielding waited while the editor rummaged through a full in-tray, eventually pulling out two lists of names and discarding the older one in an overflowing wastepaper basket. ‘Here it is. We’ve got a vicar, a policeman, two writers …’

         ‘Sounds like a game of Happy Families,’ Fielding said. ‘With Angel the Actress at the top of the pack.’

         There was a knock at the open door, and the office cleaner stuck his head round. ‘Sorry, guv, I didn’t know you were busy. Do you want me to come back later?’

         Robertson shook his head. ‘I’ll be busy all night, Jack, so you might as well get it done now while we’re finishing up here. Don’t go overboard, though.’

         Jack grinned at Fielding as he emptied the ashtray and gave it a polish. ‘Looking forward to your Cornish trip? All right for some.’

         Fielding ignored him and stood up to go. ‘If that’s it, sir, I’ll be off. I’ll check in with you again before I leave on Friday.’

         ‘No you won’t, because you’re leaving on Thursday. Who knows what this weather will be doing by the end of the week, and I can’t risk any mistakes. I’ve cleared it with your hosts.’ Robertson slid an envelope across the desk. ‘Here’s your train ticket, so get yourself there in good time and make 33sure you’ve got a feel for the place. Detective Chief Inspector Penrose of Scotland Yard is escorting our Hollywood star down on Christmas Eve, and we’ll need plenty of shots of her arriving at the Mount. Penrose is a good friend of Miss St Aubyn and he’s from that part of the world, so keep on the right side of him.’ He smiled at Jack, who had stopped what he was doing at the mention of Hollywood. ‘Yes, I’m sure you’re dying to know who we’re talking about, but you’ll have to wait until Saturday.’
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