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In your store:
Rocked by a Vampire - Vol. 1
I look like a typical hipster in my slim jeans, Converse, black vest, and checkered shirt.
She must see a stream of girls like me every day, who have flown across the country just to spend five minutes with Benjamin Marlowe.
What makes me any different from the rest? 
Gloria Robin, a young and talented rock musician, is contacted by Benjamin Marlowe, a legendary New York producer. Benjamin wants her to sing in a group. It's all going well, the group are nice and Gloria feels welcome. What's more, Benjamin is insanely charming! So everything is perfect, right? Too perfect! Because Benjamin is a vampire, he is 239 years old, and Joan, Kim, Alex and William, the members of the group, are all vampires too. 
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In your store:
Rocked by a Billionaire – Vol. 1-3
Liz is young and beautiful, Sacha is seductive and filthy rich. Maybe they're not destined to be together, but their affair is red hot! Just how far is Liz willing to go to follow her fascinating new lover? And what does Sacha really want from here?

Enter the extraordinary world of Lisa Swann's new saga...will Liz succumb to the lure of luxury and pleasure? Will Sacha be able to satisfy the burning desire of this young woman?
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In your store:
Friends with Benefits : Lucy et Arthur - 1 (Season 2)
Lucy pushed her friend Chloe into the arms of the handsome Alistair, but she was a long way from imagining that she would end up falling for Arthur, Alistair’s twin. Wilder and more rebellious than his brother, but equally good looking, Arthur has a magnetic charm and raw sex appeal that completely overwhelm the young girl. She had only planned to stay in New York for three days before going back to London... but these three days may well be the kind that change a life forever!

Did you like Chloe and Alistair? Then you will love Lucy and Arthur, the heroes of the spin-off series to Eva Bennett’s successful saga!

Friends with Benefits: Lucy and Arthur - volume 1 of 3

***

Eva Mary Bennett was born in 1989 in New York. Her English mother is an opera singer and her American father was a rocker in his day. After excelling in communication and literary studies, she became a freelance journalist and works for a range of celebrity magazines. After the success of her series Friends with Benefits, this is her spin-off series, Friends with Benefits: Lucy and Arthur.
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In your store:
Boxed Set: A Billionaire's Charms Parts 1-3
Mature content. Recommended for 17+ due to mature language and adult situations.
[image: Boxed Set: A Billionaire's Charms Parts 1-3]
In your store:
Irresistible Billionaire
Mature content. Recommended for 17+ due to mature language and adult situations.
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Kate B. Jacobson

Entice Me!
Obsessed with a Billionaire

The Complete Series


1. Return to Amberdel
“I can’t go like this!”
“But of course you can, Matilda. You look simply ravishing!”
I check my reflection in the mirror one more time, and despite Emily’s reassurances, I know I look perfectly hideous. The dress she lent me is too tight, and my face is a constellation of chickenpox spots. And my hair... uggh...
I’m spending my vacation at Amberdel castle, in Sussex, England. My British pen pal Emily—12  years old, just like me—has invited me to stay with her. I really like Emily. Ever since she came to visit me in Paris, we’ve been best friends. Tonight, there’s a huge ball at the castle, and Lady Margaret, Emily’s grandmother, decided at the last minute to let us attend the ball with the adults. Of course, I didn’t pack anything I could wear to a ball. That’s why Emily lent me her prettiest dress, but it’s no use: I don’t have her figure, and I feel terribly awkward. Not to mention the darned chickenpox, which seems to have taken up permanent residence on my too-round face... I have no luck. All my friends got the chickenpox before they were 10 , and I go and catch it at 12 , just before my first ball!
Emily is so excited. It’s her first ball, too. Her cheeks are flushed, and her foot taps to the rhythm of the music drifting in from the reception hall. She doesn’t give me any more time for self-pity—she grabs me by the hand and pulls me away from my reflection, toward the guests’ joyous chatter.
In the grand ballroom, all the furniture and carpets have been removed. The gigantic crystal chandeliers are dazzling. The guests aren’t dressed in period costumes: the women are wearing the most sumptuous evening gowns I’ve ever seen. Not to be outdone, the men are impeccably dressed in tailored suits and tuxedos. The only other castle I’ve ever seen was at Disneyland, and it wasn’t nearly as impressive as this one. I didn’t think it was possible in our day and age to live in a place like this—and to host a ball! I’m as intimidated as I am amazed. If I didn’t feel so awkward in this dress, I could almost imagine that I was a princess. The music stops for a moment, and conversations pick up, peppered with bursts of laughter. Emily steps away for a minute to find us something to eat.
Suddenly, I see two figures walking toward me: Reginald and Penelope, Emily’s distant cousins, who are also spending their summer vacation at the castle. They’re both a bit older than us, and they’ve been making my life difficult for the past few days. Whenever no one else is around, they take the opportunity to make fun of my figure, my awkward English, my clothes...
I try to hide in a far corner of the room, but they’ve already seen me and head straight toward me.
“Can you even breathe in that dress? I hope the buttons don’t pop off,” Penelope sneers at me.
“Are you sure you’re not still contagious?” Reginald asks with a smirk, eyeing the chickenpox all over my face. “You should have to go about with a bell around your neck, like a leper.”
As my eyes fill with tears, I can’t think of any retort. Their voices are loud, and it feels like everyone in the room can hear them, and all eyes are on me. I wish I could sink into the earth, when I realize that it’s not me they’re looking at: all eyes are on Percival Spencer Cavendish, Earl of Amberdel. He’s only 20 years old, but everyone here is technically his guest. He inherited his title, the castle, and an immense fortune just a few months ago, after his grandfather passed away. He only arrived at Amberdel yesterday, and I’ve barely seen him yet. When Emily introduced me to him, he greeted me as solemnly as if I was an adult, which I found touching and embarrassing in equal measure.
But it wasn’t just his graciousness that left such an impression. Percival is stunning, and now that I’m standing in front of him, my heart begins to race. I look up, wide-eyed and stupefied, while the background chatter fades to a dim murmur. Before I’ve even realized that the orchestra has started up again, Percival bows to me and says,
“Mademoiselle, may I have the honor of this dance?”
***
“Excuse me, miss? Miss? We’ve arrived.”
Lost in thought, I hadn’t noticed that the Rolls Royce has pulled up in front of Amberdel Castle. I open my eyes and see that the chauffeur has turned around to look at me.
I was 12 years old on my first visit. Today I’m 23 . I’m not a child any more, but my heart is pounding like it did when I arrived at the castle for the first time. It’s a modest size, but it rises out of the English countryside in all its Elizabethan splendor. My eye, now well-trained in these matters, quickly recognizes the unmistakable Italian Renaissance influences.
Eleven years ago, I was visiting from Paris. Today, I've arrived from Florence. I went to live there with my mother, who's Italian, after her divorce from my French father. I studied textile design in the city of the legendary Medici family. I select materials and design print patterns to create fabrics for a clothing line. I’m incredibly lucky to be working with Mimi, a very talented stylist who also happens to be a close friend.
I’ve returned to Sussex for the engagement party of my old pen pal and dear friend, Emily. I glimpse her through the car window: slender, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze, rushing toward me with a huge smile on her lips. She throws open the car door before the chauffeur, who has already stepped out, has a chance to do it himself. Emily has always taken liberties with the old notions of propriety.
“Oh, Matilda, it’s so good to see you! How are you? Did you have a good trip?” she says as she throws her arms around me.
I’m overjoyed to see her again. In the past 11 years, I haven’t been back to Amberdel. Even though we’ve kept in touch by every means possible—letters, phone calls, emails, Facebook, Skype—for a time we barely saw each other. When we were teenagers she and her parents moved from England to South Africa. We still managed to meet up from time to time: in Paris at my dad’s place, or in Florence, when her parents had to make a stop in Europe. And ever since we became adults, we’ve gone on vacation together once a year, just the two of us. Last time, we met in Rome.
Emily came back to England one year ago, after her parents passed away just a few months apart. She’s an inveterate equestrian, so she moved back to the castle with her grandmother, Lady Margaret, to take care of the stud farm.
“I’m so sorry I couldn’t come meet you at the airport,” says Emily, “but I had a meeting with the caterer. The designer had a heart attack and we had to find a replacement... Fortunately, Granny and Lavinia have things under control now.”
“It’s not a problem at all,” I say. “It gave me a chance to reminisce on the way here. I was thinking about my first visit,” I add, when I see Emily’s curiosity.
“Oh, yes! We had such a good time... Don’t worry about your bags; I’ll have someone bring them up. Come on, I’ll show you your room,” she says. She takes me by the arm and leads me through the hallways and up the staircases where we used to play countless games of hide-and-seek. “Do you remember the charity fair we had in the park here?” she asks me, delving again into our shared nostalgia. “I ate trifle until I was sick! I’ve never eaten it since!” she says, bursting into laughter.
How could I forget? It was in the castle grounds, open to all the children in the nearby town. There were carnival games, stalls offering donuts and cotton candy; but above all, there was the fortune-teller’s tent. She was a phony-looking old medium, with her crystal ball, head wrapped in a scarf, bangles on her wrists, and outrageous makeup. To tell the truth, she was frightening, especially for a child like me. I was frozen in front of her tent, fascinated by the character I glimpsed through the flaps. Suddenly, she looked up, caught sight of me—and beckoned me in. I hesitated as I tried to calm my pounding heart, then I stepped into her tent. With a wave of her hand, the fortune teller indicated that I should sit down across from her. She began to speak in a commanding, resonant voice, which terrified me just as much as her big, crooked nose.
“What do you want to know, my child?” she asked me, her eyes piercing me from behind the fringes of her scarf.
I was too overwhelmed to open my mouth. I could barely pronounce my own name when she asked me what it was. Then she made a prophecy that I’ll never forget: “Young Matilda, you shall experience a grand and marvelous romance. Be careful not to let him slip away. You will know him when you see him. His initials are P.C. He will be wearing a scarf around his neck.” She burst into booming peals of laughter, and I turned and ran out as fast as I could! The next day, Percival Spencer Cavendish arrived at the castle. To my astonishment, he wore a handsome scarlet silk scarf.
“Do you like it?” Emily asks after she shows me to a bedroom on the second floor. “I thought we were probably a little old to just share mine...”
“It’s gorgeous!” I say, as I admire the pale green damask fabric adorning the room; then I throw myself onto the big canopy bed. I pat the embroidered white-on-white quilt next to me; she follows suit.
“So, Emily. Are you happy?”
“Marvelously, and it’s all thanks to Douglas,” she replies with an ecstatic smile. “It feels like a miracle that I met him in that boutique in London. I’ve told you about that, right?”
“Only a hundred times.”
Emily laughs.
“Everything became so clear when we saw each other again at that boutique in Notting Hill,” she continues. “He was so good-looking! I always wonder how I never noticed it before,” she added, pensively. “But, in my defense, I was really young the first time I met him. It was the summer you came here, you know. Remember?”
“Yes, he came with... your cousin,” I say, blushing.
He’s the one I noticed, even if I was only 12 years old!
“In those days, Percival and Doug were best friends... which apparently isn’t the case any more,” she says, furrowing her eyebrows. “Did I tell you Percy isn’t coming to my engagement party?”
Yes, she told me over the phone that Percival wouldn’t be coming back from Argentina, where he's been living since the death of his wife. I felt a twinge in my heart when I heard that. I haven’t seen Percival since that summer when I was 12 , but I’ve never been able to forget him. Of course, as I grew up, I stopped taking that fortune teller’s prediction seriously, but ever since that ball, my pulse quickens whenever I think of that magical moment when he asked me to dance. I have to admit that for a few years, whenever I pictured my personal Prince Charming in my romantic teenage reveries, he had Percy’s features. I'd have really liked to see him again.
Would he be as charming to me now as he was back then?
Returning to Amberdel has reawakened all these long-forgotten memories. I remember all the emotions I felt whenever Percival would take a break from his escapades with his inseparable friend Douglas, and come spend time with us kids: Emily, Reginald, Penelope, and me, along with any other distant cousins who were passing through. He’d go swimming with us in the lake, or teach us how to build kites... all the while, I never, ever dared speak to him. I was content to just soak him in with my eyes and smile blissfully whenever he enraged his grandmother with his jokes. Sometimes, to my great joy, he would give me a knowing wink.
Emily hasn’t noticed that once again my thoughts have traveled back in time. She’s gleefully singing the praises of her future husband.
“Doug is so beautiful and so sweet. I’m so lucky; as a kid, I never would have imagined that I’d marry Douglas Mosley-Jones. When he used to come here on vacation with Percy, I was only interested in horses. It wasn’t until much later that I started noticing men.”
“It’s crazy, though, how you fell in love after knowing each other for so long,” I say with amusement. “I have to admit, now we’re face-to-face, that when you called me to invite me to your engagement party, I was pretty surprised. I didn’t want to be a wet blanket or sound preachy, especially on the phone, but seriously—it’s been what, four months since you’ve been a couple?”
“No, six! I admit, it’s upset Granny a little bit, but it could’ve been worse: you were almost invited to a wedding, not an engagement party! She’s the one who absolutely insisted that we take the time to have a formal engagement. I have to say, I’d just as soon have skipped the formalities. I can’t wait to become Doug’s wife, but he ended up coming over to Granny’s point of view.
“And what about you?” she says suddenly. “Why didn’t you bring your fiancé? You already know mine. I can’t wait to meet yours! You guys didn’t do anything to celebrate your engagement.”
Terribly embarrassed, I look at her.
“What is it?” Emily asks me as her eyebrows furrow.
“I don’t have a fiancé anymore,” I say, hanging my head.
“What? Why? What happened?”
“I... I think I rushed into things. Orlando is an adorable guy, really thoughtful, really loving, but I don’t think I feel the same way about him as he does about me. He asked me to marry him so many times that I finally accepted, but... I wasn’t really sure. Did I tell you that my parents got remarried? To each other!”
“What! No! That’s unbelievable!” Emily says with wide eyes.
“They did! After eight years apart, they realized they were still in love with each other. When I saw them together again, and saw how intense their feelings were for one another, even after all those years apart and all the challenges they went through, I understood that I what I felt for Orlando wasn’t really love. Not the kind you can build a life together on.”
“But, wait. Did it just hit them, after all these years?” Emily asks, dumbstruck.
“Actually, they'd been seeing each other for a few months without saying anything to my brother and me, and then—ta-da! They remarried discreetly. And, while they were at it, my mom moved back to Paris to be with my dad. They just took off together a few days ago for a big round-the-world trip. Dad’s still doing research, so he’s going to take the opportunity to study biodiversity in far-flung corners of the world. Paul and I haven’t heard much from them...”
“That’s incredible! I’m so happy for them. I always thought they were made for each other,” Emily says to me, elated. “What about Paul? What’s he up to? He was living with your mum, wasn’t he?”
“Paul got his own studio, and he’s trying to make a living as a painter. Without much success at the moment... but I have faith in him. He’s very talented. If he could just party a little less and focus on his career a little more... If only he’d listen to me!” I say, smiling. “He can’t stand it when I say that. He tells me I’m forgetting that he’s the oldest.”
“Let’s talk about you,” Emily says suddenly, taking my hand and giving me a worried look. “You haven’t been too sad since the breakup, have you?”
“Umm...” I murmur, with a doubtful frown. “I’d say I’m more relieved than anything. Orlando was great as a boyfriend, but I could never spend the rest of my life with him. I had to break it off; it was best for both of us. It’s horrible to live with someone who doesn’t love you as much as you love them, right? The only problem is that he doesn’t seem to get that this is the end. In his mind, it’s just that I’m afraid of commitment, but I’ll ‘come to my senses.’ His words. He’s as adorable as ever, and very understanding, but persistent. He’s convinced that I’m ‘the one’ for him, and, of course, that he’s ‘the one’ for me. He was even happy that I was going to get away for a few days to see you. He said that having some space would help me see things more clearly. But I think I’m seeing things clearly enough as it is...”
“Do you have any doubts?”
“I don’t think it was a mistake to break up with him, but, you know, it’s disconcerting when you’re face-to-face with someone who’s so sure of himself, so serene... I’m happy to get away from him for a little while. I don’t think I’m going to change my mind, but maybe having some space will help him to understand that this decision is best for both of us.”
As I’m looking at Emily I try to appear confident. I have no desire to ruin her happiness right now, and I can tell that my breakup saddens her. Best to change the subject as fast as possible.
“Whatever the case may be, I’m thrilled to spend a little time with you before the castle is packed out with all your guests! I've used your engagement party as an excuse to take a vacation. I worked really hard on the upcoming collection with Mimi, all the way through last weekend, so I could get away for two weeks and have you all to myself before the madness begins. No one else is here yet?” I ask.
“At the moment, there’s only Lavinia, who’s been spending a lot of time here with Granny ever since she got a divorce from her Russian oligarch.”
I remember Lavinia well. She’s Emily’s aunt, and Percival’s mother: a beautiful woman, a bit on the eccentric side, but incredibly classy. Her first husband, Percy’s father, died when their son was very young. Since then, Lavinia has remarried three times, and divorced just as many. She remains very close to her ex-mother-in-law, Lady Margaret—Percy and Emily’s grandmother—who’s like a mother to her.
“And there’s Reginald, who's just arrived from New York with Penelope. That’s where he lives for part of the year now. You must remember them, right?”
Obviously I remember them! The dreadful brother and sister! I won’t be forgetting how they made fun of me any time soon...
“Yes, of course,” I answer in the most neutral voice I can muster.
“Reggie inherited a fortune from his uncle in America, from I-don’t-know-which branch of the family,” Emily continues, “but not our branch anyway. He had a falling-out with his parents, and with his sister, too, for that matter. Whenever he comes to England, he always comes to see Granny. This time, he’s been staying at the castle longer than expected. He had a lot of water damage in his London apartment, so he took the opportunity to completely renovate it. It’s a huge project, apparently. So Granny invited him to stay here with Penny. She just broke up with her boyfriend and doesn’t have a place of her own anymore. There’s enough space here for everyone, without us all being on top of each other. I told you Reggie was in a polo accident a few years ago?”
“Yes, you told me he’s in a wheelchair now. Poor Reginald.”
“Whatever you do, don’t say that in front of him,” warns Emily. “He can’t stand people’s pity. You’ll see; he’s changed a lot. I never used to get along with him when we were kids, but now I have to admit I rather appreciate his company. Sarcastic as ever, but he doesn’t take himself so seriously anymore,” she grins.
“But his sister hasn’t changed a bit. She’s awful! Luckily, we don’t see her too much around here. ‘Country air’ really isn’t her thing. She blows in to see Granny—the only person in the family she can get along with and who she has any respect for—you could almost even call it affection. Penelope spends most of her time going from one fashion show to the next—on or off the catwalk—and going to parties all around the globe.”
“I hope you didn’t tell her I was engaged to Orlando Tascini? I’m sure Lavinia and Penelope would know him.”
The former has been a muse to all the greatest designers, and the latter is a ‘top model’ when the mood strikes her. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if they knew Orlando; he’s the CEO of a luxury goods empire! They all move in the same circles. For people like them, Europe is a small town. I'd feel so pathetic if I had to tell them that our love story came to an end because of me. I wouldn’t want to have to explain myself. I already feel guilty enough as it is...
“No, I didn’t say anything about that, don’t worry. Shall we? Granny must be waiting for us. It’s tea time. She was so happy to find out she’d be seeing you again. Let’s not make her wait any longer!”
2. A Spot of Tea Among Friends... Almost
“Come here, little Tilda, and let me give you a kiss!” exclaims Lady Margaret.
Emily wasn’t kidding; her grandmother seems genuinely delighted to see me. Feeling slightly intimidated, I'd halted at the doorway into the blue sitting room, but at her invitation I come forward. She seems as though she hasn’t changed a bit but for her hair. It used to be salt-and-pepper, but is now completely white and very short-cropped. She may have also gained a little weight with age. A wide, earnest smile brightens her handsomely-wrinkled face, as her blue eyes twinkle.
“You’re just as tall as me now! How you’ve changed! But I recognize your pretty almond eyes and that adorable little chin,” she says as she caresses my cheek.
“So, you’ve been dieting?” Penelope asks me in lieu of a greeting.
Yes, just as pleasant as ever! It doesn’t seem like the years have softened her.
She's just as slender as she always was, and—I have to admit—just as beautiful as she was as a moody adolescent who took delight in tormenting me. As she sits nonchalantly on the armrest of a leather armchair, she sizes me up with a faint smirk. She’s changed her hair, and her bangs fall stylishly over one eye. She’s dressed in skinny, high-waist slacks and a man’s dress shirt with most of the buttons undone, showing off her boyish figure.
“Hello to you too, Penelope,” I reply with an ironic smile.
“Well, I think she looks ravishing!” Lavinia exclaims, getting up from the loveseat where she's been stretched out. “Sweetheart, you’ve done wonders with your hair; I’m delighted to see you’ve gotten rid of those humdrum braids,” she says as she admires my chestnut-brown hair, which I’ve grown out into loose waves over my shoulders.
Her hair is so gray it’s practically white, but with two streaks of black running through it. She’s wearing it in a sort of elaborate updo held in place with a metal comb. With her two-toned mane, her corseted, gold-and-black Balenciaga dress, and her stiletto heels, Percival’s mother bears a passing resemblance to Cruella de Vil —in looks alone, thank goodness. Her personality is quite the opposite! She must be nearing sixty by now, but she's lost none of her legendary beauty.
“Ah! You’ve managed to lose all your chickenpox scars, I see,” interjects a man sitting across from us.
As he looks at me with a faint smile on his lips, I recognize him as Reginald. It took me a few seconds, since he was about 15 when I last saw him; he was still a kid then, but now he’s a man. His brown curls are meticulously brushed back, and he’s wearing an impeccably-tailored dark suit. If Emily hadn’t said anything to me, and especially if he weren’t in a wheelchair, I'd never have guessed that he was disabled. His strange eyes, very pale blue in color, always made me feel a little unsettled, just like his perpetually bemused smile.
“Come, come, sit here,” says Lady Margaret, motioning towards the sofa nearest her armchair, facing away from the door. Emily joins me.
Lavinia stands near her mother-in-law. Reginald remains in the background, near the window, while his sister sits opposite me, perched on the arm of her chair.
“Would you care for a cup of tea?” Lady Margaret offers, gesturing towards the lavish tray in front of her, holding an ancient porcelain tea service, a plate of cucumber sandwiches, scones, and a cake.
Years may have passed, but Lady Margaret is as faithful to tradition as ever. It’s very touching. I accept a cup of tea, which Lavinia pours for me.
“So. What have you been doing with yourself?” Lady Margaret continues. “Apparently I wasn’t mistaken when I saw an artist in you. Do you remember when I took you and Emily to the British Museum and the Tate? You were wide-eyed the whole time... And our painting sessions in the garden? What wonderful times we had! Emily told me you’re working in fashion, that you’re a fabric designer, isn’t that right?”
“Really?” Penelope interrupts in amazement, before I’ve had a chance to reply.
“That’s right, I’m a textile designer,” I say, looking at Lady Margaret. “It’s true, you gave me a taste for drawing, and for art in general. I thought of you often when I was choosing my profession. You opened my mind and showed me the way, and I'll always be grateful for that,” I say as I gaze at the elderly woman. She shows her delight by taking my hand and squeezing it affectionately.
“So, which label are you working for?” Lavinia asks, leaning forward, her curiosity piqued.
“I’m working with Mimi Tascini. Last year she took over the prêt-à-porter line of her family’s company.”
“Oh, I know her brother Orlando!” Lavinia exclaims. “And I know their parents very well. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him. How is he?”
“He’s... great,” I say with a forced smile, trying to hide my embarrassment.
“Two months ago I was in Dubai with his other sister, Ginevra,” Penelope adds as she brings her teacup to her lips. “I hadn’t seen her since we were at boarding school together in Switzerland. She hasn’t changed a bit. We had a grand time!”
It doesn’t surprise me at all to learn that Penelope is friends with Ginevra, the super-snob. As they say, “birds of a feather...”
“So, you’re living in Florence now? How lucky! What a superb city, so full of history. And what a perfect climate... As a schoolgirl I spent quite a few summers in Tuscany, and I just might start again. I've just inherited a house from an aunt who went and died a few months ago. The old bag took her sweet time, but I’m hoping I’ll still get a few years’ enjoyment out of it,” says Lady Margaret, as deadpan as ever. “You must come and see us.”
“So, my dear Tilda,” says Lavinia, “You still haven’t found the man of your dreams like our darling Emily has?”
Her question catches me off-guard. I sit mute for a moment.
“What? So you still haven’t found your ‘P.C.’?” Penelope mutters cruelly under her breath.
I dart a furious glance at her as my cheeks turn red. Penelope overheard me telling Emily about my visit to the fortune teller. She took every opportunity to tease me about it all summer. Clearly she hasn’t forgotten, even after all these years.
“Whatever are you talking about, Penny?” Lavinia asks, innocently.
I have a feeling that Penelope is just getting started, now she knows that the mere mention of my little secret is making me squirm. One thing's for sure—she hasn’t changed a bit.
“Well, when we had that charity fair,” she begins with evident pleasure, “the fortune-teller predicted that Matilda would meet the man of her dreams, and that his initials were ‘P.C.’”
“Oh, shush, Penny!” Emily cries, annoyed to see how uncomfortable this is making me. “No one wants to hear your stories.”
Very pleased with herself, Penelope looks around at her audience with an expression that doesn’t bode well for me. I’m feeling horrifically ill-at-ease, because I know she’s not done yet.
Please, someone make her shut up, make her shut up...
“Well, of course, she got it into her head that it was Percival,” she continues with a wide smile. “Don’t you all remember how she used to look at him with puppy-dog eyes? She couldn’t keep her eyes off of him. She drank in his every word, it was frankly embarrassing...”
“Penelope!”
With a furious glance and a harsh word, Lady Margaret manages to silence Penelope.
I’m humiliated, and as angry with myself as I am with Penelope because I can’t think of anything to say. Nothing to stop her from making fun of the little girl I was, idiotically infatuated with the young man she took for her white knight, her Prince Charming... I feel like I’m standing naked in the middle of a stadium. I’m trying to regain my composure in the midst of the deathly silence that has fallen over the room when I hear a voice in the doorway behind me.
“Well, Matilda? We haven’t heard your answer. Have you found your P.C.?”
I’m frozen. It takes me a few moments to turn around and see who's just spoken. When I finally look, there’s no mistaking it, and it’s just as I feared: Lord Percival Spencer Cavendish is standing in the doorway, looking at me with piercing blue eyes and a half-smile on his lips.
3. The Return of Prince Charming
The rest of the company is as surprised as I am. In the commotion that follows, I manage to compose myself a bit, even though I’m just as shocked. I watch him embrace his grandmother tenderly, then his mother.
He’s even more handsome than I remembered. He's truly grown into himself. His broad shoulders and strong, masculine silhouette are all the more alluring in his pale gray suit—clearly the handiwork of an expert British tailor. His dirty-blond hair is cut very short. His face has been bronzed by the South American sun, and that only makes his deep blue eyes stand out even more. His eyes meet mine again as he gives Emily a hug. I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. He takes a few steps toward me, and in spite of my nervousness, I find the strength to get up off the sofa and take his hand. Making contact with his skin fills me with a tingle of excitement. It feels like the temperature in the room has suddenly increased by several degrees, and I’m stiflingly hot in my dress, lightweight as is it.
I feel all eyes on me—especially his, inquisitive and slightly mocking.
“Hello, Percival. Uh, to answer your question...”
“Raised by the delightful Penny,” he interrupts ironically.
“...I’ve actually met quite a few,” I continue. “You’d think that P.C.’s grew on trees! Two in particular were especially charming, but not as much as a certain S.T. There was also a T.B. who was absolutely delightful,” I say with forced levity.
Feeling reasonably pleased with my reply, I withdraw my hand from his—he’d been holding it a bit longer than custom dictates, and as a result my palm was getting a bit moist. Though his sudden appearance has had an undeniable effect on me, the last thing I want is for him to notice, especially after the portrait Penelope painted of me as some lovelorn puppy!
After hearing my little speech, I think I might see a bit of amusement in Percy’s eyes—which are still locked on mine—before he looks away to go to Reginald. He bends down to give him a hug that seems to be full of real affection. The sarcastic grin that Reginald's been wearing until now melts into a more genuinely tender smile. He’s a few years younger than Percy; when I was last here 11 years ago, the two of them had no real connection at all. Apparently, their relationship has changed since then...
“But, what are you doing here, darling? I thought we wouldn’t be seeing you until next month,” Lavinia finally exclaims.
“I decided I had to come for my dear cousin’s engagement party,” says Percival as he takes Emily’s hand. “I thought it might be nice for Julian to be here...”
Julian? Who’s Julian?
“Oh, where is he?” asks Lady Margaret.
“He’s coming. I couldn’t bring him in the Aston Martin.”
“Dad! Daaaaaddy!”
“There’s our little sweetheart!” Lavinia cries. She keeps her balance in her stilettos expertly as she rushes toward the sound of the tiny voice in the hallway, and returns a moment later, holding the hand of an adorable little boy, about four or five years old, dark-eyed, fair-complexioned, with a halo of little brown curls.
...Percival has a son!
That’s a little detail that Emily failed to share with me. She told me about Percy’s marriage five years ago; then, when she told me that she'd moved back to Amberdel Castle, she mentioned that he had been widowed and now lived in Argentina. Percy was the one who suggested that she take over the stud farm after she lost her parents. All these years I’ve never asked her anything about Percival, even when I was dying with curiosity; but whenever she mentioned the tiniest detail about him, I eagerly took note of everything she said. I didn’t want Emily to think I was still obsessed, or that I was still haunted by this childhood infatuation. I’ve told Emily quite a few of my deepest secrets, but I never dared tell her that my little crush on her older cousin lasted for more than a summer.
When he sees his father, the little boy lets go of his grandmother’s hand to run toward him and grab hold of his leg. All eyes are on the child now, and his gaze is turned timidly downward. He seems utterly intimidated by all this attention, and his father breaks out in a smile.
“Come now, Julian, don’t be shy,” Percival says in an encouraging voice. “You already know Lavinia and Grammy Maggie, don’t you? Remember Emily? We went to see her at the horse show last year... And that’s Penelope, and that’s Reginald...”
With his head down, Julian glances furtively around the room through the thick curls falling over his eyes.
“...and this young woman is Matilda,” says Percival, pointing at me. “Don’t you want to go say hello to everyone?”
The child’s gaze lights on me, and he stares for a long moment. Then, to my great surprise, he leaves his father’s knee and scampers up to me. He looks up and raises his arms for a hug. Lady Margaret lets out a peal of laughter.
“Well! It seems the little man has made his choice!”
I kneel down to Julian’s height, take him in my arms, and kiss him on both cheeks. The child gives me a solemn look, then turns and runs back to his father, who looks rather surprised by his son’s little display.
“Well! Matilda, you must have some sort of gift; I’m not used to seeing Julian leap into the arms of women he’s never met, no matter how pretty they may be.”
Our eyes meet, and it feels as though a flash of light cuts to the very depths of my soul. I look away. Lady Margaret, Lavinia, and Emily all rush forward to cover the little boy with kisses. Penelope watches the scene with a distant expression; I notice Reginald peering at me with a strange look.
“Are you two hungry? Shall I have something more brought out?” asks Lady Margaret.
“No, that’s all right. We stopped in London after we landed. I took Julian to have tea at the Savoy. His nanny's here, she rode with him in the other car. I’ll go and ask her to put him down for a little nap right now,” says Percival.
“I’ll come with you. I want to make sure your rooms are ready.” Lady Margaret follows him out of the room. Lavinia trails behind them, on cloud nine now that she’s reunited with her son and grandson.
“Come on, Matilda, let’s finish getting you settled,” says Emily, clearly feeling the same level of desire to remain in Penelope’s company as I am.
“See you later,” she says with a little wave to Reginald, who nods silently.
“You never told me Percival had a child!” I say to Emily, unable to keep my surprise to myself once we’re back in my room.
“Didn’t I? Well, you know, I hardly ever see him. I was still in South Africa when he was born, and then his mother passed away less than two years later, and Percy left for Argentina... Would you like an extra quilt?”
“No. No, this should be fine, thanks... How did she die?”
“Charlotte? It was a plane accident, about three years ago. Percy was the pilot. They were going to a wedding. Miraculously, Percy survived without any serious injuries, but she died instantly. We’re just fortunate Julian wasn’t with them. I’m afraid I don’t know much more than that.... and Percival has changed since then. He’s become much more... reserved. A few months after he got out of hospital, he decided to leave England, to manage some properties in Argentina.
“He has a polo team over there, too. Did you know he’s a world-class polo player? His team even won the Triple Crown! But he still comes back here to take care of the family estate. After all, since Grandpa’s death, he’s the head of the family...
“Honestly, that summer when you were here was the last time when he actually seemed carefree. Ever since then, I think he realized what his responsibilities really meant. Remember how he was almost suspended from Oxford for bad behavior, and Aunt Lavinia had to use all her connections to keep him from getting kicked out? Just like when he was at Eton?” Emily asks, with a mischievous grin. “She couldn’t save my poor Doug from the same fate, sadly. They were partners in crime back then. Douglas had to go finish his schooling at Harvard.
“In any event, after that summer, Percival grew up fast. Of course he never stopped partying, but he started to take his schooling a little more seriously, and he ended up getting his MBA at Oxford.”
“Wow. He did get serious.”
“I know. It’s really helped him take the reins of the estate. So now he has to come back here several times a year; but as soon as he’s taken care of all of the business end of things, he leaves again as quickly as possible. Ever since Charlotte’s death, it’s been really hard for him to be in England. I think he feels terribly guilty about... all of it.”
“What was Charlotte like?” I ask, no longer trying to conceal my curiosity.
“I hardly ever saw her, but she was staggeringly beautiful. Tall, brunette; with a mysterious air about her. I think Julian looks just like her. But still, I was very surprised when Percy married her. I never thought he'd marry a woman like that.”
“Why?” I ask, intrigued.
“I really don’t know much about her. I was living so far away when they started going out, but Charlotte was a close friend of Penelope’s: a real socialite, just like her. She went to all the fashionable parties, there were always photos of her on the arm of some actor or other in the magazines. She never went to college or had a job. Not that she needed one, mind you. Her father was Ambrose Connelly, one of the richest men in England... but anyway. Not only does Percy have an MBA from Oxford; he also has a masters in English literature, so I never really thought he was the type to go after a woman based on looks alone. I thought he’d prefer someone a little bit more... intellectual. And, from what I understand, that’s not how anyone would have described Charlotte. Nevertheless, he married her—to everyone’s great surprise. And her death destroyed him. He’s never been the same since.”
So... Percival has lost the love of his life.
Suddenly, I feel a little sad. For him, of course, but also for me. It’s a strange feeling, and I’m a little ashamed of it, so I don’t dare dwell on it too much... I’m inexplicably jealous of a dead woman, of the true love she shared with a man whom I have no connection with. I push the thought out of my head and glance at Emily to make sure she hasn’t guessed what I was thinking about. Her own thoughts seem to have taken another direction, and she looks worried, almost annoyed. At an inquisitive look from me, she sighs and goes to the window overlooking an immense meadow bordered with woods.
“I’m glad Percy is here for my engagement party,” she says. “I adore him, I really do, and I’m so grateful to him for giving new meaning to my life when he put me in charge of the stables here. But I’m a little worried too. He and Douglas had a huge falling out, and I’m afraid there’s going to be tension when they see each other again.”
“What did they fight about?”
“I really don’t know,” Emily says with a doubtful frown. “Douglas never wants to talk about it, and neither does Percy… so I’ve stopped asking. It’s like talking to two brick walls. When Percy declined my invitation, it was clear to me that it was because of them. Two months ago I was in Argentina for a competition, and that’s when I told him I was engaged. I could tell something was bothering him; but he was polite enough not to say anything about it, and to insist that the ceremony take place here, at the castle. So, I guess—or at least I hope—that if he’s here, it’s because he’s warmed up to the idea.”
“When does Douglas get here?”
“He’ll be here Friday for Lavinia’s charity ball. Speaking of which, what are you going to wear?”
“It’s a surprise,” I say with a laugh. “Mimi put together something special for me. I won’t have to borrow from you this time—and the risk that I’ll catch chicken pox again is practically nil. So I ought to be a little more presentable.”
Emily giggles. “I still say you really didn’t look that bad.”
“You told me I was ‘simply ravishing’!” I say, taking mock offense.
“Alright, so maybe I exaggerated a little,” she laughs. “But you still managed to get the most handsome dance partner at the ball, remember?” Emily asks, with the most angelic look on her face.
How could I forget?
4. Escape to Brighton
What do you wear for a promenade with the whole family in Brighton?
We all had breakfast together, rather ceremoniously, in the castle’s great dining room. Lady Margaret took the opportunity to announce that she had a wild craving for seafood from Riddle & Finns, and so it was decided that all of us—with the exception of Penelope, who bowed out—would spend the day at the seashore in Brighton, which is only about thirty miles from here. I’ve never been. On my first visit to Sussex, Emily’s mother wanted to take us there to see the fair, but then I got the chickenpox. The trip was rescheduled, and then finally canceled.
I look at myself in the full-length mirror. It’s early May, still not a terribly warm time of year in England. Not nearly as warm as Tuscany—far from it! Working in the fashion industry has given me a taste for nice clothes. Though I may not be as wealthy as Emily’s family, in my line of work I get discounts on designer labels and in high-class boutiques, and I adore vintage clothing. When I’m hunting for inspiration for my fabrics, I prowl through boutiques that sell the designer labels of past decades; of course, I save the best finds for my own wardrobe. I especially love old lace and antique prints. If a piece is in need of a little modernizing, or if it isn’t quite my size, I’m pretty handy with a pair of scissors and a sewing machine. I love timeless clothing, and so does Mimi. That’s what brought us together when we first met at the Accademia Italiana in Florence, where we were students. We both despise the vision of fashion that dictates that whatever’s “in” today will be “out” tomorrow, that makes top-dollar clothing as disposable as Kleenex.
At last, I’m satisfied with my reflection in the mirror. After having tried on practically every item in my suitcases, I opted for a white silk blouse with three-quarter sleeves—very 1940 s—which I paired with some faded jeans, whose cuffs I’ve rolled halfway up my calves. We’re going to the beach, after all—and even though elegance is king in this family, I don’t want to look too dressed-up.
I’m a little nervous about the idea of spending an entire day in Percival’s company. I hardly saw him at all yesterday; he spent most of the day in his office, working. I sat across from him at dinner, but I could feel Penelope’s eyes on me the whole time, so I didn’t dare give him the slightest glance. I spent most of that morning with Emily and Julian in the stables. I don’t ride, but I enjoyed observing my friend’s equestrian talents. Julian clung to my hand all morning. He’s an extremely quiet child, but adorable. I’m continually surprised by how attached he is to me. Ever since he first saw me, he's wanted to follow me everywhere, refusing to stay with his nanny, and I was more than happy to bring him with me to the stables.
After lunch, Lady Margaret and Lavinia left for London, so I looked after him all afternoon. While Emily was meeting with the veterinarian, I spent some time with Julian and Reginald—to my great surprise, he asked me to push his wheelchair around the park. With a bit of irony, he explained to me that he rather preferred getting around that way, since it permits him to make some lovely acquaintances. That’s why he’s totally against the idea of a motorized wheelchair. In fact, he’s rather proud of his “vehicle.” Of course, it must be noted that he had his chair custom-made by an Italian designer, with retro accents, finished in leather and bronze.
So off we went for a walk, with Julian clinging to my side, and in the company of Lady Margaret’s Jack Russell terrier, Scoop. I felt a little awkward at first, and didn’t know what to say, but Reginald and I quickly found that we shared a passion for art, particularly the drawings of Degas, and Kandinsky’s paintings. Reginald is a veritable fount of knowledge, and even though he’s far more well-read than I am about art, not once did he try to show off his superiority. Instead, he listened to my opinions with great interest. Not only that, but he has a great sense of humor. It turned out to be a lovely afternoon.
Sitting in the shade of an apple tree, chatting away, I saw Percival’s face appear in an upstairs window. It seemed like he was looking at us. But it was such a brief apparition, I couldn’t be sure if I'd even really seen it.
A knock at the door interrupts my thoughts.
“Are you ready?” Emily calls from the other side of the door.
“Yes, come in.”
“Oh! You changed?” she says when she finds me in front of the mirror.
“Um... yes, I wasn’t sure what to wear. Do you think this is okay?” I ask, still unsure.
“Oh, of course,” Emily replies.
She’s still wearing the riding boots, black skinny jeans, and oversized sweatshirt she wore to breakfast. But Emily wears everything with a sort of upper-class insouciance, not to mention her natural, athletic elegance. She never looks dressed-up, but no matter what, she always has style.
“Well, I’ll wait for you downstairs,” she says, noticing I haven’t picked out my shoes yet. “See you in a minute,” she says as she darts out of the room.
I put on my ballerina flats, tie a multicolored silk scarf around my neck, and pull on a heavy jacket. I’m moving as fast as I can, but I still reach the castle’s main doorway just in time to see Lady Margaret’s black Rolls pull away, with Emily in the back seat. Julian is waving at me from Lavinia’s white Bentley as it, too, drives off with Reginald occupying the other passenger seat. I stand dumbfounded for a few moments before I realize that Percival’s metallic gray Aston Martin—straight out of the 1960 s—is idling by the front steps and that Percival is at the wheel, waving me over. With slightly shaky knees, I approach his rumbling racecar, with its passenger-side door already open.
“Well, are you going to get in, or would you prefer to wait for the bus?” asks Percival, clearly amused.
I slip into his car and settle down in the red leather seat. The car’s interior feels cramped, and I’m extremely conscious of Percival’s body so close to mine. I can smell the intoxicating fragrance of his skin, and I can’t help but notice the outline of his muscular arms underneath his shirt as he shifts the car into gear. I sit silently for a few moments before I even dare to speak to him.
“It was... nice of you to wait for me,” I say.
“We weren’t going to leave you there all alone with Penelope. I’m sure you haven’t done anything to deserve such punishment,” he says in a mocking tone. “Besides, there wasn’t any room in the other cars. Granny needs her space, and so does my mother, with her enormous hat.”
How sweet! He’s not giving me a ride because he wanted to; it’s just that he had no choice.
As the convertible quickly picks up speed, I tie my scarf over my hair to keep it down. I feel like Grace Kelly in the 1950 s.
“So...” I say, after riding for a couple of miles in a silence so heavy I prefer to risk his curt replies. “You live in Argentina now?”
“That’s right,” he answers laconically.
It’s clear he’s not going to elaborate unless prompted, so I gather up my courage and press on.
“Do you have any plans to move back to England?”
He looks away from the road for just an instant to give me a sideways glance.
“To tell you the truth, it’s a possibility. I think it would be good for Julian to get the education he deserves. After all, he’s the one who will inherit the title. And it would be good for him to grow up surrounded by his family. My mother is an absolutely perfect grandmother to him, even if she does insist that he calls her by her given name. She often flies over to see us. But Lady Margaret is getting older, and long trips away from her beloved Sussex are becoming more and more difficult. Besides, Julian’s mother’s family wants to see more of him, too.”
“Oh, yes! I just learned that your wife had passed away; I’m so sorry. That must have been terrible for you and Julian.”
I regret it as soon as the words have left my lips. Percival’s hands tighten on the steering wheel, and he gives me an icy look. He clearly took my remarks as some kind of intrusion or perverse curiosity. His jaw tenses, and not another word escapes his lips. Feeling terribly embarrassed and uncomfortable, I lean against the car door to put some space between us—as much as possible in this tiny car—and I spend the rest of the drive watching the English countryside speeding past. I have only one desire: to get out of this car!
***
“Did you have a good time?”
Percival looks as his son, who’s nestled in my arms, his eyes twinkling with delight. Julian nods, all smiles. After helping Lavinia, Lady Margaret, and Reginald find a nice table at an oceanfront cafe, he met up with Emily, Julian, and me at Brighton Pier, an enormous nineteenth-century construction on wooden pilings that stretches out over the waves and holds a variety of carnival attractions. Most of the rides and games are intended for bigger children or even adults, but Julian got to ride on the carousel, with me by his side.
It’s not even midday yet, but the pier is already crowded and roaring with the sounds of slot machines, ride operators calling on passers-by to step right up, and the screams of people speeding by on the roller coaster.
“Aren’t you going to ride the roller coaster, Tilda?” Emily asks. “Back in the day, you were dying to, before you came down with chickenpox. Now’s your chance to make up for lost time!”
“Will you go with me?”
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