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Prologue

It was a terrible thing, the old man thought, to be so rich, and to be so bored.

Clement Chambers sat, stretched out on a veranda chair, on the terrace of his mansion in the Seychelles, looking down over the cliffs, across a verdant hillside towards the sea.

His estate had a spectacular view of the azure waters of the Indian Ocean. They lapped against the fine powdery sands of his five-mile-long private beach, a facility he had visited a total of once in the last year. It took up the whole of the rocky inlet viewable from this angle; Clement loathed trespassers on his privacy.

The estate, the Palms, was a fortress. Oh, its walls were concealed, and it was heavily landscaped, but it backed into the sheer rock of the mountain and was surrounded on all sides by discreet and deadly soldiers.

Clement had enemies. You did not get to where he was without them.

He ensured he was safe. Safe from assassins, and kidnappers. He enjoyed the warm weather, the blue skies,  the splendid isolation of the tropics. When you were worth several billion dollars, anything you needed in life came to you.

His security firms vetted all his staff. And all his lovers. Every one of them understood the sovereign importance of complete secrecy. Money, and fear, had kept it that way. Not a whisper of scandal ever reached the outside world.

He watched the waves lap his beach. And his brilliant mind started to plan.

Clement Chambers had a reputation. He was a gentleman, and that mattered immensely to him. He had a coat of arms. Inherited when . . . well, on his brother’s death. Even though he had spent three decades in the tropics, surrounded only by lackeys, he was careful to live his life as an Englishman abroad. Rather like Noël Coward. Clement admired Noël Coward. He wore white linen suits and Panama hats. His apparel was designed in St James’s and Savile Row. His wine cellar was unsurpassed, his house was hung with glorious English masterpieces including a Stubbs and a Constable. He donated large sums of money to the right charities, and he was a member of London clubs he never set foot in; White’s and the Travellers.

For most of his life he had cared about money, and through money, power. Now that the Chambers Corporation was a gargantuan global firm, his pristine reputation mattered more to Clement than anything  else. The great museums of the world had wings named after him. As did many of the most prestigious hospitals. Sloane-Kettering, in New York, was the latest beneficiary. And if a disgruntled employee, or the loser in some deal, were to complain, or dare to write or broadcast something bad about Clement Chambers, then his overpaid contingent of libel lawyers sprang into action.

He received good press these days.

Nothing but good press.

It was all about protecting that great reputation, Clement thought. But now he was safe, now he was impregnable, he was bored, very bored. It was time to inject a little fun into his life.

Clement Chambers was about to shake things up.

He smiled gently at the prospect. Yes; she would do. She was interesting, so pliant, but so sharp. A tigress.

And he always enjoyed setting the cat amongst the pigeons.




Chapter One

It was GLITZ magazine’s hottest cover of the year.

A sensational scoop. Never before had they agreed to be photographed together. The women London was obsessed with. The girls every working woman wanted to be.

The fabulous Chambers cousins.

They were living the dream. While the city’s career girls stumbled out of bed, snatched breakfast and clambered on to the Tube and buses, ready for another tough day at the office, the Chambers girls were lying in bed, idly preparing themselves for their massages, their shopping sprees, or another celebrity-crammed party. They had the best addresses, the hottest wardrobes, the sharpest haircuts. They were attractive.

And they didn’t do one damn thing to earn it.

The public didn’t know whether to love them or hate them. But British girls all secretly yearned to be them.

The magazine flew off the shelves. On the cover, the Chambers girls posed, styled in long white gowns with gold necklaces and armlets, like the classical goddesses they were named for.

Juno. Tall and statuesque, a gold circlet in her long dark hair, wound into a plait and worn like a crown. Ever insistent on her dignity, a pure cloak of ivory wool fell around her shoulders, to cover her arms. Not as beautiful as the others, but still striking; handsome, perhaps, with cool blue eyes and pale skin. Queen of the gods; queen of London’s snobby social circuit. Her soirées were legendary, her contacts book read like a copy of Debrett’s. Safely married, Juno was a favourite with society mavens from Sloane Square to Eaton Square, from Ascot to Glyndebourne.

Athena, her little sister. Her scruffy, private identity hidden in the photo shoot, brilliant academic Athena Chambers had the mind - and she had the money. Styled for the fantasy of worker bees everywhere, Athena was unrecognisable; her hair tumbling down her back, professionally made up, her feet forced into unfamiliar heels. The looks she couldn’t be bothered about were on display for all to see. Toned arms and an athletic body, an oval face, high cheekbones, and the same luminous gaze as her sister.

Athena was one of her generation’s brightest historical scholars. Her pamphlets and essays received wide acclaim. She lived in Oxford in a glorious townhouse, and had no doubt she would become a tenured professor. But not for her the honourable poverty of the brilliant teacher. Her cleverness was buttressed with cash. Athena ate caviar, drank champagne, and had a collection of  antiques that could grace a museum.

Across from these two were their cousins. Diana Chambers, her slender arms posing, holding up a golden goblet of wine. Caramel hair, cut into a sharp flame, flowed over her shoulders, complementing her snowy dress. A little more curvy than Athena, Diana was London’s latest greatest ‘It Girl’; she had no more intention of working than her cousin Juno, but stuffy high society bored her to death. Diana Chambers meant  style. She attended every hot play, every great film premiere. She was seen at impossible-to-get-into exhibitions by London’s hottest artists. If she was photographed wearing a new designer, sales would soar. And her parties were stuffed with the funkiest novelists, musicians, photographers, and models. Diana Chambers had made partying an art form. She was the Victoria Beckham of the cognoscenti - if she touched something, it was in style. First-year film students, the backstage crowd at London Fashion Week, the journalists on the glossy magazines - they all wanted to be like Diana. She was the new Chloë Sevigny. And everybody knew that Diana Chambers, someday soon, would simply select a billionaire of her own and marry him. It was just a matter of time.

And right in the front - of course - Venus. Staring brazenly into the camera, her thousand-watt smile seducing millions of readers. A shimmering, pearlescent robe did little to conceal her golden skin and curvy breasts. Wasp-waisted, Venus had expensively dyed  flaxen-blond hair. The Chambers diamonds, a family heirloom, glittered brilliantly around her throat and on her lobes. She was eight and a half stone of gorgeous, and she absolutely adored the camera.

Venus Chambers was a little slice of Hollywood in Notting Hill. As toned, tanned and blonde as any airhead model on the Sunset Strip, she was perfectly groomed and perfectly gorgeous. She was an actress, and didn’t you know it. Even if Venus was far more famous for being one of the Chambers girls than for any acting she’d ever done. You took one look at the confident, flirty butterfly on the cover of GLITZ and you felt it couldn’t be long. Venus’s big break as a film star would be along any minute. Because that was how life worked when you were a Chambers girl.

You lived in paradise. Where nothing ever went wrong.

Inside the glossy covers, there were more pictures of the girls, their jewels, their fast cars, their stylish homes. Less of Athena, who didn’t present herself well. But the other three posed in depth, and the mag got a stylish silhouette shot of Athena, her wild hair blowing around her on a blustery Oxford day, walking into the Bodleian Library. There was a long puff piece about their likes and dislikes, and their close cousinly relationship. But the magazine really sold on its daring. GLITZ actually published photos of the Seychelles. The crystal-blue waters, the white sands and palm trees, and the lush  forests on the hills. That generic shit was as close as they would get to the source of all the girls’ wealth . . .

Clement Chambers. Their uncle. Multi-billionaire. Reclusive genius. Head of the Chambers Corporation, a multinational with interests from diamond mines to oil wells, mobile phones to construction. Clement Chambers, respected across the world as a man of substance. Somebody not to be messed with. Unmarried, childless and elderly, he guarded his privacy as fiercely as armed soldiers guarded his vast estate on the tropical island. The Chambers girls were his nieces.

And they were well looked after.

Their glamorous lifestyles were funded entirely by him. Half a million a year, every year, to burn through as they wished. The magic of their uncle’s name. And the prospect that between them, these four women would one day inherit his colossal fortune. A sum that made their trust fund look like peanuts.

It was a fairytale. Four upper-class girls with little money to their name. Venus and Diana were orphans, Juno and Athena the children of impoverished professors. And one day, when they were in their teens, their rich, reclusive uncle appears and announces he will take care of his nieces’ finances.

Every January, the money poured into the four bank accounts. Every December, it was exhausted. But why worry? the article pointed out gaily. Plenty more where that came from!

The fabulous Chambers girls were the only people allowed into their uncle’s compound, other than his staff. The private Mr Chambers, the journalist wrote breathlessly, summoned them every 15 December. They stayed for Christmas, and left after Boxing Day. That was the only contact they had with their uncle, all year round.

Right now they were rich.

One day they’d be tycoons.

And all for doing nothing.

Thousands of secretaries, teachers, florists, nurses and bankers picked up their copies of GLITZ, flipped the pages, and sighed with longing.

Trust-fund princess. Nice work if you could get it.




Chapter Two

‘Telegram, madam.’

Diana looked up from the pile of gold-edged heavy cream cards that she was sorting into lots. Seating plans. They were the work of the devil. She’d been at this chart for hours, and it still wasn’t perfect.

‘What do you mean, telegram?’ She smiled up at her butler, Ferris, an old dear she’d inherited when she bought the flat. It was such fun to have a proper butler. Nobody else her age had any staff other than a nanny, or possibly a life coach. But Diana Chambers knew how to do style.

She shrugged, a little slither of cream silk and palest peach cashmere, delicate mother-of-pearl bangles jangling on her tanned skin. ‘Nobody sends telegrams any more. Unless it’s a wedding.’

‘I believe it comes from the Seychelles, madam,’ said Ferris, his wrinkled face inscrutable.

‘Of course,’ Diana said at once. ‘Uncle Clem. He would, I suppose.’

A light frown crossed her pretty face. They had only  just finished the Christmas celebrations. She wasn’t due back for a year.

What could Clement want?

‘I hope he’s not ill,’ Diana said with genuine concern, taking the brown envelope from the silver tray. ‘Thank you, Ferris.’

She ripped it open. 






Dear Diana,

I require your presence back at the Palms. In fact, I will need to see you and all the girls here at once. Pack a suitcase and take the next plane out. This afternoon, from Stansted. It’s a family matter. Don’t bother calling - I prefer to tell you all face to face.

Yours ever,

Uncle Clem



 



Diana jumped up from her Mies van der Rohe sofa, architecturally tilted backwards at just the right angle on metal poles. Adrenalin pumped through her. She looked all around her, drinking the place in, as though she might lose it. After two years of work, Diana’s duplex flat was absolutely perfect; two thousand square feet of prime Kensington terrace, brilliantly redecorated to her own design. She had personally selected everything, from the reclaimed Victorian fireplace to the Carrera marble in the wetroom, skilfully mixing classical pieces with the best of modern design. She’d wanted all  her glitterati friends to be jealous, and it had worked. They were.

And not just of her impeccable taste and packed parties. Diana was single and very good-looking, with the money and flair to work it to the full. But unlike most of the girls on the circuit, she didn’t have to marry some crusty old financier or weak-chinned landed aristocrat to bag her place in moneyed society.

Diana Chambers had the best of everything.

And a very rich uncle to pay for it.


So much better, she reminded herself, than interfering old parents who might try to keep tabs on her life, her alcohol consumption, or worse still, her shoe budget.

Rupert and Hester Chambers were dead. Diana knew them only through photographs; a handsome young couple, he tall and blond, she slender and dark but with an attractive touch of baby fat still around her face. Hester smiled a lot and had retained her dimples. They beamed at her, in their ugly sixties wedding outfits, from the steps of the Brompton Oratory. Rupert had loved fast cars, and his dodgy second-hand Aston Martin had skidded and killed them both on an icy road in Gloucestershire on New Year’s Day, when Diana was just two and a half years old. They had been coming back from the pub. She didn’t remember that day, but she’d always resented that part of the story; the suggestion always was that Daddy had taken a couple of drinks. Careless. Selfish. When he killed them, he left a hole in their lives.

That betrayal placed her and Venus first in the sole care of their crotchety maternal grandmother, and then at boarding school.

Just as well. Elspeth Heckles, their grandmother, who found it hard to cope with the loss of her daughter and the arrival of two young toddlers, was permanently exhausted and cross. The sisters struggled along in her small rented house on the edge of the New Forest, their modest inheritance saved by Elspeth with great discipline so that they might attend a good school. She did her duty, and two months after Venus began to board, at the age of eleven, Elspeth died, leaving the girls little but her personal effects.

School provided structure, and a succession of parent substitutes, none of them much good. Diana and Venus learned to take care of themselves. But they were in separate years, and as they grew older, they grew further apart. When you’re a teenager, two years is a world of difference.

The executors of their parents’ will arranged for the sisters to stay at school during the holidays, where a skeleton staff looked after the various stragglers still in the building; the forlorn daughters of diplomats posted to dangerous hotspots, girls who needed remedial holiday coaching, and the daughters of some of the teachers who lived on site. Diana and Venus, unlike all their friends, dreaded the school holidays. They hung together at those times as best they could, but longed for a return to normality.

People. Light. Noise. Diana hated abandonment, she liked to be in a crowd. And Venus dealt with life even more simply: she flashed her beautiful smile, dyed her long hair blond and flirted with the entire world. If you couldn’t get love, Diana thought with pity, adulation was an acceptable substitute.

But when she was fifteen, the telegram came. The telegram that changed their lives.

Uncle Clem.

Diana flashed back on that moment now, as she held this opened telegram in her lap. She’d forgotten. Of course. Telegrams were Clem’s choice of communication, his style; no emails or faxes from him, at least not to family.

Venus had come running up to her after lunch, as the girls streamed out of the refectory. Thirteen years old now, to Diana’s fifteen, and turning into a real beauty.

‘Di, Di!’

‘Hiya.’ She had been feeling down that day, and slipped an arm around her little sister’s shoulders, giving her a hug. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Did you get that telegram?’

Diana blinked. ‘What?’

‘That brown envelope,’ Venus said. She tugged impatiently at Diana’s arm. ‘Come on, come to the pigeonholes. I got one, tell me if it’s fake, go on.’

Only mildly curious - her sister was always exuberant - Diana trotted along to the wall of pigeonholes, marked out  for each girl by surname. Venus’s was empty, but Diana noted there was a slim brown envelope in hers. She took it out, examined it. It actually was a telegram. She’d heard them read out at weddings, back when Granny dragged her along to them. But who used them in real life?

‘Open it,’ Venus pleaded. ‘It says it’s from Uncle Clem.’

Now she had her sister’s complete attention.

Diana froze. ‘Uncle Clem?’

Elspeth had talked about him, once or twice, and not in approving terms. Their distant, long-lost relation. Their father’s elder brother, who had made a fortune, cut off his family, and left England to live on some tropical island. Nobody heard from him, not even a card at Christmas.

Excitedly, she ripped the envelope open. The telegram was printed in pale grey letters, on that particular kind of paper. She read it aloud. 






Dear Diana and Venus,

Now that your cousin Juno, the eldest of my nieces, is sixteen years old, I am establishing a trust fund for the welfare of the four of you. The money will be administered in your minority by my solicitors and will pay for staff and housing. Upon your eighteenth birthdays, you will come into an annual allowance of half a million pounds a year



 



‘My God!’ Diana said. She gripped Venus’s arm.

‘Is it true, Di?’ Venus was breathless with excitement. ‘Do you think it’s true?’

Diana didn’t answer; she read on. 





which you will then be able to spend as you like. From this summer, you and Venus will live in my house in Eaton Square in London, with some of my permanent staff to attend you. Treat them as staff. I do not encourage familiarity.


 



‘I - it sounds like he means it,’ Diana said. Her head was spinning, and she felt sick with nerves, as though she wanted to vomit. ‘Oh God, Venus!’ 





I intend to take charge of family arrangements. Your cousins Juno and Athena Chambers will be joining you at your school.


 



Venus pulled a face. ‘Don’t like them much.’ 






You are to remember at all times that you carry my name and will now be associated with me. I shall remain in the Seychelles but will be keeping a weather eye on your progress; you will not contact me. If I wish, I will contact you. I rarely make requests, but when I do, I expect to have them granted.

Yours ever,

Clement Chambers



Diana leaned her shoulder against the wooden boxes of the pigeonholes.

‘London,’ she said. ‘Our own house. London parties.  Half a million a year.’

‘If it’s true, we’ll never have to get a job!’ Venus was ecstatic. ‘Never! Oh Di, stuff my bloody geography homework, I’m not doing it. Who cares? I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to!’

‘No, no.’ Diana hurried to put her straight. ‘He said we reflect him. You have to go on as before, nothing wild.’

‘If it’s true, I love Uncle Clem,’ Venus said happily. ‘I’m going to write and tell him I love him and tell him thank you. What do you think he’s like? Do you think he looks like Dad?’

Diana watched her eager little sister’s young face glowing and felt sad.

‘No, darling, read it again. Uncle Clem doesn’t want us to contact him.’

‘But why?’

Diana shrugged. Why had her father got drunk and then got into his car? Why had he done it, left her and Venus alone? The ache that never went away.

‘You remember what Granny used to say. That’s just how he is. I think we’d better go along with it.’

And they had. All of it. The large house, where they didn’t fraternise with the servants, but did meet their friends. They even looked forward to holidays. Life got easier. Diana noticed the impact of money right away.  Noticed how everybody started sucking up to them . . . And then they had to deal with the arrival of their cousins. Scruffy, bookish Athena and withdrawn Juno, boasting two living parents.

In deference to Uncle Clem’s wishes, the four girls socialised. But they were all in different years, so there was a merciful gap. The cousins were courteous, but not particularly close. Diana and Venus envied Juno and Athena their parents, and Juno and Athena, in turn, envied their cousins their independence.

Clem’s money sometimes seemed the strongest bond they had. Even at fifteen, and not receiving any of it actually in her pocket, Diana knew better than to jeopardise that cash. She and Venus may have been a little arrogant, and indolent, but they always did just as Uncle Clem wanted.

They had never met the man. But he was the most powerful influence in their lives.

It was only on her eighteenth birthday that things changed for good. Diana was summoned to London to be shown her new bank account, with its starting balance for the year.

Just as promised. Five hundred thousand pounds.

And with it, the need to actually go and see Uncle Clem - every Christmas. The telegram came to inform the cousins that in future they’d be spending two weeks every December, every Christmas, in the tropics. No other relatives invited.

Diana was not sentimental - how could she be? Christmas in the Seychelles was a chance to get out of cold, wet London.

It was also a chance to avoid the annual lull in the social scene. Christmas and New Year, a tortuous, inevitable break in the London party circuit. An almost vicious reminder of the fragility of friendship, how when the chips were down, it always came second; Diana’s girlfriends and drinking buddies all dispersed like seeds from a dandelion clock, drifting back to estates in Gloucestershire, houses in Sussex, farms in Yorkshire, apartments in Manhattan - wherever the parents, or in-laws, lived. Friends didn’t matter a bit when family - parents, children, grannies, fiancés - pressed their prior claim.

Christmas and New Year were the worst times for Diana Chambers, growing up. Venus said she didn’t care, but how could that be true? Their cousins had them to stay every year. Diana had to endure it; watching Juno and Athena laugh with their mummy and daddy, pretending to like the lame presents that were all the professors could afford, and feeling guilty because she knew perfectly well that everybody meant to be kind. The loss of her mum and dad coloured every second, every moment of Diana’s life.

But when Clement called them for Christmas, Diana was on an equal footing with Athena and Juno. And if they rubbed each other the wrong way, well, so what? At  least now she was in the sun, and the four cousins were equals - all just Clement’s nieces. However domineering and grouchy he was, Diana was grateful for that.

Uncle Clem’s money protected Diana’s whole life. The thought of anything changing that prickled the hairs on the back of her neck. Her stomach churned anxiously.

Screw the party. She had to go.

Athena, Juno, and Venus would all have received their own telegrams; Uncle Clem was such an old drama queen.

Diana sighed. Her schedule was jam-packed. And the press were supposed to be coming to the soirée tomorrow. She’d harangued, pleaded and bribed them into showing up; there would be a healthy sprinkling of society columnists and photographers. Diana was just starting to get some column inches, after much work and toil and rivers of champagne. Staying London’s top It Girl took a lot of work. It wasn’t enough to be rich; she also wanted to be famous. Not, like Venus, famous for being an actress or a model. Diana wanted to be famous just for being Diana. That was one role she’d never lose.

The party was supposed to go a long way towards her social ascent. Lots of juicy coverage and society-page pics. The GLITZ cover was a milestone. Diana wanted to follow it up.

But Uncle Clem had called.

There was nothing else for it.

‘Ferris!’ Diana called lightly.

He was with her in a second.

‘Yes, madam?’

‘Cancel the party at Cho’s, would you?’

Behind the laconic request lay a solid morning’s work. It would mean hundreds of calls, irate suppliers, and explanations to journalists and paparazzi. But the rich young woman paid well, and her butler’s expression never flickered.

‘Very good, madam.’

‘Family emergency. Tell them that. I have to be on a plane.’ Diana glanced apologetically at her thick pile of cards. ‘Sorry for the bother, Ferris, but you understand, don’t you?’

Indeed he did. For Diana Chambers didn’t have a bean. Uncle Clement’s cash paid for everything.

For Diana. For her beautiful, untalented sister Venus. For the cousins, scruffy Athena and snobby Juno. Each rolling in money, not a penny of it their own.

When Uncle Clement called, they came.

Diana picked up the phone. Time to call her cousins.




Chapter Three

Athena Chambers looked up at the professors.

The sedate tick-tock of the fine grandfather clock was unsettling her. Heavy brass hands moved around its aged face, the pendulum under the oak with its walnut inlay swinging loudly back and forth.

It was because there was no other sound in the room.

Tick-tock. Tick-tock.

In front of her, on the raised dais, sitting on their carved chairs, the senior dons of the faculty were shuffling their papers. They pushed glasses up their noses, lowered their heads and whispered intently to each other.

Athena Chambers sat below them, on the floor of the college hall, and tried to remain calm.

They couldn’t deny her this post. Could they?

She was one of Oriel’s best performers, with an outstanding first in an unpopular subject. Particularly gifted in Old Norse. Where else were they going to find their next generation of dons?

She had so many advantages. For one thing, she was  rich. There would be no begging for pay rises, no pushing for digs in college property. Athena lived in a splendid townhouse on Walton Street, close to the Randolph Hotel, and she drove a vintage racing-green Aston Martin. She was young, and had an unblemished academic record. Money had allowed her to concentrate, free of worry. She had seized that chance. She had a fine body of work. And she liked to think she was funky - relatively, at least.

Of course, that wasn’t saying much. Relative to this  lot, Camilla Parker Bowles was funky. The men on the stage glowered at her in their crumpled suits.

Athena was slim and pretty. Unkempt, perhaps, but so were most professors. She never made any attempt to make herself up or colour her hair. It curled around her shoulders in a soft mousy brown. For Athena, ‘grooming’ was remembering to brush her teeth. She wore dowdy, ill-fitting clothes from high-street shops - Jaeger mostly - and no jewellery other than her beloved signet ring. A gift from her beloved father. An academic. Athena desperately wanted to follow in his footsteps.

She crossed her long legs, hidden in their baggy trousers, and waited.

‘Miss Chambers.’

Professor Mellon, the head of the panel, addressed her. Athena sat up straighter. Mellon was a brilliant philologist and a fellow of All Souls, something she desperately wanted to be. That was the scholars’ equivalent of an  Oscar. He’d taught her back in her second year as an undergrad and come on to her. Ridiculous: he was married with two kids. Not to mention older than Methuselah.

But then most dons hit on Athena once or twice. She didn’t hold it against them.

‘Thank you for coming in to see us,’ he said coolly. ‘Your work is certainly impressive.’

‘Thank you.’ Athena smiled.

‘But the panel doesn’t feel you have quite the right qualifications for this particular post.’

‘What?’ Athena exclaimed. ‘I have a starred first. I have distinctions in every paper!’

‘You’ve certainly done well.’ Dr Finkel, a thin, ferret-like man in a pink shirt, chimed in. ‘But sometimes these things are a matter of temperament.’

‘The panel feel you would suit a further period of research. Some publications . . .’

‘Perhaps abroad - Harvard or Yale have excellent programmes for women scholars,’ added Professor Richards. He was the youngest, and wore a thin, cheap suit. His gaze on her now was full of hostility.

‘They call it affirmative action,’ Dr Finkel explained, as though to a child.

‘I know what they call it,’ Athena snapped. ‘I don’t need it.’

‘The panel has decided to award the fellowship elsewhere, but thank you for coming in.’ Professor Mellon snapped his folder shut and pushed back his chair.

The interview was over.

‘Just one second. Who is the lucky applicant?’

They looked at each other reluctantly. That information would be a matter of public record. They had to tell her.

‘Mike Cross,’ Professor Richards said flatly.

Athena exploded. ‘Mike got an upper second. I have better results than him—’

‘He’s also a rowing blue and takes part in social occasions. Some of this has to do with how we expect a research fellow to contribute to university life,’ Professor Mellon said.

‘And his work shows flashes of brilliant original  thought,’ Dr Finkel added.

Like hell - Mike Cross was a big, lumbering sack of potatoes. His last original thought was where to find Oxford’s cheapest beer.

‘Mike Cross is—’

‘Our choice,’ Professor Richards interrupted.

‘You don’t want to come across as catty,’ Dr Finkel sneered. ‘You know that’s a perception problem with some of our lady academics. If I were you I’d congratulate the winning candidate. Maybe look for a postgraduate course to do.’

‘But . . .’ Athena nearly exploded with frustration.

‘Really, Miss Chambers,’ Professor Mellon said with elegant disdain. ‘It’s over.’

Athena stomped back up the High Street towards Carfax, hands jammed in her pockets, her long hair blowing about in the January breeze. Miserably humiliated. Bastards!

She had the brains, she knew it.

She’d done the work.

But bottom line - they hated her.

Mike Cross she couldn’t be angry at. He was a nice enough bloke. Big and burly, with a knocked-up girlfriend and a respectable, second-class mind. But he knew how to charm the crusty old dons out of the trees. He’d hang around, talking about rugby and cricket, getting slightly drunk on expensive claret. Gossiping, like men did. Talking dirty about women . . .

Maybe even about her. Probably about her.

Plus there was the money. The dons all lived in rented college houses, or if they’d miraculously fluked on to the housing ladder, in tiny one-bedroom flats. Housing cost money up here; Oxford was the new London. The dons drove old bangers and wore their shoes until they developed holes. Athena didn’t need to get on the brain-drain bandwagon and teach in America for respectable cash. She just had to sit in Walton Street and collect Uncle Clement’s cheque.

She knew they were jealous. They loathed it, the fact that she never wanted for anything, and never checked a price. She would eat regularly at Le Manoir aux Quat’ Saisons and hadn’t bothered learning to cook, and if she  felt like studying an original Norse text she would fly out first class to Iceland and stay in a boutique hotel, ignoring the outrageous Scandinavian prices, and look at it herself.

Why did she need a job? Athena could feel them thinking that, the eyes on her, ignoring her cheap clothes, going straight to her Chanel bag or her handmade shoes.

Marie Antoinette. Rich bitch. Stuck-up single woman.

Athena had the grades, the pedigree and the results. But this was her fourth interview for a research fellowship this year. And the old-boy network didn’t want to know.

She reached her house and unlocked the door. Time for a shower, maybe a brisk run around Christ Church meadows. Get the aggression out. Think, for goodness’ sake.

What the hell was she going to do next?

The phone in the hall rang. Maybe they’d changed their minds.

‘Athena Chambers.’

‘Hi, darling.’ The low, affected drawl instantly set Athena’s teeth on edge. Oh yes, her bubble-headed cousin Diana. Athena had had more than enough of her ditzy socialite act over Christmas.

‘What is it, Diana?’

‘Have you got your telegram yet?’

‘Telegram?’

She looked behind her on to the seagrass carpet. Yes, there was a marked brown envelope.

‘It’s Uncle Clem,’ Diana was saying into her ear. ‘He wants to see us.’

Uncle Clem. The money. A shiver ran down Athena’s spine.

 



‘Lower,’ Venus murmured, her mouth hidden in the crook of her arm.

‘How’s that?’

She gave a lazy ‘mmm’. Pure contentment.

The Palladian was the smartest new beauty salon in London, so chic it was almost off the radar. All the hot magazines had been here last week, though, and she expected a storm of features to break in a month or so.

Most of them would report the presence of luscious Venus Chambers. It mattered for an actress to be seen in the right places at the right time. That ahead-of-the-curve flavour. She cultivated it assiduously.

The masseuse, a real Swede, kneaded her impeccably tanned flesh with long, smooth strokes. Venus could feel all the kinks of the day working themselves out. When the girl grabbed her feet, sore from a day of walking around in teetering Manolos, and pressed her thumbs into the high arches, Venus gasped in pleasure.

She was lying on a soft massage table, stripped down to her La Perla knickers, coppery lace to match her glowing skin. Long, silky, expensively blond hair,  brushed away from the nape of her neck, fell in a smooth stream towards the floor. They were on the limestone deck of the swimming pool, mounted on the hotel’s spectacular roof garden. The shadows from the azure water danced on the marble ceiling, sending dappled light all around the room. Towering walls of glass surrounded the heated pool, and Venus looked out through half-closed lids at the great sweep of London, sparkling in the crisp autumn sun.

Fabulous. She half-heartedly tried to stay awake. She didn’t want to miss the sensations of her massage. Ulrika was the best in the business.

Besides, it was all good for the image. And image was vital . . .

Venus let her mind wander.

Tonight there was that important meeting with the producer at the Groucho Club. The Austrian, Hans Tersch. He had a hot script, Maud, about the civil war between Stephen and Matilda. Brave knights, white stallions, swords and cloth of gold . . . it was a dream picture. Venus was desperate for an audition. She’d been working out with one of Chelsea’s top personal trainers, Rafael, and her arms and stomach were gracefully toned; not too muscled, but beautifully strong. She was at her slimmest and loveliest. Perfect for the part. The last three movies she’d been up for hadn’t come off, and her most recent role was in a BA commercial, relaxing elegantly on a first-class bed.

Typecasting.

She got work, sure. Small parts in indie films. Occasionally a speaking role in TV drama. At least Venus could be choosy; she didn’t do any of the really bad stuff: extra work, walk-ons, cheesy presenting jobs on satellite channels flogging holidays. There was no question of that.

She hardly needed the money.

Her agent, Lucy, was always reminding her that she already had more press than most of the top Briterati - certainly as much as Jude and Kate, for example. Why bother trying to kill yourself chasing big parts that never came? Venus could cash in on her It Girl clout. Especially if she agreed to do anything with her cousins. Gorgeous siblings always sold well, but four upper-class cousins, named for Greek and Roman goddesses? It was gold. They could build on that GLITZ cover . . .

But Venus refused to go for the Paris Hilton angle. She loved movies. They said glamour to her, beauty, and fame. So she already had wealth; so what? she thought sleepily, as those sure fingers prodded and stroked her towards bliss. That was only the first step on the road . . .

After this massage, Venus would pop down to the beauty parlour. Get her nails reburnished and her toes buffed and whitened, then her hair washed and blow-dried. After that, a seaweed facial and full make-up application by Celine, who was truly an enchantress. And then it was all a question of selecting just the right  bag and shoes for her Alexander McQueen satin halter-neck dress . . .

Venus Chambers would be dazzling. British, aristocratic, perfectly dressed, and all over a buff, tanned, blonde and white-toothed body that could belong to any starlet in LA.

Venus smiled. She was arrogantly sure she’d get this part. And if she had to flirt with the producer, then so what? She’d done plenty of that in her time. Idly, Venus wondered about her mother and father. Would Daddy have disapproved? But he had drunk himself and Mummy dead, hadn’t he? So he wasn’t around to veto her outfits. Or choice of career.

There was a soft sound of padding feet. Venus half opened one eye to see a receptionist, in the muted beige DKNY shift dress the girls all wore, approaching her with a small envelope on a tray.

‘A telegram for you, madam,’ she said.

‘What?’ Venus sat bolt upright, her languor forgotten. ‘A telegram?’ she snapped.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Who the hell would be sending her a telegram? Venus had a bad feeling about this . . .

The receptionist was still waiting, a bit nervously. Venus shook herself; image, Venus, image.

‘Thank you.’

She favoured the girl with a dazzling smile, and ripped open the envelope.

Oh hell, she thought.

Venus pulled the towel up around her breasts and sat up straight.

‘I have to go.’ All the fog of pleasure had disappeared from her voice. ‘Hand me my gown,’ she said. ‘I’m getting dressed.’

 



Juno Chambers Darling ignored her husband. Such a decision, what to do in Cannes. Some of his friends just weren’t the right sort of people.

‘So that’s all right for the thirtieth? You’ll throw the party?’

Jack was insistent. His rich Scottish burr cut through her musing.

‘I’ll think about it,’ she said. Honestly, why couldn’t Jack just accept his good fortune? All this messing about with business, and it never went anywhere. Cooking. Was that a proper occupation for a man?

When they married, Juno had been sure she could tame Jack Darling. He was sexy, no doubt about that, with his rugby-player body and his dark eyelashes. Very different from the chinless wonders her parents had introduced her to. Jack was a rough diamond, and all she had to do was polish him.

Juno was the eldest of the Chambers cousins. Her father had named her for the queen of the gods. She was the plainest, but she lived up to her name: she was used to having things just as she wanted them. She’d wanted  Jack, and now she’d got him. Yet she also demanded that Jack behave the way she thought a husband should.

But things hadn’t worked out that way. Jack was stubbornly resistant to going along with Juno’s plans to turn him into a trophy husband. Although she’d forced refinements on him - the bespoke suits, the John Lobb shoes, the memberships of the good clubs - he remained, frustratingly, Jack.

He had adapted poorly to her social life, and her desire to get established in the new expensive London townhouse. Instead of enjoying the Season and being seen at the right events, he insisted on setting up a branch of his little sandwich deli in west London. He worked late into the night and came home smelling of food. And he refused to take a penny from her.

They rowed. Frequently. These days, he was less and less willing to shower and come out as her escort. Even his handsomeness, his great asset, was diminishing as lack of sleep made him irritable and pasty-faced.

Seven-year itch? Seven months more like. Juno was starting to wonder if she hadn’t made a horrible mistake.

‘It’s for my backers,’ Jack said coldly. ‘Business. The investors from France and Italy for the restaurant. We  need to throw that party.’ He softened a little. ‘You know you’re brilliant at it.’

Juno smiled bleakly. ‘I’ll see what I can do . . .’

She had no intention of putting together some ugly little soirée for greasy Continental cooks, all Lambrusco  and plates of olives and salami. There was a winter ball at the Connaught in aid of Cancer Research. All her friends were going, even her cousin Diana. The press would be there, and Juno wanted to put together a table, a table of major London socialites, not the cheap, common little celebrities Diana was so addicted to. Really, Jack should come along. Escorting her. Showing that Juno, a striking woman but the least attractive of the Chambers girls, was snapped up - married.

None of them were! And that was something.

She loved to display her social prominence. Wealth like Juno Chambers’s was still rare. Mostly it belonged to men, to husbands, who kept their wives on allowances and controlled the credit accounts. Juno spent for herself, and she never let anybody forget it.

‘And I’m sure you’ll do fine.’ Jack Darling came up to his wife and ran his fingers down her spine. His touch still had the power to make her shiver. She tensed a little, in anticipation. Juno could never quite let go with Jack, at least not until halfway through their coupling, when the fires he stoked so patiently refused to be dampened, and she lost herself in his arms. It was a little frightening, to be so out of control. And she despised herself for her neediness, her greed for his lovemaking. It was so animalistic. Even now, when she was angry, her skin warmed to his touch.

‘Let’s go upstairs,’ he suggested.

Bed. She’d just spent half an hour fussing around that  bedroom. Missy Hamilton, the new Countess of Cork, was coming for lunch and Juno desperately wanted to show her an immaculate house; chic, with every antique clock burnished and gleaming, her Liberty cushions just so, her Persian rugs free of every speck of dust. She was hoping to get Missy along to one of her lunches, or possibly a tea party. Juno was always glad to leave the island after Christmas. Behaving herself perfectly for Uncle Clem was a strain, and once she got back to England she could get on with her life. Juno was deadly serious about her place in society, and spending money well was an art.

She wasn’t a big one for books, but sometimes she did enjoy Jane Austen, where women were expected to keep a fine home and throw dances and evenings of bridge and music. A more civilised age. The rat race was for people who had to take part in it. If you’d got your ticket out, Juno thought, glancing up at Jack again, it was positively ungrateful to work. There was a better, older way to live.

‘I don’t know . . . Are you going to be messy?’ She bit her lip.

He grinned, devilishly. ‘Very.’

Juno stiffened. Jack liked to take his time. What if she couldn’t get the place perfect again before lunch?

‘I’ve got a bit of a headache . . .’ she attempted.

‘That’s handy.’ He reached down and lightly lifted her to her feet, passing his hand across the front of her dress. ‘I’ve got the cure.’

Juno shoved him away petulantly. ‘Maybe later, Jack.’

His eyebrows lifted and his gaze darkened.

‘We’re married. In case you’ve forgotten. I can’t get it elsewhere.’

‘Is that a threat?’ Her eyes flashed dangerously.

‘No, this is.’ Jack strode furiously towards the window, his strong hands gripping the sill. He refused to look at her as he spoke. ‘I expect more than a cold fish who just puts up with me. You used to be hot, Juno. Eager.’ He turned around. ‘Insatiable. I have no idea what happened, but I don’t like it. And if you plan on being like this for the rest of our lives, now is the time to tell me. Because I’ll not stand for it.’

Juno opened her mouth to reply. Furious, but chilled at the same time. Walk out on her? Walk out? She, Juno, was the great prize, the rich, generous wife. All her thoughts had been about when she might - or might not - break it off with her handsome bit of rough. But Jack  threatening divorce? She immediately clammed up inside; she wanted to clutch things to her.

‘Don’t throw a tantrum, please, Jack,’ she said frigidly.

His face darkened with fury, and Juno crossed her arms, stiff with resentment.

There was a knock on the door. Thank God, Juno thought. One of the servants.

‘Excuse me, Mrs Darling. There’s a telegram for you.’

‘A telegram!’ Juno said brightly, false cheerfulness in her voice. ‘How exciting. Bring it here, please, Wilkinson.’

The maid approached with the envelope on a silver tray. Juno took it, and lifting a pearl-handled letter-opener from her mahogany side table, deftly sliced it open.

It wasn’t from Millie. The colour drained from Juno’s face.

‘My God, what’s happened?’ Jack said, moving to steady her. ‘Has somebody died?’

‘Oh, don’t be so melodramatic,’ Juno snapped. She breathed in deeply; her head was swimming, and it took her a second to recover herself. All her thoughts of soirées and lunch parties instantly vanished.

‘Wilkinson. Pack two suitcases for the Seychelles. My best clothes, please.’ She held up a hand. ‘No - forget that; I’ll take care of it.’ She bit down nervously on her lower lip. ‘I’ll be leaving right away. Cancel everything.’

‘Very good, Mrs Darling. I’ll just go and call Lady Cork.’

‘No!’ Was the woman a moron? Why was everybody so stupid? Anger at the world boiled up in her. ‘It’s too late for that. I’ll have to see her; I’ll leave this afternoon. Arrange my driver for three, would you?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Linda Wilkinson scurried off. Juno scowled at the pretty maid as she left.

‘I’m not going to the bloody tropics,’ Jack said. His dark eyes swept over her thin body, encased in its classic Chanel suit; buttercup-yellow and cream checks, with her matching sunflower leather Dior court shoes. A

string of South Sea pearls from House Massot gleamed against the pale hollows of her throat. Juno knew he wanted to peel them all off her. She clammed up with resentment.

‘Nobody asked you,’ she said, a block of ice. ‘Uncle Clem wants to see me. Just me. And the other girls.’

Jack Darling shrugged. ‘Trouble in paradise?’ he asked bitterly. ‘You’re nothing without that money, Juno Chambers. Remember that. If you want me, I’ll be in the pub.’

And as she stared in dismay, he walked out.




Chapter Four

The four-thirty flight was not scheduled on any airport announcement board. In Stansted Airport, the four girls were sequestered away from the other first-class passengers, huddling together by a large window, impatiently counting the minutes until they could board their private jet.

The Louis Vuitton luggage was in the hold; only Juno used anything else: she had her suitcases specially made by a firm of tanners in Wiltshire, and she and her maid had packed every silk shirt and satin gown between crisp layers of acid-free tissue paper.

Now they were ensconced in a private lounge, their hand luggage resting neatly by their feet. Venus and Diana had both opted for Prada carry-ons; Juno had an antique 1930s valise, and Athena a neat Gucci case.

They looked at each other uncomfortably.

‘He said it was family news,’ Diana reminded them.

‘Then why all the secrecy? Why not call?’ Athena asked of her cousin. She rubbed her hands nervously on her trousers. ‘He’s never done this before.’

‘We’ll take dear Uncle Clem at his word, shall we? He wanted to see us in person,’ Juno Darling said, snapping her ivory-inlay powder compact shut. ‘It’s too vulgar to make a production out of this.’

‘Give over, Juno.’ Venus looked up from her nails, annoyed. ‘How quickly did you pack? I bet you were terrified, just like the rest of us. Save the snobbishness for your Stepford Wife friends, can’t you?’

The four young women glowered at each other.

Right now, not one of them wanted to be anywhere near her relations. But there was no help for it. They were all stuck, all in this together. The money that greased every facet of their lives was under threat. And not a single one of them could do anything other than panic.

‘Let’s not fight,’ Athena Chambers said, picking up on her sister’s stiffening back. ‘You know how Uncle Clem hates that sort of thing.’

‘He also hates women who are improperly dressed,’ snapped Juno, embarrassed by Athena’s ensemble. Cheap black trousers and a nondescript apricot shirt. ‘You look like my housekeeper. On a bad day.’

Athena flushed. ‘I rushed to get dressed. Everything was in the wash . . .’

‘Where did you pick that up?’ Diana drawled.

Athena blushed. ‘Well, BHS was open and it was on the way to the station, so . . .’

‘I despair,’ Juno said furiously, disgusted that Athena  was making a show of herself in front of their two cousins. The further Juno rose up the social ladder, the faster Athena scrambled down it. While Diana and Venus, in their individual styles, were very chic. Not in classic society terms, but hipper, fresher. And Juno was glad they’d chosen to use Uncle Clem’s wealth in a different way. She certainly could not compete with them on looks . . .

They weren’t twins, but they could almost have been. Two tanned, willowy beauties, with long glossy hair. Venus’s, as befitted an actress, was dyed blond, a tone-on-tone melt of shiny buttercup and platinum. Her eyebrows were thinner, her teeth pearly white, and she had noticeably defined muscles under her brown skin. Juno looked suspiciously at the swell of her cousin’s breasts. She had a full cup size on Diana, maybe two. Plastic surgery? Juno wouldn’t put it past her. She looked at them, then back at her sister, and softened. She had to admit they made quite a quartet.

Venus dressed sexy. Rich sexy, but conventionally female. Today she was wearing a Pucci halter-necked dress in patterned silk, teetering Manolos in flesh-coloured leather - strappy sandals that laced halfway up her toned calves - and a glittering necklace of pave diamonds and white gold. A peek-a-boo keyhole at the front of her dress revealed the tops of her firm breasts. Over it all, a crisp tailored coat by Joseph, snow white, picked out her tanned blondeness. And her bag was  Hermès, a Kelly. Perennially stylish. Chanel sunglasses balanced on top of her head.

Diana, the It Girl, was slightly less obvious. Prada handbag, to match her carry-on. Both in chestnut leather. Versace dress and jacket in tailored cream cotton with a daisy detail - again, the paleness of the outfit highlighting her tan. She was a darker blonde, deep honey and caramel tones, with chopped strands in buttery yellow just framing her face. Her shoes were chestnut, too, Christian Louboutin with the sassy red soles. And she wore a necklace of polished wood and sea pebbles with a gold ‘D’, the rich, orange colour of twenty-four carat, set in the middle. Juno could not place the piece, but it was obviously cutting-edge and highly expensive.

She herself had not gone that route; she wore a seashell-pink dress and coat by Robinson Valentine, sedate YSL pumps in black leather, and carried a neat little Kate Spade handbag, black with jet and pink crystal detailing. Her hair, coloured a ladylike shade of light brown, like demerara sugar, was swept up into a neat plaited bun, and she wore her best South Sea pearls around her neck, with a large pair of Dior sunglasses perched on her forehead. Juno was confident her look would have been appropriate in any ambassador’s garden party from Rio to Hong Kong.

But Athena! Mousy-brown hair, untouched by stylists - maybe scarfed through once with a Mason Pearson. Low-budget clothing. Ray-Bans, for heaven’s sake. A  necklace of crystals. At least she appeared to be wearing some decent Jimmy Choo flats, and her handbag was Gucci. But Juno’s baby sister was a tousled, tumbled mess.

‘You look like you’re trying to make a statement,’ Juno said coldly. ‘And it isn’t “I care about you, Uncle Clem”.’

‘Don’t bug me, Ju. I’ve had a bad day.’ Athena made a face.

‘Once we got those telegrams, I think we all had a pretty bad day,’ Venus said.

The girls sighed in unison.

‘I hate not knowing.’ Diana spoke for them all.

Venus chewed on her lip. ‘I just wish you hadn’t worn white, Diana. I mean, I’m in white.’

‘You hardly own the colour,’ Diana replied.

Athena chimed in. ‘Well, frankly, I couldn’t give a damn what any of you think of my clothes. Uncle Clem will be pleased to see me.’

‘Are you sure about that? He does have certain standards,’ Juno snapped.

Athena glared. ‘It’s all sexist rot.’

‘Don’t be stupid. He dresses for dinner himself,’ Venus reminded her. Her voice tightened. Hell, she wanted a cigarette. She’d given it up in November, in an attempt to gain back the glowing skin she’d had as a teenager. Plus it stained your nails and gave you wrinkles. And bad teeth. The LA producers hated it.

But right now, stuck here again with Diana and the cousins, it set her teeth on edge. Venus was angry with Uncle Clem, angry with her cousin Athena, angry with the world. She ached for nicotine. A lovely long drag on a Marlboro Light. That’d calm her down.

It was going to be a long flight.

 



‘Mrs Darling and the Misses Chambers?’

The stewardess came up to them wearing the crisp plum-and-silver uniform of all Uncle Clem’s domestics, bowing slightly at the waist.

Juno was pleased to be first. So like dear Uncle Clem to insist on those old, old lines of precedence: married women before single. Her mind briefly flicked back to Jack, storming out of the house, and she shivered.

‘Yes,’ she replied.

‘If you’ll come this way, ladies. Your jet is waiting.’

‘Thank you,’ Diana said, and as one the four young women stood and pushed their sunglasses down over their eyes.

As they walked, high heels clip-clipping through the first-class lounge, male heads turned to stare at them.

Rich bitches.

Spoiled, petty, and absolutely gorgeous.

 



‘Can I get you some champagne?’

Another stewardess hovered with a tray of drinks. They were at cruising altitude now. London was already  a distant grey splurge in the muddy green countryside, and the plane was heading inexorably south, to the crystal-blue waters of the Pacific.

‘I have Pol Roger, vintage Krug, Veuve Grande Dame . . .’

‘I’d love a Bellini,’ Venus said. ‘If you have fresh peach juice?’

‘Of course, Miss Chambers.’

A second hovering attendant rushed off to make it.

‘Just water,’ Juno said, wary of anything that might dull her complexion. As the oldest cousin, she took extraordinary care to keep it from showing.

Diana asked for vintage Krug. Athena shook her head grumpily. The humiliation by Professor Mellon kept replaying itself in her head.

‘I want a proper drink. A chocolate martini.’

Juno set her lips tightly until the stewardess had vanished.

‘I’m warning you, do not arrive drunk.’

‘One drink,’ Athena said. ‘Then it’s water and fresh fruit the whole way.’ She stretched luxuriantly; under the thin cotton shirt, she had an amazing body. ‘I’m exhausted. I want to get to bed anyway. After a massage.’

Athena did not want to be here. Ever since that telegram had come, she’d been worried. Very worried. What if the money dried up? She’d had plans for it this year. She was going to stop buying pricey antiques and invest in some stocks and shares. She needed money of  her own, to go down to her parents in Sussex and offer to buy their house. Boswell House was her childhood home. It mattered to Athena in a way it never had to Juno. She loved it passionately. But if the money dried up, she would have to split it with Juno, and then, God forbid, Juno might want to sell it . . .

No - Athena needed that trust fund. And right now, she was so stressed that she needed a drink.

‘Very well.’ Juno was scheming as to what to dress Athena in before they arrived. She had packed an entire spare outfit in her hand luggage, so as to be absolutely fresh for their chauffeur-driven ride up to Uncle Clem’s private villa complex; a crush-free dress in palest mink jersey by Nina Ricci with a matching long lace cardigan. The shoes were Christian Lacroix, white satin but dyed to match and embroidered in real gold thread. Athena’s feet were smaller than Juno’s, but these were mules, so she could just wing it.

Her make-up box would help, too. Juno had a Victorian marquetry box filled with the essentials; La Prairie skin caviar moisturiser, Chanel lipsticks and eye shadows, scent by Hermès, foundation by Kanebo. She never bothered with mascara, considering it slightly tarty. Since she could never be a flashy cod-American pin-up like Venus, or a chic fashionista like Diana, Juno had developed her own brand: elegant, ladylike, and formal. She was always impeccable. And, by extension, she was determined that her own sister should not let her down.

‘Here you are, ladies.’

A handsome, effete steward with icy-blond hair had arrived with their drinks. He solemnly handed over each one, as a hostess set out some snacks on the table: glossy black olives, bowls of fragrant strawberries with chopped mint, golden ripe peaches, spiced roast walnuts, prosciutto and figs, tiny boules of herbed goat’s cheese. It was all laid out decoratively on Spode China Rose plates, with Lalique crystal pitchers of iced spring water. The cutlery was antique silver, marked with the Chambers family crest. Uncle Clem did not believe in artificial, poisonous airline food, and scorned the sort of commercial arrangement where business-class ‘luxury’ consisted of Häagen-Dazs and helping yourself to a glacé cherry.

‘Thank you.’ Diana winked at the steward, causing him to blush; all of the girls wondered if he was another of Uncle Clem’s little follies.

Uncle Clem was a confirmed bachelor.

And somehow sexless. Every year since they were eighteen, the Chambers cousins had been travelling to the Seychelles. Never once had they seen an ‘escort’, or ‘special friend’. No companions of any kind. The female staff were older, elegant, sometimes crusty women, and the men invariably decorative. Uncle Clem apparently had an eye for muscular Scandinavians. But none of the staff ever seemed to climb up the ladder.

Uncle Clem was old-fashioned to the point of prissiness. The girls collectively believed he would rather  pull out his own fingernails than discuss something as vulgar as sex.

No. His concern was the girls’ future, and behaviour. Everybody in Uncle Clem’s orbit had to have the best of everything. Particularly his heiresses. And he was fusty about mannerisms and charm. Just like a colonial ex-pat in the days of Empire, insisting that everything had to be more British than the British. The girls must take their tea from a cup, not a mug. They must not slouch. They must dress for dinner. They must be modest and well presented. He didn’t object to a little modern chic, so long as it fitted these patterns. Diana and Venus instinctively toned things down; Athena was always a problem; only Juno fitted his mould perfectly.

The other three suspected she would inherit more money than they did.

But nobody ever asked. Uncle Clem wouldn’t like that. If it was infra dig to discuss sex, how much worse to talk about money!

And what would be the point? Money flowed all about them, wrapping them in its soft caress like a hand-woven pure cashmere blanket.

‘Mmm. Gorgeous.’ Athena sipped her crystal-clear chocolate martini. It was icy cold, with the perfume of cocoa liquor, and the relaxing hit of the alcohol instantly softened her frustrations and annoyances. She reached out for a small bone-handled fruit knife and sliced up a golden, juicy peach, popping one slice into her mouth. It  tasted of distilled sunshine, perfectly ripe, as though it had been plucked from the orchard that morning.

She pictured Professor Mellon’s darned jacket and the pinched look of envy and spite on his face.

‘You know,’ Athena said, saying aloud what they were all thinking, ‘it’s so good to be rich.’

 



They were awakened with tisanes of passionflower and jasmine just before landing. The private airstrip on the island of Mahe, tucked away on a natural shelf carved out of Mount Mahons, glowed green and white in the early afternoon sun; clouds of frangipani blossom and gleaming broad-leafed coconut trees were everywhere. It looked much as it had done at Christmas, but this time their hearts were filled with anxiety.

They were never summoned back.

To be coming without presents, Advent calendars, stockings, and the blown-glass decorations Uncle Clem commanded they bring with them just seemed so wrong.

‘He didn’t say it was something bad,’ Venus remarked doubtfully.

‘Let’s not talk about it,’ Juno decided. The other three looked at her meekly. The closer they got to the compound, the more Juno was in her element. ‘We’ll just tell Uncle Clem our news.’

‘What news?’ Diana asked innocently. Wasn’t the point about the Chambers girls that they never had any news?

‘We’ll just tell him about our lives. Same as we always do. And that we’re glad to see him. Everything will be just the same as usual,’ Juno insisted.

The others nodded. Change was disturbing. They determined to put a brave face on it.

 



The limousine was waiting; perfectly air-conditioned against the baking tropical heat, which hit them in the face as they stepped from the private jet. The saluting chauffeur opened the door as their luggage and carry-ons were whisked into the boot; inside, the girls leaned back comfortably against the buttery leather seats.

‘Perfect,’ Juno said, smiling firmly.

The other girls ignored her. It wasn’t perfect. Something was up.

 



The gates of Uncle Clem’s complex loomed over them, white marble pillars veined with pink gleaming in the sunset against the dark green vegetation. The wrought iron, cunningly carved with fantastic beasts and flowers, swung aside automatically, and they were back - back in the familiar grounds of the Palms. Close-cropped lawns and lushly planted beds of flowers, lupins and roses imported from England, surrounded them; Uncle Clem was also fond of box hedging and antique garden statuary.

They pulled up outside the guest villa. Servants in their plum-and-silver livery rushed up to open the doors  and whisk the suitcases into their rooms. Uncle Clem liked them to stay together; it suited his idea of family. Close-knit family.

But Christmas at the Palms was as close as they ever got to that. And sharing the villa always chafed.

Mrs Foxworth, the chief housekeeper, was waiting to meet them; her brisk eye swept approvingly over Juno, neutrally over Diana and Venus, and settled disapprovingly on Athena. Juno had forced her sister into the change of outfit, but since the clothes were not her own, they hung unflatteringly from her slim frame, the dress gaping a little at the breast and revealing a plain cotton bra, slightly grey from the wash.

Bright red spots of embarrassment landed on Juno’s cheek. She glared at her younger sister. Hell! Why was Athena such a little brat? She acted like a bloody pauper. Juno’s white hands silently balled into fists. Underneath her tautly calm exterior she was in full-blown panic. Athena was going to ruin it for all of them!

‘Athena and I were just going to freshen up, Mrs Foxworth,’ she said appeasingly. ‘After a shower and a change . . .’

Juno did not want her uncle angered further. Whatever was going to happen, Athena needed to be presentable!

‘If that could wait, madam? Mr Chambers is in the drawing room in the main house. He’s expecting you all. Shall I take you in?’
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