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      Epigraph

    


    

      

        Defeat cries aloud for explanations, whereas success, like

        


        charity, covers a multitude of sins.

      


      ADMIRAL MAHON


    


  

    

      Prologue

    


    The immaculately uniformed doorman, bearing the gold-crested insignia of the Victoria Hotel, Hong Kong, swung open the vast glass door leading on to the street and saluted respectfully. Elizabeth Harland gave a slight smile in acknowledgement of the service rendered and stepped out into the pale light of early morning. It was barely dawn. The noise and tumult, so inherently a part of Hong Kong’s street scene, were temporarily subdued. The city of Victoria was taking a brief rest, pausing before it launched itself into another frenetic, fevered, adrenalin-packed day.


    The sleek, low-slung sports-car she had hired the previous evening had been brought round to the front of the hotel and was waiting for her. A bellboy opened the door for her, ascertained that she had everything she required, and sincerely wished her a good day. As she turned the key in the ignition, firing the engine into life, he stepped back, watching as she pulled away from the kerb, the same expression of admiration in his eyes as that still lingering in the eyes of the doorman.


    Lee Yiu Piu was sixty-two years old and he had been a doorman for over twenty years. The Victoria Hotel was one of the most prestigious in the world, and Lee Yiu Piu knew class when he met it. Elizabeth Harland, tall and slender and graceful, her wheat-gold hair coiled into a thick knot at the nape of her neck, her white linen suit starkly simple, her only jewellery the ring she wore on her left hand and the small pearl studs in her ears, reeked of it.


    ‘Where can she be going at this time of the morning?’ the bellboy asked curiously as he stepped back into the hotel’s flower-filled lobby.


    Lee Yiu Piu shrugged. He didn’t know. It was certainly strange, especially so if the rumours he had heard were true. An airport taxi throbbed to a halt beneath the porte-cochére, and a party of flight-weary newsmen and cameramen spilled out. Lee Yiu Piu stepped forward, opening the massive glass doors for them. Their conversation as they entered the hotel indicated that the rumours were true. In which case, the beautiful Englishwoman’s lonely dawn departure was even more puzzling.


    Elizabeth’s hands shook slightly on the wheel as she turned into Chater Road and past huge hoardings announcing the televised concert that was to take place that evening. She had known her return to Hong Kong would be traumatic, but she hadn’t expected such a physical onslaught on her senses; such a searing sensation of having been whisked back in time, of never having left.


    She had flown into Kai Tak Airport late the previous evening, the island a dark hump in the silk-black sea, glittering like a Christmas tree with a myriad twinkling lights. She had never approached it by air before and she had been grateful. It brought back no memories. No visions of the island as it had been on the sun-filled afternoon twelve years ago when she had first sighted it from the rails of the Orient Princess, its mountains soaring silver-grey, silver-tawny, silver-green, gashed by ravines and tortuous valleys, the lower slopes dense with vegetation and thick with flame trees and vines and deep-scented hibiscus. So long ago. Before the war. Before the Japanese. Before Raefe.


    As she sped through the narrow gaudy streets the unmistakable, indefinable smell of Hong Kong assailed her, ripping wide the intervening years and sending them scattering. She was twenty-five again. Twenty-five and so deeply in love that the mere memory of it made her gasp for breath.


    With her knuckles white on the wheel, she turned inland, skirting the Happy Valley Racecourse and zigzagging up the mountainous road that led to the Wong Nei Chung Gap, the centre of the island. Behind her were stupendous views of the city and the harbour and Kowloon; and in front of her, as she neared the Gap, were glimpses of the bays and rocky inlets of the island’s southern shore, milk-white beaches merging into an indigo sea. There was no other traffic, no other traveller in view. She drew to a halt, opening the car door and stepping out on to the roughly made road. Wong Nei Chung Gap. Peaceful, serene – and the scene of a bloody carnage that had left scores of men dead and countless others wounded.


    A sparrow-hawk wheeled high above her head, disturbing the silence. No familiar landmarks remained. There was no sign of the Brigade Headquarters that had once nestled in a fold of the hills. No sign of the shelter that had been erected lower down, closer to the road. For Hong Kong, the war was over, forgotten. And for her? Her delicately featured face was sombre. Despite the huge hoardings that lined Chater Road, and despite the newspapermen already gathering, how could it ever be forgotten? How could she ever even wish to forget?


    The sparrow-hawk, sighting prey, plummeted. She watched the large wings flutter against the scrub and rock, and then it soared high, wheeling into a ravine, a small unidentifiable mammal imprisoned in its talons. There was silence. In the distance, the sea shimmered, outlying islands insubstantial as shadows in the early morning heat. There was no one to be seen. On the most crowded island on earth she was, as she had wanted to be, alone.


    She sat down on the grass, hugging her knees, knowing that before she returned to the teeming streets of Victoria the past would have to be faced and the most important decision of her life taken.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Snow fell steadily over the bowed heads of the mourners as they gathered at Serena Kingsley’s graveside. The autumn of 1924 had been chill and bleak; and now, in January, an Arctic frost showed no sign of giving London relief. As the familiar words of the Anglican burial service were read, more than one elegantly gloved hand surreptitiously lifted the cuff of a mink or vicuna coat to glance at a wristwatch and estimate how much longer it would be before the service was over and they could decently leave. There would be heart-warming French Cognac and a lavish buffet awaiting them at Jerome Kingsley’s Belgravia home, and a chance to indulge in the social gossip that was their meat and drink.


    The mourners were fewer in number than they would have been if Serena had died at a more suitable time of the year. Winter, for the Kingsleys’friends and acquaintances, was a time of migration. They either sought refuge in the milder climate of the Riviera or sailed south to the more exotic retreat of Madeira. Apart from the Kingsleys’ only child, a daughter, there was no family present. Serena’s parents had died in a yachting tragedy many years previously, and Jerome Kingsley’s antecedents were a mystery. If he had a family, it was one he never acknowledged. He had appeared on the London scene in 1905, polished and assured, and the possessor of a talent for financial manipulation that amounted to near-wizardry. By the time he was thirty-two and had proposed marriage to Serena Hughendon, one of the most eligible heiresses of the season, he was able to be accepted with society doing little more than raise a delicate eyebrow. Self-made millionaires cannot, with impunity, be accused of fortune-hunting.


    The marriage was a remarkably happy one. If Jerome Kingsley was unfaithful to Serena, he was so discreetly, and there were those of his friends who doubted if, in fact, he ever did more than indulge in a little light flirtation. He was forty-five now, a tall, powerfully built man with a strong assertive jawline, his massive shoulders hunched beneath his beaver-trimmed overcoat. He had loved her deeply and now, at thirty-two, she was dead.


    ‘Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost,’ the priest said concludingly.


    The mourners breathed a sigh of relief and stamped their feet on the snow-covered ground with as much energy as good manners allowed. Jerome Kingsley released his daughter’s hand and stepped forward, staring long and silently down at the coffin. All her life Serena had hated the cold and the dark, and now he was leaving her here, alone. Tears blinded his eyes, and a muscle twitched convulsively at the corner of his jaw as he gently dropped a long-stemmed, perfectly formed white rose on to the coffin, and then a handful of the earth that was to cover her. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. He didn’t believe in a resurrection. This was their final parting. And he would not try to replace her.


    His daughter squeezed his hand comfortingly as he returned to her side; and then, heartbreakingly vulnerable in a black velvet coat with a black velvet tam-o’-shanter perched on top of her pale gold hair, she, too, stepped forward, a posy of winter violets clutched in her hand. ‘Bye, Mummy,’ she whispered, and with all the grace that had been so characteristic of Serena she let the delicate blossoms fall lightly on to the coffin deep at her feet.


    Adam Harland swallowed, chasing away the lump in his throat. His friend’s ten-year-old daughter had always held a special place in his heart; and now, seeing her dignity at this most traumatic moment, he felt both pride and pity. She would miss Serena terribly. Jerome’s financial interests took him to many different parts of the world, and his frequent absences from home had forged a deep bond between his wife and his daughter. School would, no doubt, fill part of the void her mother’s death would leave. School and her music.


    As they began to walk out of the cemetery towards the gates and the waiting Rolls-Royces, Hispano-Suizas and Lanchester Fortys, he wondered how much comfort her music would be to her. It had always played an important part in her life. He could remember calling in at Eaton Place before continuing with the Kingsleys to the opera or theatre and a chiffon-clad Serena trotting Elizabeth out of the nursery in order to sing and do her party piece for him. She could have been only two or three years old at the time and already she had had excellent intonation. It was a talent inherited from Serena, who had a great love and respect for music; not from Jerome, who was tone deaf, and who viewed his daughter’s musical talent with indulgent forbearance.


    He paused at the door of his Austin Swallow, watching as the chauffeur opened the rear doors of Jerome’s Daimler and Elizabeth stepped inside. He could see her chin begin to wobble suspiciously and knew that once the Daimler drew away her tears would fall, fast and free. Jerome seated himself next to her, his strong-boned face white and pinched. He was a man unaccustomed to ill fortune. Adam wondered how he would come to terms with his loss.


    He slid behind the wheel of his Austin, removing his black Homburg with relief and running his fingers through his thick shock of unruly hair. It had been Serena who had encouraged Elizabeth’s ear for music. There had been piano lessons as well as singing lessons. He followed the chauffeur-driven limousines away from the cemetery and down the Harrow Road back to West London, remembering his amusement at lifting her on to a piano stool when she was barely old enough to walk. By the time she was four she had learned to read music and had started to compose her own pieces. Serena had been thrilled, but he had always suspected that Jerome was less so. That he would have preferred his daughter’s precociousness to have taken a different form: one that he could more easily identify with.


    He turned left, motoring with extreme care down Edgware Road and into Park Lane. The snow was beginning to settle, and driving conditions were hazardous. Several motor-cars had been abandoned, and only the stout-hearted were persevering with their journeys. A horse-drawn cart, undeterred by the weather, rattled in his wake, delivering ale to public houses. On his right a lone nanny determinedly pushed a perambulator across the icy fastness of Hyde Park.


    He smiled to himself. He liked London. He liked the noise and the bustle. He liked the flower-sellers at Piccadilly Circus, their giant baskets at their feet, their cockney cheerfulness warming the greyest of days. He liked the unchanging stability of the gentlemen’s clubs in Pall Mall, lunching at Quaglino’s, driving down to Good-wood for the races. The war and all its hideousness was over, a slight limp his only legacy from the years of fighting. Life, for a bachelor of independent means, was good.


    He skirted Palace Gardens, turning left for Eaton Place, narrowly avoiding a tramp carrying a board emblazoned with the words ‘HELP THE UNEMPLOYED‘. His mouth tightened. Life might be good for him, but it was hell on earth for the million and a half who were unemployed. Most of them were ex-soldiers. Men who had fought at Ypres and the Somme. Men who had expected a little more from victory than the misery of the breadline.


    He skidded to a halt outside the imposing façade of the Kingsleys’ London home, wondering if the socialists really did have the answer to the age-old problem of poverty and if it wasn’t about time he became one. He grinned as he stepped out of his car. Jerome would have ten fits. ‘Bloody reds,’ he called them, shuddering with distaste whenever they were mentioned. Yet, as with most of Jerome’s pronouncements, Adam had a shrewd idea his words were more for effect than a reflection of his true feelings.


    As he crossed the snow-covered pavement he saw that many of the chauffeur-driven vehicles had not yet arrived, their drivers being more cautious on the icy roads than he himself had been. The Kingsleys’ Daimler was there, and he wondered how Elizabeth would cope with the funeral-party that was to follow. In his experience, they were never sedate affairs. It was as if the shadow of death, touching uncomfortably close, had to be banished with loud laughter and determined gaiety.


    The butler opened the door to him, wearing a suitable expression of sombre gravity. Adam suspected that it was not just a matter of appearance. Serena had been a considerate mistress, and her household staff had been with her since the early days of her marriage.


    ‘Mr Kingsley is in the drawing-room, sir.’


    Adam nodded, aware that more mourners were hard on his heels. There was already the sound of muted laughter, nervous tension seeking release in jocularity. He walked through into the long, wide, high-ceilinged room that Serena had insisted be decorated in cool tones of ivory and pearl grey. The only colour was in the bowls of flowers that graced the Adam fireplace, the exquisitely carved occasional tables, the two handsome Louis XV chests, magnificently inlaid and topped with marble. It was impossible to think of Serena in a room without flowers. Adam felt a catch in his throat. It was impossible to think of her as being dead.


    ‘Thank God you’re here,’ Jerome said, clasping his hand tightly. ‘The motions have to be gone through, but I’ll be damned glad when this charade is over.’


    They had been friends for a long time. Jerome was fast-living, selfish, the possessor of deadly charm. Adam was quiet-spoken, reserved, with none of his flamboyance or charisma, yet the friendship was firm. When Adam had returned from the Western Front with a Military Cross for bravery in action, many of those who did not know him well had been surprised. Jerome had not been. He was well aware of the steely strength that lay beneath Adam’s unassuming manner. No matter how famous, how illustrious his other friends, it was to Adam that he turned in time of need.


    ‘What are you going to do when it is?’ Adam asked, aware that in another second Jerome would be surrounded by people offering sympathy and that all private conversation would be impossible.


    ‘Leave,’ said his friend tightly. ‘There’s no home for me in this house without Serena. Most of my business affairs are conducted from Paris or Geneva. I shall move into the Georges V for a few months.’


    ‘And Elizabeth?’ Adam asked, shocked. ‘She’s just lost her mother, Jerry. If you move to the Continent, she’s going to feel totally abandoned!’


    A slight smile touched Jerome Kingsley’s harrowed mouth. ‘Don’t worry Adam. Elizabeth will come with me. There’s no point in her staying on in London alone.’


    Adam stared at him. ‘But her music … the Academy.…’


    Jerome’s green-flecked eyes were uncomprehending. ‘A piano can be played anywhere,’ he said bleakly. ‘I need Elizabeth with me. I’m going to be lonely enough without Serena. I don’t want to be separated from my daughter as well.’


    ‘Hang on a minute, Jerry. I don’t think you’ve thought this through,’ Adam began urgently, but it was too late. The mourners who had been close behind him when he entered the house now surrounded them.


    ‘Darling Jerome, what a terrible, terrible tragedy for you,’ a pretty young woman with bobbed dark hair said, kissing him effusively on the cheek. ‘I was simply devastated by the news, darling. Completely shattered.’ She clung to his arm as if for physical support. Adam eyed her ringless left hand cynically. Jerome was once more a prize in the marriage market. Perhaps a retreat to the Georges V was not such a bad idea after all.


    He looked around the now crowded room for a glimpse of Elizabeth, but she was nowhere to be seen. Cloche hats clung to sleekly waved hair, daringly short skirts emerged from beneath minks and sables, cigarette smoke curled upwards from long ebony holders.


    ‘… and so we’re going straight from Nice down to Rapallo.…’


    ‘I dropped a thousand at roulette and another thousand at the baccarat table. Ferdie was furious.…’


    ‘My dear, they were lunching together quite openly and it was obvious what their relationship was.…’


    He moved away. Serena had loved gossip, too, but Serena’s gossip had always been laced with impish humour and peals of affectionate laughter.


    The doors leading into the dining-room had been opened, and he saw that the long dining-table was laden with both cold and hot dishes; kedgerees and sweetbreads; cold salmon and hams; black and red caviare and oven-hot blinis. The mourners moved towards the refreshments, and he knew that, for most of them, Serena was already forgotten, her funeral just another event in a busy social calendar.


    The butler stepped across to him, saying discreetly: ‘I believe Miss Elizabeth is in the upstairs sitting-room, sir.’


    Adam thanked him, grateful that at least one other person was anxious as to her welfare. The noise of talk and laughter followed him up the sweep of the stairs. How to explain to a ten-year-old that the party taking place was not meant to be disrespectful, but was normal funeral manners? He sighed. Even worse, how was Jerome going to explain to her that he was going to take her away from her school and her home? He knew what Jerome’s lifestyle was when he travelled. An itinerant round of hotels, restaurants, nightclubs, parties. How could he possibly imagine that Elizabeth would fit in with such a life? He sighed again, feeling suddenly much older than his thirty-four years, and far older than Jerome.


    She was sitting hunched up on the window-seat, her arms hugging her legs, her eyes huge in her white face. ‘Hello, Beth,’ he said, entering the room and closing the door quietly behind him. ‘Has everything got too much for you?’


    She nodded mutely, tears spilling down her cheeks and on to her black velvet dress. He was reminded of a stray kitten he had once taken home as a boy. She had the same look of bewildered helplessness. Of utter vulnerability. He sat down beside her, wondering what the devil he could say to comfort her. He had no young sisters, no nieces, no previous experience with children at all. He took her hands, saying awkwardly: ‘Your mother would hate you to cry so, Beth.’


    It was the diminutive he had always used for her. The name she had used for herself when she had been too small to pronounce ‘Elizabeth’clearly. Her hand tightened in his, and she drew in a deep, shuddering breath.


    ‘But it’s all so h … h … horrid, Uncle Adam,’ she gasped, a fresh flood of tears coursing down her cheeks. ‘All those people downstairs are I … I … laughing and t… t … talking as if Mummy hasn’t died at all!’


    A fresh gale of laughter floated up the stairs, and Adam’s good-natured face tightened. ‘They know your mother has died, Beth,’ he said, choosing his words carefully. ‘And they are all sorry, but they are also frightened. Your mother was young and she was ill for a very short space of time. They are frightened that if pneumonia could strike her down so suddenly and so fatally something similar could also happen to them. And because they are frightened and don’t want to think about it they are laughing and talking and trying to pretend it has never happened.’


    ‘Then, they’re s … s … silly,’ she said, a sob catching her breath, ‘and I don’t I … I … like them.’


    ‘Nor do I,’ he said, rising to his feet and drawing her to hers. ‘Let’s go for a walk and forget about them, shall we? If we borrow a couple of tea-trays from the kitchen, we might even be able to find a hill in the park that we can toboggan down.’


    ‘Do you think we ought?’ she began doubtfully.


    He bent down in front of her, looking her straight in the eye. ‘It’s the sort of thing your mother would tell us to do,’ he said firmly, hoping that he was right, and not caring if he was or not when he saw the burden lift from her eyes. ‘Now, come on, find some wellingtons and a thick coat and some gloves. I haven’t tobogganed in years, and the snow won’t stay for ever.’


    ‘And so the concerto I played last year at the Academy I’m now going to play with the London Symphony Orchestra at the Central Hall in Westminster,’ she said with shy pride as they ploughed for a third time back up the hill with their tea-trays. ‘It’s a very great honour … Mummy was thrilled.…’ Her voice faltered. ‘I don’t think Daddy knows yet. Mummy was going to tell him when he came back from Geneva, but by the time he came back she was ill. He’ll be pleased, though, won’t he?’ Her eyes were anxious, but he was relieved to see that the sting of the cold and the exertion of their climb had put some colour back into her cheeks. ‘The London Symphony Orchestra!’ Her voice was awed. ‘I can hardly believe it!’


    They had reached the crown of the hill and were placing their tea-trays strategically for the descent.


    ‘And when is this concert to take place?’ Adam asked, a frown furrowing his brow.


    ‘Oh, not for ages. I have masses of practising to do. Miss Rumbatin says I have to learn to think orchestrally at the piano. That when I play a piece I have to imagine Furtwängler conducting a fantastic orchestra, or perhaps Toscanini. I’m going to every orchestral concert that I can now, not just to piano recitals. All my pocket money goes on tickets.’


    Adam stared down at her, his frown deepening. ‘If you were to go away for a while, would it mean you wouldn’t be able to play with the LSO?’


    She settled herself on her tray and turned to look up at him. ‘No, of course I couldn’t. But I’m not going anywhere. You’ll come and hear me play, won’t you?’


    He wondered if he should tell her. If he should gently break the news that Jerome intended taking her away from the Academy and disrupting her musical studies. ‘Beth …,’ he began and then hesitated. Jerome had told him of his plans only minutes after burying Serena. He had been understandably distressed and no doubt not thinking clearly.


    ‘Yes, Uncle Adam?’ she said expectantly, pale blonde strands of hair escaping from her woollen beret, her green-gold eyes wide and trusting.


    ‘Nothing,’ he said with a grin. Jerome was insensitive, but he wasn’t so callous as to brutally disrupt her life even further. ‘Beat you down to the bottom!’


    She giggled with laughter, pushing herself over the lip of the hill and down, temporarily free from the weight of her grief, finding solace in the company of her father’s friend, who was her friend as well.


    By the time they returned to Eaton Place it was dusk. The house was quiet, only desultory cliques of mourners remaining.


    ‘Ah, there you are,’ a weary-looking Jerome said, coming out into the hall to meet them. ‘I wondered where you had both got to.’


    ‘We’ve been to the park,’ Elizabeth said, the flush in her cheeks dying, her voice suddenly uncertain. ‘Tobogganing.’


    Jerome looked at the tea-trays in their hands, the melting snow that had been kicked from their boots. ‘Of course,’ he said with a vagueness that irritated Adam. It was obvious that Elizabeth needed reassuring that she had not been disrespectful to her mother’s memory, and it was equally obvious that Jerome was unaware of her need and was going to say nothing to set her mind at rest.


    ‘Can I have a word with you, Adam?’ he said, taking Adam’s arm and steering him towards the now empty drawing-room.


    ‘Of course, Beth.…’ He turned round to indicate to her that she should follow them, but Jerome’s voice cut across his.


    ‘Change back into your black coat and shoes, Elizabeth,’ he said as they entered the drawing-room, and she remained standing alone in the hall ‘We’ll eat out quietly tonight. I’ve booked a table at the Savoy.’


    ‘Yes, Daddy.’ The exhilaration of the afternoon had deserted her. Her shoulders sagged, her hair hung wispily to her shoulders, and her voice was small and lost.


    ‘I want you to do a favour for me,’ her father said, oblivious of her need for comfort, closing the door on her and turning to Adam.


    Adam checked his rising impatience. Jerome had been his friend for fifteen years. He had many virtues but sensitivity was not one of them, and it was useless to expect him to begin exercising it now.


    ‘Yes, what is it?’ he asked, pouring himself a warming brandy and moving towards the blazing fire.


    Jerome seated himself in a winged leather chair, resolutely ignoring the sight of the over-full ashtrays that his guests had left behind and that his household staff had not yet had the opportunity to remove.


    ‘I want you to take roses up to Serena’s grave for me while I’m away. I know I can easily pay for the service, but I don’t want some faceless minion taking them for me. She’d hate it. Will you do it?’


    Adam swirled the brandy round in his glass, glad that his friend’s insensitivity was not yet total. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but if you’re still adamant about leaving London I think I should tell you that Elizabeth won’t wish to accompany you. The Academy has arranged for a repeat of the Mozart concerto she played last year, only this time with the London Symphony Orchestra at the Central Hall.’


    Jerome’s shoulders lifted imperceptibly beneath his hand-stitched Savile Row suit. ‘I’ll have to get in touch with the principal. Apologize. They’ll easily be able to find a replacement for her.’


    ‘For God’s sake, Jerry! Don’t you understand? Elizabeth won’t want them to find a replacement!’ Adam said explosively. ‘She’s been asked to play with the London Symphony Orchestra, for Christ’s sake! Can’t you understand what that must mean to her? It’s exactly what she needs right now. Months of hard work and total commitment that will ease her over Serena’s death.’


    ‘I appreciate your concern for Elizabeth,’ Jerome said tightly, and Adam felt his heart sink. When that particular note of determination entered Jerome’s voice, then nothing on earth would dissuade him from whatever course of action he had decided upon. ‘But she can study piano just as easily in Paris as she does here. I think you’ll find she will leave the Academy without a moment’s hestitation when she knows how much I want her to be with me.’


    Adam groaned. He had no doubt that Jerome loved Elizabeth, but he was showing no understanding of her need for stability. The George V in Paris would be no substitute to Elizabeth for Eaton Place and the reassuring routine of the Academy.


    ‘You’re making a mistake, Jerry,’ he said tensely. ‘Elizabeth needs you, but she needs you here, in London. She needs you to be in the audience at the Central Hall when she plays with the London Symphony Orchestra. She needs the day-to-day routine that she has always known.’


    Jerome rose to his feet impatiently. The house was unbearable without Serena in it. He had no intention of staying a moment longer than was necessary. And he wanted Elizabeth with him. And what he wanted he always got.


    ‘We’re leaving first thing in the morning, on the boat-train,’ he said abruptly. ‘Do you want to have dinner with us? I thought the Savoy would be quieter than the West End.’


    Adam shook his head. ‘No,’ he said shortly. ‘Elizabeth needs you to herself this evening. Say goodbye to her for me.’


    He was at the door before Jerome said conciliatorily: ‘Try to understand, Adam. I’m bitterly regretting every business trip I ever took that robbed me of time with Serena. I’m not going to make the same mistake again. From now on, wherever I go Elizabeth goes, too.’


    Adam looked at his friend: rich, successful, powerful, and at that moment almost as vulnerable as his daughter had looked only a little while earlier. His anger disappeared. There were worse sins in life than wanting the companionship of a daughter.


    ‘It’s OK, Jerry,’ he said with an affectionate grin. ‘Have a good trip across the Channel and send me a postcard from Paris.’


    Upstairs in her bedroom, Elizabeth heard the distant thud of the front door closing. She pulled a hairbrush through her hair with a pang of disappointment. It would have been nice if Adam had stayed and accompanied them to the Savoy. Almost immediately she felt a rush of guilt. It would be nicer still to be alone with her father. They had hardly had a minute together since her mother’s death. There had been arrangements for him to make, his friends had descended in droves, and when he had been alone he had seemed almost dazed. She put the ivory-backed hairbrush down on the glass tray on her dressing-table and picked up her hat and coat. Black velvet. She hated the touch and sight of it, but her father had insisted it be worn.


    She sighed, slipped her arms into the sleeves, and set the tam-o’-shanter on top of her gleaming gold hair. When she grew up she would never wear black. Not ever. It would always remind her of the loss of her mother. Of standing in the bitterly cold cemetery and knowing that she would never see her again. Never be cuddled by her or kissed by her. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she dashed them away fiercely with her knuckles. She musn’t cry. Her father was alone, too, and he needed her to be brave and comfort him, just as she needed him to comfort her. From now on it would be just the two of them together. He would stop spending so much of his time in France and Switzerland. He would be at home when she needed him. He would be able to attend her concerts, perhaps even go with her to the Albert Hall, and the—


    There was a light tap on the door, and Mrs MacBride, their middle-aged housekeeper, came into the room. ‘Are you all right, dear? Your father asked me to tell you that he’s ready to leave.’


    ‘Yes, thank you, Mrs Mac.’ Her small pointed face was white and strained, but her tears were held firmly in check.


    Mrs MacBride regarded her with affection and compassion. If she had cried over her mother’s death – and by the dark rings carved beneath her eyes she had done so long and hard – then it had been in private. There was a strength in her that her ethereal looks belied. A determination of character that was wholly her father’s. At the thought of Serena Hughendon’s fragile blonde beauty being coupled with Jerome Kingsley’s reckless zest for life, Mrs MacBride shuddered. It would make a lethal combination when she grew older.


    ‘I’ll make sure there’s hot chocolate waiting for you when you get back,’ she said, glad that she couldn’t see into the future.


    ‘Thank you, Mrs Mac.’


    Mrs MacBride watched her with pursed lips as she buttoned her coat. The Savoy indeed! There were times when she wondered if her employer was in his right senses. The child was only ten. It wasn’t the Savoy she needed, especially not on the day that her mother had been buried. It was scrambled eggs on toast, a milky drink, and an early night.


    Her father was waiting for her at the foot of the stairs, and Elizabeth noticed with shock how the grief of the last few days had aged him. The lines running from his nose to his mouth had been gouged deep, and there was a sprinkling of grey at his temples that she had never been aware of before. She slipped her hand into his and squeezed it tight. She loved him and she wasn’t going to lose him as she had lost her mother. She was going to look after him and see that he didn’t worry, or drink too much, or smoke too much. She was going to make sure that he lived for years and years and years.


    ‘I’m glad we’re going to the Savoy,’ she said, aware of how silently disapproving Mrs MacBride had been. ‘I like to look out on the river at night.’


    They walked outside to the parked Daimler. ‘I’ve booked a window table,’ her father said, grateful for her understanding. ‘You can look out at the river all you want.’


    Her hand remained firmly in his as the chauffeur carefully negotiated his way through the icy streets. Trafalgar Square was eerily empty, the biting cold and drifts of snow deterring even tramps.


    ‘I love you, Daddy,’ she said, nestling close to him as they left the Square and entered the Strand.


    Jerome Kingsley’s rich dark voice was thick as he patted her hand. ‘I love you, too,’ he said, glad that it was dark in the rear of the Daimler and that she could not see the tears that had sprung to his eyes. ‘From now on we’re going to be together, Elizabeth. We’re not going to be apart. Never again.’


    They slid to a halt outside the Savoy’s palatial entrance, and as Elizabeth stepped out on to the snow-cleared pavement, he felt the first stirrings of comfort, of grief eased. He had lost his wife, but he was still luckier than most men. He still had his daughter.


    For once, he decided against his customary aperitif in the American Bar and went straight through into the River Restaurant. Many people claimed it to be the most beautiful restaurant in London, and Jerome was in agreement with them. The long, deep windows, heavily swathed in damask, looked out in the daytime over the Embankment gardens and the wide majestic sweep of the Thames. As they were seated Jerome asked that the curtains behind them be drawn back. There was a slight hesitation on the part of the maítre d’hótel, and Jerome smiled. ‘My daughter likes to look out at the river, even though it is dark,’ he explained, and the maítre d’hótel inclined his head.


    ‘Of course, sir.’ Mr Kingsley was a valued client. If his daughter wished to have the balance of the room disturbed by having one set of curtains drawn back, then one set of curtains would be drawn back. Besides, hadn’t her mother just died? He noted the black velvet dress, the brave set of her mouth, and saw to it that her chair was moved a few inches further to the left so that her night-time view of the river was unimpaired.


    ‘Lobster, terrine of duckling, and a bottle of Montrachet 1914,’ Jerome said, seeing no reason why mourning should spoil his appreciation of a fine wine.


    ‘And for Madame?’ the waiter enquired discreetly.


    Jerome looked vaguely surprised. It was the first time they had dined out together alone, and it had not occurred to him that she might need help with the menu.


    ‘I’ll have lobster, too,’ Elizabeth said, determined not to let her father down by choosing something childish. ‘And the duckling, but not the Montrachet.’


    The waiter suppressed a smile. ‘Lemonade, perhaps?’ he enquired helpfully.


    Elizabeth hesitated and then shook her head. Lemonade did not sound very sophisticated. ‘No, thank you,’ she said with grave dignity. ‘Could I have a pineapple juice, please?’


    The waiter nodded, enchanted by the silk-gold fall of her hair, the medieval severity of her black velvet frock, and her natural gracefulness.


    The restaurant was not very full, the bad weather having kept all but the Savoy’s residents firmly indoors. With relief, Jerome saw that there was no one he knew at the nearby tables. He was tired of listening to well-meaning friends sympathizing with him on his loss. Their words brought him no comfort at all. They were platitudes, politely uttered but revealing that the speakers had no idea of the depth of his grief. Only Elizabeth had any understanding, and only with Elizabeth did he gain any comfort.


    Looking across the table at her, he pondered on what Adam had said to him. Did her music really mean so much to her? She was talented, certainly. Everyone told him that. But, then, it was to be expected. She was, after all, his daughter. He regarded her with pride. There were music schools in Paris. No doubt better schools than they were in London. He would fix something up for her. Something a little more convenient than the rigid demands of the Academy. The lobster arrived, and as he began to eat he began to feel the first stirrings of well-being. From now on she would be his companion, as Serena had been whenever they had been together. His brows pulled together slightly. Serena had loathed travelling and had seen no necessity for it. Though Jerome always pleaded business commitments, both he and she knew that it was not strictly true. If he had wished to remain in London, he could have done so quite easily. As it was, he was a restless man, happier in hotels than in a permanent home; and Serena, loving him, had colluded quite happily in the fabrication that his many absences were necessary for their financial well-being.


    ‘You have never been to Paris, Elizabeth, have you?’ he asked as the remains of the lobster were removed and the duckling was placed before them.


    ‘No. Mummy said she would take me as a treat when my French improved.’


    Jerome stared at her curiously. He hadn’t known she had been studying French. Nor that Serena had intended a trip to France with her. He wondered how many other things concerning his family’s day-to-day life he had been ignorant of.


    ‘Well,’ he said, slightly disconcerted, ‘it’s a beautiful city, even in winter. I’ve booked tickets for tomorrow’s boat-train. We should be there in time for lunch.’


    Her eyes widened, and her mouth rounded on an ‘oh’of pleasure. He felt himself relax. Adam was a well-meaning idiot to have thought Elizabeth would be dismayed at the prospect. ‘It’s a good place to buy clothes, too,’ he added, thinking how adult she looked in the black velvet, and what a pleasant change it was from her school uniform.


    ‘That will be lovely, Daddy,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘Can we go to the Salle Pleyel and the Théátre des Champs Elysées?’


    ‘I don’t see why not,’ he said, pleased with her response. Previously it had always been Serena who had taken her to concerts. From now on he would have to undertake the task. He had no ear for music himself and found it neither pleasurable nor relaxing. However, if Elizabeth wished to attend one or two concerts, he would endure them with good grace.


    ‘We can drive down to Nice if it gets too chilly,’ he continued affably. ‘March and April are beautiful months on the Riviera.’


    ‘I don’t understand.’ She looked bewildered. ‘I thought you said we were leaving right away. Tomorrow.’


    He nodded, helping himself to another glass of Montrachet ‘We are.’


    Slowly she laid down her knife and fork. ‘For a holiday? And then later, in the spring, we’re going again?’


    Her voice had lost its eagerness and was small and unsure. Jerome was unaware of her apprehension. The wine was excellent, and he was anticipating the brandy that would follow.


    ‘No,’ he said easily, signalling for the waiter. ‘We’ll make our base the George V in Paris. At the end of the month I have a meeting to attend in Geneva. It’s only a three-hour train ride. You can boat on the lake while I attend to my meeting, and then we could stay on in Switzerland and do some skiing if you wish. Later, at the end of March, or the beginning of April, we’ll move down to the Negresco in Nice. It’s just as easy a base to work from, with all the advantages of milder weather and the prospect of some cruising.’


    Her face was ashen beneath the bright lights of the chandeliers. ‘But, Daddy, I can’t take such a long holiday. There’s school.…’


    ‘That’s no problem,’ Jerome said confidently. ‘I’ll write to the principal tonight. Explain the circumstances.…’


    Her knuckles were clenched white on the starched linen table-cloth. ‘You can’t do that, Daddy,’ she said, her voice tight and shaking. ‘I’ve been asked to play at the Central Hall with the London Symphony Orchestra. I’m going to have to rehearse very hard and.…’


    He leaned across the table, taking hold of her hands and imprisoning them in his own. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and his voice was sincere, his eyes pleading. ‘I know that it’s a disappointment to you, Elizabeth, but it can’t be helped. There’ll be other concerts for you later. Lots of them. At the moment what’s important is that you and I are together.’


    ‘Can’t we be together in London?’ Her hands grasped his tightly. ‘Please, Daddy. You can stay in London, and I’ll look after you and—…’


    ‘No.’ Gently he released her hands, turning to the waiter and requesting two lemon sorbets and a bottle of Chateau Yquem, 1921.


    Her mouth was dry, her heart slamming against her chest. She wanted to be with him more than anything else in the world. The thought of Eaton Square with only Mrs Mac for company was horrific. Yet they couldn’t leave London. They couldn’t live in France. There was her music. Miss Rumbatin. The concert.


    ‘You don’t understand, Daddy,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady, trying not to let her panic show. ‘If I leave the Academy now, they won’t take me back. I have to stay on there and I have to work.…’


    ‘I’ll arrange piano lessons for you in Paris,’ Jerome said, a trace of irritation creeping into his voice.


    ‘I need to go to the Academy,’ she said again, her voice desperate. ‘Please, Daddy! It’s the best school of music in Europe, and.…’


    The Cháteau Yquem was very good, and he wondered why he had not had the foresight to lay some bottles of it down. Her eyes were pleading with him across the table. A smile touched his lips at her naïvety. ‘There are other schools,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Other teachers. Don’t worry about your music, Elizabeth. Just think how marvellous it will be for us to be together.’


    He didn’t understand. He was her father and he was absolutely wonderful, but he didn’t understand about music. He never had. Her throat tightened. He needed her. He wanted her with him. And it would break his heart if she refused and remained in Eaton Square with Mrs Mac. She shuddered. That was as bad as the prospect of being torn away from the Academy and continuing her studies elsewhere. Her father was talking of being in Geneva at the end of the month. Of being in Nice for March and April. What school could possibly tolerate such absences? As she looked across the table at him, loving him with all her heart, she knew that any future lessons would not only be inferior in quality but would also be terrifyingly sporadic. And she also knew that she had no choice. No choice at all.


    ‘Paris will be lovely,’ she lied bravely, and he did not see the glitter of unshed tears in her eyes or hear the anguish in her voice. He was smiling to himself, thinking how wrong Adam had been, anticipating with relish the fine French brandy that was to follow the Chateau Yquem.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘And will Madame require a buffet breakfast for the guests?’ the rose-buttonholed deputy manager of the famed Negresco Hotel asked deferentially. ‘Kedgeree and scrambled eggs perhaps? Smoked salmon and champagne?’


    Madame hesitated, shining soft shoulder-length blonde hair held back from her face with a ribbon, her cotton dress demurely collared in white pique, her feet shod in ankle-socks and buckled sandals. Her father relished his parties, but by five in the morning he was usually happy to sink into a chair with a large brandy and conduct a witty and often malicious post-mortem on the proceedings with Adam Harland. An organized breakfast for the hundred guests he had invited to his forty-fifth birthday party would mean no such early-morning reprieve.


    ‘It is customary…,’ the deputy manager murmured.


    ‘No, thank you,’ Elizabeth said with the quiet confidence of one accustomed to making decisions and unawed by the deputy manager’s status. ‘I would like the last drinks to be served at three a.m. and the musicians to leave half an hour later.’


    The deputy manager nodded. He was not in the habit of discussing arrangements with little girls still in the schoolroom, but this one was pretty and charming and certainly knew what she was about.


    ‘And the flowers, madame?’


    ‘Orchids and franciscea and bird-of-paradise,’ she said unhesitatingly. They were not her favourites, being too sub-tropical and lush, but they were her father’s favourites, and as always she ordered what he would like and what would bring him pleasure.


    The deputy manager nodded. The Kingsleys had a permanent suite at the Negresco, and if Elizabeth had asked for African lilies they would have been flown in without demur.


    ‘Perhaps if you just cast your eye over the menu again, madame?’ he said, proffering the menu that she had agreed earlier with the chef.


    Elizabeth did as she was asked and handed it back to him, satisfied. Everything was in order. It was going to be a lovely party. Adam was motoring down from London. Friends of her father’s were coming from Paris and Geneva and even Rome. There was a gorgeous white chiffon gown hanging in her wardrobe, specially designed for her by Schiaparelli. And in three days’time she would have her father entirely to herself. They were going to Venice where he had promised her she could indulge in concerts for a whole week. She sighed rapturously. There would be the choir in St Mark’s Cathedral, starlight concerts in the courtyard of the Doge’s Palace, opera at the Fenice.…


    ‘Will there be anything else, madame?’ the deputy manager asked, aware that he no longer had her attention. A slight flush touched her cheeks at being caught so flagrantly daydreaming.


    ‘No, thank you,’ she said in her charmingly accented French. ‘I am sure everything will be perfect.’


    ‘Enchanté, madame.’ There was a gleam in his dark brown eyes as he inclined his head and took his leave of her. She was like a beautiful flower in perfect bud, just about to blossom. And when she did.… ‘Une belle femme,’ he said beneath his breath as he closed the door of her suite behind him. ‘Une trés belle femme!’


    Elizabeth poured herself a glass of iced fruit juice from the carafe standing on a glass-topped table and carried it out of the opulently furnished sitting-room and on to the balcony that looked out over the Promenade des Anglais and the shimmering blue of the Mediterranean. Despite her father’s promises to the contrary, there had not been many concerts in the three years since he had taken her away from Eaton Place. Nor had there been many music lessons. Certainly there had been nothing to compare with the tuition she had been receiving at the Royal Academy of Music in London.


    Despite her pleasure at the prospect of the forthcoming party, her heart hurt and she suppressed a sigh. She now knew that it would never be any different. Her father loved her, spent money lavishly on her, adored her company, yet he was insensitive to any but his own needs. Music was unimportant to him, and so he could not conceive of the importance it played in her own life. She loved him too much to reproach him for his failings. Whenever she could, she sought out lessons in whatever city they happened to be in. It was better than nothing, but she knew that such haphazard coaching would never develop her talent to the full.


    The local piano teacher in Nice had been amazed when he had first heard her play. ‘And you want to take lessons from me, mademoiselle?’ he had asked her bewilderedly. ‘You are not in full-time attendance at a college of music? An academy?’


    A shadow had darkened her eyes, and then she had smiled and he had wondered if he had imagined it. ‘No,’ she had said, and for the first time he realized that she was not French but English.


    ‘Then, I will be delighted to accept you as a pupil. Shall we start now? With a Hanon exercise?’


    As her lessons increased in number, he had become more and more puzzled. She had extraordinary talent and a self-discipline rare in a girl so young. Money was not a problem for her. It had taken him less than a week to discover that her father was a wealthy financier and that she was resident at the Negresco. Why, then, was she not enrolled at one of the major music schools in Paris? It made no sense to him, and neither did her frequently cancelled lessons. He could have sworn that they were the most important thing in her life, yet she often cancelled them, her voice strained and apologetic. With any other pupil he would have lost patience, telling them that they must find tuition elsewhere. With Elizabeth he made an exception. She was different from any other pupil he had ever had, striving for perfection with dedicated single-mindedness. There were often times when he suspected that he learned far more from her than she did from him.


    ‘Tell me how you memorize,’ he had asked her at her third lesson. ‘Explain your method to me, please.’


    She had frowned a little, finding it difficult to analyse and to put into words. Her hair was pulled away from her face, secured with a ribbon at the nape of her neck as it always was when she played. She tucked a stray strand behind her ear, saying: ‘First of all, I sight-read and then I look at the structure of the work, and work on the fingering and write it in.’


    He was sitting opposite her and he leaned towards her, his hands clasped loosely between his knees. ‘And do you always write it in?’ he asked, intrigued.


    She nodded.


    ‘And then what do you do?’


    She gave a slight shrug of her shoulders, as though it should be obvious. ‘Then I memorize the piece from a visual point of view, and then the harmonies,’ Her voice grew more confident. ‘In a sonata, for instance, first you have the exposition, then the development, then the recapitulation, and so you have a union, a connection you can build on.’


    ‘And how old are you?’ he had asked, wondering if, when she had told him previously, he had misheard.


    Her mouth had curved into a dimpled smile. ‘Thirteen.’


    He had shaken his head in disbelief and had asked her to return her attention to a Czerny étude.


    She looked out across the promenade, suppressing a small sigh. Her lessons had continued but they were formal and routine, possessing none of the inspirational quality that had been so much a part of her lessons at the Royal Academy.


    A white Lamborghini slid to a halt beneath the porte-cochére far below her. A smile touched her lips as she saw a stunningly dressed, olive-skinned woman step out of the car, a large circular hat on her head, two chihuahuas skittering around her ankles. Princess Luisa Isabel Calmella, her father’s latest woman friend. The thirty-year-old princess was a fervent patron of the arts, and it was to her urgings that Elizabeth owed the coming trip to Venice.


    She glanced at the slim gold watch on her wrist. It was nearly one o’clock. The princess was obviously visiting the Negresco for lunch. She put down her glass and hurried back into the sitting-room, grabbing a blazer and a school-bag. It was also time for afternoon classes at the lycée she attended a half-dozen streets away.


    The lift came directly, and a pageboy, little older than herself, greeted her with a polite inclination of his head. Seconds later she hurried through a reception hall of Versailles splendour, acknowledging the doorman’s salute as she stepped out on to the sun-drenched promenade. Within minutes she was in the maze of narrow streets at the back of the hotel, no longer ‘Madame’, arranging a de-luxe birthday party for a hundred guests with poise and flair, but a schoolgirl sadly lacking a knowledge of French history.


    The lycée was not the kind of school to which Jerome Kingsley would normally have sent his daughter. It was a little local school neither academically famed nor exclusive. However, other more suitable schools had refused to accept a child whose father insisted that she only attend lessons when it was not inconvenient to him that she do so. The lycée, too, was not over-pleased by Jerome’s laissez-faire attitude towards his daughter’s education.


    ‘C’est une crime!’ her despairing French-history teacher had exclaimed when Jerome had breezily announced that Elizabeth would not be able to do the extra work set for her in order that she reach a satisfactory standard in the subject. That, instead, he had need of her to organize his dinner-parties, accompany him to cocktail-parties, be his companion at late-night suppers on the yachts of visiting friends.


    Even Adam had protested. ‘Beth is still a child,’ he had said, horrified at Jerome’s intention of taking her with him on a yacht cruise with a party of people more famed for their indiscretions than for their good sense.


    ‘Nonsense. Elizabeth hasn’t been a child for years,’ Jerome said airily, with no sign of guilt for the fact. ‘If I don’t take her with me, I shall be seduced by my host’s wife, and you wouldn’t want that to happen to me, would you, mon brave?‘


    They were in the casino in Monte Carlo, relaxing in the Salon Rose after both losing badly at baccarat. Jerome leaned back in his wine-red velvet-upholstered chair, resplendent in a dinner-suit hand-made for him in Savile Row. There was more grey in his hair than there had been when Serena had died, but he was still a formidably attractive man. Large, expansive, delighting in the good things of life. Adam regarded him with despair.


    ‘If Elizabeth hasn’t been a child for years, then the fault is yours, Jerry. All this spending time with you and your friends is robbing her of her childhood. She needs friends her own age; she needs someone looking after her needs, not to be continually looking after yours. She needs to be back at the Royal Academy again, studying music.’


    ‘Rubbish,’ Jerome retorted, one leg crossed nonchalantly over the other. ‘She would be bored to death in London after the life she has been living these last few years and she would be bored to death with friends her own age,’ he added, as Adam began once more to protest. ‘This mother-hen attitude of yours is becoming tedious. Why don’t you marry, for God’s sake, and get it out of your system by fussing over a wife and a brood of children?’


    Adam grinned, amused at having succeeded in rousing Jerome to irritation. ‘I may just surprise you and do that one day. Meanwhile, when are you going to stop using Beth as protection against predatory females?’


    ‘When females stop being predatory,’ Jerome said with a return of good humour. ‘I have no desire to marry again, Adam. And no desire for any relationship that taxes the emotions. A little light diversion now and again is very welcome, but nothing more strenuous.’


    ‘Is Princess Luisa Isabel strenuous?’ Adam asked, his good-natured face sombre for a moment as he considered the prospect of Beth coming to terms with a stepmother. ‘I understand she’s very much in favour at present.’


    ‘Ah, yes,’ Jerome almost purred with satisfaction. ‘Luisa regards music as being of monumental importance to the well-being of mankind and so, naturally, Elizabeth adores her.’


    ‘And you?’ Adam asked curiously. Jerome’s women friends all had three things in common. They were beautiful, well bred – and their reigns were of short duration. The princess was showing surprising signs of durability.


    ‘Luisa is perfect for me,’ Jerome said with disarming honesty. ‘She adores my bank balance, is admiring of my prowess in the boudoir and, as my antecedents feature nowhere in the Almanach de Gotha, would no more dream of marrying me than of marrying her chauffeur.’


    Adam didn’t know whether to be relieved or sorry. An indulgent stepmother, sympathetic to her needs, would transform Beth’s life for the better. There would be a stable home, instead of a hotel suite, disciplined schooling instead of her haphazard attendance at the lycée He ran his fingers through his thick shock of sun-bleached hair. It was obviously an event that was never going to come to pass. Jerome had discovered he was a bachelor by nature, and he was enjoying living like one. He could only be grateful that he was, in his way, a responsible parent. He rose to his feet, mentally calculating his current bank balance.


    ‘Come on, Jerry, I’ll have to see if I can win back some of my losses or I’ll be thumbing a lift home.’


    He had won back enough to be able to enjoy an illicit week in Paris with the wife of one of Jerome’s business friends. It was an enjoyable diversion but nothing more. At thirty-seven he had never yet been seriously tempted to marry, though he regretted the fact that he had no children.


    It had been six months since his last visit to the Riviera. Jerome and Elizabeth had cruised the Adriatic with the friends he had been so disapproving of, Beth’s postcards to him indicating that the only harm to befall her was a mild attack of boredom. They had been to Deauville for the polo, Lausanne for the flower festival, and Oporto for the wine pageant.


    ‘I’m looking forward to seeing Uncle Adam again,’ Elizabeth said when she whirled in from school. ‘Has he arrived yet?’


    ‘No.’ Jerome was amused by the way she clung to the appellation of ‘uncle’to a man who was no blood relation at all. ‘He’s driving down, and I don’t expect he’ll be here till nearer seven.’


    ‘Then, there’ll hardly be time to have him to ourselves before the party starts,’ Elizabeth said, throwing her bulging schoolbag on to a satin-upholstered Louix XV chair and shrugging herself out of her regulation blazer. ‘Have the buffet-tables been laid yet?’


    ‘They’re doing it now,’ Jerome replied with a slight gesture of his hand towards the adjoining room.


    Elizabeth could hear the clink of silver and the low murmur of the maids’voices as they prepared the room for Jerome’s guests. ‘Good.’ She knew it would never have occurred to him to have gone next door and checked that everything was to his liking. Such details had become her responsibility. As had his business arrangements. She booked restaurants for him, remembering which merchant banker was a vegetarian, which a fish fanatic. She had a card-index file of birthdays and anniversaries, and Jerome’s friends remarked with pleasure how much more thoughtful he had become as they received cards and flowers, all with his best wishes, all sent by Elizabeth.


    He had already showered and was dressed and sitting on the balcony, sipping a dry sherry, languidly surveying the early-evening strollers on the palm-lined promenade below him.


    ‘I’m going to have a bath and change,’ she said, dropping a kiss on his temple, wondering if she could also manage to do the homework that was required of her and doubting it. She would need to check the food when it was brought up, make sure that the musicians knew which of Jerome’s favourite tunes to play, ensure that his surprise birthday cake was brought into the room on cue.


    She hurried out of the room and down the wide, thickly carpeted corridor to her own suite. She had to write an essay on Napoleon’s victory at Borodino, the task made no easier by the requirement that it be written in French. Once in her own smaller, but no less opulent suite, she ran a deep bath, taking her schoolbooks into the bathroom with her. ‘On 7 September 1812, Napoleon faced the Russians at Borodino on the outskirts of Moscow,’ she began to write with one hand, feeling the temperature of the water with the other. By the time she was describing the heavy losses that the Russians sustained under General Kutuzov she was in lace-trimmed lingerie, about to step into the white chiffon creation that had been designed for her by Elsa Schiaparelli.


    ‘Kutuzov lost nearly half his men,’ she scribbled hurriedly, hoping that the water-splashes decorating the page would dry with no tell-tale marks. The white chiffon dress hung tantalizingly on her wardrobe door. ‘Damn Napoleon,’ she said under her breath, pushing the book to one side and slipping the froth of chiffon off its padded hanger with a shiver of delight.


    Two hours later, when Adam belatedly arrived to find the party already under way, he, too, surveyed her with pleasure. ‘You look absolutely fabulous, Beth,’ he said as she flung her arms around his neck and he hugged her tight. ‘I can hardly believe it’s you! What happened to the little girl in short socks?’


    She laughed delightedly, a slight flush touching her cheeks as she drew away from him. ‘Do you really like my dress? It’s a Schiaparelli. Daddy took me to Paris specially to be measured and fitted for it’


    Her sun-gold hair fell softly to her shoulders, held away from her face with a pale blue velvet ribbon.


    ‘Madame Schiaparelli has done you proud,’ Adam said, aware of a curious tightening of his stomach muscles as he released her. The dress had not been designed to make her look any older than she was. Yet for the first time he realized that she was no longer the child he was accustomed to. There was a flowering sexuality about her, the more disturbing because it was artless and innocent. The wide curving neck of the dress and the puffed full-blown sleeves gathered into a ribboned band a fraction above her elbows emphasized her natural fragility. The bodice was plain, almost medieval, but there was no mistaking the rounding swell of her budding breasts, the minuteness of her waist as her skirt fell in a soft swirl to her white satin-clad feet.


    He felt strangely uncomfortable as she guilelessly took his hand, leading him into the crowded room and introducing him to the people she knew he had not met before.


    By midnight he was happily intoxicated on champagne and casting his eyes over the single ladies with no apparent escorts. His attention was caught by a petite blonde, a backless dress of shimmering coral silk dancing softly over her honeyed skin, a mischievous light in her eyes. He grinned to himself, confident of his ability to attract, hoping there would be no tiresome husband to evade.


    There wasn’t, and he found the remainder of the party highly enjoyable. Her name was Francine; she was a Parisienne, in her mid-twenties, and had been invited because she was a house guest of Jerome’s close friends Frank Jay Gould and his wife. In the early hours of the morning he drove her back to the Goulds’luxurious home in Juan-les-Pins, kissing her goodnight with zest, arranging to see her again that evening.


    The hood of his Austin Swallow was down as he motored back along the curving coast road to Nice. The sun was rising golden over the Mediterranean, the dew-fresh air fragrant with the tang of the pines, and in a couple of hours’time he would be breakfasting with Jerry and Beth. He swept through Antibes at high speed, whistling cheerfully.


    ‘God knows I don’t ask much of you,’ Jerome grumbled when he returned to the Negresco. ‘Just a little company when the junketing is over. Where the devil have you been?’


    A score of maids were busy removing all signs of the junketing, and Jerome was ensconced in his bedroom, clad in an elegant silk dressing-gown, a brandy in his hand.


    ‘Escorting a young lady home,’ Adam said, kicking off his shoes and sinking down into a comfortable chair.


    ‘Selfish bugger,’ Jerome said, looking pained. ‘The last guest went an hour ago. I’ve been sitting on my tod ever since.’


    Adam tried to look suitably sympathetic and failed. ‘Where’s Beth?’ he asked, ignoring the brandy on the glass-topped coffee-table and pouring himself a fresh orange juice instead.


    ‘In her room. She insists she has to attend the lycée this morning and that she has an essay to finish before she does so.’


    ‘This morning?’ Adam said incredulously.


    Jerome shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘I’ve told her she doesn’t have to. I fancied a drive up to La Colombe d’Or for lunch, and if she goes to the wretched lycée she won’t be able to come with us. There are times when I suspect that child of selfishness.’


    Adam ignored the ridiculousness of such a statement and said again, unbelievingly: ‘She has to finish an essay this morning?’


    Jerome regarded him with irritation. ‘Yes. I’ve said so twice. Quite clearly.’


    ‘But she can’t have had any sleep! The party didn’t finish till five!’


    Jerome’s strong-boned face was querulous. ‘I haven’t had any sleep. I was looking forward to a chat with you when the last reveller had been evicted. A long leisurely breakfast with you and Elizabeth; a reviving snooze and then a drive up to Saint-Paul-de-Vence for lunch. You let me down by careering off God knows where, and Elizabeth lets me down by forgoing breakfast in order to write about Napoleon!’


    ‘For heaven’s sake, Jerry,’ he said relentlessly, ‘you should have squared all this with the lycée days ago.’


    ‘The lycée’, Jerome said heavily, ‘is very uncooperative. Now, as it doesn’t look as if Elizabeth will be breakfasting with us, have we to order it now? I’m famished.’


    Adam was tempted to give breakfast a miss and instead knock on the door of Beth’s suite and ask her if she needed any help with Napoleon. He suppressed the urge. A thirty-seven-year-old man knocking on the door of a thirteen-year-old girl at half-past six in the morning would look definitely suspect. Especially a thirteen-year-old as tantalizing and desirable as Beth.


    He set down his glass so savagely that orange juice spilled on to the glass top of the table. Desirable! God in heaven, was that really how he had seen her? The answer came thundering back at him and he rose abruptly to his feet, feeling sick and disorientated.


    ‘What the devil’s the matter?’ Jerome asked in concern. ‘Are you feeling ill?’


    ‘No, I’m fine. Let’s have breakfast,’ he said tersely, the blood pounding in his temples. ‘I think I’ll sit on the balcony for a while and get some air.’


    Jerome watched with raised eyebrows as he strode from the room. Adam was the most emotionally stable person he knew, yet something had violently disturbed him. He wondered if it was the pretty French girl he had escorted home, and followed him out on to the balcony. ‘Women are the very devil, but it’s not like you to allow one of them to needle you,’ he said sympathetically, seating himself on one of the wicker chairs and regarding his friend with interest.


    Adam gave a barely perceptible shrug of his shoulders and said with an air of forced ease: ‘You’re on the wrong track, Jerry. I’m not needled, just a little tired.’


    ‘That’s OK, then,’ said Jerome, not for one moment convinced. ‘We’ll breakfast out here. The sun is already warm; it’s going to be a hot day.’


    Adam stared out over the Baie des Anges, his back rigid, his fists driven deep into his trouser pockets. God. Did all men have moments like these? Moments when their sexuality turned traitor on them, taking them by surprise and filling them with horror?


    ‘I’m thinking of doing a little cruising this year,’ Jerome said as a waiter set scrambled eggs and smoked salmon and apricots down on a glass-topped cane table. ‘Do you fancy coming along?’


    If he had been asked twenty-four hours ago, Adam’s immediate reaction would have been positive. Now he firmly shook his head. Beth, clad in a bathing suit or a sun-dress might face him with more home truths than he could handle.


    Jerome shrugged and turned as a shadow fell across the table. ‘Ah, there you are Elizabeth,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘Has Napoleon received his just deserts?’


    ‘Not yet,’ Elizabeth said with a tired grin. ‘He’s still cock-a-hoop after thrashing the Russians at Borodino.’


    ‘Never mind,’ he said as she sat down. ‘The retreat from Moscow lies in wait for him.’


    She turned to Adam. ‘Did you enjoy the party?’ she asked, a smile dimpling her cheeks. ‘I saw you with Francine. She’s very pretty, isn’t she?’


    ‘Very,’ he said, aware of an overwhelming feeling of relief. She was wearing a cotton school-dress and short socks and sandals, and he felt for her what he had always felt – a love untainted by anything base.


    ‘We’re going to La Colombe d’Or for lunch,’ Jerome said, crumpling his napkin on the table and rising to his feet. ‘Are you going to come with us?’


    Her smile faded, and Adam could see the fatigue in her eyes. ‘No, Daddy, I told you. I have to go to school.’


    ‘Then, Adam and I will lunch without you,’ he said, not concealing his irritation. ‘I’m going for a lie-down now,’ he continued, addressing himself to Adam. ‘Let’s meet in the bar at twelve-thirty.’


    Adam nodded, more than ever annoyed by Jerome’s cavalier attitude towards Beth. He was going for a sleep. She was going to the lycée after no sleep at all, not even a kind word.


    He had already determined to leave Nice later in the day. His carnal reaction to Beth, however fleeting, had shaken him too profoundly for him to want to stay. As he saw the tiredness on her face and the unhappiness Jerome’s dismissive words had caused her, he determined that before he left for Cannes or Menton he would do what he had intended doing for years. He would give Jerry a dressing-down that he would have to take note of.


    As Elizabeth ignored the covered hot dishes and reached for an apricot, he said concernedly; ‘You look exhausted, Beth. Have you had any sleep at all?’


    Despite her weariness she grinned, ‘I dozed off once or twice as the Russians were routed.’


    Although still furiously angry with Jerome, he laughed. ‘Do you get your French history a little one-sided at the lycée?’


    Her dimples deepened. ‘If you mean do we concentrate on French victories and ignore French defeats, then the answer is yes.’


    His own smile faded. She was sitting with the half-eaten apricot in her hand, her wheat-blonde water-straight hair skimming her shoulders, her green-gold eyes full of laughter despite her tiredness. He remembered Serena lying in a hammock at their holiday cottage in the country, sewing in an enormous hat, laughing and welcoming and golden. Beth had inherited all her beauty, all her sparkle. His throat tightened. He had loved Serena, but he had never been in love with her. Yet if Beth were older.…


    ‘Why are you looking so morose?’ she asked suddenly, leaning across to him and taking his hand. ‘Aren’t you happy to be back in Nice with us?’


    He squeezed her hand tightly and then released it. ‘I’m leaving for Cannes later this afternoon,’ he said, hating himself as disappointment flared through her eyes.


    ‘But why? Do you have to?’ she asked bewilderedly.


    He looked down at her and felt something terrible tremble within him.


    ‘Yes,’ he said, his voice hard and queerly abrupt. ‘I have to. Goodbye, Beth.’ He didn’t see her again for two years.


    His affair with Francine had deepened to the point where he was seriously considering marrying her. She possessed a china-doll prettiness that turned heads wherever they went, an impish sense of humour and, despite the diversions of living in Paris, he knew that she was faithful to him during their frequent separations.


    They were on holiday in Rome and had just strolled out of the Hassler after a late breakfast and were walking down the Spanish Steps towards the Via del Corso when Francine said suddenly: ‘Isn’t that Jerome, chéri? Standing at the foot of the steps?’


    Adam shielded his eyes against the sun. The baroque stone staircase was massed with tourists, smothered in fragrant pink-blossomed azaleas. At first he could distinguish no one between the clutch of souvenir-hawkers and jewellery-vendors crowding the bottom dozen steps, and then Jerome moved, stepping out of the way of a young priest, and Adam grinned. ‘It’s Jerry all right. Come on.’


    Taking Francince’s hand, he began to quicken his pace, running lightly down the sun-warmed steps, calling ‘Jerry! Jerry!’


    Jerome turned his head, betraying not the slightest surprise at seeing them. He was wearing a double-breasted grey silk suit, carefully tailored to disguise his increasing weight, a grey silk tie, and sported a white carnation in his buttonhole.


    ‘Adam, old chap. Nice to see you,’ he said warmly as they ran up to him. He caught hold of Francine’s hands, gave her a long and appraising look from the top of her sun-gold curls to the tips of her elegantly shod feet, and then kissed her with relish on both cheeks.


    ‘Where are you staying?’ Adam asked, as Jerome reluctantly released a laughing Francine from his embrace.


    ‘We’re not,’ Jerome said with no sign of regret. ‘We’re simply passing through on our way to Capri and lingering only because Elizabeth insists it would be sacrilege to be in Rome and not visit the Raphael Rooms at the Vatican.’


    Adam felt a rush of heat to his groin. Beth. Still loyally and lovingly accompanying Jerome wherever he chose to go. He looked beyond Jerome across the crowded Piazza di Spagna.


    She was striding gaily towards them, her ivory-pale hair sweeping her shoulders, a scarlet cotton skirt swirling around naked sun-tanned legs. Her sandals were high-heeled and delicate, her white blouse silk and Parisian. For years Jerome had been trying to hurry her into womanhood, and now, at fifteen, effortlessly and without help, she had left the gracelessness of childhood behind her.


    He was aware of an overwhelming feeling of relief. She was breathtakingly beautiful, innocently sensual, and pleasure surged through him at the mere sight of her. But it wasn’t perverted pleasure. He no longer felt like a paedophile. The emotion he felt now he could come to terms with, even though it would still have to be suppressed.


    She saw him and her face lit with joy. ‘Uncle Adam! Francine!’ she cried, breaking into a run, throwing herself into his open arms. He hugged her tight, feeling again all the love he had always felt for her, ever since she had been a baby. All too soon she drew away from him, her eyes shining. ‘It’s so wonderful to see you again!’ She turned to Francine, kissing her affectionately on both cheeks. ‘He’s been hiding away from us ever since Daddy’s forty-fifth birthday party, Francine! We can’t persuade him to join us in Nice, but maybe you can.’


    ‘I will do my best,’ Francine said, her cornflower-blue eyes sparkling. The South of France was always fun. Nice, for a few weeks at the end of the summer, would be a very good idea.


    ‘Let me take advantage of this very fortuitous meeting,’ Jerome said, taking Francine’s hand and placing it firmly in the crook of his arm ‘We have five hours before we leave for Naples. Five hours in which Elizabeth was intent on dragging me round as many museums and art galleries as possible. Now I no longer need to do so.’ He smiled benignly. ‘Adam is far better equipped than I to suffer the rigours of the Vatican Museum. He can escort Elizabeth, and we …’ – he looked down at Francine and patted her hand – ‘… can enjoy a long cold drink at the Hassler.’


    Adam gave Francine a quick glance and saw that she was perfectly happy to keep Jerome company for a few hours.


    ‘OK,’ he said, suppressing the elation he felt. ‘We’ll meet up at two o’clock at Il Buco on the Via Sant’Ignazio.’


    ‘Ah,’ Jerome said with relish, ‘Tuscan campagna and crostini and those delicious little almond biscuits that you dip into the wine. Benissimo!’


    With Francine prettily decorating his arm, he took his leave of them, sauntering back up the Spanish Steps to the Hassler, his equilibrium restored.


    Adam looked at Beth and grinned. ‘Where to first?’ he asked, aware that in her high heels she was nearly as tall as he was. ‘Do you want to go to the Raphael Rooms first, or take a stroll?’.


    ‘A stroll, I think,’ she said, happily linking her arm in his, quite unaware that the action added another two or three years to her age, making her look more like a girlfriend than a daughter or niece.


    They wandered into the maze of narrow cobbled streets that led away from the Piazza, a not very tall, toughly built man who moved with the ease of a useful-looking middleweight, in spite of his slight limp, and a tall slender girl carrying herself with natural grace and pride, burnished gold hair swinging glossily to her shoulders.


    ‘It’s a pity you aren’t staying in Rome,’ Adam said, aware of the number of heads that kept turning in their direction. Italian male eyes flagrantly admiring of her, envious of him.


    There was a pang of regret in her voice that went far deeper than disappointment that their holiday could not be shared as she said: ‘Daddy doesn’t like sightseeing holidays. He’ll be much happier at the Hotel Quisisana in Capri. Lots of his cronies will be there, and he’ll be able to swim and sunbathe and gossip to his heart’s content.’


    ‘And you?’ Adam asked, his honey-brown eyes darkening. ‘What will you do?’


    ‘Oh, I will swim and sunbathe as well,’ she said with a little laugh and a shrug of her shoulders.


    Adam’s mouth tightened. He knew what she would do. She would sit quietly in the background while Jerome enjoyed himself, flirting and exchanging scandalous stories with his cronies about mutual friends.


    They crossed the Via del Tritone heading in the direction of the Fontana di Trevi ‘What about your music?’ he asked brusquely. ‘Do you still play?’


    She averted her eyes quickly from his before he could see the flare of unhappiness that flashed through them. ‘I still play,’ she said. ‘I have a Steinway concert grand in my suite at the Negresco.’


    There was a strange note in her voice that he couldn’t define. It was almost a note of defiance. He wondered how hard a battle she’d had to fight before Jerome had agreed to her having the Steinway.


    ‘What about your tuition?’ he asked relentlessly. ‘Are your teachers good?’


    ‘I don’t have tuition any longer,’ she said, her eyes still avoiding his, her voice carefully controlled. ‘We’re very rarely in the same place more than two or three weeks at a time, and so it isn’t possible.’


    They had reached the fountain. Spray blew softly against their cheeks, the breeze from the water coolly refreshing. Her hair was pushed away from her face with tortoiseshell combs; her profile, as she kept her face stubbornly averted from his, so lovely and pure that he felt his breath tighten in his chest. There was no bitterness in her voice. He doubted if she even admitted to herself that Jerome had let her down. Yet he could sense and feel the unhappiness that his insensitivity was causing her. His jaw hardened.


    ‘Let me speak to him,’ he said as a group of tourists laughingly tossed coins into the fountain to ensure that they would one day return to Rome. ‘He has to be made to see what a thoughtless bastard he’s being.’


    She shook her head vehemently, the sunlight dancing in her hair, meshing it to silver. ‘No, you musn’t do that, Adam. His feelings would be terribly hurt. He sees himself as giving me a marvellous life, and he does. I live like a queen. Sumptuous hotel suites, yacht cruises, dresses from Schiaparelli and Worth. How can you possibly accuse him of being thoughtless or uncaring?’


    ‘Because the hotel suites and the yacht cruises and the clothes mean nothing at all to you, and your music does. It isn’t too late for you to return to the Royal Academy in London. Jerry has his princess for company now. There is no reason why you should feel guilty or that you are letting him down.’


    She shook her head again, this time resignedly. ‘No, Luisa is a darling, but Daddy isn’t the most important person in her life, and she isn’t in his. He would be dreadfully lonely if I returned to London without him.’


    ‘Then, he can return with you,’ Adam said with unconcealed exasperation. ‘The house in Eaton Place is still fully staffed, though God knows why. Jerry can’t have spent more than half a dozen days there in the last five years.’


    ‘Neither of us wants to return to Eaton Place,’ she said, her eyes clouding. ‘It holds too many memories.’


    ‘Then, let Jerry do what he always does. Move into a hotel suite. The Dorchester is only five minutes from the Academy. It would be ideal.’


    He could see the longing in her eyes, but then she said with finality: ‘No, he would hate it. Perhaps if things change between him and Luisa and they decide to marry, then I will. If not.…’ She gave a philosophical shrug of her shoulders, saying with determined gaiety: ‘Let’s toss coins into the fountain and then walk across to the Vatican. The popes were very astute when it came to art, weren’t they? Fancy having Raphaels on the walls of your dining-room, Botticellis on the walls of your bedroom, and Michaelangelo above your head when you prayed!’


    He knew better than to continue talking about music and London. There had been the same note of determination in her voice when she had rejected his suggestions that he had heard so often in Jerome’s. Her mind was made up and, no matter how unhappy her decision privately made her, she would not change it. Not until she could do so with a clear conscience.


    They strolled in easy intimacy over the Ponte Sant’ Angelo, tourists among a stream of other tourists, all making their way to St Peter’s Square.


    It was one of the most perfect mornings Adam could remember. They refused to be side-tracked by the other marvels in the museum, feasting their eyes on Raphael and Raphael alone. When they emerged once more into the sunlight, they boughtice-creams, walking along the banks of the Tiber until Adam realized with a shock that it was nearly two-thirty and that Francine and Jerome had already been waiting for them for thirty minutes. Flagging down a taxi, they arrived at II Buco’s as the waiter was serving Jerome his dessert.


    ‘I thought you’d both disappeared into the bowels of the Vatican, never to be seen again,’ he said unperturbedly, helping himself to a lavish spoonful of cream.


    ‘We forgot the time,’ Elizabeth said, her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling. ‘We’ve had the most glorious morning, Daddy. I didn’t want it ever to end!’


    The maítre d’hótel handed Adam a leather-bound menu, eyeing Elizabeth admiringly, and Jerome said to Adam: ‘Try the pasta con porcini. Its’s delicious.’


    None of them saw the expression on Francine’s face. She had been delighted to see them return, about to chastise them playfully for their lateness. As Elizabeth innocently said what a glorious morning she and Adam had shared, she sat suddenly very still, as if she had been slapped, fettucini slithering from her fork.


    Adam had the same glow about him as Elizabeth. He was grinning broadly at something Jerome was saying to him, his thick shock of auburn hair bleached almost blond by the sun. But his eyes weren’t on Jerome. They were on Elizabeth. As were the eyes of the maítre d’hótel and the eyes of the businessmen enjoying lunch at a nearby table. For the first time Francine realized that Elizabeth was no longer a child. She was only fifteen, but because of her lifestyle, because of the sophistication Jerome had thrust upon her, she was a woman. And it was as a woman, a highly desirable woman, that she was now being looked at by the maítre d’hótel and their fellow-diners. And by Adam.


    Francine’s eyes narrowed. Nice no longer seemed such a good idea. She was quite sure that Elizabeth’s remarks had been guileless. But for how long would they be guileless? With a Frenchwoman’s hard-headed common sense, Francine judged it best that Adam and Elizabeth did not meet again too often. One could never tell, n’est ce pas? And it was better to be safe than to be sorry.


    They did meet again over the next years, often. Adam now regarded the lust that Beth inflamed in him as normal, if not desirable. He no longer felt like a dirty old man or a sexual pervert. These things happened. Sometimes it was a cousin or an aunt that aroused emotions that had to be suppressed and that, eventually, died. It was nothing he need be ashamed of. As long as no one but himself knew of it.


    In the autumn of 1931 he asked Francine to marry him, and both Jerome and Beth attended the lavish engagement-party held at the Savoy Hotel in London. Francine, with a Parisienne’s reluctance to live anywhere but in Paris, spent the winter and spring trying to persuade Adam to lease a house in the sixteenth arrondissement, telling him that he could easily conduct his business affairs from Paris. Adam showed no sign of being persuaded. His directorships were with London companies, he was London-based, and he had no desire to spend two days out of every seven travelling backwards and forwards between Croydon and Le Bourget.


    It was Easter when Francine said that she had found the perfect house and that, once he had also seen it, all his objections would be overcome. He had seen it. And he had known he was not going to take it. If Francine wished to marry an Englishman, then she would have to accommodate herself to the idea of living in England. Tempers had been fraught on the drive back from Chantilly to her Montmartre apartment. He knew that Jerome was staying at the George V over Easter and he was tempted to abandon Francine to her illhumour and enjoy dinner with him there.


    There was something about the set of Adam’s jaw and the quality of his silence that prompted Francine to think that she had probably gone too far. The wedding was to be in June, and whether they lived in Paris or London, or Timbuktu, she did not want him to change his mind about it.


    ‘I am sorry chéri,’ she said conciliatorily, slipping her arm through his as they drew up outside her Montmartre apartment. ‘It was too big a house anyway. What does it matter? We will forget it.’


    Adam, who had no desire to prolong the quarrel, gave her an affectionate grin. ‘OK,’ he said, knowing that he had won the battle and could afford to be magnanimous. ‘Pax.’ With his arm around her shoulders, he led her past the concierge and into her elegantly furnished apartment, and bed.


    Jerome was feeling unusually tired. He liked Paris, spending nearly as much time there as he did in Nice, but he was beginning to think that Easter was too early in the year for him to enjoy it to the full. The air was damp, the breezes chill.


    ‘We’ll go back south tomorrow,’ he said to Elizabeth as she came into his room to see if he was ready to go down for dinner, her cream silk dress rustling around her knees in a myriad of tiny pleats, her hair falling in a long smooth wave to her shoulders. As he spoke, the diamond cufflink he had been in the act of inserting into his shirt-cuff fell from his grasp, rolling across the pale beige carpet.


    Elizabeth bent down and scooped it up. ‘The Prince of Wales is attending Luisa’s party on Friday. I thought you were looking forward to meeting him?’


    ‘Not enough to suffer another three days of cold and damp,’ Jerome said, making no attempt to take the cufflink from her and to finish dressing. ‘I feel so cold that I doubt if I’m ever going to be warm again.’


    Elizabeth looked at him with concern. A light rain had fallen for most of the afternoon, but it wasn’t cold. She suddenly realized how overpoweringly warm it was in his suite and realized that he had turned the central heating up to maximum.


    ‘Are you feeling unwell?’ she asked, a slight frown puckering her brow as she slipped his cufflink into his shirt-cuff and fastened it for him.


    ‘No,’ Jerome lied. Illnesses were tedious, and he had no intention of succumbing to one. ‘Let’s go down for dinner. I shall ask reception to make reservations for us at the Mamounia, Tangier. We’ll travel down to Marseilles by train tomorrow and make the crossing tomorrow evening.’


    ‘But if you’re not feeling well,’ Elizabeth began, undeceived by his lie. His face was white and pinched and there were lines of strain around his eyes.


    ‘I am perfectly well,’ Jerome said indignantly, rising to his feet and slipping his arms into the dinner-jacket she held out for him. ‘All I need is a little North African sun.’


    She knew better than to argue with him. She would telephone his Paris doctor and ask him to make a visit early next morning. Her father would be furious with her, but at least then she would know if he was fit enough to travel.


    ‘Perhaps Adam and Francine will join us in Tangier,’ Jerome said as they sat at a window table, overlooking the darkened terrace garden.


    ‘I shouldn’t be too hopeful.’ Elizabeth smiled as the waiter took their orders. ‘The wedding is only two months away, and they are being very busy house-hunting.’


    

      ‘Francine is being very busy house-hunting,’ her father corrected, a twinge of pain darkening his eyes. ‘Adam has no intention of living anywhere else but where he is living now.’


    ‘Daddy! Are you all right?’ Elizabeth asked, forgetting all about Adam and Francine, aware only of the effort the last few words had caused him.


    He tried to smile, but it was more a grimace. ‘No,’ he said, and there was a look almost of fear in his eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Elizabeth, but I feel most odd.…’


    She was already halfway round the table to him when he pitched forward, sending cutlery and glasses flying.


    ‘Daddy!’


    He was still seated, the top half of his body prone on the disarranged table, his arms hanging limply at his side. She clutched hold of him, her eyes wide with terror. ‘Daddy! Daddy! Can you hear me?’


    The maítre d’hótel and an army of waiters were running towards them. His chair was being pulled back. Someone was easing him to the floor, undoing his collar. She could hear the words ‘Un docteur! Une ambulance! Vite!’


    ‘Oh God! Don’t die, please don’t die!’ she sobbed, kneeling at his side, her hands still clutching at his powerful shoulders, tears pouring down her cheeks. He was inert. His eyes closed. His face waxen. She stared up at the circle of waiters and diners who had gathered round them. ‘Oh, where is the doctor? Why doesn’t he come?’ she gasped, distraught.


    The maítre d’hótel knelt down at her side. ‘He has been sent for, mademoiselle. Please, sit down…a brandy.…’


    She ignored him, bending once more over her father. ‘Daddy! Daddy!’ she pleaded, her voice desperate. ‘Can you hear me? Can you open your eyes?’


    Above her head the waiters looked at each other, lifting their shoulders in barely perceptible shrugs. It was obvious that Monsieur Kingsley was dead. That there was nothing anyone could do.


    She was keening now, cradling him in her arms, knowing that he would never hear her again. Never open his eyes and look at her with love and amusement.


    ‘The doctor is here, mademoiselle,’ the maítre d’hótel said in a voice of relief as the crowd parted and a pinstriped-suited gentleman knelt competently at Jerome’s side.


    ‘Daddy … Daddy … I love you so …,’ she sobbed, knowing that the doctor had arrived too late. That there was nothing that could be done. That in a matter of seconds, in the restaurant of one of the sumptuous hotels he had loved, she had lost him.


    The doctor knelt swiftly at Jerome’s side and for several minutes attempted to reactivate his heart. At last he leaned back on his heels. ‘It is over,’ he said regretfully. ‘I am sorry, mademoiselle. There is nothing that I, or anyone else, can do.’


    There were gentle hands at her elbows, encouraging her to rise. A stretcher was laid at Jerome’s side.


    ‘Please, mademoiselle,’ the maítre d’hótel Was saying in concern, and she knew that they were waiting for her to release him so that he could be put on the stretcher and carried from the room. She felt as if she herself were dying. It was impossible to hurt so much and live.


    ‘Mademoiselle,’ the maítre d’hótel said again, and this time the pressure beneath her elbows was more insistent.


    She pressed her lips to his still warm cheek. ‘Goodbye, Daddy,’ she whispered, her breath ragged. ‘Au revoir, my darling.’


    She was helped to her feet, her ivory-pale hair spilling in dishevelled disarray around her shoulders, her eyes bleak. It was all over. There would be no more good times together. He had left her as once, long ago, her mother left her. She was seventeen, and she was alone.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The manager of the George V telephoned Francine’s apartment an hour later. There had been no other telephone number that Elizabeth could give him. Jerome’s body had been discreetly taken from the hotel to the morgue. The dining-room was again functioning perfectly, as if the regrettable incident had never taken place.


    The elegantly dressed hotel manager pursed his lips as he waited for an answer to his call. Monsieur Kingsley had been like many other rich men he had known. Surrounded by an army of so-called friends and acquaintances in life, strangely lonely in death. If Monsieur Harland could not be contacted at the telephone number his charming and distraught daughter had given him, then he could envisage difficulties ahead. Princess Luisa Isabel Calmella, Monsieur Kingsley’s mistress, would certainly not relish undertaking his funeral arrangements. There were no relatives. No sons or nephews. No one but the sobbing girl who had given him the telephone number he was now ringing.


    Adam was appalled. At first he thought the telephone message was a cruel practical joke. It wasn’t possible for Jerry to be dead. He was only forty-nine, for Christ’s sake.


    ‘Mademoiselle Kingsley would very much appreciate it if you would come at once,’ the hotel manager finished smoothly. ‘She is very distressed.’


    Adam understood. He crashed the telephone receiver back on its rest, grabbing for his clothes as Francine sat up in bed, her hair tousled, her eyes wide.


    ‘What is it, chéri? What has happened?’


    His handsome face was bone-white, his lips tight. ‘Jerry’s dead. He collapsed in the George V restaurant an hour ago!’ He didn’t bother to button his shirt, ramming it down the waistband of his trousers, snatching hold of a tie and a jacket.


    

      ‘Mon Dieu!‘ Francine pressed the back of her hand against her mouth. ‘Oh, but that is terrible!’ Horror flared through her eyes. ‘Was Elizabeth with him?’


    Adam nodded, stumbling in his haste as he put on his shoes, blaspheming viciously.


    

      ‘La pauvre petite!’ Francine gasped, scrambling from the bed, searching for her négligé. ‘Quelle horreur.…’


    She was still slipping her arms into the gauzy sleeves when the apartment door slammed behind him.


    His heart jack-knifed in his chest when he saw her. She was sitting on the edge of her father’s bed, her shoulders hunched, her hands clenched tightly in her lap. The doctor was still there. He had given her a sedative and had no intention of leaving her, not until she was more composed or until someone arrived with whom she could be safely left. An under-manager stood uncomfortably at the door, making sure that no curious undesirables entered the suite. A maid was removing an untouched tea-tray from a bedside table and depositing another in its place. The hotel manager was offering her his condolences, saying what a fine man Jerome had been, and how sadly missed he would be by them all.


    She was wearing the cream silk dress she had gone so happily down to dinner in, little more than an hour earlier. Her head was bowed over her hands, and her hair hung forward at either side of her face, the light from the chandeliers sparking the gold to silver. She looked terrifyingly fragile. Heartbreakingly alone.


    ‘Beth,’ he said, his voice catching in his throat as he stepped towards her.


    Her head whirled in his direction, and she sprang to her feet, running towards him, hurtling into his arms.


    ‘Oh, Adam! Adam! Daddy’s dead! He’s dead, and I can’t bear it!’


    Tears poured down her face unchecked. The maid slipped unobtrusively from the room. The hotel manager withdrew a discreet distance, waiting until he could intimate to Monsieur Harland that he would like to speak to him about the various arrangements that would have to be made.


    ‘Oh, Adam! I loved him so, and now he’s gone!’


    He held her tight, giving her what comfort he could as she clung to him, her body racked by sobs.


    The hotel manager cleared his throat. ‘Monsieur Kingsley’s body has been taken to the morgue,’ he said quietly. ‘His lawyers have been informed of his death and—’


    ‘Thank you,’ Adam said, cutting him short, disconcerted by his French practicality. ‘I’ll speak to you later, if I may.’


    The hotel manager bowed his head. ‘Of course. I can be found in my office. Good night, Monsieur Harland. Good night, Mademoiselle Kingsley. Once again, you have my most sincere condolences.’


    He left the room, and the under-manager followed him. A bellboy could replace him on duty at the door of the Kingsleys’suite, this time standing on the outside of the door. It was a mark of respect that the manager favoured.


    ‘Sit down, Beth,’ Adam said gently. ‘Tell me what happened.’


    As she leaned against him, no longer sobbing but crying quietly, the doctor judged that the time had come when he could decently leave. He placed a small bottle containing two tablets on the bedside table, saying to Adam: ‘I am leaving two sleeping tablets for Mademoiselle Kingsley. If more are required for tomorrow night and the night after, I will prescribe them, but they will only be dispensed one night at a time, you understand?’


    Adam nodded. The doctor checked Elizabeth’s pulse. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like a nurse to stay with you?’ he asked.


    Elizabeth shook her head. ‘No,’ she said, drawing in a deep ragged breath. ‘Thank you for your kindness, Doctor.’


    The doctor picked up his bag, grateful that the Englishman he believed to be her uncle was both sensible and sympathetic. ‘I have left my telephone number on your night-table in case it should be needed,’ he added, walking towards the door. ‘Bonsoir, mademoiselle. Bonsoir, monsieur.’


    The door closed behind him, and Elizabeth sank down on to one of the chairs, her face deathly white. Adam poured her a cup of tea from the still hot teapot, stirring in two generous spoonfuls of sugar.


    ‘Here,’ he said, placing the cup and saucer in her hands and squatting down on his heels Indian-fashion before her. ‘Drink this, Beth. It will do you good.’


    She sipped at the tea with childlike obedience, and he said compassionately: ‘Now, tell me what happened, Beth.’


    Her breathing had steadied, and she said, her voice full of pain: ‘He was getting ready for dinner and he said he was cold.’ Her eyes were anguished. ‘I thought perhaps he might be starting with flu, but he wasn’t feverish and I thought the doctor could wait until morning.’ Her voice broke, and she began to cry again. ‘If only I’d realized! If only I had rung for the doctor there and then!’ Tea slopped over into the saucer, and he removed the cup from her hands.


    ‘It would have made no difference, Beth,’ he said with certainty. ‘A heart attack, or an embolism as severe as the one your father suffered, couldn’t possibly have been averted. There was nothing you could have done.’


    ‘But I could have tried!’ she said, her face ravaged. ‘It was so awful, Adam. We were having dinner and making plans. He wanted to leave Paris and travel south, to Morocco. Suddenly he said that he felt most odd and then he … he just keeled over on to the table.’ Her voice was barely audible. ‘He never spoke again,’ she said, her eyes wide and dark and tragic. ‘He never said my name. He just lay there, and people came running and someone – the maítre d’hótel, I think – loosened his collar and tie, but it was no use.’ Her voice was disbelieving. ‘He was dead, Adam. Daddy was dead.’


    He stayed the night with her, sleeping on the sofa while she slept deeply, mercifully sedated. He had left her for only a few moments, and that was when he had paid his visit to the hotel manager and discussed with him the arrangements that would be made. To the hotel manager’s relief, Elizabeth had no desire for any arrangements to be made at the hotel for family and friends. There would be no reception after the funeral. No wake. Other hotel guests would have no further reminders as to the frailty of human existence. The body would remain at a funeral parlour until the funeral service. After that, it would be shipped back to England for burial next to Serena in Kensal Green Cemetery.


    A maid had stayed with Elizabeth during his absence, and he was relieved to see, when he returned, that she had persuaded Elizabeth to eat some scrambled egg and toast.


    ‘I must telephone Luisa Isabel,’ she said tiredly to him. ‘Other people can wait until morning. I’ve made a list of everyone who should be informed, and their telephone numbers, and also a list of all those who must be cabled.’


    He took a list from her, determined to save her the anguish of such a task and to undertake it himself.


    ‘Telephone Princess Luisa Isabel,’ he said, hoping that the Princess would not be histrionic in her grief. ‘I’ll send down for a pillow and blankets and make a bed up for myself on the sofa.’


    ‘Thank you.’ Her voice was thick with relief, her eyes telling him how very grateful she was that she was not to be left alone.


    If the under-manager regarded it as odd and unseemly that a single, middle-aged gentleman should ask for bedlinen in order that he might share the room of a bereaved seventeen-year-old girl, he gave no indication of it. A death on the premises was anathema to all hotel staff. It disquieted the clients and created a host of minor and sometimes major difficulties. If all that had to be endured as a result of Monsieur Kingsley’s sudden death was the irregularity of his friend sleeping on the sofa in Mademoiselle Kingsley’s room, then the irregularity could, just once, be overlooked.


    Jerome had been a non-practising Anglican, and the funeral service


    was held at St George’s Church in the rue Auguste Vacquerie. Princess Luisa Isabel wore black sable with a tiny hat and a wisp of black veiling to cover her eyes. She had been Jerome’s mistress for four years and, though she had not been so heedlessly in love that she would have forgotten her position and married him, she had been deeply fond of him.


    Other friends were there: business friends from London and Geneva; fashionable friends from the Riviera; titled friends that he had met as a consequence of his affair with Princess Luisa Isabel. It was a simple service, short and dignified, and Adam was vastly relieved when it was over. Francine clung to his arm, weeping into a diminutive lace edged handkerchief. Elizabeth stood a little apart from them, her face as still and pale as a carved cameo, her silver-blonde hair wound into an elegant chignon at the nape of her neck, her narrow-skirted black wool suit emphasizing her pallor and her willowy slenderness.


    He had been terrified that she would break down. That she would find the service and the sight of the coffin, submerged beneath its blanket of flowers, unendurable. She had not done so. Jerome would have wished his funeral service to be conducted with style and good taste, and she was determined that his wishes would be carried out. Her grief was a private thing and not for public display.


    Later that day Adam left Paris with her, as she accompanied Jerome’s body back to England. The next morning, in the large impersonal cemetery in which they had stood seven years previously, when Serena was buried, Jerome was laid to rest. Adam was unashamed of the tears that stung his cheeks. Jerry had been a good friend, and he had died, like Serena, too young.


    When they left the cemetery the hired Rolls took them, not to Eaton Place, but to the suite that Elizabeth had reserved for herself at the Savoy. Beneath the weight of his grief, Adam was vaguely amused, wondering if she intended to live as Jerry had lived.


    ‘Will you be moving into Eaton Place or returning to France?’ he asked her as they entered her suite and she flung her coat on to a chair.


    ‘Neither.’ Tea was waiting for them on a silver tray. She crossed the room towards it, pouring Earl Grey into two wafer-thin cups and handing him one. ‘I’m going to sell Eaton Place and buy something smaller and more manageable, something in the country. Kent or Sussex, I think. Somewhere that has no memories.’


    Her dress was a narrow sheath of black wool crépe with long arms and a high neck, the skirt stopping just short of black suede shoes, her hair once again in a glossy chignon. She looked incredibly chic, more French than English.


    ‘Won’t you be lonely?’ he asked, moving abruptly towards the window and the view of the Thames.


    ‘I shall be lonely wherever I live,’ she said quietly.


    He didn’t say anything, but the muscles at the corner of his jaw clenched.


    He heard her put down her cup and saucer, and then she said: ‘I shall never be able to thank you enough for all that you’ve done, Uncle Adam. I truly don’t think I could have managed without you.’
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