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  PART ONE




  Chapter 1

  Cornwall, August 1958

  As Father Miles Dalgliesh cycled up the drive towards the Montague family home, Pendrift Hall, he took pleasure from the golden sun that filtered through the lime trees,
  casting luminous spots of shimmering light onto the gravel and surrounding ferns, and swept his bespectacled eyes over lush fields of soft brown cows. A fresh breeze swept in off the sea and gulls
  wheeled beneath a cerulean sky. Father Dalgliesh was new in town. Old Father William Hancock had recently passed away to continue his work on the Other Side, leaving his young prodigy in the hot
  seat rather sooner than anticipated. Still, God had given him a challenge and he would rise to it with gladness in his heart.

  Today he would meet the Montagues, the first family of Pendrift.

  Pendrift Hall was a pale stone mansion adorned with wisteria, tall sash windows, and frothy gardens that tumbled down to the sea. Pigeons cooed from the chimney pots, and every year a family of
  swallows made its nest in the porch. The house was large and somewhat shabby, like a child’s favourite toy worn out by love. It had an air of contentment, and Father Dalgliesh’s spirits
  rose even higher when he saw it. He knew he’d like the family, and he anticipated an enjoyable afternoon ahead.

  He stopped cycling and dismounted. A sturdy, white-faced Labrador bounded out of the front door, wagging his tail and barking excitedly. Father Dalgliesh bent to pat him and the dog stopped
  barking, sensing the young priest’s gentle nature, and proceeded to sniff his shiny black shoes instead. The priest raised his eyes to the butler, who now stood in the doorway, dressed in a
  black tailcoat and pressed white shirt. The man nodded respectfully.

  ‘Good morning, Father. Mrs Montague is expecting you.’

  Father Dalgliesh leaned his bicycle against the wall and followed the butler through a large stone hall dominated by a sleeping fireplace and a large set of antlers. The air in the house was
  sweet with the memory of winter fires, cinnamon, and centuries of wear and tear. He noticed an open chest beneath the staircase, full of tennis rackets and balls, and an old grandfather clock that
  gently ticked against a wall like a somnolent footman. Classical music wafted from the drawing room with the low hum of distant voices. He took a deep breath.

  ‘Father Dalgliesh, Mrs Montague,’ the butler announced solemnly, indicating with a gesture of his hand that Father Dalgliesh should enter the room.

  ‘Thank you, Soames,’ said Julia Montague, rising to greet him. ‘Father, welcome to Pendrift.’

  Father Dalgliesh shook her hand and was immediately put at ease by the warmth of her smile. She was voluptuous, with soft white skin, ash-blonde hair, and an open, gentle face. Julia Montague
  radiated so brightly that when she was present it was always a party. Wearing large beaded necklaces in pale greens and blues to match her eyes, with a laugh so infectious no one was immune –
  not even that sourpuss Soames – and a sense of humor that always made the best out of the worst, Julia was like a colourful bird of paradise that had made her nest in the very heart of tweedy
  Cornwall.

  ‘The family are waiting to meet you on the terrace,’ she continued with a grin. ‘Can I get you a drink before I throw you to the wolves?’

  Father Dalgliesh laughed, and Julia thought how handsome he was for a priest. There was something charming in the lines around his mouth when he smiled, and behind his glasses his eyes were deep
  set and intelligent. He was surprisingly young, too. He couldn’t have been more than thirty.

  ‘A glass of water would be fine, thank you,’ he replied.

  ‘We have some homemade elderflower cordial; why don’t you try some?’

  ‘Why not? That would be very nice.’

  ‘Soames, two glasses of elderflower on the terrace, please.’

  Soames nodded and withdrew. Julia slipped her arm through the priest’s and led him through the French doors into the sunshine.

  The terrace was a wide York stone patio with irregular steps descending to the garden. Between the stones wild strawberries grew and tiny blue forget-me-nots struggled to be
  seen. Fat bees buzzed about large terra cotta pots of arum lilies and freesias, and drank themselves dizzy in a thick border of lavender that grew against the balustrade lining the terrace. In the
  garden a gnarled weeping willow trailed her branches into a decorative pond where a pair of wild ducks had made their nest.

  The family fell silent as Father Dalgliesh emerged with Julia. Archie Montague, Julia’s husband, was the first to step forward. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ he
  exclaimed heartily, shaking the priest’s hand. ‘We were very sorry when Father Hancock died. He was an inspirational man.’

  ‘He was indeed. He has left me with the unenviable task of following in his footsteps.’

  ‘Which I’m sure you will do valiantly,’ added Archie kindly, running his fingers down the brown moustache that rested on his upper lip like a neatly thatched roof.

  ‘Let me introduce you to Archie’s sister, Penelope, and her daughters, Lotty and Melissa,’ said Julia, still holding on to Father Dalgliesh’s arm because she knew her
  husband’s family could be a little overwhelming. Penelope stepped forward and shook his hand. He winced as she squeezed the life out of it. Large-boned and stout, with an arresting bosom and
  double chin, she reminded him of one of her brother’s Jersey cows.

  ‘Very nice to meet you, Father.’ Penelope’s voice was deep and fruity, and she articulated the consonants of her words with relish, as if each one were a pleasure to pronounce.
  ‘You’re a great deal younger than we expected.’

  ‘I hope my age does not disappoint,’ he replied.

  ‘To the contrary. Sometimes the old ones have had too many years listening to the sound of their own voices to be sensitive to the voices of others. I doubt you will fall into that
  trap.’ She turned and ushered her daughters over to meet him. ‘This is Lotty, my eldest, and Melissa, who has just turned twenty-five.’

  She smiled at them proudly as they greeted the priest. Dressed beautifully in floral summer frocks, with their long hair pulled off their faces and clipped to the tops of their heads, they were
  pleasant to look at and very presentable. However, they were vapid girls, their heads full of frivolities, encouraged by their mother, whose main concern was marrying them off to well-bred young
  men of means. According to Penelope, they were two of the most eligible girls in London, and nothing less than the very best would do. She scoffed at the idea of marrying for love. That was a
  highly impractical notion, not to mention foolish: one’s heart could not be trusted to fall in love with the right man. She, herself, was a prime example of her theory. She had grown to love
  Milton Flint over time, though she secretly hoped her daughters would make better matches than she had made. She might have married a Flint, but she remained in her heart a Montague.

  ‘This is Milton, Penelope’s husband, and David, their son,’ continued Julia, leading the priest farther onto the terrace. Milton was tall and athletic, with thick blond hair
  brushed back off a wide forehead and lively blue eyes.

  ‘Good to meet you, Father. Do you play tennis?’

  Father Dalgliesh looked embarrassed. ‘I’m afraid not,’ he replied.

  ‘Dad’s obsessed,’ interjected David apologetically, ‘though he does put the racket down for Mass!’ David laughed, and Father Dalgliesh was reassured by the presence
  of a young man of his own generation. Julia let go of his arm and sat down.

  Father Dalgliesh took the seat beside her and crossed one leg over the other in an effort to look casual. He felt a little nervous. His conviction was as solid as rock, his knowledge of the
  scriptures and philosophy unsurpassed, his command of Latin exceptional. His Achilles’ heel, however, was people. Father William Hancock had once told him: ‘It’s no good
  being so heavenly minded as to be no earthly good. You have to learn how to relate to people, Miles, on their level, otherwise you might as well become a monk.’ He knew
  the old priest was right. The bishop had sent him out to be among the people to spread the word of God. He pushed his glasses up his nose, determined not to let him down.

  ‘Our young sons are out in the woods with their cousin, Harry, setting traps for vermin,’ said Julia. ‘The gamekeeper gives them sixpence a rat, if they bring it to him dead.
  They’re getting rather rich, I believe. My three-year-old son, nicknamed Bouncy because his feet are made of springs, is down on the beach with Nanny. They should be up soon, and Celestria,
  my niece . . .’ Julia looked around. ‘I don’t know where she is. Perhaps she’s with her mother, Pamela, who’s married to Archie and Penelope’s brother Monty.
  She’s in bed with a migraine. She suffers from them, I’m afraid. She might come down later. She’s American.’

  Julia hesitated a moment, for Pamela Bancroft Montague, as she liked to be called, was extremely pampered, often spending whole days in bed, complaining if the light was too bright, moaning when
  it was too dark, insisting on being left alone with Poochi, her powdered Pekingese, while at the same time demanding as much attention as possible from Celestria and Harry, and constantly ringing
  the bell to summon the staff. She doubted whether Father Dalgliesh would meet Pamela at all, as she wasn’t Catholic and abhorred the Church, which she thought a waste of time. ‘Monty
  arrives this evening on the train from London. He’s a wonderful character, and I hope you’ll meet him. You’ll certainly meet Harry and Celestria, their children. Harry sings
  rather beautifully and is in the choir at school.’ Julia lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. Soames stepped through the doors with a tray of drinks. When he handed Father Dalgliesh a glass of
  elderflower, Julia noticed that the young priest’s hands were trembling.

  It wasn’t long before Wilfrid and Sam, Julia and Archie’s elder sons, returned from the woods with Harry. Exuberant after a morning building camps and setting
  traps, they were ruddy cheeked and sparkly eyed. ‘We found three dead rats!’ exclaimed Wilfrid to his mother.

  ‘How wonderful!’ she replied. ‘Darling, I’d like you to say hello to Father Dalgliesh.’ The three boys fell silent at the sight of Father Dalgliesh’s white
  Roman collar and held out their hands cautiously.

  ‘What did you do with the rats?’ Father Dalgliesh asked, endeavouring to put the boys at their ease.

  ‘We hung them on the door by their tails!’ said Sam, screwing up his freckled nose with delight. ‘They’re enormous – the size of Poochi!’ he added.

  ‘You better not hang him up by his tail!’ laughed David.

  ‘You’d have to hang Aunt Pamela up with him,’ added Archie with a smirk. ‘She never lets him out of her sight.’

  ‘Oh, you are wicked, darling!’ said Julia, eyeing Harry. It was all too easy to make jokes about Pamela without considering her children.

  ‘Where’s Mama?’ Harry asked.

  ‘She’s in bed with a migraine,’ Julia replied.

  ‘Not again!’

  ‘I’m afraid she does suffer from them.’

  ‘Not when Papa’s home,’ said Harry innocently. It was true. When Monty was there, Pamela’s migraines miraculously disappeared.

  Amid the idyll that was Pendrift, Monty came and went, arriving on the 7.30 p.m. train from London, in time for a whiskey and a smoke and a set of tennis with Archie, Milton,
  and David. He’d arrive smiling raffishly beneath the brim of his panama hat, his pale linen suit crumpled from the train, a newspaper clamped under one arm, carrying only his briefcase and
  all the cheerfulness in the world. Pamela’s moods would lift like the grey mist that sometimes hung over Pendrift before the sun burned through, but she behaved as badly as ever, making
  demands, swinging the conversation around to herself at every opportunity. She was spoiled and self-centred, being the only daughter of wealthy American businessman Richard W. Bancroft II.

  The boys took Purdy the Labrador down to the beach to play cricket just as Nanny returned up the path with Bouncy and Celestria. Father Dalgliesh’s lips parted in wonder
  as he watched the celestial figure of the beautiful young woman walking towards him. To his shame his heartbeat accelerated and the colour rose in his cheeks. He hoped it was the midday heat that
  had caused his sudden agitation. Celestria wore a short red-and-white polka-dot skirt and a halter-neck top that exposed her midriff. Her blonde hair was loose, falling in waves over smooth brown
  shoulders, and she walked as if she had not a care in the world. He could not see her eyes, which were hidden behind large, white-framed sunglasses.

  ‘Ah, Celestria, come and meet Father Dalgliesh,’ Julia called out as she approached. When Bouncy heard his mother’s voice he let go of Nanny’s hand and ran up the path,
  squealing with excitement.

  ‘Mummy!’ he cried.

  ‘Hello, darling!’ Julia replied. When the little boy realized he had an audience he put his hands on his hips and began a funny, jaunty walk, wiggling his bottom and grinning,
  peering up from under thick lashes. Everyone clapped and roared with laughter. Bouncy was the child who united them all. His mischievous smile, inherited from Julia, could melt an entire winter. He
  had thick sandy hair and soft brown eyes the colour of homemade fudge. He loved to show off and was encouraged to do so, though it exasperated Nanny that he tore his clothes off at any opportunity
  and ran around naked. He spoke with a lisp that was irresistibly sweet. Julia and Pamela, who had little in common besides the fact that they had married brothers, had discovered a bridge in
  Bouncy. ‘Darling, you’re so adorable!’ enthused his mother, pulling him onto her knee and nuzzling him lovingly. Celestria followed, still laughing and clapping her hands. Father
  Dalgliesh stared at her as if bewitched.

  ‘This is my niece, Celestria, Harry’s elder sister,’ said Julia, without taking her eyes off her son. Celestria removed her sunglasses and hooked them into her cleavage, then
  extended her hand to the priest.

  ‘You’re much younger than I imagined. Father Hancock was as old as Nanny!’ she said.

  ‘Really, Celestria!’ Penelope exclaimed disapprovingly. ‘Nanny is as fit as a fiddle.’ As the priest’s colour deepened, Celestria’s haughty face broke into a
  warm smile.

  ‘You look like you could do with a swim, Father. The sea’s delicious this morning. Cold but refreshing.’

  ‘Do take off your jacket, Father,’ said Julia, suddenly noticing the poor man’s discomfort.

  ‘I’m fine, really,’ he replied. ‘I’m used to the heat, having lived in Italy.’

  ‘There’s nothing like an English summer,’ said Archie. ‘Just when you think it’s going to be cold and grey the sun comes out and burns you. Unpredictable,
  that’s what it is.’

  ‘I’m going upstairs to see Mama and change out of my bathing suit,’ said Celestria, weaving nimbly through the chairs. Father Dalgliesh watched her go and found he was able to
  breathe again.

  Celestria’s beauty was indeed remarkable. It wasn’t just her thick blonde hair that glistened like the cornfields around Pendrift, or her clear grey eyes that had
  never been marred by a single moment of unhappiness, or her generous mouth and fine bones that gave her face definition, but the way she held herself. Her poise was cool and confident and superior,
  nothing so brash as arrogant, simply that she was aware of her place in the world and confident of other people’s high regard for her.

  She was twenty-one and, according to her mother, ‘balancing precariously on the edge of womanhood.’ But Celestria didn’t feel at all precarious and, if Pamela only knew the
  half of it, how she had let Aidan Cooney slip his hand into her knickers and how she had felt the hard excitement through his trousers, she wouldn’t have entertained such silly ideas. She was
  already a famous beauty, well established on the London party scene, having come out when she was eighteen. There was many a hopeful man who entertained ideas of marriage. Most looked at her
  intensely and treated her like porcelain, which she found rather silly, except for Aidan Cooney, of course, whose eyes were filled with something darker than admiration.

  But Celestria was more than an English beauty. She had something of the exotic about her, which men found irresistible. Concerned for her safety, her mother had taken her to New York when war
  broke out. They had lived with Pamela’s parents in a Park Avenue penthouse with ceilings so tall Celestria could barely see them and splendid views over Central Park. For six years she had
  been her grandfather’s delight. He had long since lost his daughter to Monty and England, so he relished having a little girl around the house and showered her with attention and presents
  that came in boxes, wrapped with tissue paper, smelling of new. He was the father she had lost to the war, the father she could embrace while hers was overseas and in wafer-thin envelopes that
  arrived sporadically to make her mother cry. Celestria learned to weave her charm and throw it over whole roomfuls of people like a fisherman setting his net, drawing it in little by little until
  she had ensnared each and every one. She learned to enchant and enthral, understanding very early on what her grandfather expected of her. His applause was addictive, and she drank his love and
  grew dizzy. She was shown off to guests before dinner, presented aged seven by her governess with her hair in ringlets, her dress pressed, and her shoes shiny, and her grandfather’s pride was
  as sweet as candy. She sang songs and blushed when they all clapped. It was easy to manipulate people. They thought she was too young to be aware of her charisma, but she knew how pretty she was,
  and it didn’t take long to realize that by mimicking adults she could win their admiration. ‘What a funny child!’ they’d coo. ‘A clever little darling!’ And the
  more precocious she became, the more everyone loved her.

  Amid all the pretence her grandfather was never fooled. He knew her better than her own mother did, and understood her more compassionately. He took an interest in every aspect
  of her life, inspiring in her a love of books by reading to her every night before bed, and later lending her the classics he had adored as a child. He was not a musical man, lamenting that he had
  never had the luxury of learning an instrument, but he had a deep appreciation that he nurtured with regular evenings at the opera. He took Celestria to the ballet when she was only five and
  personally supervised her piano lessons. No detail escaped him, however small. He encouraged her at school, praised her triumphs, and showed his disappointment when she let herself down. But he
  never once let her forget how fiercely he loved her.

  Pamela Bancroft Montague seemed incapable of loving anyone more than she loved herself. It wasn’t her fault. The trouble was her parents had spoiled her. She had learned
  to be selfish, to believe she was the centre of the universe, so there wasn’t much room for anyone else. She loved Celestria as an extension of herself; that was a love she instinctively
  understood. Her husband spoiled her, too. She shone like a jewel, and he treasured her as one. She had a captivating beauty, the sort of beauty that struck fear into the hearts of both men and
  women. Men found such loveliness indomitable, and women knew their own beauty lost its lustre in the light of hers.

  Celestria didn’t miss her father in those early years. She had arrived in America as a two-year-old and returned to London when she was eight. She couldn’t even
  remember what he looked like. She had missed her grandfather when she left New York, treasuring the week they spent every autumn at the fairy-tale castle he had bought in Scotland to shoot and
  stalk, and the annual holiday at the Bancroft family home on the island of Nantucket. Like her mother, she learned to love herself more. When Monty tried to make up with presents for the years of
  estrangement, she accepted them gladly, manipulating him with little kisses and charming smiles of gratitude. Then he gave her mother a little boy: Harry. From the moment Harry was born, Pamela
  Bancroft Montague discovered that she could love someone more than she loved herself. Celestria didn’t feel eclipsed by her new brother; she was still basking in the bright glare of her
  grandfather’s love.

  When Celestria returned, wearing a simple white dress embroidered with daisies, the family were taking their seats for lunch at a long table beneath a big square sunshade.
  Father Dalgliesh was placed at the head, Archie at the foot. Julia put herself next to the priest, with Penelope on his other side.

  Pamela’s place was discreetly taken away by Soames. He found Mrs Bancroft Montague exceedingly tiresome. Cook’s son, Warren, had already been up to her six times that morning, with
  trays of hot drinks and little bowls of food and water for her wretched dog. He had a good mind to muffle her bell so he couldn’t hear it.

  Father Dalgliesh made the sign of the cross, then, with his head bowed and his hands folded, he said grace. ‘Benedict, domine, nos et haec tua dona quae de tua largitate sumus
  sumpturi.’ As his hands made the sign of the cross for the second time, Celestria raised her eyes and caught those of the priest. He reminded her of a startled fox. She was about to
  smile at him with encouragement when Archie invited everyone to sit down with the words: ‘Let battle commence!’

  Celestria was placed between Lotty and David, but she was aware of the priest’s attention even though he made an effort not to look at her again. It came as no surprise. Most men found her
  alluring. It was quite fun catching the eye of a priest and almost tempting to lead him astray for sport. She had had few rivals, but never one as powerful as God. The concept of celibacy
  fascinated her, especially in a man so good-looking. He had intelligent brown eyes, an angular face with chiselled cheekbones, and a strong jawline. In fact, if he took off those glasses,
  he’d be quite dishy.

  ‘Father Dalgliesh,’ she said, concealing a smirk. ‘What called you to serve the Church?’ He looked shocked for a moment and pushed his glasses up his nose, appalled at
  the effect this young woman had on him. Hadn’t his faith and dedication built a resistance to this sort of thing?

  ‘I had a dream as a little boy,’ he replied.

  ‘Really? Do tell,’ she encouraged.

  He raised his eyes and looked at her steadily. ‘An angelic being came to me and in the clearest voice told me that my future was in the Catholic Church. It was a vision, a light so
  powerful it left me in no doubt that God was calling me to serve Him. Since then I have only ever wanted to be a priest. I have never forgotten that vision, and during moments of doubt, I remember
  it.’

  ‘Like the light on the road to Damascus,’ said Archie, chewing on a sausage.

  ‘How miraculous,’ exclaimed Penelope, her voice fruitier than ever.

  ‘And how wonderful that miracles happen in the modern world,’ added Julia.

  ‘Yes, it is, isn’t it?’ replied Father Dalgliesh.

  ‘Do you suffer doubts, Father?’ Celestria asked to a sharp intake of breath from her aunt Penelope.

  Father Dalgliesh struggled with the impertinence of her question. ‘We are, all of us, human beings,’ he said carefully. ‘And it would be wrong to assume myself superhuman
  because of a vision and a calling. God has given me a challenge, and, at times, it seems great. Just because I’m a priest doesn’t mean I am immune or even excluded from life’s
  obstacles and pitfalls. I have weaknesses like everyone else. But my faith gives me strength. I have never doubted it or my conviction, only my own aptitude.’

  As he spoke, he grew in stature. He seemed older than his years, as if he had a maturity gained over decades of experience, and yet, somewhere in the darkest corner of his heart, a menacing
  little seed was sown.

  Later, back at the presbytery that stood next door to the Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Miss Hoddel brought Father Dalgliesh his tea on a tray. He sat in silence in the
  sitting room, his eyes far away from the book that rested on his knee. She looked about her, at the piles of papers and books squeezed into the bookshelves and heaped onto every available surface,
  and wondered where to put the tray. With an impatient snort she shuffled over to the coffee table and placed it on top of a tower of letters. Father Dalgliesh was shaken out of his trance and
  rushed to help her.

  ‘I can’t clean this place if it’s always in a mess, Father,’ she said, rubbing her hands up and down her wide hips as if to clean off the dust.

  Father Dalgliesh shrugged apologetically. ‘I’m afraid even this house isn’t big enough for all my books,’ he replied.

  ‘Can’t you sell some of them?’

  He looked appalled. ‘Absolutely not, Miss Hoddel.’

  She sighed heavily and shook her head. ‘Well, I’ve left you and Father Brock some cold ham in the larder and a little salad for your dinner.’

  ‘Thank you,’ he replied, bending to pour the tea.

  ‘I’m taking your vestments home to mend. I’ve got my trusty Singer, you see, so I can do the job properly. We can’t have you looking shabby in church, can we,
  Father?’ Again, he thanked her. ‘I’ll be going, then. See you tomorrow, bright and early, to tackle all that dust. I’ll just have to clean around your clutter. It’s
  not ideal, but what can I do?’

  He watched her go, closing the panelled wooden door behind her. He breathed a sigh of relief. Miss Hoddel was a godly woman, of that he had no doubt. The trouble was her ill humour: there was
  nothing godly about that. Still, no one was perfect, not even him. A spinster in her late sixties, Miss Hodder was dedicated to serving the Church, happy to look after him and Father Howel Brock
  for very little. People like her were a blessing. He asked God for patience. He also asked God for strength and forgiveness. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Celestria Montague
  since the moment he had seen her walking up the garden in her polka-dot swimming dress. Once again he pulled his rosary out of his pocket and began to move the beads slowly through his fingers,
  mumbling, in a low voice, ten Hail Marys.




  Chapter 2

  As far as the Montague family knew, there was nothing out of the ordinary that summer of 1958. No scent of discontent. No trail of unhappiness. Nothing. That year, like every
  year before, they decamped to Cornwall for the whole of August. The season was over. London looked tired and more than a little ragged, like a fairground in the early hours of the morning once
  everyone has had their fun and returned home. Monty still considered Pendrift home even though Pamela hated it. ‘Too darn cold,’ she complained, even when the sun smouldered in
  mid-August and her children complained of sunburn. Perhaps it was only natural that she missed her childhood summers in Nantucket, and there was something about Cornwall that rendered it
  damp, whatever the weather.

  She opened the curtains and let the sunshine tumble in, irritated that she still felt cold in spite of it. She pulled on a sweater and threw a soft wrap over her shoulders. She hoped the priest
  had gone by now. She didn’t like the Church and she liked men of God even less; they were always trying to convert people. Pamela believed only in things she could touch, and those things she
  could touch were often found wanting. She looked at her watch. Monty was coming down earlier than expected, having been away for ten days on business in France. He travelled a great deal, but
  business was business, and Pamela had to live with his achingly long absences.

  She considered her husband. No one had a bad word to say about Monty – they had enough to challenge a thesaurus when it came to her, but Monty was loved by everyone. In his youth he had
  been the jaunty youngest child, known affectionately by the surname that suited him so well. That name had duly stuck, so now no one ever referred to him by his real name, Robert, except for his
  widowed mother, Elizabeth, who lived in the dower house on the estate, heaving herself up to the big house for a grumble at every opportunity. No one was more cantankerous than Elizabeth Montague.
  They expected every summer to be her last, but the old girl hung on as if afraid heaven would be a place where complaining wasn’t allowed. A woman seemingly devoid of compassion, she loved
  Monty the best of her family. When he entered the room, her eyes would light up and the usual pallor of her cheeks would take on a blush. It was as if she saw the shadow of her beloved husband in
  the countenance of her son and was falling in love all over again.

  Being the younger son, Monty was free of the responsibilities that came with owning Pendrift Hall. Those responsibilities had weighed heavily on Archie’s shoulders since he’d
  inherited the estate fourteen years before, so that he now stooped a little when he walked and often disappeared into his office for hours, where no one ever dared disturb him. Archie Montague
  might have appeared benign, but beneath the gentle coating a ferocious temper lay in wait for the slightest provocation. He suffered a gnawing anxiety from the pressure of maintaining such a large
  property and looking after all the employees who worked on it, not to mention the education of his three sons and his wife’s well-known extravagance. While Monty had always done as he
  pleased, Archie had had to learn about the farm and the maintenance of the family estate that had been purchased by his great-grandfather in the eighteenth century. Archie had toiled on the farm
  with his father while his brother had whistled his way across the world, seeking pleasure in sunny countries. Then, one day Monty had returned to ask his father to lend him money to invest in a
  sugar venture in northern Brazil. Archie thought the idea preposterous, but Monty had a way about him. A charm that not only dazzled his mother, but enchanted his father, too. Unlike poor Archie,
  Monty could do no wrong. Everyone else feared the boy had lost his mind and was about to lose the Montague family fortune as well. But his parents believed in him blindly and would not hear a word
  of doubt from anyone. Their erratic son disappeared for a year, during which time the Montagues held their breath. He returned a rich man, and everyone was able to breathe again. Elizabeth crowed
  and Ivan was repaid with interest. Later, on hearing the story, Pamela was impressed by his courage. She wouldn’t have considered marrying a man who was lily-livered, nor would she have
  considered marrying a man who was poor.

  She withdrew from the window and went downstairs, carrying Poochi like a baby. Soames was in the hall gathering the silver from the mantelpiece to polish. ‘Good afternoon,’ he said
  politely, hiding his irritation. He had hoped to avoid her when she finally emerged from her room.

  ‘Ah, Soames. I’m ravenous. Would you be very kind and bring something out for me on a tray?’

  ‘Of course, Mrs Bancroft Montague,’ he replied.

  ‘Has the priest gone?’

  ‘He left over an hour ago.’

  ‘Good. Where’s Mrs Julia?’

  ‘On the terrace with Mrs Penelope.’

  ‘And Celestria?’

  ‘Miss Celestria is down on the beach with Miss Lotty and Miss Melissa. Master Harry is in the woods with his cousins, setting more traps.’

  ‘Good. Poochi would like something, too. Bring him some leftover sausage. You love sausage, don’t you, sweetie. Yes, you do.’ She rubbed her nose into the dog’s fur.
  Soames pitied the poor dog, being nuzzled like that. Her perfume alone was enough to knock anyone out.

  Pamela walked through the French doors onto the terrace. Julia sat in the shade, a cigarette between her fingers, while Penelope held forth about marriage. ‘You’re lucky,
  Julia,’ she was saying. ‘This won’t ever concern you, having only boys. But, my dear, it concerns me day and night. There are a good many scoundrels around who would be perfectly
  unsuitable. The trouble is, young girls love scoundrels.’

  ‘Nothing wrong with a scoundrel, as long as he’s a rich scoundrel,’ said Pamela, squinting in the sunlight. She put Poochi down, then arranged herself before sitting
  on the cushioned bench. ‘Sometimes a scoundrel is rather fun.’

  ‘Oh, Pamela,’ exclaimed Julia. ‘You’re only saying that to be controversial.’

  ‘You wouldn’t want Celestria marrying a scoundrel,’ interjected Penelope.

  Pamela smiled the smug smile of a woman certain her daughter would marry nothing of the sort. ‘Oh, Celestria, I think she’s got what it takes to tame a scoundrel.’ Penelope
  looked at Julia and rolled her eyes ‘Oh, I think it’s a very good thing for a man to keep a woman on her toes. There’s something kind of elusive about Monty. I might not like it,
  but it sure prevents me running off with somebody else!’

  Before Pamela could continue, the scrunching of wheels was heard on the gravel at the front of the house. From up in the woods Purdy heard, too, and galloped off down the field, barking. A car
  door opened and slammed shut. A moment later, Monty appeared, his panama hat set at an angle on his head, his briefcase in his hand and the Daily Telegraph under one arm. He was smiling,
  his smooth brown face crinkled with merriment.

  ‘Good day, ladies,’ he said, taking off his hat. Then he strode over to where his wife lounged on the bench and bent down to kiss her. ‘And you, my darling. A very good day to
  you!’

  Down on the beach, Celestria lay on the sand with her cousins. The tide was high, the sea benign, like a great lion having an afternoon snooze. Gulls circled above, resting on
  the cliffs that sheltered the east end of the beach, pecking at the odd crab foolish enough to have climbed out of its rock pool. The sun blazed down, making them feel sleepy. Celestria turned onto
  her back and put her hands behind her head.

  ‘Do you think he’s never had sex?’ she said, referring to Father Dalgliesh.

  ‘Of course not,’ replied Melissa. ‘If he had his vision as a boy, there wouldn’t have been time.’

  ‘Do you think he’ll be tempted?’ Lotty asked. ‘He’s not an old codger like Father Hancock was.’

  ‘Definitely,’ Celestria stated, remembering the way he had looked at her. ‘The trouble is, the unknown enemy is the most dangerous. It’s easier to fight something if
  you’ve tried it.’

  ‘But he’s made vows of chastity. He can’t break them,’ said Lotty. ‘That must be very hard on a man. After all, even he said he has weaknesses like the rest of
  us.’

  ‘Shame. He’s attractive, isn’t he?’ said Celestria, sighing heavily.

  ‘You don’t really fancy him,’ said Melissa.

  ‘She just likes the challenge,’ Lotty added with a giggle. ‘There’s no greater challenge than to win the heart of a priest.’

  ‘That would be very cruel,’ said Melissa seriously. ‘I hope you wouldn’t be so irresponsible, Celestria.’ Both sisters knew that if anyone had the power to do it,
  Celestria did.

  ‘Well, if I don’t get swept off my feet really soon, I just might have to give it a try, out of boredom. Nothing much else happens around here.’

  A voice called out from the top of the path that snaked its way down the rocks from the house. They raised their eyes to see Monty, followed by Wilfrid, Sam, and Harry. Purdy bounded down in
  front of them, wagging his tail excitedly. Purdy loved the beach; it meant games. This afternoon it meant boating, which he adored. The girls stood up and, shielding their eyes from the sun,
  watched the small group approach.

  Monty greeted his daughter with a big smile. ‘What are you three witches plotting?’ He laughed, kissing her hot cheek.

  ‘Terrible things,’ replied Celestria, grinning at her cousins.

  ‘Do you want to join us?’ he asked. Although there wasn’t enough room in the boat for all of them, Monty liked to please everyone.

  ‘Can’t think of anything worse,’ said Celestria, looking at the boat lying forlornly on the dunes. It was a small red motorboat, her father’s passion. He called it
  Princess, and both wife and daughter believed it to be named after her.

  ‘You’d love it if you gave it a try. Little better than sitting in the middle of the ocean with nothing to see but sky and water.’

  ‘We’re going fishing,’ said Harry, proudly showing off his rod. Monty held a bucket of live bait and the rest of the nets and rods.

  Celestria peered inside the bucket and recoiled. ‘Don’t bring those ghastly creatures near me. I’m staying here on dry land, which is where I’m happiest!’

  ‘Come on, boys!’ Monty announced heartily. ‘Let’s get going. We don’t want to keep the pirates waiting.’

  Monty put the rods, bucket, and nets in the boat, then, with the help of the entire group, dragged it down the beach to the sea. As the girls waved, the motor spluttered and gurgled until it
  finally choked into a rhythmic chug, cutting through the waves to carry Monty, the boys, and a very keen Purdy off into the dark blue sea.

  It wasn’t long before they were dots on the horizon.

  ‘I don’t like the sea,’ said Celestria suddenly. ‘It makes me feel nervous.’

  ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Lotty. ‘Nothing much can go wrong. Uncle Monty’s an expert.’

  ‘That makes no difference,’ she replied gravely. ‘The sea’s bigger than the biggest expert. One gulp and they’re gone.’

  Monty watched his daughter from the boat. Her slim, elegant shape reminded him of Pamela when she was young. They stood in the same way: thrusting their weight onto one leg,
  one hand confidently placed on the waist, emphasizing the feminine curve of the hip to its best advantage. They were very alike, although Celestria wasn’t so hard. She was soft, like clay
  ready to be moulded, and the hand that styled her would decide her final texture. It wouldn’t be his hand. It never had been. He had spent too much time abroad, trying to keep all the balls
  in the air, trying to be everything to everyone, spreading himself so thin that sometimes, in the silence of his dreams, he was no longer sure who he really was. But now wasn’t the time to
  indulge in sentiment. He had three excited boys in his boat and a sea full of fish and crabs to catch. He watched until Celestria had blended into the sand, and for a moment his heart, once so
  carefully contained, swelled with regret. But things were now out of his control. He was no longer a free man. It was time to reap what he had sown. His gaze fell onto the water, and he was
  momentarily hypnotized by the murky green depths below him.

  The highlight of the holiday for Celestria was her uncle Archie’s birthday party at the end of August. Julia always threw a ball in the garden and invited their friends
  from far and wide to dance the night away in a glorious tent she’d decorate with flowers from her own borders and greenhouses. This year was even more special because it was his fiftieth.

  Celestria longed for the party. She was bored by the countryside and yearned to return to the city. She didn’t like to play tennis. The enjoyment of showing off her long legs in shorts
  passed quickly, and she was left with the tedium of the game. She had grown weary of sitting on the terrace with her aunts and cousins, listening to their repetitive gossip. She had spent many a
  morning down on the beach with Bouncy. Nanny had been grateful for the company. Celestria watched the little boy build sandcastles and play with his digger in the sand, and she understood why her
  mother loved Harry so much; little boys broke hearts. Later she’d learn that when they grow to be men, they break them all over again.

  It was the end of the summer. Archie’s ball was only a week away. Celestria had taken to spending the evenings reading in the little secret garden that was known as
  Penelope’s, for when her aunt was a baby, Nanny had always put her pram there for her afternoon rest. Lying directly beneath the library window, she was suddenly drawn out of
  Frenchman’s Creek by the sound of her father’s voice. He was talking to Julia, who sounded as if she was crying.

  ‘He’s in terrible trouble. Oh, I do hate to burden you with it all, dear Monty, but I didn’t know whom to turn to.’

  ‘I’m glad you felt you could come to me.’

  ‘You’re such a good man.’ She emphasized the word good so that it weighed heavily with all sorts of connotations. Celestria knew she was thinking of her mother.

  ‘How much trouble is he in?’

  Julia sighed heavily. Celestria leaned back against the wall like a spy and dared to peek in through the window. Her father had lit a cigar and was standing against the far window-sill on the
  other side of the room. His voice, firm and confident, seemed to soothe Julia’s anxiety.

  ‘Well, the farm was doing very well,’ she continued with a sniff. ‘But you know Archie, he’s always had one eye on the City. He felt it wasn’t wise to have all his
  eggs in one basket, so he decided to put some of them into equities.’

  Monty nodded gravely.

  ‘He made some bad investments. Then he bought some of Tom Pritchett’s land, adjacent to ours, in order to expand the farm. He borrowed money, and now, well, he’s having trouble
  paying it all back. I think the interest is high and what with taxation.’ She sank onto the sofa and began to cry again.

  Celestria was aghast. It was horrid to see Julia, usually so cheerful, now crumpling with despair. She’d had no idea her aunt and uncle were strapped for cash. Well, she thought, Papa will
  put it all right. He’s got pots of money.

  Monty crossed the room and sat down beside Julia. ‘Don’t worry, Julia, old girl,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’ll sort it all out for you. First, let me pay for
  Archie’s party. I know how much these things cost. It would be a pleasure, but must also be our secret. I’d hate Archie to know. He’s a proud man.’

  ‘I’ll pay it all back . . .’

  ‘Consider it a gift. After all, you entertain me and my family here at Pendrift every summer; it’s the very least we can do.’ Julia sat up and took a deep breath, dabbing her
  eyes with a handkerchief.

  ‘Thank you, Monty. I knew I could rely on you. You’re always there, a wonderful knight in shining armour. What would we do without you? You’re a real brick.’

  ‘You’re a splendid woman, Julia. A terrific wife and mother. I’m glad you felt you could ask.’

  ‘I know Archie would hate me to sneak about behind his back. But I’m desperate. I can’t stand to see him so burdened. It depresses him, weighs him down as if he’s
  carrying this heavy backpack all the time, full of unpleasant worries.’ She smiled affectionately as she reminisced. ‘He was very different when I married him. Of course, when one is
  young, one believes one is invincible, and he never anticipated inheriting Pendrift until he was an old man. He certainly never realized it would be such a load. We all imagined Ivan would last
  forever. He might have a ghastly temper at times. I’ve never minded that. It’s the troubled silence that sends alarm bells ringing. I’d far rather he tore the place apart in fury
  than fumed alone in his study. I can’t reach him there, you see.’ She sighed and placed her hand on her brother-in-law’s arm. ‘I do love him so very much. I just want my old
  friend back. I know you understand.’

  ‘I do. More than you know. And I want to do all I can to help.’

  ‘I won’t ask again, I promise.’

  ‘You can ask as often as you like. You’re family, and family must stick together.’

  There was a noise from the hall. Julia jumped to her feet and smoothed down her blouse. ‘Goodness, that’s Nanny with Bouncy. They must be back from the beach.’ Before she
  hurried out she turned. ‘Our secret,’ she repeated, smiling at him gratefully.

  Celestria remained by the window, watching her father. He slouched back into the sofa and crossed one leg over the other. He continued to puff on his cigar, toying with it between his fingers
  and staring through the thin curl of smoke that wafted into the air. His eyes grew lazy, his thoughts far away, his face unusually solemn. She longed to know what he was thinking. Why he looked so
  grim. He didn’t look himself at all. Suddenly she felt uncomfortable spying on him like that, eavesdropping and hearing things she was not supposed to. She retreated to her book and soon
  forgot all about it.

  Instead of reading, she considered Archie’s birthday party. She had two options of dress; one was pale blue silk, which brought out the colour of her eyes, and the other dusty pink with a
  dashing red sash, which emphasized her small waist. The decision was agonizing. After all, Julia had invited the Wilmotte boys, who were all holidaying in Rock, and, if she remembered rightly, Dan
  Wilmotte was rather debonair.




  Chapter 3

  Celestria should have noticed that things weren’t as they should be. The repercussions of Archie’s predicament would touch them all in ways she could never have
  imagined. But she was young and selfish. All she could think about was the party. Her frocks hung in the cupboard like magic cloaks ready to spirit her off to a ballroom glittering with chandeliers
  and crystal, where men in white tie watched her with admiration, and women with envy. Where music echoed off mirrored walls and champagne bubbled in long-stemmed glasses. She was twenty-one, and
  she wanted to be in love.

  Julia busied herself with her husband’s birthday party as she did every year, and no one would have guessed that beneath her smile she was strangled with anxiety. A van load of men arrived
  to put up the tent, and caterers began to appear with boxes of glasses and crockery. Celestria watched them construct her fantasy with great excitement. It wouldn’t be sophisticated like
  London parties, but she was so starved of distraction that she didn’t mind. There would be plenty of people to admire her, and she would dance the night away with Dan Wilmotte in whichever
  dress she chose to wear. Finally something would rouse this sleepy crevice of Cornwall into action, and who knows, she might even fall in love. Her mother always said that love came when you least
  expected it.

  Lotty and Melissa were just as excited as Celestria and faced with the very real concern of finding husbands. With her long auburn hair Lotty was the prettier of the two, but, as Pamela cruelly
  used to say, ‘in the kingdom of the blind the one-eyed man is king.’ Neither dazzled, poor creatures. Like so many English girls they had oval faces with small chins and watery blue
  eyes, all inherited from their mother, Penelope. Pamela referred to that type of girl as ‘egg-faced.’ Often the egg face was a sign of aristocratic blood – though not in Lotty and
  Melissa’s case, of course. Milton had a strong, handsome face with big eyes and a firm, angular jaw, inherited by the fortunate David, who was also tall and athletic. What a pity his
  daughters hadn’t been so lucky. Pamela was melodramatic and selfish, but at least she had given Celestria a beautiful face.

  Down on the beach, the morning of the dance, Celestria escaped having to help Julia with the flowers. Melissa was too good-hearted to hide out with her, but she had managed to
  coerce Lotty into joining her. The girls lay on towels in the sunshine, while Bouncy dug a hole with Nanny and the boys played cricket with Purdy. Celestria wore a pair of white shorts and a
  turquoise shirt, knotted at the breast, that turned her grey eyes blue. Lotty wore white slacks – she didn’t like to show her legs, they were as sturdy as a pony’s – and a
  sunhat hid her fair and freckled skin.

  ‘Are you sure we shouldn’t be helping out?’ she asked with a frown.

  Celestria stretched lazily. ‘We’d only get in the way. Too many cooks spoil the broth. Besides, someone has to look out for the boys, as Nanny only has eyes for Bouncy.’

  ‘Don’t we all? I long for a baby,’ added Lotty with a sigh.

  ‘You have to find a man first, or didn’t Aunt Penelope tell you the facts of life?’

  A small smile crept across Lotty’s face. ‘You can keep a secret, can’t you?’

  ‘You know I can,’ Celestria replied, propping herself up on her elbow.

  ‘I haven’t even told Melissa.’

  ‘Oh, I doubt she’d be able to keep a secret from your mother, and Aunt Penelope’s got a voice like a foghorn.’

  ‘So I can trust you?’

  ‘Of course.’

  She paused, then plunged in. ‘I’m in love, Celestria. Really and truly in love.’ Her eyes shone with happiness.

  ‘Who with? Do I know him?’

  ‘That’s the problem. He’s not one of us.’

  ‘Not top drawer?’ Celestria was appalled but at the same time intrigued. If he was rich, what did it matter? ‘New money?’

  ‘I don’t think he has very much. He’s a pianist.’

  ‘Francis Browne,’ said Celestria jubilantly.

  Lotty looked startled. ‘How do you know?’

  ‘He’s your new piano teacher. Mama’s considering getting rid of old Mrs Gilstone and replacing her with him, which would be a blessing from my point of view. Mrs Gilstone had
  bad breath. Your mother says he’s rather good. He’s obviously too good!’

  ‘He’s talented, sensitive, and kind.’ Lotty’s face, lit up by love, looked almost beautiful.

  ‘Oh dear. I suppose he loves you back?’

  ‘Yes. He wants to marry me.’

  ‘You could always elope. That’s very romantic and the kind of thing his sort do all the time, I should imagine.’

  ‘Mummy and Daddy would die. I couldn’t do it to them.’

  ‘Well, you can’t have both. Is he handsome?’

  ‘Very. He’s fair with a long nose and the loveliest brown eyes you ever saw. He calls me “Aphrodite.”’

  ‘I bet he does. Has he kissed you yet?’

  Lotty’s face turned the color of a beetroot. ‘Yes. Only once. I’m longing to return to London to see him. He can’t even write to me down here. Mummy would find out
  immediately. She wants me to marry Eddie Richmond.’

  ‘Because he’s rich and will inherit his father’s estate in North umberland.’

  ‘He’s perfectly nice; I just don’t find him attractive.’

  ‘There’s more to a man than his chin, Lotty,’ said Celestria facetiously. Lotty didn’t smile. ‘He’s got nice eyes. His front teeth stick out a little, but
  he’s got pots of money. You have a nasty choice to make: love or money?’

  ‘In that respect there’s no contest. I’d choose love every time. It’s Mummy who’s the problem.’

  ‘And a very big one, too!’

  ‘It’s the 1950s. A girl should be able to marry whomever she likes. We’ve come a long way since Emmeline Pankhurst chained herself to the railings.’

  ‘If you marry Francis Browne, we’ll all have free piano lessons!’ Celestria added brightly.

  ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Celestria, we’ll have to charge you double in order to live! Mummy and Daddy will disown me.’

  ‘Oh, I don’t think so. It could be worse. You could be in love with Father Dalgliesh!’

  Lotty laughed. ‘Against all my principles, and I hope against all of yours, too!’

  An icy wind blew in off the sea. Celestria shivered. Purple clouds gathered on the horizon, and Nanny pulled out a jersey for Bouncy. He saw her waving it at him and ran off down the beach,
  headed for the water. His laughter was carried on the wind like the cry of a gull. In front of him the waves had grown large and angry, pounding the sea like great lion paws. He dropped his spade,
  which Purdy seized with delight, casting aside the cricket ball. Nanny struggled stiffly to her feet and hurried off in pursuit of the increasingly distant figure. Celestria and Lotty watched in
  horror as Bouncy continued, seemingly deaf to the great lion’s roar. Harry, Wilfrid, and Sam continued their game of cricket, oblivious. Only Purdy dropped the spade and began to bark in
  alarm.

  The little boy reached the sea and stopped suddenly. Turning to his nanny, he began to cry. Beneath the darkening sky, the waves looked even more menacing. She grabbed his hand and led him away,
  scolding him fiercely for running off, which made him cry all the more. ‘You can’t swim,’ she was saying when she reached the girls. ‘The sea is dangerous for little boys
  like you.’

  ‘Thank God he’s okay,’ hissed Lotty to her cousin. ‘That frightened the life out of me.’

  ‘And Nanny. She’s gone green! Look.’ Celestria turned to Lotty, suddenly feeling rather chilly. ‘Don’t make any rash decisions. I can’t imagine it’s
  much fun being poor. It certainly isn’t romantic. You’ve grown up with money. You’re used to it. You’d have a good life with someone like Eddie Richmond. He’d look
  after you and make life comfortable. You might even grow to love him over time.’

  Lotty shook her head. ‘For a selfish creature, you can sound very sensible occasionally.’

  ‘In the olden days women married men for money and land and took lovers on the side. I think that makes perfect sense, don’t you?’

  ‘But most of the time you’re full of nonsense! Marriage is a sacred thing, Celestria. One makes one’s vows before God. When I marry, I will vow to love my husband with all my
  heart. Adultery is out of the question, and it should be for you, too.’

  ‘Where do I get these terrible ideas from?’ Celestria said with a wicked smile.

  ‘Must be your mother. She is American, after all.’

  Nanny had brushed the sand off Bouncy, dried his tears, and put him in his navy blue jersey. ‘It’s getting cold,’ complained Harry. ‘We’re going
  back to check the traps.’

  ‘I bet we’ve caught a few,’ said Wilfrid enthusiastically. ‘We stole Mummy’s best cheddar.’

  ‘And dipped it in Papa’s whiskey,’ Harry added with a chuckle. The three of them looked as smug as a band of triumphant thieves.

  ‘Come on!’ Sam shouted, already setting off up the path to the house.

  ‘We’d better get you home,’ said Nanny to Bouncy. ‘You’ll need a nice cup of hot milk after your fright. I won’t tell Mrs Julia; it’ll only worry her.
  Gives me the willies living so close to the sea.’ Her face looked lined and pale as the wind caught the stray wisps of silver hair that had come away from her bun. ‘I knew a man once
  that drowned. They found his body on the rocks a week later, what was left of it. Nasty business. Didn’t matter that he could swim. Made no difference at all. Poor sod. Come Bouncy, put that
  seaweed down, it’s dirty.’

  The girls walked ahead as the path was narrow and Bouncy walked slowly after them, his little hand in Nanny’s old one.

  ‘Do you think Nanny would have caught up with him if he hadn’t stopped on his own?’ Lotty asked quietly.

  ‘No,’ Celestria replied. ‘And I don’t think she’d survive in that cold water, either. They’d both drown.’

  ‘Should I tell Aunt Julia?’ Lotty was shaken by what she had seen.

  ‘No. Bouncy won’t rush off like that again. He got a terrible fright. The sound of the waves was enough to put him off. Besides, Papa and your mother grew up all right, didn’t
  they?’

  ‘Nanny was younger then.’

  They arrived at a house buzzing with activity. Julia had been transformed into a bossy sergeant major, shouting instructions to her small army of helpers. The tent was up, the floors laid,
  tables with white cloths adorned with glasses and plates piled high for the buffet. The smell of cooking wafted through the hall, causing Purdy to salivate greedily and make haste to the kitchen.
  Milton was carrying in chairs with Monty, while David made signs to put on the lavatory doors and Melissa and her mother helped Julia arrange the flowers. Lotty immediately volunteered to join her,
  gushing apologies for not having done so earlier. Celestria had one ally left: her mother. She knew for certain that she’d be as far as possible from all this hearty helping. When Celestria
  inquired after her, her father replied that she was feeling a little poorly and had retired to the small sitting room to read. Determined not to be roped into helping, Celestria said she would go
  and check on her. In the hall, she passed Harry, who was looking glum. ‘No rats?’ she asked brightly.

  ‘Got to help Aunt Julia,’ he replied.

  ‘Well, you’re a man, and they need strong pairs of hands.’

  ‘Where are you going?’

  ‘Oh, I’m helping, too,’ she lied. ‘Aunt Julia needs some cotton; there’s a hole in the tent.’ She pulled a face to fool him into believing that she was as
  exasperated as he was, then hurried off to find their mother.

  Sure enough, Pamela was lying with her feet up on the sofa, a cup steaming on the table beside her, classical music giving the room a sense of serenity, her Pekingese curled up on her lap while
  she stroked him with long white fingers. ‘Poochi is terrified of the bustle out there. It’s like a railway station at rush hour, and he hates railway stations,’ she said when she
  saw Celestria in the doorway. ‘Your cheeks are pink. Where have you been?’

  ‘On the beach.’

  ‘In this weather?’

  ‘Oh Mama, it’s not cold.’

  ‘That’s your father in you. To me grey clouds, drizzle, and wind mean nothing but misery. I can’t imagine anything worse than sitting out in it for fun.’

  ‘It’s not drizzling.’

  ‘It will be in a minute. Look at those clouds, they’re furious. Gives me a chill just looking at them. Why don’t you join me in here; it’s terribly dull on my
  own.’

  Celestria slumped into the armchair.

  ‘Ring for Soames. He can light us a fire.’ She seemed to sink deeper into her white cashmere sweater. Celestria looked around for the bell. ‘Isn’t there one in here? Why
  don’t you run and tell him, darling, before your poor mother dies of hypothermia.’

  Celestria was reluctant to go back into the hall for fear of being put to task, but her mother was determined to have her fire. So she did something quite out of character and bent down to light
  it herself. Pamela was appalled.

  ‘You can’t do that, Celestria. You’ll get all dirty, and your nails! Do go and get Soames, he’ll do it in a flash. That’s what staff are for. Really, darling, I
  insist.’

  But Celestria was already on her knees, striking a match and lighting the little balls of newspaper that Soames had stuffed under the grate. It was easy. The wood was dry and caught fire
  immediately. No dirty hands and no broken nails. She stood up and looked at it in triumph.

  ‘I don’t know why you’re so pleased with yourself, Celestria; it’s not ladylike to do men’s jobs.’

  ‘I don’t want to get caught by Aunt Julia,’ she explained, flopping into the chair again. ‘I’ll be exhausted by the time everyone arrives.’

  ‘Quite, darling, let everyone else do it. Too many cooks spoil the broth. Have you decided which dress you’re going to wear? I did tell you to bring a bigger selection. You’ll
  freeze in those flimsy things.’

  ‘I think I’ll wear the pink. I’m feeling pink today,’ she replied.

  ‘We’ll have to tone down your cheeks a little. This Cornish weather does nothing for a woman’s complexion.’

  ‘I was lying in the sun with Lotty.’

  ‘I hope she was wearing a hat. That girl is dreadfully pale.’

  ‘She was. But guess what? She’s lost her heart.’

  Pamela’s eyes widened. ‘Is he suitable?’

  ‘Not at all.’

  ‘Well? Who is he?’

  ‘I can’t tell you, Mama. I’ll be breaking my word.’ Pamela’s face fell. ‘I can tell you that he’s ordinary.’

  ‘Common?’

  ‘Not one of us, no.’

  Pamela Bancroft Montague allowed a small smile to flourish on her lips. ‘Oh dear,’ she said, looking delighted. ‘What will Penelope say when she finds out?’

  ‘Aunt Penelope wants her to marry—’

  ‘Edward Richmond, I know. Edward would be a good catch for Lotty. After all, she’s no oil painting, but then, neither is Edward. They are definitely on the same level of the food
  chain.’

  ‘What do you mean?’

  Her fingers stopped stroking Poochi’s powdered fur as she deliberated a moment. ‘Well, Lotty is not a panther, or a tiger, is she? She’s more like a deer. Sweet and guileless.
  There are plenty of her sort. Edward is neither a lion nor a leopard; he’s also a herd animal, being not very original and of a type. I’d say he’s a wildebeest.’

  ‘Oh, that’s so clever, Mama! What am I?’

  ‘You, Celestria? You’re a lioness, of course, and only a lion will do for you. You’re at the top of the food chain, darling. It simply wouldn’t be right for you to marry
  a buffalo or a weasel or even a stallion.’

  ‘So it’s a combination of beauty, class, and intelligence?’

  ‘Exactly. You are not a herd animal. You have a beauty and grace that set you apart from the rest, and, although you are not the daughter of a duchess, you have all the qualities of one in
  abundance.’

  ‘Except the egg face!’ she laughed.

  ‘You get your strong chin from me.’

  When Monty entered, they were busy going through the family, placing them neatly into the food chain one by one, beside themselves with amusement. ‘What’s
  Papa?’ Celestria asked as he looked at them indulgently.

  Pamela narrowed her eyes. ‘He’s a cheetah,’ she said in a throaty voice. ‘Because he’s the fastest animal in the world.’

  ‘And you, my darling, are a white tiger: beautiful, solitary, and very, very rare.’ He smiled at her tenderly. ‘So this is where you’ve been hiding out!’ he said to
  Celestria. ‘It’s safe to come out now. It’s all done. Julia’s gone up to have a bath. I should think you ought to be doing the same.’

  ‘Perhaps I’ll meet my lion tonight,’ she said, getting up.

  ‘Don’t accept anything less, Celestria. I didn’t.’

  ‘It’s a good fire, isn’t it?’ she added.

  ‘She lit it herself, silly child,’ Pamela said to her husband. Monty didn’t bother to point out that it was still summer. ‘I packed my mink stole this year,’ she
  continued. ‘Tonight I shall wear it.’

  ‘If you’re lucky, it will ward off any lesser beasts,’ Monty said good-naturedly.

  ‘Oh, I don’t think she needs the stole for that,’ Celestria quipped as she left the room. ‘Lesser beasts can recognize a tiger when they see one.’




  Chapter 4

  Celestria stood in front of the window to watch the sunset. The days were slowly shortening, summertime forced into retreat by an overzealous autumn. The light was amber. Soft
  and warm and sad somehow. The sea glittered and sparkled like copper beneath a sky darkening prematurely with clouds. Of all the nights, the drizzle had chosen tonight. There may even be a storm,
  she thought with rising excitement, envisaging pressing herself against Dan Willmotte for comfort as claps of thunder ripped apart the heavens. The water was calm. Ominously so. As if holding its
  breath for the inevitable tempest.

  She studied her reflection in the mirror and smiled with satisfaction. The pink dress looked stunning, complemented by the sparkle of her mother’s diamonds. She pulled her shoulders back,
  admiring the gentle sheen of oil on her skin. She would shine the brightest tonight. Only a lion would do, she thought smugly. She’d leave the buffalo to Melissa. Poor Lotty, so foolish to
  allow herself to fall in love with an unsuitable man, she thought gleefully, certain that she was too cunning ever to make the same mistake.

  She waited in her room until she was sure that the rest of the family was downstairs. It was always fun to make an entrance. She heard them in the drawing room, their voices a low murmur,
  punctuated by sudden bursts of laughter. She closed the curtains. The sky was now a deep mauve, like a bruise, the sea already rousing itself for the oncoming storm. As she left her room she heard
  the first drop of rain break against the window pane.

  The noise of voices grew louder as she walked up the corridor. She reached the stairs to be met by Poochi and a strong whiff of tuberose. They could only mean one thing: that her mother had
  waited to make an entrance, too. She might have known. When Pamela saw her daughter, her face shone with pleasure. ‘Darling, you look beautiful!’ she exclaimed, casting an admiring
  glance over the dress. In her daughter she saw the beauty she had once been and could be all over again, vicariously. ‘You’re going to slay them all, Celestria.’

  ‘You look lovely, too,’ Celestria replied truthfully, although lovely was without doubt too soft a word for her. At forty-eight, Pamela Bancroft Montague was still
  strikingly beautiful. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a shiny chignon, accentuating her now fuller face and cool aqua eyes, carefully framed by jet-black lashes. Diamonds swung from her
  earlobes and around her neck where the skin was still firm, and a large diamond brooch was pinned to her bosom. She was wise enough to know that, at her age, being thin only made a woman appear
  older. Her lips were the colour of blackberry juice, against which her teeth sparkled a dazzling white. Her shoulders were wrapped in the mink stole, which complemented the deep green silk of her
  dress; rich colours were kinder to her skin, making it seem to glow by contrast. She wore black gloves that reached her elbows and held a small black pouch with a diamanté clasp in the shape
  of a flower. Inside she kept her Elizabeth Arden lipstick, a gold powder compact, and a small flask of perfume. Pamela knew how to make the best of herself, a talent she had passed on to her
  daughter. Taking Celestria’s hand, her smile was full of pride. After all, her daughter was an extension of herself, a living reminder to everyone of the magnificence of her youth.

  They entered the drawing room at the same time. Their presence, resplendent in diamonds and silk, caused a sudden hush to come over the room. The family all turned at once, their conversations
  trailing off as their lips parted in silent admiration. Only Bouncy continued to chatter as he tried to persuade Purdy to play with him by pulling his tail. Finally, Monty strode over. ‘What
  glamorous girls!’ he exclaimed jovially. ‘Do they really belong to me?’ He took Celestria’s hands and kissed them with a bow before slipping his arm around his wife’s
  waist and planting a kiss on her cheek. He looked handsome in white tie, his sandy hair brushed back off his forehead, his skin brown from being at sea all afternoon. His face glowed with pride as
  he led them into the room. The two women floated into the crowd like a pair of swans.

  Julia wore a gown of pale turquoise. She looked poised and graceful, her bubbling laughter rising above the chatter of her excited family. Had it not been for the frenetic dragging on her
  cigarette, Celestria would not have known how nervous she was. She recalled the conversation she had overheard in the library and wondered whether Archie wasn’t perhaps a little uneasy at the
  extravagance of his party. There he stood with Harry and his two elder sons, laughing about their recent rat-catching expeditions, stroking his moustache. He clearly adored his boys. He took time
  to listen to them, prompting them patiently with questions and chuckling in amusement at their stories. He patted Wilfrid’s head and ruffled Sam’s hair, and the boys gazed up at him
  admiringly. Celestria wondered whether he knew about her father’s gift, or whether Julia had kept it to herself, as she’d said she would. She turned her attention to her smallest
  cousin. Little Bouncy was sitting on Monty’s knee, pretending to ride a horse as his uncle bounced him up and down over imaginary fences. ‘Again!’ the child demanded after each
  ‘race,’ and Monty obliged without the slightest indication that he might be tired or bored.
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