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            IVY

         

         ‘It’s freezing!’ Holly shivered as she climbed into the front seat of the car, hugging her coat close to her body. ‘Positively glacial.’

         ‘You don’t say.’ I’d been scraping ice off the windscreen for the last five minutes and couldn’t feel my fingers, despite the fleece-lined gloves I was wearing.

         ‘Thank you for your toil, darling. You’re a treasure.’ She gave me one of her winning smiles. ‘Have a chocolate lime.’

         How she always managed to have a supply of our favourite treats, when they were still rationed, was a mystery she refused to explain. ‘I have my ways,’ was all she would say when I asked.

         Ours not to reason why, Ivy. I nodded and she unwrapped a sweet for me. Her gloves were butter-soft leather in the same shade of deep ochre as her swing coat and mushroom hat. New this season from Worth. As usual, Holly was hard to miss.

         ‘Thank you.’

         ‘My pleasure.’

         ‘Are we off then?’

         ‘Yes, indeed.’

         I slipped the Bentley into gear and eased it out of the hotel car park into Holywell’s early morning traffic. It was a bitter December day, with frost riming the rooftops and sparkling on 2the pavements in the winter sunshine. In the distance, St Winefride’s Chapel, just visible through the bare trees, was outlined against the bright blue sky.

         We had visited the Lourdes of Wales the previous day, sipping from the spring but politely declining the offer to bathe in the strangely green waters of the sacred pool.

         Well, I was polite, at least.

         ‘Are they mad?’ Holly whispered, not as sotto voce as she thought.

         I gave her one of my looks, but she was unabashed.

         ‘It’s zero degrees, darling. More likely to kill than cure, if you ask me.’

         ‘Come and look at this.’ I pulled her away from the disapproving attendants to a statue on a square of lawn beyond the well. ‘It’s St Winefride herself.’

         She complied and stood still before the carved figure, studying the placid face of the saint thoughtfully. From the shadow of the stone vault above the spring, another visitor, a woman in an astrakhan coat and a headscarf, looked at us and nudged the man at her side in sudden excitement. She had recognised Holly, which wasn’t unusual. Dame Elspeth Hollanby was a much-loved star of stage and screen and turned heads wherever she went. The woman took a step towards us, but when her companion muttered something and took her arm, she thought better of it and stayed put, contenting herself with a fascinated stare. It was par for the course when Holly was out in public.

         ‘Quite a story, isn’t it?’ she mused at my side, unaware of the attention she was getting. ‘Poor Winefride. Beheaded by a suitor for rejecting his advances.’

         3‘And holy water sprang up where her severed head fell,’ I added.

         ‘Before she was returned miraculously to life.’

         ‘I do love a happy ending.’

         Neither Holly nor me are religious people. I mean, each to their own, but we wouldn’t normally have any interest in visiting a shrine, if it weren’t for Holly’s work. But her job takes her all over the place, with me, her trusty dresser, at her side, so there we were, in Wales, a week before Christmas, because she was giving the readings in a new concert piece about, you’ve guessed it, St Winefride. One night only in St Michael’s Church, Aberystwyth, as a favour to her friend Gethin Morgan, the legendary actor and writer who, on this occasion, was directing.

         ‘Glynis Johns was supposed to be doing it but she’s got laryngitis and poor, dear Gethin is at his wit’s end. I didn’t have the heart to say no. And we can fit it in – just – before I fly to Jamaica.’

         St Winefride’s Well was a bit of a detour from our route, but it had seemed a shame not to have a look at the place, so we’d added a night in Holywell to the itinerary. That done, we were now on the way to Cardigan Bay for a few days’ rehearsal and the performance, before going our separate ways for the festive season. Back to the old Christmas routine after last year’s eventful departure from the norm. Good job too. Going to a house party in the Galloway Forest and ending up stranded in a snowstorm with a murderer is something I could do without a repeat of, thank you.

         As we left the town behind us and drove through the frozen landscape of Flintshire, Holly sank back in her seat and sighed longingly.

         4‘One week today is Christmas Eve and I’ll be sunning myself in the Caribbean.’

         ‘And I’ll be on Morecambe Prom.’

         ‘With Ben.’

         ‘Aye.’

         Christmas with Mum and Dad, surrounded by family, in the house where I grew up. And this time, with Ben too, which was the icing on the cake. We had a shaky start, to put it mildly, but it had been a year now and a good one. After Sam, I never thought I’d find anyone else. Count your blessings, Ivy.

         ‘Tell me the route,’ said Holly.

         It was a bit of a tradition. Obediently, I rolled out my party trick.

         ‘We take the A55, then the A5119, which cuts the corner to the A494. At Dolgellau, we get on the A487 south to Machynlleth, Tal y Bont, Bow Street and then Aberystwyth.’

         I remember stuff. No doubt I mangled the Welsh pronunciation, but the rest was spot on. One look and it stays in my head, much to Holly’s delight.

         ‘You’re a wonder, Ivy Earnshaw.’

         ‘And you’re easily pleased, Dame Elspeth.’

         ‘It’s true. I am a simple soul.’

         ‘Say that again when you’re sipping sunset cocktails on Noël Coward’s veranda.’

         ‘It’s planned to be a quiet party.’

         ‘And the best laid plans…’

         She laughed her hearty laugh. ‘One can only hope, my darling.’

         Holly had turned sixty in May but looked nowhere near it. A few laugh lines around her brilliant blue eyes, a few silver 5hairs among her perfectly cut blonde waves, but her energy wasn’t remotely diminished and she could easily pass for forty-five under scrutiny.

         ‘In the dark with the light behind me,’ she quipped when I told her. ‘I have, as the great man wrote, some smack of age in me. How on earth did I get to sixty?’

         ‘Enjoying yourself.’

         ‘Yes. Lucky me.’

         She had spent her birthday at the opening of The Festival of Britain on the VIP guest list, marvelling at the Dome of Discovery and The Skylon. It had bucketed rain all day, such a shame after all the months of preparation, but Holly’s spirits weren’t a bit dampened. Except by champagne. She’s a power of nature and I love her like a second mother, though it doesn’t do to tell her that too often.

         ‘Oh, that’s lovely!’ She pointed through the windscreen.

         We had turned a corner and a wide expanse of shining water stretched out on our left, blue sky and white clouds reflected on its surface and green mountains rising behind. The whole scene was bathed in sunlight, catching the stubborn frost still clinging to the dark branches of leafless trees and the tufts of grass on the shoreline.

         ‘Beautiful,’ I agreed. ‘That must be Bala Lake.’

         ‘Is it? I was supposed to film here, years ago, but the war stopped production.’

         ‘Was that when you went to Nanteos before?’

         Plas Nanteos was the house we were staying in for the week, just outside Aberystwyth.

         ‘No. That was a few years earlier. Gethin and I were touring 6in a show and he took me there for the weekend. Mrs Powell, who owned it, was an old friend of his. She died earlier this year, but Gethin has managed to wangle a stay for the company. It’s a beautiful old house. Lots of history. You’ll love it.’

         ‘I’ve been reading up on it.’

         ‘Of course you have.’

         ‘It’s the home of the Nanteos Cup. One of the contenders for the Holy Grail.’

         ‘Oh yes, I remember we saw it. Rather unimpressive, if I’m honest. But very old.’

         ‘It’s believed to have healing properties if you drink from it.’

         ‘Extraordinary. What with the Cup and St Winefride’s Well, it’s surprising anyone around here is ill at all!’

         ‘Behave.’

         She chuckled and helped herself to another chocolate lime. For a while, we sat in companionable silence, admiring the scenery as the car ate up the miles to the coast.

         ‘How did Gethin get involved in this project?’ I asked at last. ‘It’s a lot of effort for one night.’

         ‘Yes, and he’s a busy man. But he went to school at Holywell Grammar, apparently. St Winefride is close to his heart. And he’s known Lilian Howell, the composer, for years. It’s a favour to her more than anything, I suspect. He’s a very faithful friend.’

         ‘So are you.’

         ‘I’m very fond of him. He’s a complicated man but a good one.’ She smiled wryly. ‘He would have been useful last year at Black Gairy, actually. Murder is his hobby.’

         ‘What?’

         7‘In theory, I hasten to add. The psychology fascinates him. He’d love to hear the full story of our adventures.’

         ‘But he won’t,’ I said firmly. ‘Will he?’

         ‘Of course not, darling.’ Holly was suitably serious. We lapsed into silence again, but this time I knew we were both thinking the same thing. Remembering Loch Trool. There are some experiences you can’t just walk away from.

         Just as I was beginning to feel a bit sombre, Holly broke the mood.

         ‘I forgot to tell you. Quite the coincidence, my doctor’s niece is in the choir for this thing. You know Dr Khurana?’

         ‘He came to the house when you had the flu.’

         ‘That’s right. Lovely man. He was at that charity thing the other night, and when I mentioned I was doing this, he was rather thrilled. The girl is his brother’s daughter, and she’s studying music at the college. I promised to introduce myself to her.’

         ‘There’s a choir?’

         ‘A female chorus, apparently. All students.’ She leant forward in her seat. ‘Ah, I recognise that gatehouse. Here we are.’

         I turned the car onto the long, tree-lined drive, passing a small lake before the road opened out into wide parkland, and surveying all of it was a foursquare Georgian mansion with a balustraded roof, three rows of windows and a columned portico at the main entrance. The low winter sun was warming the grey-and-yellow stone and setting ablaze the deep red creeper that climbed the front walls, showing us Plas Nanteos in all its glory. How the other half live. Two worlds, Ivy. And here’s me, with a foot in each. Isn’t life grand?

         8‘Decent digs,’ I said to Holly.

         ‘I aim to please.’

         ‘In we go then.’

         The rest of the company were rehearsing in Aberystwyth, but Holly wasn’t due to join them till tomorrow. We were expecting to be met by the housekeeper, and the others would be back in time for dinner.

         ‘Still chilly.’ I shivered as I stepped out of the car.

         All the same, I couldn’t resist standing for a minute in the crisp air, taking in the view of fields and trees and gentle hills. Somewhere in the distance was the sea and I was itching to be beside it. Growing up on the coast never leaves you. Salt in the veins, my dad says. That’s why Sam chose to fight in the navy. Said he’d rather die in water than mud.

         And then he did.

         I’d felt so guilty, at first, loving again, loving Ben. Silly, I know. I’d want Sam to have a life if the shoe was on the other foot, and he only ever wanted me to be happy. I’m learning to remember that and forgive myself.

         ‘Come on, daydreamer.’

         I turned to see Holly, standing by the wide front door. Giving myself a shake, I trotted over to join her as she rang the bell.
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         Joan Paxton was glad to have the music room to herself. She loved living in a hall of residence, she loved her friends, but it could get a bit suffocating sometimes. She was an only child, used to her own company. Popular at school, she had been the captain of games as well as star of the choir, but every evening at home, she had her own space and was free to do as she liked, without compromise.

         It was different at university. She was still popular, but in Aberystwyth she was a small fish in a large pond. It was thrilling to live away from home, to feel independent, but there were times when she craved solitude, and in Alexandra Hall it could be hard to find.

         Sitting at the piano, she took a moment to enjoy being alone. Outside the door, the corridor echoed with hurrying feet, shouts and laughter, but inside, all was quiet. She played a middle C, sang a scale and her clear soprano echoed around the lofty room. She was proud of her voice. One day, she told herself, it would make her famous. One day, people would queue to hear her, pay to see her. She wouldn’t mind the crowds at all then.
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            HOLLY

         

         There were eight of us at dinner in the stately dining room at Plas Nanteos. Gethin was at the head of the table, his pixie face alight with bonhomie, a dark curl falling over one eye when an anecdote became particularly animated, his rich Welsh vowels deepening with every glass of wine. I watched the director in him carefully include everyone in the conversation, encouraging connections and smoothing insecurities with a light touch and a sure hand, working to make us a little temporary family. It was a polished performance, a fascinating combination of his warm heart and shrewd mind.

         I was sitting on his right and, as the dessert plates were being cleared, he threw me a quick half-smile and squeezed my hand, then off he went again. I sipped my coffee and looked around. There were five guests I hadn’t met before: three women – the composer Lilian Howell, harpist Evangeline Fry and the renowned soprano Morwen Pryce, and two men – Morwen’s husband and manager Sidney Baxter and her rehearsal pianist Lawrence Boyd Edwards.

         It was a casual dinner and varying degrees of effort had been made in the clothes department. I was in my old favourite Hartnell mauve dress with a new silk scarf. Ivy had changed 11into slacks and the cherry red sweater that suits her so well. Lilian Howell, on Gethin’s left, was pretty and plump in no-nonsense tweeds, Evangeline Fry tall and red-haired in a medley of floaty garments and a lot of beads, and the men wore an unremarkable assortment of shirts and jackets. Only Morwen, at the other end of the table, had dressed to impress, in a pewter cocktail dress that I’d bet was a Pierre Balmain, her dark hair swept back in a loose French pleat and diamonds sparkling in her ears and at her throat.

         She looked magnificent. Every inch the diva. I’d never worked with an opera star before and was perhaps unduly influenced by popular myth, but watching her over my coffee cup, I couldn’t help thinking that Gethin would have his hands full with Morwen Pryce. It was early days, but my first impressions are rarely wrong, if I do say so myself. Ivy calls it my special power and loves teasing me about it. Catching my eye for a second across the table, she grinned at me and turned back to her conversation with Lawrence, a pale young man with an earnest expression and a floppy fringe of straw-coloured hair that he constantly flicked from his eyes with his long, slim fingers.

         ‘It’s very good of you to stand in like this, at short notice.’ Lilian Howell smiled at me across the table. ‘I’m thrilled to have you here. I’ve admired you for years.’

         ‘And the admiration is mutual,’ I responded. ‘I heard your Fantasia for Two Violins at the Proms last year. It was wonderful.’

         Ivy isn’t the only one who can research her subject. I knew Lilian’s back catalogue and the highlights of Morwen’s 12illustrious career. I knew that Evangeline Fry was an internationally respected harpist. Gethin had assembled quite a cast for his one-night project, a precursor for the Eisteddfod which Aberystwyth was hosting the following August, and the great and the good for miles around were scheduled to attend.

         Lilian’s smile broadened at the compliment, a flush rising in her cheeks. ‘You’re very kind.’

         ‘Not a bit. Credit where it’s due. I can’t wait to hear St Winefride. Solo voice and harp is an unusual combination.’

         ‘And a female chorus. We’ve got two dozen girls from the College Choral Society.’

         ‘So I understand. One of them is the niece of my doctor. How’s that for a small world? He says she’s a fine soprano.’ I smiled. ‘But no doubt he’s biased.’

         ‘What’s her name?’

         ‘Zareen Khurana.’

         ‘Oh yes. Well, bias aside, he’s right. She sings very well. Many of them do.’

         Her eyes were bright with enthusiasm. I knew she was in her forties but she looked much younger, and with not a shred of make-up. I acknowledged an unworthy pang of envy. How lovely not to have to care. Then again, she didn’t spend half of her life with a camera zooming in for close-ups. Horses for courses.

         ‘Are we all done?’ Gethin looked around the table. ‘Shall we move to the comfy chairs?’

         As we got to our feet, the housekeeper came through the baize door in the corner which separated the dining room from the kitchens. In its heyday, Nanteos would have had hordes of 13servants keeping the house and grounds in perfect order, but in recent years, old Mrs Powell had managed with a cook, one gardener and Olwyn, the small bundle of energy that was supervising the hospitality for the eight of us, seemingly without turning a hair.

         ‘An excellent dinner, Olwyn,’ Gethin greeted her. ‘Our compliments.’

         ‘Croeso,’ she said, which I had learnt meant ‘you’re welcome’. ‘Cook will be pleased you enjoyed it.’

         We had been served a delicious leek soup, Welsh lamb with all the trimmings and a deep apple pie with thick cream. The estate’s home farm had provided where rationing fell short and produced an absolute feast.

         Olwyn nodded her dark head towards the table. ‘You’re the largest party we’ve had here in a long time. It’s good to see the rooms come alive again.’

         ‘Very beautiful rooms,’ said Lilian.

         ‘It’s a fine old house.’

         She was right to be proud of it, with its grand salons, sweeping staircases, wood panelling and ornate plasterwork, all flooded with light from the generous shuttered windows. Our bedrooms led off a vast long gallery, built for genteel Georgian promenades in inclement weather, and there was a music room, a billiard room and a library to gladden Ivy’s bibliophile heart. Then, as if that wasn’t enough, festive decorations gleamed and twinkled everywhere, a huge tree sparkled in the entrance hall and the air was scented with pine from swathes of greenery, bright with berries.

         ‘The Powells made a great thing of Christmas,’ Olwyn told 14us, when I remarked how lovely everything looked. ‘We have a Christmas room upstairs, the walls covered in cards from past years. There’d be a houseful of guests in the old days, and old Gruffydd Llewelyn would play his harp in the music room. Every year for sixty-nine years he came up to the house. After he died, they say his harp could still be heard at Christmas, playing somewhere deep in the Nanteos woods.’

         There was a brief pause. I think we were all listening for a distant melody in the dark night outside. Then the spell was broken with a snort from Sidney Baxter.

         ‘Superstitious nonsense.’

         He was a short, neat man with a waving mane of grey hair, a thin mouth and an air of self-importance. I had disliked him on sight, and his rudeness to Olwyn only confirmed my opinion. I looked at Ivy and saw the disapproval in her face. She hates any abuse of status. Ivy is what the newspapers would call a socialist firebrand and what my dear father would have called the Bolshevik menace. I would say she sees the world from a certain perspective. She has opened my eyes in many ways, and I love her for it.

         The awkward silence was broken by Gethin.

         ‘Wales is a land of mystery and imagination, Sidney,’ he said, giving Olwyn a warm smile of inclusion. ‘You should know that, married to a magnificent Welshwoman like Morwen.’

         It was a master stroke. Sidney had to acknowledge the compliment to his wife, who accepted the flattery as her due, and all tension was diffused.

         ‘Will you play for us, Evangeline?’ Gethin continued. ‘Revive the tradition?’

         15‘Of course.’

         Evangeline wore her long hair in a thick braid down her back. Combined with her flowing dress, it gave her a medieval air. There was something other-worldly about her, a certain distraction, as if she wasn’t fully present. The artistic temperament in full flower, maybe. Ivy says I have my share of it at times, so I will throw no stones in a glass house.

         We settled in the drawing room with after-dinner drinks and, as Evangeline set up her harp, Lawrence played a piece on an old Steinway that had been tuned for rehearsals. It was a familiar Chopin Nocturne, very lovely, and he played well. I realised that under his fringe, he was handsome in a romantic poet sort of way, and I couldn’t resist a little glance at Gethin to gauge his response.

         To the world at large, Gethin Morgan was happily married with two sons, the perfect family man – and he loved Grace and the boys very much, I can swear to that – but his friends knew that he was not oblivious to the charms of young men like Lawrence. One quick look was enough to tell me that if an affair between them wasn’t already underway, then it would begin very soon. It would be brief and passionate and then it would end and Gethin would go home to his wife. Till next time.

         My thoughts were interrupted by a swirl of sound from the harp as Evangeline began to play. I was quickly transported by the beauty of it. The melody billowed around us like water; simple, repetitive yet utterly captivating. When it finished, I had to wipe my eyes before applauding and I wasn’t the only one profoundly moved. Evangeline Fry was welcome to all the 16artistic temperament she wanted if this was the result. She was extraordinary.

         I noticed, though, that Morwen’s smile was a little forced, as if she had difficulty with anyone else being centre of attention. Physician heal thyself, Ivy would say, and there’s some truth in that but, in my defence, I would be more gracious about it, or at least more convincing.

         As we were settling back into conversation, Olwyn called Gethin to the telephone. When he returned a few minutes later, he was looking rather solemn.

         ‘One of the student chorus has gastroenteritis, it seems. She has fever and vomiting and is quite seriously ill.’

         ‘Who is it?’ asked Lilian.

         ‘Miss Khurana.’

         ‘Oh no.’ She looked at me in dismay. ‘We were just talking about her at dinner.’

         ‘I know her uncle,’ I explained to the others. ‘I’m so sorry she’s ill.’

         ‘Which one is she?’ Morwen enquired.

         ‘The beautiful Indian girl,’ said Evangeline.

         ‘I don’t recall.’

         Clearly the student chorus hadn’t commanded much of her attention.

         ‘She’s been admitted to hospital,’ Gethin continued. ‘That was the warden of her hall of residence. She is concerned that other students may be infected.’

         ‘It’s contagious?’ Sidney swung round in alarm.

         ‘It can be.’

         ‘Oh. That’s marvellous. So we could all have it?’

         17‘Calm down, Sidney.’ Morwen spoke as if to a troublesome child. ‘Do you feel ill?’ She turned to the room. ‘Does anyone?’

         There was a general shaking of heads.

         ‘Then shall we assume we are fine unless we learn otherwise? It could well be an isolated case. Or something else altogether.’

         ‘Very sensible,’ said Lilian.

         ‘It’s getting late,’ Morwen swept on. ‘I suggest we get a good night’s sleep and take stock in the morning. Good night.’

         And with that she left the room, with Sidney in her wake, his haughtiness punctured like a pricked bubble. Man dressed in a little brief authority, I thought. A small man, and not just in stature.

         Gethin laughed. ‘Morwen is forceful, but she is right. I think I’ll call it a night and hope the young lady is better tomorrow. Nos da to you all.’

         Taking his lead, the party broke up and said its goodnights. As we crossed the high entrance hall to the stairs, Ivy took my arm.

         ‘I want to see the Cup before I go to bed. Come with me?’

         I indulged her and led the way to the library, a fine old room with heavy plaster mouldings, shelves of bound books and two long sash windows in the front wall. On a table between them, a locked glass cabinet held a piece of curved wood, dark with age and small enough to fit in the palm of a hand.

         ‘It looks ancient enough,’ I said.

         ‘The story is it was rescued from a local abbey during the Reformation.’ Ivy was studying it with interest. ‘Brought from the Holy Land by Joseph of Arimathea and somehow found its way to Wales. Word spread that it could work miracles and people came to drink from it, hoping for a cure.’

         18‘We might have need of it ourselves with gastroenteritis about. I hope they have a key for that lock.’

         ‘Behave.’

         ‘Such a shame that Dr Khurana’s niece is ill.’

         ‘Presumably she’ll miss the concert now.’

         ‘That seems likely. We must visit her in hospital.’

         ‘We can do that.’

         ‘Have you seen enough?’ I asked her. ‘Can I go to bed now?’

         We were the last to go up and someone had switched off the downstairs lights, leaving the hall in darkness, except for a faint shimmer from the tinsel on the Christmas tree as it caught the moonlight through the tall windows. The old house was suddenly a place of strange shapes and dark shadows and, out of nowhere, I felt a shiver down my spine.

         ‘Spooky,’ said Ivy, echoing my feelings.

         In the same moment, there was a movement on the dim landing above us, a pale blur that disappeared in an instant.

         ‘Did you see that?’ I asked.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I thought I saw something upstairs.’

         Ivy looked upwards, then back at me. ‘I can’t see anything.’

         ‘It’s gone now.’

         ‘What was it?’

         ‘I’m not sure.’ I felt ridiculous. ‘Something in the shadows. Something white.’

         ‘Have you brought us to a haunted house?’ Ivy laughed. ‘What next?’

         ‘You don’t believe in ghosts.’

         ‘Neither do you.’

         19‘Quite right. Thank you for reminding me of that.’

         I flicked a switch on the wall and the hall was flooded with light. Our surroundings were familiar and comfortable once again and we were quite alone. I felt foolish. It was a trick of the light. A trick of the mind.

         ‘Imagination,’ I said, ‘is both a blessing and a curse.’

         I took her arm and we climbed the great curving staircase together.

         ‘Sweet dreams, dearest.’ I gave her a kiss on the cheek as she left me at my door.

         ‘I’ll turn off the lights when you’re safe inside,’ she grinned.

         ‘Who said mockery shows a poverty of wit?’

         ‘I believe that was Jean de la Bruyere,’ Ivy said airily. ‘A French philosopher, known for his insightful observations on human behaviour.’

         ‘Nobody likes a show-off,’ I retorted.

         ‘Goodnight, Holly.’

         ‘Goodnight, darling.’

         She was still chuckling when I closed my bedroom door behind me.
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         Morwen Pryce was lying in her single bed, staring into the dark. A few feet away in his own bed, her husband was in a deep sleep, hardly moving and snoring lightly. Sidney wasn’t keeping her awake. Her troubled thoughts were doing that. She had kept the nagging voice muffled for years, but here it was, back again, as loud and persistent as in her youth.

         It wasn’t fear of discovery pricking at her because she always covered her tracks meticulously. It wasn’t remorse. When she acted in her own interests, she never regretted it. Morwen knew herself well.

         What was disturbing her peace in the still hours of the early morning was the crack in her carefully constructed image of herself. She was disappointed that she had to be less than perfect. But it was unavoidable. A towering gift like hers had to come first, whatever the cost to others.
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            IVY

         

         Aberystwyth was love at first sight for me.

         A crescent-shaped bay with the rocky bulk of Constitution Hill and its quaint cliff railway at one end and the castle ruins on their grassy headland at the other. In between, tall terraces of brightly painted houses looking across the promenade to the wide sky and the busy sea. Birds circling the Victorian pier, the ornate golden sandstone of the College buildings and always, the constant rush and bubble of the waves ebbing and flowing on the shingle beach.

         ‘This is just the job,’ I said to Holly as we drove along the seafront to St Michael’s Church for her first day of rehearsal.

         ‘Very pretty,’ she agreed. ‘Apparently the sunsets over the bay are spectacular. We must catch one with a G and T after work.’

         ‘Sounds good.’ I pulled in outside the church. ‘Here we are. Got your script?’

         She waved it at me as she got out. She was reading from The Admirable Life of St Winefride by Prior Robert of Shrewsbury, interspersed with some verses by Gerard Manley Hopkins.

         ‘Nothing too demanding, darling,’ was her verdict when she saw it. ‘And no learning. Jubilate.’

         22As we went in through the heavy old doors, I wondered whether any more of the student chorus had come down with the bug in the night. It would be a problem if numbers got seriously depleted. Fortunately, everyone at Nanteos had been hale and hearty at breakfast and I could tell Gethin was relieved. He’d left the house first, needing to check the singers before he could breathe easily.

         The young women in their green and red college scarves formed a chatting, laughing group at the bottom of the nave, by the altar steps. A quick count told me that Zareen was the only one missing, so that was good news.

         Gethin waved at Holly from the front pew and, as she went to join him, there was a ripple of excitement from the girls. I watched from a chair at the back, ready to extricate her from too much unwanted attention if needed, but, apart from a few giggles and nudges, a few wide eyes when Holly greeted them with her usual charm, there was no cause for concern.

         A few minutes later, Morwen made her entrance. Now Holly can put on the theatrical airs and graces when she wants to and, between you and me, she often does, but Morwen Pryce could leave her standing in that department. Everything was a performance. The woman lived her life downstage centre in her own personal follow-spot.

         Lawrence Boyd Edwards, who had taken the seat next to me, raised an eyebrow as she passed us and we shared a smile.

         ‘Ultimate diva,’ he murmured. ‘I don’t much like her husband, but I have to sympathise with the man. I feel sorry for anyone living in her shadow.’

         ‘Have you worked with her before?’ I asked.

         23‘No. I’d never met her till last week. It was Gethin who brought me in.’

         ‘Do you always work with classical singers?’

         ‘Lord, no! My last job was in a nightclub in Soho. Before that, a touring musical. I get what I can. It’s all a bit hand to mouth, to be honest.’

         It was a familiar tale. I never forget that Holly and her friends in the business are the privileged few and that, for the majority of people trying to make a living on the stage, it’s a different story. It’s all about luck, not talent, and I have a lot of respect for them. They take the knocks and keep going.

         With Morwen’s arrival, Gethin called for attention and the day’s work began. I’ve watched a lot of rehearsals, some more entertaining than others. This St Winefride piece was what my mum would call highbrow and I wasn’t sure how much I’d like it, but I was soon won over. The music was beautiful. The chorus chanted a harmonised plainsong whilst the harp swelled and whispered and Morwen’s soaring voice filled every corner of the church. I turned to Lawrence and saw he was perfectly still, his delicate hands clasped in his lap. As the section finished and silence descended, he let out his breath slowly.

         ‘Wow,’ he said.

         ‘I’ll second that.’

         They worked on short pieces one at a time. Gethin and Lilian Howell would confer, give notes and they would do it again. And again. That’s how it happens. One percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration.

         Sometimes Holly would speak over the music, sometimes she took the stage alone. And when I say took the stage, that’s 24exactly what I mean. When Elspeth Hollanby turns it on, you don’t look at anyone else.

         After a couple of hours, we paused for a tea break. I made Holly a brew then nipped outside to sit on a bench, watch the sparkling sea and enjoy the wind in my hair. Somewhere in the distance, ‘Jingle Bells’ was playing on a wireless and I sang along to myself, thinking of Ben and of opening presents with him on Christmas morning. It made me smile.

         The church door opened and Evangeline Fry came out. As the wind hit her, she shivered and wrapped her voluminous cape more tightly around her slight body. I raised a hand in greeting but she didn’t see me. She seemed agitated. Backing into a secluded corner of the outside wall, she reached into her large handbag and took out a hip flask, the tension in her melting away as she drank from it. She leant back and closed her eyes. Feeling like an intruder, I looked away.

         A woman was hurrying up the sloping path from the back of the college. Something purposeful in her approach and expression set off an alarm bell and, as she reached the church porch, I got to my
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