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Prologue

1947

A storm rages over the Alps; a fierce storm, one that no one in their right mind would want to be out in. Least of all, in an aeroplane, flying high above the mountains in the midst of the storm clouds, buffeted by winds and beset by turbulence.

Yet this is where Wilfred Fforbes-Whyte is, flying a route he has taken several times before, between London and Delhi, between the place he always insists on calling ‘home’ and the place where he has lived almost all his life.

The plane is a Lockheed Constellation, a workhorse of its time, with about fifty people on board. Some are businessmen, some are like Wilfred – a member of the British Raj, employed in the Indian Civil Service (though not for very much longer, for India is about to gain independence from Great Britain). Wilfred and others like him will then decamp to England to begin a new life in a country they barely know.

As the plane lurches sickeningly yet again, Wilfred leans forward to clutch at the metal briefcase by his feet and holds on to it tightly. It wouldn’t do to lose the case, or more precisely, its contents. All that Wilfred considers most precious in his life is bound up with that case, and its safety is of paramount importance. The case and its contents must reach their destination, otherwise everything he holds dear will be lost.

All this is the diamond’s doing. The diamond that nestles in its velvet box inside his briefcase. The legend says that it is cursed, and Wilfred has been warned that bringing it out of its native India will lead to no good. Maybe it has caused this terrible storm. Or perhaps he is being fanciful and this brush with danger is robbing him of reason. He can no longer think straight. He is sweating profusely; he is scared, no, terrified, that this might be the end. It’s not himself he worries about. It’s the diamond. It’s his daughter, Celia.

The plane tips sideways, sending loose items flying around the cabin, then rights itself once more. Some passengers scream, some are crying, some are praying. Across the aisle a young girl stares at him. She has long black hair. She is young and beautiful. For a moment Wilfred thinks it’s his wife, dear Alice, but then he blinks and remembers it cannot be her. It must be Celia, then, and he reaches out to her to touch her hand, to reassure her that all will be well. It has to be.

But then the plane plummets once more in an air pocket, and this time it is directly over western Europe’s highest mountain – Mont Blanc. Wilfred’s grip on the briefcase loosens and it slides away from him, down the aisle, past the dark-haired girl who watches it go past her towards the cockpit of the plane where the pilots are wrestling with the controls. Wilfred screams out in horror, and through the window beside him he sees the mountain, its jagged rock and icy glaciers coming up far too fast towards him. This is it, he thinks. This is the end. And his final thoughts are of his darling Celia, though there is nothing he can do now to save her.




Chapter 1

Lisa, 2023

‘This,’ Lisa said, as she gazed around at the magnificent Alpine scenery, the snow-capped peaks under an azure sky, green valleys below and a glacier tumbling down the mountain to her right, ‘is exactly what I needed.’

Gaby grinned at her. ‘Told you. Mountain medicine. It always hits the spot.’

‘Thanks for insisting I came on this holiday with you.’ Lisa stepped off the path and found a flattish rock, then took off her rucksack and sat down. It had been a last-minute decision to come with Gaby. ‘I needed a short break, though I’m not as fit as I’d like to be.’ She pulled her water bottle out and took a long swig. The water was warm but she knew she needed to take on more liquid. It was a hot day and they’d been climbing steadily for four hours.

‘That,’ Gaby said, pointing at a rounded summit ahead, ‘is Mont Blanc.’

Lisa looked up at the mountain. From where they sat, it appeared not to be too far off. She had the impression that if they kept walking steadily, they’d be on its summit by mid-afternoon and down again in time for tea. But she knew that was an illusion – the mountain was several miles away and it was certainly not one that two women in summer hiking boots could manage. Gaby, though, was an experienced mountaineer and someone who was always up for a challenge. ‘Would you ever want to climb it, Gaby?’

Gaby smiled. ‘God, yes. I’d love to. But you need a guide, and you’d need to spend a week or so climbing at altitude to acclimatise, and I can’t afford the cost or the time. One day, maybe. Before I’m too old for that kind of thing.’

‘You’ve got years yet. We’re only twenty-eight.’

‘Mmm.’ Gaby looked thoughtful. ‘Maybe I’ll do it in two years’ time. When I turn thirty. Yes – that’s a plan. If Josh doesn’t decide to whisk me away to some exotic and romantic resort, I’m going to book a guide and climb Mont Blanc. Fancy coming with me?’

‘It’d take me two years to get fit enough to even consider it!’ Lisa laughed. ‘And don’t you need to be roped up and use crampons and ice axes and all that sort of thing?’

‘Yes, but we could get some training from the guide. It’d be a challenge, but we could do it!’

Lisa thought for a moment then made a snap decision. ‘Well, all right then! Here’s the deal. If I’m still single at thirty I’ll climb Mont Blanc with you. It’ll be my way of sticking two fingers up at life, eh?’

‘You’re on.’ Gaby high-fived her. ‘Right then, shall we continue?’

Lisa pushed her water bottle back into the pocket on the side of her rucksack and stood up, swinging the pack round onto her shoulders. ‘Sure. This mountain’s not going to climb itself, is it?’

They walked on, the path rising steadily as it zigzagged its way up a ridge of land between two glaciers. The views were stunning. Every so often there’d be a view of the Bossons glacier on one side, or the Taconnaz glacier on the other. Both originated on Mont Blanc itself. Behind and below them, the Chamonix valley opened up with the town itself a little way further along. It was a hot June day but as they’d climbed out of the valley, higher and higher, the temperatures had dropped to a reasonable level. With a hat to keep the sun off and plenty of sunscreen and water, Lisa felt well equipped for the day. She’d always loved walking but was more used to the lower peaks of the Lake District or the rolling hills of the South Downs. This was her first walking trip in the Alps. Gaby had persuaded her it was the best way to put her recent break-up behind her.

And Gaby had been right. Every step Lisa took was a step up, a step away from Rupert and towards a better future. She’d been with him for the best part of two years. Why had it taken her so long to recognise what everyone else – certainly Gaby and some of her other friends – had seen from the start? Rupert had seemed charming and was definitely handsome, and for a while she’d thought she loved him. ‘He’s not good for you,’ Gaby had told her more than once. But it had taken her a long while to see that for herself, to see the real Rupert behind the charming facade. It had knocked her self-confidence badly, and she knew it would take time to heal. This trip away was just the start of a long process to find herself a new path in life.

A little further on, Gaby stopped beside a huge boulder that must have fallen down the mountain hundreds of thousands of years ago. A little wooden sign was attached to it, that read: Gite a Balmat.

‘Balmat, with another fellow – Paccard – was the first to climb Mont Blanc,’ Gaby explained. ‘Balmat would shelter overnight under this rock on his reconnaissance trips to work out the best route up the mountain.’

Lisa peered beneath the overhanging rock. It didn’t look too comfortable. ‘Is this the way most people climb to the summit?’

Gaby shook her head. ‘Not these days. I think the usual route is over there somewhere.’ She waved a hand vaguely. ‘You go up to a mountain hut, spend the night there, then get up at stupid o’clock to climb to the summit. I’ll have to look into it if we’re going to do it.’

‘Steady on!’ Lisa laughed. ‘I’m not fully committed to the idea.’

‘There’s no Rupert Wossname-Thing to stop you now. What was his surname again?’

‘Wyndham-Royce. No. Thank God.’

‘You are so much better off without him, mate,’ Gaby said. ‘You seem happier, too.’

‘I am. At least I think I will be, eventually.’ Lisa took a last look at the spot where the mountaineering pioneer had spent his nights over two hundred years ago and carried on, following Gaby. She was beginning to feel happier, it was true. Life with Rupert had been one long round of parties, clubs and expensive meals, plus city breaks during which they went to more parties, clubs and restaurants, and never managed to see any sights. He was a city boy through and through: working for an investment bank, driving a red Ferrari and wearing sharp Italian suits. He couldn’t have been more of a caricature of his ‘type’ if he’d tried; Lisa realised that now. And while that lifestyle had been enormous fun for a while – those extravagant gestures he’d make sending her huge bouquets of exotic flowers, booking entire restaurants to take her out for her birthday – she now knew it wasn’t who she really was.

She fully intended to move out of London, find a cottage on the edge of a village in some pretty county, and take up baking and cross-country running before she was very much older. But for now, her job as a data analyst with the Civil Service meant she was tied to her London flat and the daily commute to work by tube.

This holiday, in the magnificent setting of the Alps, with distant horizons that soothed her soul, was a welcome change. She was able to de-stress, to consider her future now that Rupert was at last out of the picture. Doing it while hiking up mountains with her best friend in spectacular scenery was an added bonus. They had rented a small apartment in Chamonix down in the valley and were spending every day walking. The exercise was paying off too – both mentally and physically Lisa felt better than she had for years. She was sleeping better, and the anxiety attacks that had plagued her immediately after the break-up were becoming less frequent.

‘Look at that.’ Gaby had stopped at a turn in the path, at a spot that overlooked one of the glaciers. ‘See how the edges of the glacier have receded? And down there you can see that the nose of it has receded too.’

Lisa looked where her friend was pointing. The glacier was indeed shrinking noticeably, with bare shattered rock exposed at its edges. ‘Global warming?’

‘Yes. Really brings it home to you when you see incontrovertible evidence like that right in front of you, doesn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ The two women regarded the diminishing glacier sadly for a moment, then turned to continue walking up the trail. They were heading for the spot, known as La Jonction, at which the two glaciers diverged, one going down the left-hand valley and one down the right. That would be as far as they could safely walk, as it was all ice beyond there and they weren’t equipped for it. Still, with a total height gain of 1,600 metres above the valley floor it was a tough enough walk.

And the views, oh the views! Lisa lifted her head to regard the towering Aiguille du Midi to her left, its sharp spires of rock piercing the skyline, starkly beautiful against the stunningly blue sky. There was a cable car that ran to the summit of that peak that they’d earmarked for a possible rest-day activity, but so far they’d preferred to walk every day. Now it was the last day of their trip, so taking that cable car would have to wait for a future holiday.

There would be more holidays like this one, Lisa promised herself. Rupert hadn’t allowed her to go away without him. ‘Why would you want to, babe,’ he’d said when she’d once broached the subject of a Lake District walking trip with Gaby. ‘You know I’ll take you somewhere far more exotic and much more fun.’ And then he’d booked a week partying in Palma that clashed with Gaby’s trip, so that she’d had to choose between them. She’d told herself at the time she was lucky to have him but looking back she realised she’d been far too much under his control. She shuddered at the memory, then forced herself to concentrate on the action of walking, one foot in front of the other, ever onward, ever upward, to stave off the anxiety attack that would no doubt arise if she kept mentally going over her time with Rupert.

A little further up, Lisa and Gaby had to scramble up a rock face. A rope handrail in places hinted at the popularity of this walk, but they’d been lucky – it was midweek and not yet the main holiday period, so there weren’t too many other hikers. Also, they’d left early and made good time. Lisa expected that later on in the day there’d be many others on their way up – it was too good a day to waste.

And then they reached La Jonction itself – a vast expanse of ice crevasses ahead of them, stretching away left and right to form the two glaciers.

‘This is it for us,’ Gaby said. ‘We’ll have our picnic here. But don’t go on the ice – it’s not safe.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Lisa was standing gazing at it, and saw that in places a thin layer of snow covered the cracks and crevasses. She could see how you might step onto it thinking it was firm and fall down, breaking a leg, or, further out on the ice, even get stuck at the bottom of a deep crevasse.

She approached the edge of the glacier and poked at it with her walking pole. On the very edge it was loose, slightly melting in the heat of the day. It was dirty; not the brilliant white it looked from further away. Embedded in the ice were gravel, chunks of rock and soil. Even so, in places it sparkled and glistened in the sunlight. She walked along beside the edge of the glacier, picking her way over the loose rock and stones. Lateral moraine, it was called – the term coming back to her from school geography lessons with Mrs Leeming so long ago.

A little further along, something caught her eye. A metallic glint from the side of the glacier. At first, she assumed it was ice catching the sunshine, but as she came closer, she realised it was something else. A corner, a box or case made of some sort of metal, poked out of the edge of the glacier. It was not deeply buried and around it the ice seemed to be melting away. ‘Gaby! Look at this!’ she called, and Gaby came hurrying over.

‘Wow. How did that get there?’ Gaby took a step closer and touched the exposed metal.

‘Reckon we could pull it out and see what it is?’ Lisa said.

‘I should think so. Whatever it is has been carried down the mountain by the glacier. Perhaps it’s some sort of mountaineering equipment, abandoned up near the summit years ago.’ Gaby was already stabbing at the ice around it with her walking pole, loosening it so that chunks fell away.

Lisa moved beside her and joined in, and before long they could see it was a metal case, the size of a briefcase, fastened by two catches either side of the handle. The surface was pitted and dented, presumably the work of ice over the many years the case had been trapped in the glacier. Lisa reached out and ran a hand over it, wondering who last touched it, and when and how it had been lost.

‘What do you think it is?’ she asked. ‘Some sort of camera case, perhaps?’

‘It’s kind of a heavy thing for any mountaineering expedition to carry up. Could be scientific equipment, perhaps? We need to get it out and open it up.’

‘Looks like it’s locked.’ Lisa pointed at a keyhole they’d just uncovered beside the handle.

‘Might not be. We’ll just have to get it out and see.’

Lisa could now get her hands around it, jiggling the case within its icy tomb. It would be so much easier to crawl onto the glacier so they could dig the case out from the other side but she didn’t dare. Gaby kept digging with her pole until she found it was gradually coming free, and then with one last concerted effort from both of them pulling at it, the case popped out of the ice, sending them both sprawling backwards onto the ground.

‘Ouch! You OK?’ Lisa asked, as she rubbed her leg where she’d landed on a protruding stone. That would leave her with a nice bruise in a day or two.

‘Yes, fine. Only my dignity dented,’ Gaby replied.

They scrambled to their feet and Lisa carried the case away from the ice, to a flattish piece of rock beside their rucksacks. ‘Let’s see what’s inside, then.’

The catches were stiff and wouldn’t release until Lisa pulled out her Swiss army knife and prised them free. But the case wouldn’t open.

‘It’s locked, isn’t it?’ Gaby said, sounding disappointed.

‘Not sure.’ Lisa was still poking at the seal with her penknife. ‘If it’s been there years as you suggested, it might just be stuck …’

‘Hit it with a stone to break the lock?’ Gaby helpfully held out a stone, but at that moment the lid of the case released a little.

‘Here, get the blade of your penknife in that side, and I’ll do this,’ Lisa said. Gaby knelt down to help and shortly after they had the lid freed all around. ‘Now then, let’s see,’ Lisa said as she eased it open.

Inside were notebooks, envelopes, and bundles of papers held together by paper clips. The kind of contents you’d expect in any businessman’s briefcase. But how had it come to be half-way up Mont Blanc?

‘There’s a newspaper here …’ Lisa tugged it out from beneath other papers. Everything was in good condition – the case had kept all moisture from the glacier out. She opened the newspaper, which was an edition of the Times of India, to check the date. ‘Wow! It’s from July 1947!’

‘That’s older than I was anticipating!’ Gaby reached into the case and pulled out a handful of documents which she rifled through. ‘We could probably work out who this belonged to from these papers. Though God knows how it got here. It definitely doesn’t look like something left over from a mountaineering expedition.’

Lisa noticed a small pocket stitched to the lining of the case. She pushed her fingers in and rummaged around. ‘There’s something else in here.’ It was a small black velvet box, a little larger than a ring box.

‘Well, you have to open that!’ Gaby said, putting the papers back into the case.

The box had a tiny hook to fasten it, and carefully Lisa eased it back and opened the box, mindful of the fact that if whatever was in it fell out it could be hard to retrieve from among the gravel and stones at their feet. She kept the box level as she opened it.

And then both women gasped when they saw what the box held.

A brooch – a ring of green stones that Lisa assumed were emeralds, set in gold, surrounding the largest diamond she had ever seen.

‘If that is real and not paste—’ Gaby began.

‘—then it must be absolutely priceless,’ Lisa finished, breathlessly, staring at it in awe.

A shiver ran through her as she gazed at the diamond, watching how the sunlight made sparkling colours appear deep inside the gem, as though it had a hidden life or even a mind of its own.




Chapter 2

Wilfred, March 1947

The diamond sparkled in the light of the setting sun, as Wilfred Fforbes-Whyte held the brooch up to the window. He turned it one way and then the other, admiring the rainbow it cast onto papers on his desk. It was beautiful. His grandfather had had it set into a brooch surrounded by bright emeralds, and had given it to his grandmother as a token of their love. As a child, Wilfred had loved it when his mother wore it, and then his beloved Alice, God rest her soul, had pinned it to her gown for every grand, official occasion they’d been invited to. The diamond was truly magnificent, and lived up to its name – Shining Star, or Chamakta Sitara in Hindi. Wilfred worshipped it. In a few years, his daughter Celia would be old enough to wear the brooch and until then, it was his job to keep it safe at any cost. That meant, he realised with a sigh, that he should take it somewhere else, away from his home here in Agra, and sooner rather than later. He would hate being parted from it. Eventually he’d take it home to England.

It was funny, he mused, how he always referred to England as ‘home’. He’d been born in India and had lived there all his life apart from a few years at an English boarding school and then three years up at Oxford University. His entire career had been spent in the Indian Civil Service, like his father and grandfather before him, and other than annual visits home he’d thought he would never leave India. But now, the political situation meant his job would presumably come to an end once India achieved independence. And then, what else was there for him to do, but to pack up and take Celia back to England?

She’d hate it – he knew that. She’d really only ever known India. When Alice had been alive, they’d taken annual trips back home. But those had stopped after her death, and of course the war had made everything more difficult. They’d had one brief visit last year, during which Celia had appeared to hate every minute of it. She would, he knew, put up quite a fight when the time came to move back for good.

He sighed. He’d cross that bridge when he came to it. For now, his priority was to pack what he needed for this short trip home. He was only planning to stay in London for a few days. Just enough time to take care of a little business at his bank and to attend a few meetings. He’d also have to see his brother Cyril and try to start the process of mending their long-broken relationship. For so many years they had been in contact by letter only. Last year’s visit hadn’t helped – they’d met up but barely spoken.

And it wouldn’t hurt to spend a bit of time working out where he and Celia would live when they were finally forced to return to England forever. Wilfred owned no property there. Cyril had inherited the family home in Hampshire. His brother had never much liked India and indeed, despite being born there like Wilfred, had never gone back after boarding school days. In that, as in so many other aspects, they were completely unalike. Wilfred had already decided to spend the minimum time possible with Cyril. Just long enough to remind him that he had a brother, and to sound him out for advice on buying a decent house in England, somewhere within easy reach of the capital.

He took a last look at the brooch then returned it to its little velvet case. He bundled up some documents he needed to take with him, together with the latest edition of the Times of India that he hadn’t finished reading, and put those in his metal briefcase that he kept with him at all times on these trips. He had a long journey ahead, with two stops for refuelling. Still, it was better than the old days when you had no choice but to go by sea – a journey that took weeks.

His suitcase was packed; more or less. Sanjit had seen to that, earlier in the day. Wilfred would be leaving early in the morning to catch the train to Delhi, a taxi to the airport and then the flight to London.

A distant gong sounded, alerting him to the fact it was dinnertime. It would only be himself and Celia eating. The servants ate separately. Until recently, Celia had eaten her meals with her ayah, Sita, but now that she was fifteen, Wilfred had thought she was grown-up enough to eat in the formal dining room with him. Meals since Alice’s death had been lonely affairs, so he was glad of Celia’s company, even if she was still a child, and could sometimes be argumentative or sulky over dinner. She needed to learn how to behave in formal and social situations, and without a mother to teach her, it was up to him.

He checked his appearance in a mirror, straightened his tie and left his office, heading out through the door that led to the veranda. He followed that around the bungalow and into the dining room, where the table was neatly set for two and Sanjit was already standing, waiting to serve him, wearing a fresh white lungi and kurta. He bowed as Wilfred entered.

‘Evening, Sanjit. Where’s Celia?’

‘She is coming, sahib. She is in the house.’

‘She’s always late. I must have a word with her.’ Wilfred sat in the chair Sanjit pulled out for him, and as he’d done so frequently in recent months, wondered whether he’d be able to afford servants when he moved home to England. From what Cyril had told him last year, these days very few people had live-in servants. Typically, the middle classes might employ a cleaner and a gardener who’d come once or twice a week, but that was all. After the war, there was a shortage of people for domestic work in any case. Here in India, he employed a cook plus two kitchen boys; a dhobi wallah who took care of their laundry; a woman who cleaned the house; Sanjit who functioned as his driver and butler; and of course Sita, to take care of Celia. Wilfred would miss being waited on.

But with no wife, once they were back in England he’d have no choice but to employ a cook-cum-housekeeper at the very least. He was pretty certain Celia wouldn’t want to cook every day for him. Many widowers in his situation would remarry, but he knew Celia wouldn’t like the idea of a stepmother. Besides, how he could ever find anyone to step into Alice’s shoes he had no idea.

The door to the hallway burst open at that moment, and Celia charged through it, panting. She threw a look at Sanjit who gave a tiny nod, which Wilfred guessed he was not supposed to see. Celia’s hair was awry; she was wearing a salwar kameez and there were dirt marks on her knees and hips. She had most definitely not been in the house as Sanjit had said.

‘Evening, Celia. Nice of you to join me.’

‘Sorry, Papa. I am only two minutes late.’ Celia plumped herself down into the chair opposite him, picked up the bread roll from her side plate and tore into it, as though she hadn’t eaten for days.

‘You are six minutes late,’ Wilfred replied, consulting his watch. ‘And you are in dirty clothes, which tells me you did not return to the house in time to change into proper English clothes, prior to the dinner gong. It’s disrespectful to me, Celia, and unbecoming. You are a young lady now and should behave like one.’

Celia tilted her head on one side. ‘I can behave like one when I want to, Papa. I know how to. But today I was out with Vijay and we were down by the river bank and I did not have a watch on and—’

Wilfred held up a hand to stop her. ‘I gave you a watch. Wear it, please. I allow you to run wild in the afternoons still, but if you fail to be back in time for dinner I shall put a stop to that. And it is time you stopped wearing these Indian clothes.’

Celia pouted. ‘I hate wearing dresses.’

‘You will have to wear them in England. All the young ladies wear dresses or skirts, all the time.’

‘I know, I remember from last year. I hate them. I never want to go to England again.’

‘Sooner or later, Celia, we will have to. For good. We’ve talked about this.’

At that moment the kitchen wallahs entered bearing dishes of food, which they placed on the sideboard for Sanjit to serve from. ‘Ah, splendid. Here we are at last. What is it tonight, Sanjit?’

‘Lamb chops and potatoes, sahib,’ came the answer.

‘Ugh.’ Celia pulled a face. ‘I would much prefer the dal bhat I bet Sanjit and Sita and the others will be eating later.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t. And this is my house, my table, my food. So eat it like a lady, my girl, and be thankful for it.’

Celia picked up her cutlery and began to eat, making a big show of how much she disliked the food. Wilfred ignored her. She was too ‘native’ for her own good. He should have sent her to school in England, he thought for the umpteenth time. There, she’d have been taught what to wear, how to behave and what she should enjoy eating. But he’d kept her in India for his own selfish reasons. His beloved Alice had been dead eight years now, and Celia was all he had left of her. And so he’d kept her with him, at the expense of her having a decent English education.

He just hoped that a couple of years at school in England, then maybe a spell at a finishing school somewhere else in Europe, would be enough to knock the rough edges off her and turn her into someone who might manage to make a good marriage. She was pretty enough and had a caring nature. She’d make a decent wife and mother if only she could be tamed a little.

Dessert was brought in – a banana lassi spiced with cardamom. When the kitchen wallahs and Sanjit had left the room, Wilfred cleared his throat. ‘Celia, there is something I must speak with you about. I have to go to London tomorrow. Just for a brief trip. I expect to be back within a week. Ten days, perhaps, at the most.’

‘You’re going to England?’ The girl looked up in surprise. ‘Why did you not tell me before?’

‘It was a last-minute decision.’

‘Why are you going, Papa?’

‘To make a start on putting arrangements in place for when we move back. Looking at suitable houses, and a school for you. Sounding out acquaintances regarding business opportunities. Meeting your uncle Cyril. And I will use the opportunity to take some items to my bank there for safekeeping. What with the problems in India, the independence movement and so forth … there are items that are better off in English banks.’

‘Such as?’

‘Just some important papers.’

‘Can’t you send someone else?’

‘No, I cannot trust anyone else. You have heard of the riots and violence that is all too prevalent across the country? Mr Gandhi’s followers are becoming more and more dangerous. I fear that should anything happen here, this house might be a target and valuable items stolen.’

‘Papa, if this house could be a target, doesn’t that mean that we are all in danger here? You, me, Sita, Sanjit and all the others? Do you care more about important papers than you do about us?’ Celia clattered her spoon down onto her plate as she spoke, glaring at Wilfred.

It was typical of the girl to misunderstand, he thought. She’d always been a lively child, but these days she seemed to take every opportunity to be confrontational towards him. ‘Of course I don’t. But I will let it be known that all valuables have been removed from the house and lodged elsewhere. And that will reduce the chances of any mob attacking us.’

She stared at him, and a worried expression crept into her eyes. ‘Papa, might they attack you on the way to the airport tomorrow?’

‘No, I don’t think that is at all likely.’ He smiled at her, feeling oddly pleased that she’d shown concern for him. Perhaps it was just her age, being at that awkward stage between childhood and adulthood. He’d heard from friends that children often became rebellious or difficult at this age, but that they pulled through all right and became decent adults in the long run.

It was just tough having to deal with it all alone. Alice, he was sure, would have done a much better job. She would have known how to handle Celia.

‘Anyway, as I say, Celia, I shall be gone tomorrow morning by the time you get up. Sita and Sanjit will look after you, and I shall be back in no time once my business is concluded. Is there anything you’d like me to bring back for you from London?’ He had in mind some sort of gift, something with ‘London’ written on it, something quintessentially English that you couldn’t find in India.

She shrugged. ‘What on earth do they have there that we don’t have here?’

‘Well, um, I don’t know what girls your age like … a dress, maybe? Or …’ He’d been about to say stockings, or lipstick, remembering the sorts of things Alice would shop for on visits home. Actually, he had no idea what could be obtained in England these days. There was still strict rationing in place, a leftover from the war.

Celia smiled at him, a hint of triumph in her eyes. ‘Anything I want, Papa, I can buy from the bazaar here. I don’t like English things anyway.’

‘Darling, you are English. Never forget that.’

‘I feel more Indian.’ She raised her chin as she spoke, defying him. It wasn’t the first time she’d said this, and it wasn’t the first time he’d admonished her for it.

He pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘Don’t ever say that. Don’t think it. You are not Indian, despite where you were born and where you live. You are English. And before very long, you will be living in England, so you had better get used to the idea. For a start, stop wearing those salwar kameez and put on a dress, for goodness’ sake! Stop running around wild with Vijay. Act like an English lady.’

‘You mean I should spend my days playing the piano and reading romantic novels? Is that what you want? So I can ensnare a good husband?’

Precisely so, Wilfred was on the point of replying, but that would only inflame the situation further. And he was leaving tomorrow. He wouldn’t see her again for a week or more, and he didn’t want them to part on an argument. He sat down again, sighing heavily. ‘Celia, you know I only want the best for you. I am sorry if I was a little harsh just now. Let’s leave the subject for now, as I am going away. But we will talk more on it when I am back. You are growing up so fast, my dear, and people have expectations of you and …’ He broke off. She was rolling her eyes, again, and through the glass-panelled door he could see Sanjit waiting to come in to serve his coffee and brandy. Sanjit may have worked for him for twenty years but there were some discussions one simply didn’t have in front of the staff, and this was one of them.

Celia turned round as though checking what he was looking at, then she pushed back her chair. ‘Well, it looks as though it’s time for your brandy. Which means it’s time for me to leave the table. I wish you weren’t going away, Papa. I always worry that perhaps you might not come back, and what would become of me then? I’d have to go to the residence and throw myself on the mercy of the governor, I suppose. Or else go to the maharajah and see if he’ll adopt me as a kind of sister to Vijay. Hmm. English, or Indian. It’d be a tough decision for me, don’t you think?’

Without waiting for an answer, she walked out of the room. Wilfred was left sitting at the table, shaking his head. But he was smiling – her tone had been teasing in those last remarks. Beneath it all, they had a good relationship and only wanted the best for each other. He’d see her before he retired to bed that evening, to say goodnight and goodbye, and they’d put the little spat behind them.

He beckoned to Sanjit to come in to serve the brandy. As he drank it, he switched his thoughts away from Celia and on to what he needed to achieve on this trip home. As well as his business interests, he needed to make a start on planning for his and Celia’s futures, in a country he might call home but which, if he was honest, he barely knew.




Chapter 3

Lisa, 2023

‘What are we going to do with it?’ Lisa asked, staring down at the metal briefcase and its precious contents. She’d tucked the diamond brooch back into its box and into the pocket inside the briefcase, refastening the catches.

‘What are you going to do with it, you mean. You found it. I reckon it’s a case of finders keepers.’ Gaby raised her eyebrows at Lisa.

‘No, surely not! I must have to hand it in, somewhere. A police station or something. And then using my appalling French, explain where we found it.’ Lisa grimaced at the thought. It was not an enticing prospect.

‘It’ll be late in the day by the time we get down the mountain, and we fly home tomorrow. Honestly, Lisa, I don’t think we’ve time for all that. Besides, that newspaper is from India and the documents in the case are all in English, so it almost certainly doesn’t belong to anyone French.’

‘I suppose,’ Lisa said, the idea forming in her mind as she spoke, ‘I could take it home, go through the papers and see if I can find out who it belonged to. And then, you know, repatriate it all.’

‘Or sell that brooch, which must be worth a fortune, if it’s the real thing.’

‘I couldn’t. Something like that – it’d need provenance. Maybe it was stolen, and trying to sell it would alert the authorities and I’d be arrested for handling stolen goods …’

Gaby laughed. ‘You’ve watched far too many crime dramas. If it was stolen, that would have happened back in the 1940s judging by the date on that newspaper. So I doubt anyone would care anyway.’

‘Well, first things first,’ Lisa said. ‘We are several hours’ walk up a mountain. How are we even going to get the case down?’ She was thinking of the section where they’d had to scramble up a rock face. They’d need their hands free to get down that part.

‘Let’s consolidate our stuff into one rucksack, and then I think we can get the case into the other. Yours is larger – it’ll fit in there I think. But let’s eat our picnic first, eh?’

Lisa grinned and nodded. In all the excitement of finding the case she’d forgotten about eating. They’d made sandwiches in their apartment that morning – a fresh French baguette filled with ripe brie and tomatoes – and she was starving. They also had a flask of coffee, an apple each and some energy bars.

Twenty minutes later, with the food eaten and rucksacks repacked, Lisa hoisted her pack onto her shoulders. It was heavier than before and uncomfortable now that it contained the briefcase, but at least they were going downhill. She shifted it around on her back until it was as comfortable as it was going to get, and after taking a few more photos of each other grinning beside the glacier, they set off back down the mountain.

Back down in the valley, they caught a bus into the centre of Chamonix and walked through the town to their apartment. Lisa kept half expecting someone to stop her, put a hand on her shoulder and accuse her of stealing the jewel. It was hard to believe she possibly had a priceless diamond brooch in her rucksack. But, she kept reminding herself, it may very well be imitation and besides, it had almost certainly belonged to someone British. Surely in among all the papers she’d find a clue as to whose it was. She had no intention of keeping it or selling it. She would do all she could to find the owner, and if she had no luck, she’d give it to a museum or something like that.

She realised with a jolt that for the entire descent she’d only thought about the brooch, and it had chased all thoughts of Rupert out of her head for the first time since the break-up. She smiled. It was a good sign. It was almost as though the brooch had been sent to help her find her way forward in life. A fanciful idea, but one that she found oddly exciting.

As they passed through a central square in the town, Gaby stopped by a statue of two mountaineers, who were pointing up at the skyline. ‘Look, its Balmat and Paccard. They’re pointing at Mont Blanc.’

‘I wondered who they were when we saw them the other day.’ Lisa stopped to read the plaque, which was of course in French but she could make enough sense of it. ‘Early adventurers. And now we’ve been part the way up, too.’

‘Ha. The easy part.’

‘It was hard enough! Come on. I need a shower, a cold beer and a large meal. Not necessarily in that order.’ Lisa felt exhausted after the day’s hike. She was more than ready to get the uncomfortable pack off her back and collapse onto the sofa in their apartment. It was the last night of the holiday; she’d be back at work in two days and she wanted to relax and enjoy the end of their trip.

‘Shall we start looking through the papers in the case tonight?’ Gaby asked as they let themselves into the apartment building and climbed the stairs.

Lisa shook her head. ‘I’d rather leave it until I’m home, unless you particularly want to do it today. I’m too tired now. I’ll have all day Sunday to go through it, in between putting machine-loads of washing on.’

‘I’m glad you said that. I’m pretty exhausted too. You’ll keep me up to date on any discoveries, though?’

‘Will do.’ Going through the contents of the briefcase would be a good way to keep her mind occupied and stop her brooding about Rupert.

‘Bagsy first in the shower!’ As they went into the
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