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About the Book

Handsome war hero Edward Somers is recuperating in the South of France when he stumbles upon a lonely villa inhabited by the bewitching and beautiful, but ailing, Countess Katerina.

At first Edward is delighted to have such a charming and lovely companion, but as a sinister chain of events begin to unfold it becomes apparent that he and Katerina are in very grave danger. Is it really Katerina’s ill health that has forced her into such an isolated position? Will she always be on the run? And will her remote and perilous life deny her the love that she craves and needs so dearly?

An enthralling wartime adventure by the ever-popular author of the Adams family sagas.
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Chapter One

The isle of Formentera, veined by dry gullies and patterned by Mediterranean shrubs, lay like an uncut stone of brown and green in a setting of oceanic blue. Although it was close to Ibiza and not far from the Spanish mainland, it had escaped the rampaging development that had smothered so much of the Balearic islands. It had even escaped an airport. Its principal town, San Francisco, was tiny, its scattered hamlets were few, and its people, for the most part, were still compulsive tillers of its baked soil. Formenterans looked after their own business and each other. Holidaymakers were a race apart, a species of sunseekers accepted and politely indulged.

On slopes and lowlands the almond trees were dusty, the olive trees laden, the fall of the fruit still some way off. The isle was as quiet as a slumbering monastery, except for the Playa d’es Pujols in the north and the Playa de Mitjorn in the south. There the eccentric holidaymakers disported in skimpily-clad fashion, swamping their bodies in oil.

East of Es Calo, the sun-splashed cliffs showed their brown, barren face to the shimmering sea. The single-storeyed villa, lapped by almond trees and overlooking the cliffs, was enclosed by a bougainvillea hedge, the shrubs explosive with bursting colour. The large garden was an enchantment, its beauty the consequence of being lovingly tended from the time, fifty years ago, when it had first been won from the intemperate ground.

There were no holidaymakers in this area save for the family which had just arrived at the only other villa, two hundred yards from the first and a short walk from the village. Kate Matthews, slipping off her jeans and T-shirt, put on a yellow dress, combed her hair and hurried downstairs.

‘A dress?’ said her mother.

‘Oh, well, you know,’ said Kate, with a fifteen-year-old’s natural ambiguity.

‘Where are you going so soon?’

‘I thought – well, to see the Señora,’ said Kate, raven-haired, blue-eyed and pretty. Romantically disposed, she could wander dreamy-eyed while others rushed into life’s pursuits.

‘You spent most of your time last year with her.’

‘Strange girl,’ smiled her father.

‘And the year before,’ said her mother. They came to the villa for a month each year, renting it from mid-July to mid-August. There was no beach. There was only sun, peace and a restful inclination to do nothing.

Kate smiled a little shyly and sidled out. It was hot. The light breeze fanned her face with heat. But, young and alive, she ran on quick feet down the path and over a hard little track that wound through scrub. Reaching the white-walled villa, festooned with hibiscus, she found the Señora sitting at a table on the tiled patio that overlooked the garden. A blue umbrella shaded her aged body from the fierce sun.

‘Señora?’ said Kate. That was what she always called her dear and treasured friend, even if she wasn’t Spanish.

The lady looked up. She was very old, white of hair and slender of figure. But her eyes were still quite magnificent, a clear, unveined grey, and no deep lines furrowed her face. The fragility of age was apparent, but not its wrinkles or its bent back. Her eyes regarded Kate out of a mind full of dreams.

‘They’ve all gone, all my loved ones,’ she said in English.

‘Señora?’ said Kate, puzzled. The Señora had a son and daughter, and grandchildren, and although one family lived in England and the other in America, they would all come to visit her before the end of August and stay for some weeks as they always did.

The lady came to her feet. She rose slowly but with grace, as if she had been born in the Court of St James or another. Her white dress was a lightness around her slender, fragile body, and she was upright, not stooping, and to Kate quite beautiful. Kate had spent tranquil hours with her since the age of eleven. They had an affinity, these two, the very old and the very young.

The dreams slipped, the lady’s eyes opened and she smiled in pleasure and affection.

‘Why, it’s Kate. You’ve come again. Has another year gone? Another one? Yes, but how good to see you, sweet child. Your letters are precious, but not more than you are.’ She kissed the girl on the cheek, and Kate hugged her.

‘Señora, oh, I came as soon as we arrived, to see how you were.’

‘Well, I’m old, Kate, that is all.’ The lady’s smile was warm. Kate in her bright yellow dress was a reminder of her own sweet youth of long ago. ‘How pretty you’re getting. How very pretty.’

‘You look super,’ said Kate. She had put a dress on because she knew the Señora did not consider girls in jeans to be at all acceptable.

‘I am super?’ The lady smiled. ‘But I’m so old, Kate. I will tell you. I’m almost a hundred.’

Kate, staggered, gasped, ‘You’re not, you can’t be.’

The lady laughed softly.

‘Well, I’m eighty-three. That’s near to a hundred, isn’t it?’

‘Eighty-three?’ Kate calculated. ‘Señora, you were actually born when Queen Victoria was still alive?’

 ‘Yes, when Queen Victoria was still in command of almost every royal family in Europe, and I, old as I am, was only a contemporary of her great-granddaughters. You’ll stay a little while, my sweet?’

‘Oh, I should like to.’

‘Then let us have lemonade.’ The lady picked up a little silver bell from the table and rang it. ‘Maria? Maria?’

Maria, her servant, appeared. She was a middle-aged Formenteran.

‘Señora?’

‘Lemonade, please. You see, Maria? Kate is here again.’

‘I see, I see,’ said Maria, and smiled at Kate. She brought the lemonade in a jug covered with a white napkin. Ice tinkled as she filled two glasses, and the lemon slices spilled and splashed. It was always the same, always made from fresh lemons, always cool and delicious, with a little bite to it. The lady served no other drink to young people.

She sat and talked with Kate. Kate was quick and energetic in her speech, the lady mellowly articulate, and each was receptive to the other. The bees buzzed on gossamer wings, the sun cast heated light, and the colours of the garden danced before the eye. Kate was fascinated by the graceful woman she had met five years ago, on her family’s first visit to the adjoining villa. The Señora often told stories of her youth, of her years as a girl, and Kate sometimes wondered what stories there were concerning all the other years.

The lady became quiet. It was age, of course, which often transported her from the present to the past. Her eyes were full of dreams, her face serene. There was always serenity about her, as if the magic of life was a beatitude. This year, thought Kate, the serenity was more finely drawn.

The Señora broke her temporary silence to ask Kate about her schooling. Kate told her of the struggles and problems she had with subjects like science and mathematics.

‘Science, child? Mathematics?’ The lady sighed. ‘What is the world doing to girls these days? Has it forgotten that girls grow into women, and that women relate to compassion and caring, not to infernal things? Science and mathematics are the essence of the infernal. Everything one reads or listens to these days tells one so.’

Quite earnestly, Kate said, ‘Then I shall do my best, Señora, to give them up.’

The lady smiled and shook her head.

‘No, no, Kate. I shouldn’t say such things. It’s your world you have to live in, not mine, and if your world is in desperate need of women scientists and women mathematicians, then you must continue to struggle with the subjects.’

‘Do you think so, Señora?’ said Kate, who would have been quite happy to have had nothing to do with them at all.

Again the lady smiled, and again the grey eyes dreamed.

‘Such a world, such an unhappy world,’ she murmured. ‘I know Edward would have said it was no better than a factory, into which every woman, as well as every man, was being pushed.’

‘Who was Edward?’ asked Kate.

‘Edward?’ said the lady, as if it had been Kate who had plucked the name out of the day. She looked at the girl, at her dark hair, her blue eyes and her vivid youth, and because Kate was so remindful of another the dreams returned to possess her. ‘They are all gone, my loved ones, all gone, Celeste.’

Kate’s susceptible heart missed a beat.

‘Señora, I’m Kate. Who is Celeste?’

The lady came to.

‘She’s gone, my sweet, but you are so like her.’

‘Oh, I think you’ve a story to tell,’ said Kate.

‘Stories are like life, Kate, always to do with the past.’ The lady put a hand under Kate’s chin and lifted her face. The fine grey eyes searched the unclouded blue. ‘Life is always a memory of moments just gone and years long past. Cling to each moment, if you can, for each is so precious, yet so fleeting. Only love defies time. Time robs us of all else, of all whom we cherish, but it can’t rob us of love. God gives it, and it is His greatest gift to people. But so many people, so many, never understand it. Be sweet, my child, as Celeste was, and then you’ll come to know that love means giving, not receiving.’

‘Tell me about her, Señora.’

‘About Celeste? But then there was also Edward, you see. I could only tell you part of the story. The rest only they could tell. And they are gone, Kate, all of them, all whom I loved so much.’

‘Oh, tell me, Señora, tell me your part.’

Fragile old age took on the serenity of treasured dreams.


Chapter Two

The small hotel, painted white, gleamed in the warm October sunshine. Half a mile from the little village of La Roche, it fronted the winding coastal road and its sign said it was the Hôtel de Corniche. It could not, of course, be compared with the grand establishments of Nice and Cannes, but set in an environment of peace and tranquillity, with a breathtaking view of the blue sea, it had its own appeal.

Unlike other small hotels, it remained open all the year round, which said much for its desirability. Madame Heloise Michel, the owner, valued the patronage of guests who provided her with an income during the out-of-season months and enabled her to keep a few of her staff at work. Times were hard in 1928. One heard that exiled Grand Dukes in Nice had to sell their valuables to pay their hotel bills, or did not pay them at all, creating embarrassment for managements instinctively disinclined to throw the exalted into the street.

A pre-war Bentley, approaching the Hôtel de Corniche from the west, rounded one of the thousands of bends at a moment when some idiot leapt into the road from the right-hand verge. It was an idiot of the male gender, a man clad in a blue flannel shirt and blue serge trousers. The driver, handling the car carefully, was able to stop in good time. The man flashed a startled glance, showing a ruddy face and a dark, untidy moustache. He did not, however, apologize for his suicidal stupidity, but ran across the road and disappeared into the shrubs and trees of the ascending terrain. The sound of a rifle shot followed him. It was, to the driver of the car, unmistakably a rifle shot. He had experienced a surfeit of rifle fire during the war. He stood up in the car and looked around. He saw no one. He heard no one. Silence prevailed. The sky was clear, the afternoon warm and bright. The South of France lay in quietness under its October sun.

‘Extraordinary,’ said Edward Jonathan Somers. He got out and peered at the trees and shrubs crowding the gentle ascent. He detected neither movement nor sound. He turned and inspected the downward slope on the other side of the road. Scented pine trees covered the ground. He advanced. One did not shrug off a running man and a rifle shot. Somewhere, fairly close, was the person who had fired the shot. Because he was curious and intrigued, he began a slow and cautious ingress into the profusion of pines. Caution was commonsensical, slowness a necessity.

The descent was not steep, but even so he could not go too far because the return would be a climb, which would mean an uphill effort for him in more ways than one. Reaching a break in the trees, he saw the high stone wall that bounded the Villa d’Azur. The villa itself, nestling amid palms at a distance of some seventy yards, showed only its pink roof tiles. He noticed the jagged array of broken glass cemented into the top of the wall. Villa owners were not usually inclined to seal themselves off as uncompromisingly as that. Intruders intent on burglary or pillage were rare in the quieter areas of the Riviera, although confidence men and gigolos operated with smooth efficiency in Nice and Cannes.

Edward turned at the lightest of sounds and saw, not a rifleman, but a slender and quite lovely woman, a brimmed white hat in her hand. Her silk dress was also white, and with it she wore black silk stockings and white shoes. She came to his eyes as a vision unexpected and enchanting. Her hair was a mass of dark, rich auburn; long lashes framed eyes of deep, clear grey, eyes that were startled as she beheld him. He thought her about thirty, but there was something of the magic of never-forgotten youth in those eyes of striking clarity. They held him mesmerized. He was as silent as she was. It was a moment when his tongue lay still, a discovery more fascinating than anything which might have been said. But he spoke when the silence began to bring a slight flush to her oval face,

‘I heard someone fire a rifle,’ he said with a smile.

‘M’sieur,’ she said, ‘you are regarding me with so much earnestness that I fear you think I am the guilty one.’ Her voice was warm and mellow, with an undercurrent of amusement, her responsive English so fluent that she might have been a compatriot. But he had a certainty she was not English.

‘Have I been staring?’

‘Indeed, m’sieur, and earnestly.’

‘I do apologize—’ Edward broke off as a man appeared.

Tall and strong-looking with an iron-grey beard and an impassive countenance, he was dressed in a white shirt, grey tie and black trousers. Without either jacket or hat, he looked as if he might have been interrupted while relaxing in the sunshine. He turned dark eyes on the slender woman. She, taller than average, lifted her chin and Edward thought he glimpsed a flicker of imperious defiance. The bearded man said nothing. He merely shook his head in reproach. She turned without a word and walked away, elegant and graceful, to become a flutter of white amid the pines.

The bearded man regarded Edward sombrely.

‘This is private property, m’sieur,’ he said in French.

‘Are you sure?’ said Edward in the same language. ‘It isn’t fenced.’

‘It is private property, m’sieur. Please go.’

‘My only reason for being here is that I heard a rifle shot,’ said Edward.

‘A rifle shot?’ The bearded man was unresponsive.

‘I think it was fired over the head of a running man.’

‘I’m not that man, m’sieur. Nor, as you see, do I have a rifle.’

‘Even so,’ said Edward, ‘I’m sure one was fired, and that isn’t something which happens every day.’

‘I think, m’sieur, you will find rifles being fired every day in many parts of the world. Please have the goodness to go on your way.’

‘Very well,’ said Edward, and left, making a slow climb back to the road. He was breathing a little heavily by the time he reached his car, but he was thinking more about the striking vision of elegance than his chest.

The doors of the Corniche swung open for him a few minutes later as he pulled up outside the hotel. Jacques, the porter and handyman, came down the wide steps to take care of his luggage.

‘Welcome, mon Capitaine. You are well?’ That was how Jacques, an old soldier, always greeted him.

‘I’m in excellent health, Jacques.’ That was how Edward always responded, although it was never precisely true. He was no longer in the British Army, and nor was he resplendent with health. He had been gassed in Flanders in 1917. Any exercise in advance of a slow walk put a strain on his poisoned lungs. He had not been as badly gassed as some, but he had breathed in enough of the deadly stuff to reduce him from a vigorous man to a disabled one. His doctor assured him he was not in danger of dying unless he indulged in activities fatally foolish, like mountain-climbing or hundred-yard sprints. All in all, anything of a robust nature was out. Providing he walked where others ran, providing he paced himself, he could live his allotted span – and providing he escaped the hazards of severe and foggy winters. So he spent his winters at the Corniche, where there was neither fog nor snow to endure.

At thirty-five, he considered he had already enjoyed eleven years that might have been denied to him. To live at the Corniche during its out-of-season periods was an added enjoyment. Its comfort, peace and quiet made him feel he could not count himself an entirely unfortunate man. He always stayed until April, returning then to England and an appreciation of its burgeoning spring, and the endearing vagaries of its summer, in his little cottage near Guildford.

He had been invalided out of the army in 1919, but someone had taken an interested note of the fact that he had a degree in history, for he was invited to become a member of the team responsible for preparing the official history of the Great War. This entailed absorbing research work, which fascinated him. The department concerned was accommodating, not minding where he was as long as he was doing what he was drawing his pay for.

As usual, he had brought a trunkful of material that would enable him to complete his current assignment by May. This was an account of the first battle of Ypres. While the weather remained warm he would be able to work outside, to do his writing by the little summer house in the garden at the rear of the hotel. Young Celeste Michel, daughter of Madame Michel, would bring him coffee or Pernod from time to time. He had acquired a taste for Pernod.

He mounted the steps to the open doors, leaving Jacques attending to his luggage. In the cool, shady lobby, with its strip of carpet leading to the stairs, a girl came from behind the little reception desk, a delighted smile on her face and her blue eyes alight.

‘Monsieur Somers! Oh, how happy I am to see you.’ And Celeste Michel, Latin-black hair bobbed, flung her arms around him in welcome. He planted a kiss on her cheek. They were old friends. He had known her for eight years. Celeste, sixteen now, was devoted. Edward was her confidant, recipient of her imaginative outpourings concerning the hotel, the village and herself.

‘Sweet soul of innocence, how you’ve grown,’ he smiled. ‘You’re up to here.’ He touched his chin.

‘But of course. Almost I’m fully grown. I’m sixteen.’ Celeste, quite without inhibitions, stood back so that he might better observe what she had accomplished since he had last seen her in April. She had put two inches on her height and acquired roundness where she most desired it. Having every French girl’s unashamed consciousness of physical development, she was extremely proud now that she had a figure. She wore a neat black dress, stylishly short, with a white collar and white cuffs. ‘I’ve left school and am now Mama’s invaluable help. I’m in charge of the reception desk, the telephone and the allocation of rooms. Do you wish me to call a number for you?’

‘I can’t think of one at the moment,’ said Edward.

‘Never mind,’ said Celeste, ‘but I’m at your service whenever you’re desperate to communicate. Did you have a good journey? The roads were not too bad for you?’

‘My journey was very good.’

Jacques entered the lobby with a trunk weighing down his shoulders.

‘To room three, Jacques,’ said Celeste.

‘I know, I know,’ said Jacques, and hefted his way through the lobby.

‘M’sieur, you have your usual ground-floor room,’ smiled Celeste, ‘and Marie has put it into perfect order for you. Oh, I’m so happy you’ve come again. Mama herself says it’s a pleasure to have you.’

She looked him over with care and affection. He was thin, of course, he was always thin, and a little hollow-chested because of his complaint. His light salt-and-pepper tweed suit was the same one he had arrived in last year, and the year before, but it was very well cut and good-tempered. His face was lean, with hollows, but he did not look ill. Indeed, the sun had touched him during his drive in the open car, and there was colour in his cheeks. With his tweed cap removed, his thick dark brown hair showed its widow’s peak. His eyes, brown, were those of a kind and amiable man. Celeste felt sad that he had no wife to look after him. She thought very little of all the unmarried Englishwomen who must know him, for not one of them, apparently, cared to take him on. Or perhaps he had not asked any of them. She had spent the last two years casting around for a suitable French lady, one who would make him an affectionate and caring wife. Her interest had pointed her in the direction of the only two ladies in La Roche who were eligible. After some consideration, she dismissed both of them. Whether either of them would have suited Monsieur Somers was not a point uppermost in her mind, for she was quite sure they did not suit her. She thought one too stupid, the other too gushing.

Celeste smiled. She accompanied him to his room on the ground floor. It was square and spacious, with a shining floor of parquet à l’anglais and a colourful bedside rug. Double casement doors opened out on to the well-kept garden. He always had this room, so that he did not have the stairs to negotiate. He did not mind stairs, he said, but what was the point of making him walk up and down unnecessarily? Her mother, who was fond of him, would not have that at all. Since she was a war widow, her mother could have made him a very good wife, but perhaps she was rather old at forty.

‘This is splendid, Celeste,’ said Edward, regarding the room with satisfaction. Its furniture and walls were friendly and familiar to him. Jacques had deposited the trunk and gone to fetch another.

‘It’s as you like it?’ said Celeste.

‘It always is. So is everything else, including you, my angel.’

She laughed.

‘Oh, for you, m’sieur, I will even grow wings.’

Madame Michel entered through the open door. Running to matronly fullness, she was a handsome woman, her black hair parted down the middle and braided around her head. She extended a warm hand to Edward, who took it.

‘I am happy of your arrival, Monsieur Somers,’ she said in English. She was proud of her English, though not always accurate with it. ‘It is most of a pleasure to see you again. How well you are looking, but you must take care when the evenings become cold. You need not say when you are needing to be on fire. Marie will light it each evening from next month.’

‘Ah, my very good Madame Michel,’ said Edward gravely,‘I’m in contented expectation that all will be taken care of, including when I’m needing to be on fire.’

Madame Michel smiled.

‘M’sieur, I’ll bring you tea,’ said Celeste, ‘and then Marie will fill the bath for you.’

She knew he liked to take baths. Celeste was satisfied to soak herself once a week, as was her mother, but many visitors had acquired the habit of bathing every day. There were sixteen guest rooms, and when the hotel was full a glut of daily bathers put a great strain on the old boiler. During the winter season, however, when the hotel averaged only half the number of summer guests, the boiler made few complaints.

Celeste lingered after her mother departed. Jacques brought the second trunk and Edward tipped him. Celeste still lingered.

‘M’sieur – ’

‘Tea,’ said Edward.

‘Oh, yes, at once.’ She sped away. In a little while she took the tray to him, in the garden, where he sat relaxing at a table near the summer house. Blooms festooned the poinsettia bushes with colour, and the afternoon was still warm and sunny, though the evening might bring a touch of coolness when it arrived.

‘Thank you, Celeste.’

‘You will inspect the pot?’ she invited, lifting the lid. He peered. The tea leaves swam in the steaming water.

‘I think it’ll do,’ he said.

‘It would be calamitous if it did not do,’ said Celeste, very aware that Edward was as critical as all English people about the quality of a pot of tea. ‘May I pour, m’sieur?’

‘Please do, my infant.’

Celeste poured.

‘Oh, m’sieur, what do you think? I am now friends with Madame. You remember her?’

‘I remember you telling me of her. I remember you were very inquisitive.’

‘No, no, interested, that’s all,’ she protested. ‘You aren’t too tired to talk?’

‘I’m not too tired to listen. I feel you’ve got a thousand words on your tongue. If you’re not too busy, entertain me, Celeste. I made my journey in wise stages, and have only motored a hundred miles today. I’m ready to be entertained.’

‘It’s always been so intriguing,’ said Celeste.

‘My motoring?’

‘No, m’sieur, the mystery of Madame, who came to live at the Villa d’Azur two years ago and hid herself behind its walls, even though she was so beautiful. I saw her only twice, each time through the pylône grille.’ That was the wrought-iron gate that fronted the road at the beginning of the villa’s drive. ‘She smiled at me. But three months ago, you see, the little green gate in the wall overlooking the sea was open. I couldn’t resist peeping, and there she was, m’sieur, gathering flowers from her garden.’


Chapter Three

She looked up and saw the young girl, black-haired, pretty and blue-eyed, standing just inside the green wooden gate.

‘Child, what are you doing there?’ Her French had what Celeste thought must be the attractive accent of a well-educated citizen of Paris.

‘Oh, nothing at all, madame, nothing at all.’

‘You’re just looking?’ She smiled, and Celeste was entranced.

‘Many pardons, madame. Please forgive me.’

The woman hesitated, casting a glance over her shoulder. The wide garden was a picture of lushness and colour. It was also quiet and empty. No voices, no people, no children. So very empty. And here was a child, here was a child who looked sweet and delicious, a young girl with blue eyes.

‘What is your name, child?’

‘Celeste, madame, but I’m almost sixteen.’

The woman smiled again.

‘Oh, many many years ago I too was sixteen,’ she said.

‘Many years ago, madame, many?’ said Celeste in wonder.

‘Many years, Celeste.’ The clear grey eyes reflected memories of joys and innocence. ‘Where are you from?’

‘The hotel. It’s owned by my mother. I’m Celeste Michel, you see. Goodbye, madame. I’m sorry to have been so inquisitive.’

Again the woman hesitated, then said, ‘Would you like some lemonade? Yes, you would. In summer, there’s never too much lemonade when one is sixteen, do you agree?’

‘I’m always avid for lemonade, madame,’ said Celeste earnestly.

‘Come,’ said Madame. ‘Please close the gate first, and bolt it. Thank you. Come.’ Carrying a trug filled with blooms, she walked along the garden path with Celeste, her white dress waisted by a narrow belt of black velvet, the skirt slightly flared, so that it whisked and whispered, flirting with the shrubs.

Celeste felt excited and enchanted. As far as she knew, no one in the area of La Roche had ever been inside the high walls of the Villa d’Azur. The extensive garden, with its lawn still green after the protracted heat of summer, was beautiful. The villa rose a pale, washed pink above the terrace.

Madame, with Celeste beside her, crossed the lawn towards the terrace steps. She had the grace of a woman and a natural vitality. There was a little air of defiance about her, as if she was ready to meet any challenge to her wisdom. Celeste sensed it. She knew it was to do with herself and her presence here.

The terrace was magnificent with its colourful tiles, its steps and its walls, its flowers and its hanging baskets. It looked out over the lawn and the deep blue of the sun-kissed Mediterranean. The vista was a grandeur, an unparalleled gift of nature. Man’s handiwork in all its genius could never match such splendour.

The dry warmth pervaded the terrace, and the shutters of the villa’s windows were closed to resist the infiltration of heat. The large French windows were open, however.

‘Please sit down, Celeste,’ said Madame. Celeste slipped into a seat beside a white ornate garden table, above which was a huge umbrella. Madame put her trug down and clapped her hands. ‘Anna?’ A servant appeared at the French windows. She was a stout woman with a broad homely face. Madame said something to her in a language foreign to Celeste. The servant disappeared.

‘Madame, it’s beautiful, your villa,’ said Celeste.

‘Thank you, child.’ Madame’s smile was warm, if a little strange and wistful. ‘I shall now pray that the lemonade is not less than perfect. It wouldn’t do to serve indifferent lemonade to a guest who considers my residence beautiful.’

‘Oh, but—’

‘Ah, you see, when I was sixteen and indifferent lemonade was served, we did not send it back, of course. Papa wouldn’t have allowed us to. But the disappointment could be quite tragic.’

Celeste laughed. Madame’s eyes sparkled. She saw the quick, vivid eagerness for life in the girl, the responsiveness. She removed her wide-brimmed hat, and the mass of looped auburn hair took on tints of fire in the sunlight. That light made the grey eyes so bright that there was a hint of palest blue in them. She sat down with Celeste and under the shade of the umbrella the fiery tints died and the hair softly shone.

‘Madame – oh, such beautiful hair,’ said Celeste, who was neither shy nor inarticulate. ‘Truthfully, I’d give my fortune to have hair so lovely.’

‘You have a fortune, child?’ said Madame, smiling.

‘I have forty francs, I think,’ said Celeste.

‘Yes, that’s a fortune without doubt to one who is only sixteen,’ said Madame. ‘I had no money at all to speak of when I was your age. That is, I was never aware of having any. It seemed not to matter. I’m very aware now that money is of no consequence whatever to people who have always had too much, and that it’s only the poor who are honest enough not to despise it. Ah, here is Anna with our lemonade.’

It came in a tall jug, with two glasses. Anna, clad in her black-and-white servant’s habit, stood with her hands clasped in front of her as Madame poured the liquid. Slices of lemon floated. Celeste tasted the drink. It was cool and sweet, yet contained the little bite of the fruit that lingered on the palate. Madame smilingly awaited her comment.

‘Oh, it’s quite perfect,’ said Celeste.

Madame’s grey eyes again sparkled in evidence of her participation in the girl’s enjoyment of life.

‘You are sure, Celeste?’

‘But yes, madame.’

Madame spoke to her servant, again in the language foreign to Celeste. Anna said something in return, then smiled cautiously at the girl and retired.

‘Anna agrees that there are always times when the lemonade should be just right,’ said Madame.

‘I must confess, madame,’ said Celeste ingenuously, ‘that until now I’ve always thought lemonade was only lemonade.’

‘What a discussion we’re having about it,’ said Madame, eyes dancing. ‘But it’s true, lemonade is only lemonade on ordinary occasions. It becomes memorable only when the occasion is memorable. I must tell you, Celeste, that the summers in my country aren’t what they were. When I was young, the summers were such that every day was memorable, and therefore so was the lemonade – except when it was indifferent.’

Celeste laughed. Madame smiled.

‘You aren’t French?’ said Celeste in interested enquiry.

‘It isn’t important, child. After all, I live in France now and am grateful—’ Madame checked herself. ‘It’s beautiful here in the Riviera, and you are a dear girl to sit and talk with me.’

‘Oh, I’m happy to have met you, madame. I’ve often wondered what you were like.’ Celeste was not given to the art of dissembling. She still had some way to go before she was a woman. ‘You’ve lived here two years and no one—’ She stopped. One could not be inquisitive to the point of impertinence.

Madame’s expression was a little rueful.

‘Everyone is curious about me?’ she said.

‘A hundred pardons, madame. I didn’t mean to—’

‘No, no, it’s perfectly natural,’ said Madame gently. ‘But I have to live a quiet life. I cannot entertain, for I’ve little money and I also suffer with my heart.’

Celeste found it difficult to believe that anyone who lived in such a beautiful villa could be short of money. Nor was it easy to accept that any lady with so creamy a skin and such an air of vitality could have a weak heart. But it was possible, of course.

‘Madame, how sorry I am,’ she said, and Madame let her lashes fall.

‘It’s difficult, you see, Celeste, to live as other people do, to bustle about, to entertain and participate in excitements. One must do as one’s doctor advises or become a victim of one’s foolishness.’

‘Oh, that’s what Monsieur Somers says.’

‘Who, pray, is Monsieur Somers?’ asked Madame.

‘An English guest of ours,’ said Celeste. ‘He was gassed in the war, madame, and his lungs don’t permit him to endure winters in England, so he spends them with us. Mama allows him favourable terms, of course.’

‘Ah, during the war I worked in a hospital, and it was so sad to see—’ Again Madame checked herself. ‘Continue, child.’

‘He’s a deserving man, madame, and very charming and kind. It’s a worry, yes, that he has no wife to look after him, although he’s told me he would be more of an affliction than a husband.’ Celeste smiled reminiscently.

‘That’s very wry in a man who has breathed in poison gas, isn’t it? To make jokes of that kind about himself? Men with a sense of humour are the most tolerable ones, aren’t they? It’s always good to laugh, Celeste, even in the company of a
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