
[image: The Secret Keepers by Tilly Bagshawe]


The Secret Keepers

Tilly Bagshawe

[image: harper collins logo]


HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024

Copyright © Tilly Bagshawe 2024

Cover design by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover photographs © Stephen Mulcahey/Arcangel Images (doorway) and Shutterstock.com (all other images)

Tilly Bagshawe asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008521912

eBook Edition © April 2024 ISBN: 9780008521899

Version: 2024-02-29


For England.

My heart never left.


“His heart is filled with longing to return home.

In the heat of the sun, to return home.”
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PROLOGUE

Paris, France, 1952

‘Tell me about the dream.’

Dr Auguste Clemenceau leaned back in his leather Eisler & Hauner chair with an audible creak, carefully crossing one leg over the other. The eminent Freudian’s office, just off the Champs-Élysées, was a study in minimalist chic. One chair, one desk, one pristine white Jean Prouvé couch. And, today, one beautiful but tortured patient.

‘I’ve already told you, doctor. So many times. Nothing has changed,’ Ines Challant sighed. She tried to believe that the famous psychoanalyst could help her. That he could make these awful nightmares stop. Or at least explain them, so she could be at peace. But after so many years, it was hard to keep the faith.

‘I understand it’s frustrating,’ said Clemenceau. ‘But please tell me again. Close your eyes.’

Ines did as he asked.

‘It’s dark,’ she began.

‘Good. Where are you?’

‘I’m in my bed at Beaulieu. I’m nine years old.’

‘Mm hm.’

‘It’s the summer of 1928. August twenty-fourth.’

‘Stay with your sensations,’ Dr Clemenceau instructed. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Hot.’ A bead of sweat formed in the tiny groove above Ines’s upper lip. ‘Unbearably hot.’

‘And?’

‘Frightened.’ Her breath quickened. ‘My heart’s racing. There’s a storm outside. I can hear the dogs barking and the boy’s screams. Awful screams.’

Unconsciously, she gripped the sides of the couch with her slender, manicured fingers.

‘They’re chasing him. Hunting him. He’s terrified.’

‘Go on.’

Ines shook her head. She didn’t want to go on. She didn’t want to go back there, to remember.

‘What happens next? What do you see? Hear?’

‘Nothing,’ she lied. ‘That’s it. That’s all there is. I hear the barks and the screaming and then . . . Bang. I wake up.’

Auguste Clemenceau leaned forward, looking at her intently. ‘Bang?’

Ines looked down, but said nothing further.

At thirty-three, Ines Challant had the world, or at least Paris, at her feet. A successful interior designer, accomplished, wealthy, strikingly beautiful. But for all her outer luminescence, there was a darkness inside her. Some secret shame that she had spent her life trying to suppress, but that her subconscious returned to her every night in the form of this same recurring nightmare, like a cat dropping an unwanted gift of a dead bird at its mistress’s feet.

They’d talked about her childhood countless times. About her complex relationship with her late father, a classic Electra complex in Clemenceau’s opinion. They’d talked about guilt and transference, and how as a little girl Ines had felt responsible for the terrible, tragic accident that occurred at her family’s bastide in the summer of 1928. But still the dreams kept coming.

‘Ms Challant. Forgive me,’ he said. ‘But I know there’s something more. Please, try again. Keep your eyes closed. You hear your father’s guard dogs, and the boy’s screams. But what else?’

‘Oiseaux.’

The word tumbled out of her mouth before Ines even knew she had thought it.

‘Birds. I hear birds.’

Clemenceau inhaled sharply, unable to hide his excitement. This was new. Not what he’d expected, exactly. But still new. Progress.

‘Maman’s birds. They’re in the aviary squawking and panicking,’ Ines continued, wringing her hands together, visibly distressed. ‘They’re beating their wings frantically against the bars of the cage, trying to escape. They need . . . Oh God. Someone needs to let them out!’

She sat up suddenly, her eyes wide.

‘You need to let them out, Ines,’ said the doctor. ‘Is that it? Is that what you’re feeling? That you should have released your mother’s birds?’

Ines nodded, sobbing. Things – terrible, long-buried things that she couldn’t name – were rising up inside her. Things for which there were no words.

Her dream wasn’t about the boy. It was about the birds.

It had always been about the birds.

I should have set them free.


PART ONE

SUMMER


CHAPTER ONE

Beaulieu-sur-Mer, France, June 1928

‘So.’ Clotilde Challant carefully folded her napkin and surveyed her children’s happy faces around the breakfast table. ‘What are everybody’s plans for the day?’

It was the Challants’ first morning at Beaulieu, the luxurious seaside home that they decamped to en masse every summer, leaving the hubbub of Paris behind. The bastide, originally a fortified medieval dwelling built of thick stone, had been added to and softened over the years. Fairytale turrets now punctuated the house’s four corners, and pale blue wooden shutters framed its pretty windows, with bougainvillea running riot over much of the façade. The house perched atop a high hill, with sloping formal gardens cascading down around it, like water from a spring. Lavender, rose and kitchen gardens all had their own exquisitely delineated spaces, and there were lawns and fountains and intricately laid gravel paths weaving among the grounds, always raked to perfection. True to its fortress roots however, the whole property was encircled by forbiddingly high walls of brick and stone, protecting those lucky enough to live within from whatever dangers might lurk without.

Years ago, a family friend had likened the Challants to a flock of migrating birds; glamorous and exotic but constantly on the move between their Paris mansion on Place Dauphine, their bastide at Beaulieu in the summers, and their vast chalet in Megève every Christmas. The trope had stuck, not least because Clotilde Challant herself happened to be an avid collector of exotic birds, with an aviary at Beaulieu to rival that at any of the local zoos.

‘I’m going down to the farm first thing.’ Renée, fifteen years old and the Challants’ second daughter, practically bubbled with excitement. Pretty in a tomboyish sort of way, with short dark hair and a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks, Renée was Clotilde’s ‘uncomplicated’ child. Independent, cheerful and perfectly satisfied as long as she could spend most of her time outdoors, ideally around animals.

‘Sandrine told me last night that the Martins’ spaniel bitch has had puppies, and they’ve bought a whole flock of new geese that Monsieur Martin needs help with.’

‘Puppies?’ Nine-year-old Ines, the baby of the family and a blonde, fat-cheeked cherub whose angelic look wholly belied her mischievous personality, sprang up in her chair like a jack-in-the-box. ‘I love puppies! Can I come with you, Renée? Pleeeeaaase?’

‘Of course you can, darling,’ Renée assured her. ‘What about you, Charles? You could come and help me with the geese if you like. Monsieur Martin might let us have some eggs if we do a good job.’

Twelve-year-old Charles Challant, known as Charles Fils, rolled his eyes grumpily.

‘No thanks.’

The only boy of the family, Charles had been nicknamed Niverolle (snow finch) by his sisters because of his love of all things alpine and ski related. He lived for winters in Megève and always sulked when the family arrived at ‘Boring Beaulieu’ for the summer, complaining that there was nothing to do.

‘Well what are you going to do today, Charles?’ his mother pressed. ‘I don’t want you moping around the house all day, getting under the servants’ feet.’

‘He could go down to the yacht club? See if any other obnoxious boys he knows have arrived for the season yet.’ At seventeen, Genevieve was the eldest and most sophisticated of the Challant children. She peered at her little brother disdainfully over the top of her romance novel. Gen was also in a ‘difficult’ mood. Under normal circumstances, she looked forward to family summers at Beaulieu. But having been forced to spend most of the last year bored out of her mind at finishing school in Switzerland, it had been a real wrench to leave Paris and all of her friends again. One friend in particular.

‘That’s a good idea,’ Clotilde said, ignoring the barb and smiling at Gen warmly. ‘Would you mind taking him?’

‘Me?’ Genevieve looked horrified.

‘I’d do it myself, but I have two new grey parrots being delivered this morning for my aviary, so I’m rather stuck till they arrive.’

‘Sorry, Maman. I can’t.’

‘Whyever not?’ Clotilde frowned. Just once it would be nice if her eldest daughter would make things easy.

‘Because.’ Genevieve pouted. ‘I’m busy.’

‘Doing what?’ Renée teased her older sister good-naturedly. ‘Mooning over that dog-eared photograph of Aurelian again? It’s a wonder it hasn’t disintegrated completely by now.’

Aurelian de la Tour was the son of family friends in Paris. A would-be playwright, he was also Genevieve’s latest interet amoureux, despite being at least five years older and mixing in a much more sophisticated, cosmopolitan crowd. Nonetheless, Aurelian seemed to enjoy Genevieve’s unconcealed adoration, and as a result the two of them had spent a good deal of time together last year, before Gen’s banishment to finishing school in Switzerland.

‘I’m sure I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about, Renée,’ Gen responded breezily. ‘All the sea air must have gone to your head.’

‘For your information, I don’t need to be “taken” anywhere,’ Charles Fils piped up angrily, bringing the subject neatly back to himself. ‘I’m perfectly capable of cycling down to the club by myself.’

‘You see?’ Genevieve smiled sweetly at her mother. ‘I’m superfluous. He doesn’t need a chaperone.’

Clotilde glanced questioningly over at her husband. ‘What do you say, cheri? Are you happy for Charles to go into town by himself?’

Seated at the head of the table, in the grand, oak-backed chair that Ines always thought made him look like a king on his throne, Charles Challant had declined thus far to join in the general breakfast conversation. Not a man given to small talk, especially not of the domestic variety, with his full grey beard and striking, light blue eyes, Charles Père radiated benign patriarchal authority, rather in the manner of an Old Testament prophet. Generally he preferred to rise above the fray, leaving most of the day-to-day decisions about family life to Clotilde. But occasionally, he did take an interest in Charles Fils that ran deeper than his concern for his three girls, whom he seemed to regard almost as charming pets, rushing about and occasionally presenting him with demands for this or that.

In this case, however, a single, brief nod indicated his assent. Charles Fils could bicycle into town if he wanted.

‘Right then,’ Clotilde exhaled. ‘In that case everybody knows what they’re doing. I’ve asked Eloise to lay out a picnic lunch on the terrasse for anyone who wants it at one o’clock. Otherwise I’ll expect you all back here at six for . . .’

She was interrupted by four slavering dobermans, barrelling into the room in a sudden flurry of sound and fury, knocking into sideboards and table legs as they went. Instinctively, Clotilde shrank back in her chair.

‘There’s no need to cower, darling,’ Charles Père assured her. ‘They won’t hurt you.’

But Clotilde wasn’t so sure. She was a strong woman, but her husband’s dogs terrified her. She couldn’t understand what had possessed him to bring such savage creatures into their home. None of their neighbours in Beaulieu had guard dogs. But this summer, Charles had insisted they acquire some.

‘You’re good boys, aren’t you, hm?’ Bending his bearded face low, Charles grabbed one of the dogs by the collar, nuzzling against its powerful jaw like a child with a teddy bear. Little Ines looked on in astonishment. She adored her father, but knew him as a distant, almost God-like figure, not a man given to physical displays of affection, to either humans or animals. But he seemed as smitten by his new pets as much as Maman was distressed by them. For her own part, Ines was also scared of the dobermans. But it did make her smile to see her beloved papa so happy.

‘Pardonnez-moi, madame.’ Sandrine, one of the maids, ran into the room with a volley of apologies to Clotilde as she attempted to round up the dogs. ‘I opened the kennel door to feed them and they took off into the house before I could stop them.’

‘It’s all right, Sandrine,’ Clotilde said kindly, watching with relief as the pack followed the maid out of the door, tempted by a handful of treats. From the girl’s harassed expression, it was clear that Charles’s dogs were as unpopular with the bastide’s staff as they were with its mistress. Somehow, Clotilde supposed, they would all have to get used to them.

Retreating upstairs to her bedroom the moment breakfast was finished, Genevieve locked the door behind her. Her room was at the front of the house, with spectacular views across the rooftops of the town to the sparkling, azure expanse of the Mediterranean beyond. There was a pretty, antique bed, dressed with crisp white linens, an armoire and a kidney-shaped dressing table complete with drawers and an inlaid mahogany mirror, placed directly beneath the blue-shuttered window.

Sitting down at the table, Gen let out a sigh of relief. Thank God she hadn’t been roped into chaperoning Charles for the morning. It was good to be alone with her thoughts. With herself.

The face staring back at her in the mirror wasn’t classically pretty. Not like her little sister Ines, who was clearly destined to become a raving beauty, or even Renée, with her wholesome, tomboyish charm. But there was a playfulness and intelligence to Gen’s features that made them attractive anyway, and she liked what she saw. With her long, vole-like nose and dark, sardonic eyes, she bore little physical resemblance to any of the other members of her family, an odd-one-outness she had always been rather proud of. Artists were supposed to be different.

Opening her dresser drawer, Gen pulled out a well-thumbed manuscript. Her latest play, a comedy, was set in a Lausanne finishing school, and if she did say so herself it was coming along nicely. She’d been secretly posting segments of it to Aurelian for advice all last term, and had followed his editing tips to the letter.

Thank God for Aurelian. Sometimes Gen felt like he was the only person on earth who understood her. Even though she hadn’t seen him in the flesh for well over a year now, he remained the only member of her immediate circle who took her writing seriously.

Perhaps it was because he was such an old father, but Papa had very rigid, absurdly old-fashioned views about women’s education – about women in general, come to that. And though Genevieve tried to remain a loving and loyal daughter, it was hard not to be resentful at all the opportunities that had been denied her. She’d begged both her parents to allow her to attend the lycee in Paris and to spare her the grimly vacuous litany of flower arranging and deportment that constituted an ‘education’ at finishing school. Especially after her baccalaureate results were so outstandingly high.

‘I don’t need to be finished,’ she pleaded. ‘I need to be allowed to start! How am I ever going to succeed as a writer if I’m not exposed to other writers? If I’m not allowed to hone my craft?’

‘“Hone your craft”,’ Charles Challant had chuckled, with affectionate disdain. ‘You’re a lady, Genevieve, not some sort of artisan.’

‘I’m talking about writing plays, Papa. Not becoming a shoemaker,’ Gen snapped back, frustrated. ‘You know how highly I scored on my language papers. At the lycee . . .’

‘Examination results are all very well,’ Charles cut in. ‘But what a young woman in your position actually needs is to learn how to manage a household and succeed as a hostess. They won’t teach you that at the lycee.’

Helplessly, Genevieve had turned to her mother for support. But Clotilde had fallen in line behind her husband, unwilling to precipitate a marital battle on the matter. What made it worse was that Genevieve knew that her mother felt stifled at times, both creatively and intellectually. That she had so much more to offer than her traditional roles as wife and mother allowed. And yet she seemed willing to stand by and watch while her daughters were frog-marched blindly down the same constricted path in life.

Anyway, it doesn’t matter, she told herself now, arranging her manuscript carefully out on the dressing table along with the silver pen that Aurelian had given her as a going-away present the last time they saw one another. I will rise above parental narrow-mindedness. I will publish my play, and one day they’ll come to see it in Paris, and then Papa will have to admit he was wrong. 

‘There’s a gentleman for you at the tradesman’s door, madame.’

Sandrine poked her head around the door of Clotilde’s boudoir, the small but elaborately decorated sitting-room-cum-study where she spent most of her mornings whilst at Beaulieu. A spectacular mural of jungle flora covered one entire wall, while bright, hand-knotted rugs and eclectic lamps in rainbow-hued glass completed the overall feeling of wonder and magic. Clotilde’s unique creativity had been allowed to flow unfettered here; but only here. The little jewel of a room was her sanctuary.

‘I believe he has your new birds?’

‘Wonderful!’ Clotilde clasped her hands together excitedly, her face lighting up like a child’s. ‘Would you have Louis walk him down to the aviary? I’ll meet him there in around fifteen minutes, once I’ve dug out my cheques.’

Clotilde Challant’s hobby was an expensive one. But her birds brought her such joy, such blessed release from the frustrations and disappointments of her life, they were worth every penny. Today’s acquisition, a breeding pair of grey parrots shipped over especially from the Côte d’Ivoire, was relatively modest compared to some of her other purchases. Last year’s addition of five goliath cockatoos to the Beaulieu aviary had cost almost as much as Charles’s new Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, a gleaming extravagance that sat for the most part outside their Paris mansion, undriven.

There were aspects of her marriage that caused Clotilde Challant both pain and regret. However, her solution was to make a conscious effort to think about them as little as possible. To focus only on the good, or at least the tolerable parts of married life, and ignore the parts of herself that had died when she slipped on Charles’s ring and promised to love, honour and obey. Parts like her ambition, and her own artistic and creative talents, that would never now bear real fruit.

But . . . the children were lovely. The homes were lovely. Charles himself, when in a good mood, could be engaging company. And no one could deny that he was a generous, even an indulgent, husband when it came to his wife’s spending. All the more so given how much he disliked Clotilde’s ‘squawking bloody birds’.

Those who knew Charles Challant well – his business partner, Baron Maurice de Rothschild and his handful of old friends from Paris – had been astonished when he announced his intention to marry the then twenty-year-old Clotilde Jamet, the shy, artistic, unassuming younger daughter of a venerable old family from Nice. Already in his mid-forties at that time, and a confirmed bachelor whose only known interests in life were work and religion, it seemed miraculous that Charles would even have met Clotilde, let alone that he would want to marry her. But something about her artistic, whimsical nature captivated him and after a whirlwind romance, if it could be called that, involving a summer of Charles paying court to Clotilde’s parents and inviting her on a series of heavily chaperoned excursions, he proposed and was accepted.

The marriage was loving and harmonious at first, notwithstanding their huge differences in character. By Christmas, Clotilde was pregnant with their first child, but a miscarriage ended that pregnancy, and a second, before she finally gave birth to Genevieve in the spring of 1911. Over the course of the next eight years, she was to suffer further failed pregnancies in between the births of her healthy children. The effects of these losses on Clotilde’s health, both physical and psychological, were tremendous. But Charles never fully understood this, just as he never really appreciated how badly Clotilde needed an outlet for her creativity beyond her roles as wife and mother. His response to the miscarriages (prayer, penance, try again) never wavered. It was the first, and perhaps most fundamental, brick in the wall of distance and misunderstanding that began to build up within the Challant marriage. Even when, as a family, they ostensibly sailed on to greater successes and higher heights.

As for Clotilde, it had never occurred to her to question why she had married Charles in the first place. Like most young women of her generation and class, she had stumbled into matrimony passively, having been brought up to see it as both her destiny and her duty. Her parents, whom she loved and trusted, believed Charles Challant was a good match. He was hard-working, a pious and devoted Catholic, of good moral character and already respectably well off – although nothing like as eye-wateringly rich as he was later to become. He was also tolerably attractive, not that that factored into the Jamet parents’ judgement of him as a suitor, but it made it easier for Clotilde not to think of him as such a terribly old man. In any event, the way Clotilde saw it, she would have needed a reason not to marry Charles. Not being in possession of such a reason, she married him.

Scrabbling around on the shelves behind her desk, she eventually found the gilt box in which she kept her unused cheques. Only two left. She would have to see Charles about that, especially with both the older girls needing new summer dresses for the season. Taking one cheque out of the box, Clotilde grabbed her shawl and hurried eagerly out into the garden towards the aviary.

It was four o’clock by the time Ines and Renée got back from the home farm, laden with a groaning basket of fresh goose eggs. The high summer sun was still punishingly hot, and the air as thickly humid as soup. Both girls’ cheeks were flushed pink, and tendrils of hair stuck, limpet-like, to their foreheads with sweat.

‘Well now, that’s quite a haul!’

Marie, the cook at Beaulieu, peered into the basket approvingly. With her rounded cheeks, gap-toothed smile and arms that seemed to be made entirely of rolled fat, like two string-tied joints of pork, Marie was beloved by all the Challant children. But especially by Ines, who would sneak down to the bastide kitchen regularly in hopes of sweets or treats.

‘You must have been mightily helpful for Monsieur Martin to give you so many.’

‘We were,’ boasted Ines. ‘We fixed the coop and put all of the new wire fencing in. It had to go six feet deep because of the renards, although I think the new geese could see off a fox. They’re almost as big as me, aren’t they Renée?’

‘Some of them.’ Renée ruffled Ines’s damp blonde mop of hair indulgently. Naturally maternal, Renée had always had a soft spot for her baby sister. Ines had been no help whatsoever today, rolling around with the adorable puppies and collecting stray goose feathers to try to fashion a makeshift fan, while Renée had done all the hard work, helping the bastide’s tenant farmer hammer in stakes and unwind endless rolls of chicken wire beneath a blazing sun. Not that she minded. It was a joy to be out of the city, with animals all around her and the faint summer breeze carrying the scent of the ocean to cool her as she worked.

‘Can you make a cake with them, Marie?’ Ines turned one of the still-warm, white eggs over in her palm, feeling the weight of it.

‘I could make twenty cakes with that little lot,’ the cook grinned back at her.

‘Chocolate ones?’ Ines asked hopefully.

‘I don’t see why not. But perhaps we should save some for tomorrow’s breakfast, non?’ said Marie, relieving Ines of her egg.

‘Papa’s always hungry after mass,’ observed Renée. ‘He loves a nice goose egg.’

‘I daresay he does,’ Marie sniffed, frowning. ‘But it’s not him I’m thinking of.’

It hadn’t escaped the children’s notice that Marie was often somewhat disdainful of their father, making no secret of her preference for her mistress over her master. No one really knew where her dislike or disapproval of Charles Père came from, but at moments like these it could be quite pointed.

‘Could we quickly make just one cake now, Marie?’ pleaded Ines, who didn’t want to think about Papa, or tomorrow, or boring old mass. ‘I’m starving.’

‘You’re always starving,’ laughed Renée.

‘I could help?’ Ines offered eagerly.

‘Help me eat all the batter you mean?’ Marie rolled her eyes. ‘I think I’ll be faster on my own.’

‘We need to go and get cleaned up anyway, Ines,’ said Renée firmly. ‘You’ve more straw on your head than hair, and if Papa sees either of our fingernails he’ll send us both back to Paris before you could say knife.’

‘I’ll tell you what, Chipie,’ said Marie with a laugh, watching little Ines’s face fall. ‘Take some of these madeleines to tide you over while you make yourselves nice again.’ Reaching over to the enormous range cooker, she scooped up four or five miniature sponge-cakes from the cooling rack and divided them up between the two girls. ‘And I’ll get started on that chocolate cake for tonight’s dessert.’

Ines looked doubtful, even as she stuffed the first of the delicious madeleines into her mouth.

‘If we hurry up, you might have time to see Maman’s new birds before supper,’ Renée cajoled, ushering her little sister towards the stairs.

‘Oh, yes!’ Ines brightened. She’d forgotten about the parrots. She would run down to the aviary as soon as she was clean to take a look at them. ‘Thank you Marie. Â bientôt!’

Ines loved Marie, and she loved summers at Beaulieu, more than anything. Puppies, geese, boiling sun, chocolate cake, new parrots, and tomorrow maybe the beach, or sailing with Papa and Charles. It was all going to be just wonderful. And to think that this was only day one.

‘Do you think they’ll be happy in there?’

Ines looked up at her mother doubtfully. The two grey parrots were perched by themselves in the far corner of the aviary, on the branch of one of Clotilde’s newly planted fig trees.

‘They look a bit lonely. What if the other birds don’t make friends with them?’

Clotilde rested a loving hand on her youngest child’s shoulder.

‘I’m not sure birds do “make friends” exactly,’ she explained. ‘But they will have a wonderful life here. I’ll make sure of it.’

It was rare for the two of them to be alone together like this, especially at Beaulieu, and Clotilde was delighted that Ines had asked to come with her to see the new birds before dinner. Always a daddy’s girl, Ines hero-worshipped her father, despite Charles’s often distant manner towards her and her sisters. (Or perhaps because of it.) The family’s long summer and winter migrations represented Ines’s best chance to spend time with him, and with her adored older brother, so Clotilde was often ignored once Paris had been left behind. But the aviary remained a draw, another thing that mother and daughter had in common, along with their love of art and design and colour, their natural flair for all things feminine and beautiful.

A couple of weeks ago, Clotilde had begun work on a new silk screen, painted with an array of exotic birds, and had brought it with her to Beaulieu in the hope Ines might want to help her with the project. When it came to her live birds, however, Clotilde’s feelings were of straightforward love. Whereas Ines’s were more complex, falling somewhere between fascination, admiration and unease. The little girl definitely felt an affinity to these inscrutable, magical creatures, some sort of instinctive connection that made her happy. But at the same time, Ines felt it was wrong to keep them captive, even in a prison as vast and abundantly lovely as the Beaulieu aviary.

‘Tell me about that one again.’ Ines pointed to a twilight-blue bird with a line of black feathers across its eyes, like a highwayman’s mask.

‘I call him Luis. He’s a jay,’ said Clotilde. ‘From the Andean cloud forest.’

‘Andean cloud forest,’ Ines echoed wistfully. ‘That sounds so lovely.’

‘Doesn’t it?’ Clotilde lit up, delighted by her daughter’s interest. Ines had the same romantic nature that she had felt as a child, the same yearning for adventure and magic. ‘He’s not so terribly lovely though, I’m afraid. They really are the noisiest birds. That’s one of the reasons I don’t have many jays. But this one was such a beauty, I couldn’t resist. Do you see how bright turquoise that plumage is on his throat?’

Ines nodded, entranced. ‘Like a jewel. And what about that one, at the feeder?’

‘Ah.’ Clotilde cocked her head affectionately to one side. A completely white bird with a spectacular, crested fan of feathers on the top of its head clung precariously to one of the hanging seedballs towards the back of the enclosure. ‘That’s Elena, my umbrella cockatoo. She’s an old lady now. But so intelligent. They’re the closest to humans, I think, cockatoos.’

‘How old is Elena?’

‘I’m not sure exactly. Older than me, though.’

‘Older than Papa?’

Clotilde’s smile faded slightly.

‘No. Not older than Papa,’ she replied. ‘Cockatoos don’t live past sixty. Now, do you remember what that one’s called?’

Changing the subject, she pointed up to a tiny yellow and black bird, swooping down from the very top of the cage to the edge of the ornamental pond.

‘Ooo, yes!’ Ines hopped up and down, screwing up her eyes in an effort to dredge up the name. ‘Oreo!’ she said finally. ‘It’s a finch. Like Charles.’

‘Oriole,’ Clotilde corrected. ‘But very good. It’s an oriole finch. And Charles is our Niverolle.’

‘What am I?’ Ines asked shyly, gazing deep into the recesses of the huge wrought-iron cage. ‘Do any of your birds remind you of me?’

Bending down so that their eyes were level, Clotilde cupped her daughter’s face in her hands. Maman looked so sad and serious all of a sudden, Ines felt a stab of panic. She loved her mother deeply and hated to see her upset. Had she done something wrong? Perhaps she shouldn’t have asked the question.

‘You’re very beautiful, Ines,’ Clotilde told her, her voice cracking. ‘Like Carlotta.’

Ines knew about Carlotta. She was Maman’s prized hyacinth macaw, the most valuable bird of her entire collection.

‘Really?’ Ines wanted to smile. This sounded like a compliment. And yet the tears welling in Clotilde’s eyes suggested that it wasn’t. Or at least not entirely.

‘Is that . . . bad?’ Ines asked, confused. ‘To be beautiful?’

‘Not bad.’ Leaning in, Clotilde planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘But beauty can be a dangerous thing, sometimes. The whole world will want to possess it. Beautiful birds get trapped.’

The sun had already started to sink low in the sky, and the long, dark shadows of the trees felt colder all of a sudden, the heat of the day snuffed out like a pinched candle. Ines shivered. She wished she were back inside with Renée and Charles playing cards in the salon. Even Genevieve should have come downstairs by now, and Papa would probably join them all shortly. Things back at the house would be fun and light and safe like they used to be, Ines felt sure of it. Something was changing this summer, a subtle, negative shift between her parents that Ines felt but could never quite name or describe. Here in the garden her mother’s sadness hung like a weight around her neck, and she wanted to run from it, and from the birds, whose screeching was starting to grate on her ears like fingernails on un tableau.

‘I don’t think I’m a macaw,’ she said, unpeeling Clotilde’s hands from her cheeks and clasping them bravely in her own.

‘No?’

‘No. I think I’m a cockatoo, like Elena.’

‘Is that so?’ Standing up, Clotilde forced a smile. ‘And why’s that?’

‘Because they’re intelligent,’ Ines replied firmly. ‘Come on. Let’s go in.’

Clotilde allowed herself to be led back up the path to the house, past the walled kitchen gardens and through the lavender beds that still buzzed lazily with bees, even at this late hour. She knew she had unnerved Ines before, and she was sorry for it. Summers at Beaulieu were the family’s happy time. Ines deserved that happiness, and all the pure childhood innocence that went with it, no matter what she and Charles might be going through.

‘You mustn’t worry, you know, Maman,’ Ines announced, sounding much happier now as they approached the warm orange glow of the house. ‘Charles may be our Niverolle. But I think Genevieve, Renée and I are all cockatoos. We’re much too clever to get trapped.’

Please, let that be true, Clotilde prayed silently. Let my daughters have the freedom that I was denied. Let them all soar.


CHAPTER TWO

Nestled between Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat and Villefranche-sur-Mer on the French Riviera, Beaulieu-sur-Mer, or ‘Beaulieu’ as the locals knew it, was fast becoming the resort of choice for France’s wealthy elites. Famously described by Queen Victoria as ‘a paradise of nature’, with its spectacular beaches and harbour, its magnificent clifftop villas, and its charming cobbled medieval streets, giving way onto leafy, open squares, Beaulieu now boasted no fewer that eighty-two hotels and had everything that the discerning Parisian family could hope for, both as a summer resort and, increasingly, as a warm sanctuary during the winter months.

Charles Challant had realized early on that prime land in Beaulieu was available at a significant discount to what was being offered in neighbouring resorts such as Villefranche and Eze. Since 1920, he’d been investing heavily in the town’s building boom, with part shares in two new grand hotels as well as multiple villas and the expansion of the marina. Having successfully earned a small fortune from these endeavours in Beaulieu, over the past eighteen months Charles had turned it into a big one by repeating the same trick in Megève, the once sleepy town in the French Alps that had been the Challants’ winter home for almost two decades. Alongside Maurice de Rothschild and his wife Noémie, Charles had helped transform Megève from an obscure mountain village into a booming ski-Mecca to rival the famous Swiss resort of St Moritz.

Not everybody in either Megève or Beaulieu appreciated the changes that men like Charles Challant were effecting in their towns, or the unprecedented influx of money and tourism that those changes triggered. But this was 1928, a thrilling new era, full of innovations that would have seemed unimaginable a generation ago, and the clock could not be turned back. Across France and across the world, motorcars were beginning to replace horses, the luxury of electricity was becoming commonplace in even the sleepiest towns, respectable women were cutting their hair short and demanding the vote of all things, and the advent of moving pictures from Hollywood was transforming the way that ordinary people thought about the world.

Perhaps ironically, Charles Challant himself shared many of his Berlugan neighbours’ concerns. Raised a devout Catholic, Charles revered all the laws of the church, and took his positions as both the head of his family and a prominent civic leader seriously. Money and success were all very well, but only if dedicated piously to the glory of God. With his taciturn manner, full white beard and penchant for heavy, three-piece suits even in June, Charles was in many ways a Victorian moralist, trapped in a twentieth-century developer’s body. A man out of his time.

As a result, today’s family trip to the new cinema that had just opened next to Beaulieu’s grand Hotel des Anglais had become an unnecessarily fraught affair. The children’s excitement troubled Charles, who worried about the moral suitability of the film (Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin’s The Circus, a wildly popular slapstick comedy featuring a tightrope-walking Chaplin and sev-eral hilariously misbehaved monkeys).

‘We can’t be seen to endorse lewdness,’ Charles had grumbled pompously to Clotilde, pointing to the publicity poster of Merna Kennedy in a moderately low-cut dress posted on the cinema walls.

‘Come on, darling,’ Clotilde replied reasonably. ‘It’s hardly the Folies Bergère.’

‘Even so,’ Charles muttered. ‘It isn’t suitable for Ines. Perhaps she should go home with you? You could work on that silk screen together. You know, the bird-thing you’ve been tinkering with?’

Clotilde stiffened. Even after all these years, his dismissiveness of her art still rankled. They’d both been born into a world where men worked and women ‘tinkered’, but familiarity with her position had not made it any easier for Clotilde to accept it. She said nothing, however.

By the time they all took their seats and the ouvreuese came by with her tray of ice creams and patisseries, the party’s happy mood had already been soured. Only Charles Fils seemed unaware of the tension between his father and everyone else, laughing loudly throughout the show and repeatedly whispering comments to his sisters.

‘That was so good!’ he announced breathlessly afterwards, as the family emerged into the foyer. ‘Wasn’t it? I love Chaplin.’

‘Everybody loves Chaplin. The man’s a genius,’ said Genevieve, languorously lighting a cigarette. In a fringed silk Lanvin sundress and jauntily tilted cloche hat, Ines thought her eldest sister looked especially glamorous and sophisticated this afternoon.

‘Wasn’t it brilliant when he got stuck in the lion cage?’ Charles enthused. ‘I’d be scared stiff.’

‘So would I,’ said Ines. Then, looking up, ‘Maman? I think that boy’s waving at you.’

Across the red-carpeted foyer, close to the doors, a boy a little younger than Charles Fils was hopping up and down, signalling animatedly at Clotilde. Ines had seen him before. They all had. He was well known around Beaulieu as simplet. No one knew exactly what was wrong with him, but he’d been born slow and was clearly never going to be like other children.

‘Poor thing,’ replied Clotilde, waving back kindly. ‘He was peeking through the back gates at the bastide last week. I think he’s fascinated by my birds.’

She began to walk over to the child, but Charles Père put a restraining hand on her shoulder. ‘Don’t,’ he said gruffly. ‘You’ll only encourage him.’

Clotilde laughed. ‘But Charles, I can hardly just ignore him.’

Before Charles could respond, the boy rushed over and flung his arms around Clotilde in a sincere, if unexpected, show of affection.

‘I’m Bernard,’ he announced blithely, gazing beatifically up at Clotilde.

‘Hello Bernard.’ Clotilde smiled back, ignoring Charles’s ever deepening frown.

‘You’re Madame Challant,’ said Bernard.

‘I am.’

‘Madame Challant who did the jungle paintings in the school hall?’

‘That’s right.’ Delighted, Clotilde reached down and touched his face tenderly. ‘Do you like them?’

Bernard nodded. ‘They’re lovely. Especially the birds.’

Last summer, Clotilde had volunteered to paint some murals at the dilapidated local school, St Hélène’s, to give the children something more inspiring to look at than peeling plaster. It was a modest act of charity, but one that had given her more pleasure than she liked to admit. Of course, it was a far cry from the grand commissions she’d dreamed of working on as a teenager, back when she still fantasized about becoming an artist in her own right. Before her marriage to Charles. Before reality. But it still warmed her heart to hear that her work was being appreciated and enjoyed. That it meant something, if only to the sweet, simple boy from the village.

Watching her mother engage with the boy, Ines felt a warm glow of pride at her kindness. Maman showed compassion to everyone, and all of Beaulieu loved her for it.

‘You like birds, don’t you Bernard? I think I’ve seen you sometimes, looking at the ones in my aviary.’

The boy blushed, worried for a moment that he’d done something wrong.

‘Clotilde, for pity’s sake,’ Charles protested, sotto voce. ‘People are staring. Do let’s leave.’

It was true that a growing crowd of onlookers had gathered to watch Bernard monopolizing one of Beaulieu’s grandest ladies like a love-sick puppy. But Clotilde couldn’t understand why Charles seemed so flustered by it.

‘I’m afraid I have to go now, Bernard,’ Clotilde told the boy, still smiling warmly to try to put him at ease. ‘But perhaps one day I could introduce you to my birds? If you’d like to take a closer look at them.’

‘Oh, yes! Yes please, Madame Challant! I would like that very much.’

He was still waving and smiling as the Challants walked away, Clotilde and the children following a displeased Charles into the horse-drawn caleche waiting to take them home.

Back at the house, Charles pulled Clotilde aside.

‘I won’t have that boy coming here,’ he told her sternly, as soon as they were alone. ‘Do you understand? I won’t have it.’

‘All right Charles.’ She looked at him perplexed. ‘Although I can’t for the life of me see why you care about it so much.’

‘Be that as it may!’ he bellowed, so loudly it made Clotilde jump. ‘If he turns up here, you’re to send him away.’

‘I said all right!’

What sounded like defiance in her voice was actually shock. Shock and a creeping, more insidious feeling. It took Clotilde a few moments to recognize it as fear. Charles had always had a temper. But in the last few months, his anger had begun to spill over. The small tremors that had always punctuated their marriage were becoming more frequent and more intense. Try as she might, Clotilde couldn’t help but worry that a big earthquake was coming. And that when it did, it would devastate all of them.

A few days after the cinema ‘incident’, another unfortunate event occurred to disturb the fragile peace up at the bastide.

Sandrine, Clotilde’s maid, was bitten by one of the dogs.

‘Stupid girl. She should have been more careful,’ Charles observed tetchily, fiddling with his silver cufflinks as he and Clotilde walked down to dinner. ‘She knows not to approach them when they’re feeding. I’m sorry if it sounds unsympathetic, but really, she has been told.’

Clotilde said nothing. It did sound unsympathetic, especially as poor Sandrine had had to see Dr Lefevre for several stitches in her hand and arm. Besides, according to Sandrine, the dogs hadn’t been feeding at the time, she was merely clearing away their empty bowls. But Clotilde had no appetite for getting drawn into another argument with Charles. Especially one she knew she couldn’t win.

‘I just hope we don’t lose her,’ was as far as she would go, linking her arm with her husband’s as they reached the bottom of the stairs. ‘Sandrine’s been with me since Gen was a baby.’

‘Lose her? Why on earth would we lose her?’ Charles replied dismissively. ‘She won’t find another position as good as this one in Beaulieu, that’s for sure.’

The children were already sitting at their places when their parents entered the salle à manger, formally dressed for dinner as their father insisted. Charles took his usual place at the head of the table.

‘Au nom du père, du fils et du saint esprit,’ he intoned.

‘Amen.’

Ines sat quietly, uncomfortable in her starched white muslin dress, watching the two new maids serve the coq au vin. Perhaps it was her imagination, but, as they spooned the tender chicken onto her father’s plate, Ines sensed an unhappiness in their faces that hadn’t been there yesterday. She knew that all the servants were talking about what had happened to poor Sandrine. It was a conversation to which the little girl was acutely attuned, since privately she, too, was quite terrified of the dobermans.

‘I had news from Megève today,’ Charles Challant told his son cheerfully, apparently oblivious to the tension in the room. ‘Maurice expects the new ice skating rink to be finished in time for next year’s season.’

‘Really?’ Charles Fils’s eyes lit up. ‘Two ice rinks! Imagine that. Will it be as grand as the one in the Palace des Neiges, Papa?’

‘Grander, I daresay.’ Charles Père sipped at his wine contentedly. ‘It will certainly be bigger.’

‘I can’t see what you’re so excited about,’ Genevieve drawled, with a pitying look at her younger brother. ‘You can only skate on one rink at a time. Besides, I thought all you wanted to do was ski?’

‘It is,’ Charles puffed out his chest. ‘But you can’t ski at night. The new town rink will be all lit up at, won’t it Papa?’

Gen stabbed at her food savagely with a silver fork, not sure exactly what it was about this father–son exchange that so annoyed her. Certainly the attention that Charles Challant focused on his only son and denied his daughters – or at least denied Genevieve and Renée – had long been a source of resentment. Not that Papa was ever particularly loving to Charles Fils. But what rankled was that, as a male, Charles Père considered his son’s life to be worthy of his interest in a way that female lives intrinsically were not. This extended to everything from her little brother’s hobbies, to his education, to Papa’s willingness to include him in adult conversations about things like business or finances, even at twelve.

Meanwhile, Renée was more concerned with Ines, who’d barely touched her food and looked pained.

‘Are you not hungry, dearest?’ she asked kindly. ‘Is anything the matter?’

Ines shook her head, shoving a large forkful of haricots verts into her mouth to avoid being asked to say anything. What she really wanted was to know how Sandrine was, and whether the dogs were safely locked away for the night. But something told her it wasn’t a safe line of enquiry.

Conversation turned to other things. Genevieve’s latest letter from a girlfriend in Paris, the contents of which she was keeping mysteriously close to her chest; Renée’s recent escapades down at the home farm; Charles’s camp in the woods above the town that he’d spent the last three weeks building with two of his local Beaulieu friends, and of which he was inordinately proud. Ines had been making friends too during her trips to the beach with Maman. But she didn’t want to talk about that in front of everybody, nor about the fact that she had twice seen Bernard Angier, the simple boy from the cinema, and that the last time she’d chatted with him happily for nearly forty minutes about Clotilde’s birds, and their different eggs, and all the marvellous, romantic, far-flung places they’d come from.

‘Perhaps we could go on one of our twilight walks after dinner, Ines?’

Her father’s low, resonant voice jolted Ines out of her reverie.

‘I’d love to, Papa.’ She smiled back at him.

Charles and Ines’s ‘twilight walks’ were a tradition at Beaulieu. Because the sun set so late here, and often so spectacularly, father and daughter could stroll into the grounds after supper, right before Ines’s bedtime, and watch the deep red orb bleed into the horizon. Sometimes they would see bats flitting dramatically through the dusk, sweeping down from the bastide’s eaves and turrets in search of moths, which they would devour mid-flight. On other clear nights, they’d spotted shooting stars. But even without these excitements, the walks were a magical experience for Ines, one of the few occasions that she had her father completely to herself.

‘Don’t keep her out too late, Charles,’ pleaded Clotilde. Privately, she was feeling increasingly anxious about the dobermans. Charles hadn’t beaten them, or shouted, or anything when they’d gone for poor Sandrine – Clotilde was terrified that she, or God forbid one of the children, might be next.

‘I won’t,’ said Charles without looking up. He found his wife’s fussing irritating. As if he didn’t already have enough on his mind. His hands shook slightly as he thought back to the unwelcome ‘visitor’ at the bastide a few nights ago. On that occasion he’d been able to slip out of the gates without anybody seeing and meet the man in private. Thank God he’d managed to convince him that whatever issues remained between them could be dealt with in Paris. His secret was safe for now. But Genevieve had still been up when he returned to the house, and Charles suspected she had witnessed his agitation.

Clotilde’s present anxiety only added to his burdens. Couldn’t a man enjoy a relaxing evening stroll with his daughter without being berated for it?

Half an hour later, her small hand ensconced in her father’s gnarled, age-spotted, warm one, Ines felt profoundly happy. All the worries that had made her lose her appetite at dinner evaporated the moment they stepped outside into the cool night air. Behind them, the house’s blue shutters glowed almost purple in the evening light, and Genevieve’s turret bedroom looked for all the world like Rapunzel’s tower, softly lit from within. The dogs were barking intermittently, but Ines could tell that the sound was coming from far away and the safety of their locked kennels. There was nothing to fear after all.

‘Did you have a nice time at the beach today, little one?’ Charles asked her.

‘Oh yes,’ she replied happily, inhaling the scent of the lavender beds on the still-warm air. ‘I always do. The water’s cool, and there are sooo many crabs this year. Maman and I always meet interesting people there.’

Unconsciously, Charles’s grip on his daughter’s hand tightened.

‘Really? What sort of people is your mother meeting?’

‘Oh, well, it’s not really Maman,’ Ines corrected herself hastily, sensing she’d made a mis-step. ‘I’m the one who meets people. Maman mostly just reads her book.’

Charles’s fingers loosened slightly. ‘I see. So who do you meet?’

‘Just . . . other children.’ Ines thought about Bernard, and hoped her father couldn’t see her blush in the gathering darkness.

‘Tourists?’ Charles asked.

‘Sometimes. Or summer people like us. A few of them live here all the time,’ said Ines.

‘And what is it that you like about these children?’

Ines hesitated. She had the feeling she was being tested, but she wasn’t sure what it was her father was hoping to hear. In the end, she opted for the truth.

‘I just . . . I like trying to imagine their lives,’ she told him, tugging him through the clipped yew hedges and onto the gravel path that led down to the aviary.

Charles frowned. ‘Imagine their lives?’

‘Yes. You know, what their houses are like inside. How they’re decorated, and where they go to school, and what they eat for breakfast. Things like that,’ Ines explained. ‘On the beach, we’re all sort of the same, with our nets and buckets and bathing costumes. But when we migrate back to Paris . . . where do they go? What do they do? Don’t you ever think about things like that, Papa?’

She looked up at him, wide-eyed and hopeful. But Charles’s face was a blank.

Releasing her hand, he turned away. ‘No,’ he replied gravely. ‘I never do.’ After a pause he said, ‘Remember Ines, you might look the same as those children. But you are not the same inside. You’re a Challant. That makes you different.’

‘Of course, Papa,’ Ines answered seriously. ‘We’re special. Like Maman’s birds.’

They’d reached the aviary now. Unusually, barring a few soft chirrups from the cockatiels, all was quiet.

‘I wonder about their lives too,’ Ines said idly, pressing her forehead against the cool metal of the cage and coiling both hands around the white bars. ‘Whether they ever think about flying free, back to the Amazon jungle. Maman says they don’t . . .’

‘Your mother is right,’ Charles said firmly.

‘But how do you know?’ Ines pressed him. ‘Maman told me that one of her jays, the really dark blue, squawky one, comes from the Andean cloud forest. If I came from a cloud forest, I wouldn’t swap it for a cage in Beaulieu. Would you?’

For a flicker, Charles Challant looked uncomfortable, unsure what to say. But when he spoke again it was with his usual certainty.

‘None of these birds would survive a day in the jungle, Ines,’ he told her. ‘Beaulieu is their home. It’s where they belong.’

Ines tried to feel reassured. Her mother had said the same thing after all; her mother who knew the birds better than anyone, and loved them more than anyone. But still, the slow-burn of anxiety lingered in Ines’s chest. Because sometimes, especially when she spent time with her mother or even with Genevieve, it struck her that a place could be someone’s home, and where they belonged, but still a prison.

That was not a comforting thought.


CHAPTER THREE

Port Isaac, Cornwall, England, July 1928

‘I mean it. I’ll do it.’ Fourteen-year-old Laura Gunn lifted up the heavy chain and padlock with which she intended to shackle herself to the garden railings, and shook them threateningly at her mother. ‘You can’t make me leave, Mummy. You can’t!’

With her pale skin, mane of fiery-red hair and passion-ate green eyes alight with anger, Laura looked more like an Irish revolutionary than an English gentleman’s daughter.

Gingerly setting down the rare hyacinth macaw egg she was holding into a specially prepared, straw-lined box, Edie Gunn pressed her hands to her temples wearily.

‘You’re right darling. I can’t,’ she replied, sealing the box’s lid. ‘But the new owners can. And I suspect, chain or no chain, they will.’

Laura let out an ear-piercing, animal wail.

Whatever happens, thought Edie, I mustn’t lose my temper.

As hard as today was for her, for all of them, she suspected Laura was hurting the most. In the space of two short months, the poor girl had lost the father she adored, every scrap of her financial security, and now she was about to lose Maltings, the pretty Cornish manor house that had been in the Gunn family for over eight generations. It was the only home she’d ever known and where she and her brother had never been anything less than blissfully happy.

An Elizabethan stone manor house in the classic Cornish style, with a large Victorian wing added somewhat incongruously on its western wall and acres of gloriously unkempt gardens, Maltings exuded a sense of romance and charm that few grand houses could match. In the old part of the house, small higgledy-piggledy rooms with flagstone floors and stone-mullion windows made it feel almost castle-like, while the high-ceilinged Victorian drawing room with its elaborate cornicing and vast bay windows had always felt to Edie like the old house’s brasher, richer cousin. A bit vulgar, but infinitely more comfortable, and pretty in its own confident, un-apologetic way.

It was an odd, lovely, utterly magical house. And if Edie felt the injustice of its loss so keenly at forty, how on earth could she expect her daughter to control her emotions at fourteen?

‘Come on, Laur.’ Hector Gunn, Laura’s nineteen-year-old brother, emerged from the house staggering under the weight of another enormous packing crate. ‘The chaps from the British Museum will be here any minute for Pa’s collection. I can’t sort it all out on my own.’

‘Well you’ll have to.’ Tossing her hair back defiantly, Laura fastened the padlock before dramatically flinging the key deep into the long grass on the other side of the drive. ‘Because I’m. Not. Moving.’

‘Suit yourself,’ Hector shrugged.

Known to everyone outside his immediate family only as ‘Gunn’, Hector was Edie’s eldest child and only son. At nineteen, he was already strikingly handsome with his thick blond hair, strong, masculine features and tall, muscular physique, none of which he had inherited from his late father.

William Gunn had been red-headed with a round, freckled face and was no more than five foot eight with his boots on. But what Edie’s husband had lacked in stature, he had more than made up for in charm, intelligence and naked courage. An explorer, adventurer and passionate collector of artefacts of all kinds, from rare birds’ eggs to Aztec gold drinking vessels to stone tablets from ancient Babylon, William Gunn had lived life on his own terms, stuffing his ancestral home at Maltings with a collection of treasures to rival that of many great museums. Unfortunately, it was this same, untamable spirit that had led to his untimely death in early May, swept away and drowned in the treacherous currents of Borneo’s Kinabatangan river. Which in turn had led to Edie’s discovery that the family were, in fact, in quite an appalling state of debt. Having bequeathed his entire collection to the British Museum in the event of his death, William had effectively left his widow with nothing to sell, and no means of repaying their (many) creditors, short of emptying what little was left in the family bank accounts and selling Maltings.

‘Help me, will you?’ Edie asked Gunn, striding frantically into the long grass in search of the jettisoned padlock key. She really couldn’t face the prospect of having to cut her daughter free with a metal saw in front of the people from the museum. Not to mention the time it would waste. The moving van needed to be packed, loaded and on its way by six o’clock.

‘Not a chance.’ Gunn shot his sister a stern look. ‘If Laura wants to play silly buggers and make a spectacle of herself, that’s her lookout. I’ve got more than enough work to do, and so have you, Ma. Just leave her.’

By three o’clock, miraculously, the party from the British Museum had already been and gone, Edie had retrieved the key and Laura had grudgingly allowed herself to be unchained from the garden railings. Emotionally exhausted, Gunn had announced he was taking the family dog, Friday, for a walk and set off in the direction of the cliffs.

It was a glorious summer’s afternoon, ironically uplifting weather for such a distressing day. The sun blazed down from a brilliant blue Cornish sky, flecked with only occasional small white clouds, like stray sheep in a vast, azure pasture. Bending down to let Friday off the lead, Gunn looked on with envy as the springer spaniel took off across the bluffs, tail wagging, utterly oblivious that today was different to any other. That she would never sleep another night beside the cast-iron range in Maltings’ kitchen, listening to the heavy tick, tick of the grandfather clock and the constant creaks and wheezing of the house’s ancient pipes.

For the time being, the family were only moving about half a mile up the road into a vacant farm cottage that a neighbour had kindly offered after William’s death. But eventually, Edie would need to find a permanent new home. With the very modest amount of money still left to her, it was likely she would have to move further inland. Perhaps even to St Austell or Truro if, God forbid, she ended up needing to find some sort of work to make ends meet.

It won’t come to that, Gunn told himself firmly. It’s up to me not to let that happen. 

Sometimes it disturbed him, how angry he felt towards his father. Gunn had loved William, very much, and was utterly devastated by his sudden, unexpected death. Growing up, he’d felt a huge sense of pride at how much more exciting and interesting and fun William was compared to any of his friends’ boring, run-of-the-mill fathers. True, Pa was away a lot. And Gunn had sometimes felt that he left a bit too much of the work of running Maltings and raising a family to Ma, while he gallivanted around the world on exciting adventures. But whenever he returned to Cornwall, it was always in such a happy whirlwind of hugs and kisses and presents, regaling them all with gripping stories about ancient cities or dangerous animals or caves full of stalactites or hidden treasure, that everybody immediately forgave him.

But now there would be no more stories, no more love and joy. Only loss, grief and the devastating betrayal of what had been concealed.

It wasn’t just the fact of his father’s financial mis-management, of his reckless and frankly unforgivable dereliction of duty as the breadwinner and head of the family, that hurt Gunn so much. It was the magnitude. Sifting through the scores of unopened letters from the bank that William had stuffed to the back of one of the drawers in his bureau, Gunn and his mother had discovered truly huge debts, many of them going back years or even decades. Gunn had always struggled with reading at school, and to his embarrassment it still took him a lot longer than other people to plough through a letter or a bill. But even he could see at once that the interest payments on his father’s debts alone were more than double what it cost to run Maltings for a year. And Edie had already been doing that on a shoestring, cutting back in order to help fund her husband’s ‘passion’, or so she’d believed.

The worst part for Gunn, the part he simply couldn’t comprehend, was that knowing how serious a situation they were in, knowing that they would almost certainly lose the house unless something changed, William had continued to borrow more money to fund even more expeditions.

Gunn could see now that the brave, adventurous father he had so idolized had actually been a desperate addict. That while his friends’ ‘boring










OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		PROLOGUE



		PART ONE: SUMMER



		CHAPTER ONE



		CHAPTER TWO



		CHAPTER THREE



		CHAPTER FOUR



		CHAPTER FIVE



		CHAPTER SIX



		CHAPTER SEVEN



		CHAPTER EIGHT



		CHAPTER NINE



		CHAPTER TEN



		CHAPTER ELEVEN











		PART TWO: WINTER



		CHAPTER TWELVE



		CHAPTER THIRTEEN



		CHAPTER FOURTEEN



		CHAPTER FIFTEEN



		CHAPTER SIXTEEN



		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



		CHAPTER NINETEEN



		CHAPTER TWENTY



		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO











		PART THREE: SPRING



		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



		CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT











		PART FOUR: AUTUMN



		CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



		CHAPTER THIRTY



		CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



		CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



		CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



		CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



		CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



		CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



		CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



		CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT











		EPILOGUE



		Acknowledgements



		Keep Reading



		About the Author



		Also by Tilly Bagshawe



		About the Publisher











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
22}
[

HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/9780008521899.jpg
N anilia
e Bagshawe‘-

‘THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER =
& i NS
»idy %ﬁg s
® K3 Sy





