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To my sister, Laura –

who, thankfully, is like none of these women.

With so much love.





One Sunday: the day after the party RACHEL

Later, after the body is found, the police will ask Rachel why she left the party. Why venture out into the storm, braving the cliffs and the unlit coast path, to race down to the beach?

She hadn’t heard the cry by then. The shriek that pierced the air, as shrill as a vixen, though she knew, in a heartbeat, it was human. That came as she hurtled across the wet sand, heart staccato-ing so fast she had to stop and fight a wave of dizziness that threatened to bowl her over. And, as she stood, listening to the sound coming in from the shore, she sensed more than one other person, in the darkness.

Not that she shared any of this with the police.

So no, it wasn’t the cry that drove her from the noise and celebration of her mother’s seventieth birthday. Because, by then, the party had settled into a good rhythm, the conversation flowing naturally as more than a hundred guests drank enough to be merry. To be properly at ease. Her mother’s North Cornwall home was magical. Fairy lights strung around the marquee; jasmine over the porch; and braziers along the path adding a frisson of Celtic danger: a reminder that this wasn’t a quintessential English manor, but something a little wilder, more elemental, particularly as the wind picked up and the flames flared.

Elsewhere, glasses were chinked, wine was poured, canapés offered. On the lawn, a string quartet segued from Mozart to light jazz, and continued valiantly even when their music, attached to stands with clothes pegs, was blown over by the wind. Rain stopped play – a rumble of thunder and a flurry of fat drops – but the musicians rushed to the marquee with the guests, now shrieking with hilarity at the raging of the elements. A fierce crack of lightning and the screams turned hysterical – and it was at this point that Rachel’s fear for her mother properly kicked in.

After all, it was more than an hour since she’d last seen her. Nothing unusual in that: Dame Eleanor Kingman had all these people to talk to and hardly needed any of her three daughters alongside her, but she suddenly seemed vulnerable, this seventy-year-old out alone in the wind and the rain.

Or more terrifyingly, not.

Because that was Rachel’s real fear, wasn’t it? That instead of being alone, out in the storm, her mother had met her nemesis. Her stalker. Someone Rachel had only just discovered, who was threatening to bring her carefully constructed world crashing down like a giant Jenga puzzle of bricks.

And it was this that forced Rachel out into the storm, silk midi-dress clinging to her wet legs and hampering her movement; that drove her to run through the heath with its tufty scrubland, seemingly designed to make her trip. It was this fear – that her mother was in danger – that compelled her down the cliff path, toes digging into the compacted sand, hands clutching at the odd rock or shrub as she trusted that she wouldn’t slip. And it was this that spurred her towards the shoreline and the tide, now rolling in in fury, driven by a hunch that the cry had originated from here.

Under a crescent moon that barely spilled light, she whirled around, straining to peer in every direction. ‘Muu-um?’ she called, into an air filled with the keening of the wind and the churn of the sea.

Because, at that moment, she wasn’t Dame Eleanor Kingman: bestselling author, Labour peer for services to children’s literature, stalwart of literary festivals, and the broadcasters’ cultural darling. She was just a seventy-year-old mother and grandmother who, for all her complicated spikiness, was loved.

The wind gulped down her cry, and any response. Nothing. There was nothing. She tried to see through the velvety blackness. Was there someone, merging with the darkness? If she used a torch, then at least she might see. With trembling fingers, she fumbled with the clutch bag she still somehow gripped, found her phone, and swiped to the setting. And, as the pure white light puddled on the sand, she saw it: a mound of sodden clothes, she thought at first, and then, something very different indeed.

She crept a little closer, the tide no longer lapping at her toes but swilling around her ankles; her trepidation growing with every step.

‘Oh my god,’ she said, in a whisper, and then because that couldn’t come close to capturing her shock, ‘Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.’

Because sometimes, you can recognise that something has happened and still refuse to accept it. That was how Rachel felt when she saw it.

The body.

Lying flat on its back; head against a rock; eyes firmly closed.

She bent and shone the light at a face that was usually so expressive; that indicated a fierce intelligence.

But that now would do so no more.





THURSDAY Two Days Before The Party
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Two ELEANOR

Dame Eleanor Kingman takes her place on a stage and looks out across the packed audience. More than two hundred fans have filled this open-sided tent on a Cornish clifftop to hear her speak as the literary festival’s headline event.

‘All set?’ the moderator asks, gesturing to the microphone that whirrs in front of Eleanor’s face like an insistent fly.

Rearranging the discreet ripple of diamonds on her wrist, Eleanor sits ramrod straight. Frances Pearson might be on the board of the festival, but Dame Eleanor, fresh from her million-selling sequel to her classic Jess the Detective – is the unashamed talent.

‘Absolutely,’ she says.

And her audience is rapt. Even before she begins, their excitement is palpable, and once she starts, well… if she’d suggested joining a cult, they would have signed up immediately. All these people who want to listen to her speak! It still gives her a quiet thrill, over thirty-five years since her first children’s book was published. And when that stops? Well, then, she’ll retire from public speaking. Give up the gig.

She feels her audience’s appreciation most acutely, as she always does, when she gives a reading.

‘Would you like me to read you a little?’ she says, as if they alone, and not all the other audiences she will be seeing – two in Devon next month; then Oxford; then Cheltenham – are being offered this most delicious treat.

A frisson of excitement. She scans the sea of upturn-ed faces, but her audience is benign (not a given these days).

‘Well,’ she pauses, and then, with a smile that fills her voice, so that she sounds as if she is reading the most enchanting bedtime story. ‘Let me begin…’

She keeps her readings short. Even though there are just as many parents in the audience, she knows it’s the children she needs to appeal to. Seven-to-nine-year-olds get bored so very easily, and the more entitled will roll their eyes or yawn extravagantly. Best to keep it under two minutes, and to make it dramatic.

‘ “Why was that there?” ’ she reads, hamming it up so they audibly gasp.

A hundred children watch, entranced. Or perhaps it’s ninety-nine because her attention snags on a boy of around eight who stares, unsmiling, a distinct coldness to his pale, plump face. The nape of her neck prickles and she makes herself sound jolly as she brings the reading to an end. There! That’s better! She’s only feeling jittery because of the emails, in particular the latest which arrived yesterday. But this boy can’t have anything to do with that.

‘I think that went rather well!’ Frances says, as soon as they’ve finished. Her ringlets, piled messily on top of her head, quiver as she nods, and her cleavage shudders.

‘Yes, I think so, too.’ Gathering her marked-up copy of Jess the Detective, and detaching her microphone, she follows Frances to the signing tent. ‘Now. How quickly can we get through these?’

Because, as ever, there is a lengthy queue of over a hundred people snaking from the signing table back through the tent and into the separate tented bookshop. A takeaway cappuccino has been placed in her spot, thanks to Gilly, her eldest daughter and right-hand woman, and she sips it, eager to warm herself – and get on.

‘So, who shall I dedicate this to?’ she asks the first child, while glancing at a Post-it on the cover. ‘Ah, Tilly!’ And she is off.

And it’s all fine. Despite the queue being even longer than she had calculated, she can do this, can even enjoy it because meeting readers, and hearing of their connection to her stories, is what writing is all about. There are always several early fans, and there is often one who says something like ‘your female characters really don’t like male authority figures, do they?’ as if they fancy themselves as academics. She tends to tilt her chin up, look them in the eye and reply, ‘Now what in the world makes you say that?’

But there are no spiky readers today, and she has just turned to Gilly and remarked that it has been a good – by which she means easy – audience, when she realises she might have spoken too soon.

Because the boy, that unnerving boy, is standing in front of her, and he’s looking antagonistic rather than bored.

‘Do you have a book to sign?’ she asks, glancing at his father whose hands are empty.

The man shuffles his feet. ‘Jake just had a question, didn’t you, Jakey?’ And he nudges his son.

‘Hello, Jake!’ She makes herself smile. ‘What was it?’

But the boy merely glowers.

‘I suppose it’s more of an observation,’ his father helps him out.

Jake clenches his small fists and puts them deliberately on the table.

‘You make everything up,’ he mumbles, at last.

‘I’m sorry, Jake. I didn’t quite catch that?’

He raises his eyes and frowns at her; then repeats it. A clear accusation.

‘You. Make. Everything. Up.’

‘Well, yes, that’s rather the point. That’s kind of my job!’ She pulls a bemused smile and turns to his father to enlist his help, but he is chuckling, along with those behind him.

‘I mean, my books are filled with truths but they’re the products of my imagination.’ She smiles, trying to soften the edges of her speech.

‘But that’s lying. You’re lying. You’re not meant to lie.’

‘Well,’ she begins, glancing at his father because surely the man will step in and soothe his son; tell him that fiction is a game in which everyone is complicit. But the man is unwilling to help and stands back, upper lip curled; arms folded across his chest.

‘It’s not really lying—’ she continues.

‘And lying’s naughty,’ Jake interrupts. ‘You’re not meant to do it. People who lie are mean and no one likes them. They just pretend.’

‘OK!’ she says, blowing the air from her cheeks. ‘Well, we don’t call it lying. We call it telling stories, and it’s done for good reasons: to entertain people and help them emotionally connect with others.’ A pause. She doesn’t believe in talking down to children. ‘Do you understand?’

‘No.’ He’s starting to go red, and he looks to his father for confirmation. ‘Telling stories is lying! And liars are bad, Daddy says so.’

The man tries to calm him, but Jake bats his soothing hands off.

‘Right, well, thank you for your time.’ His father’s tone is clipped. ‘Come on, Jake!’ and, refusing to meet her eye, he manages to drag his son away.

‘Well, that’s one interpretation!’ she says to the mother and daughter who’ve been waiting patiently behind them. The woman gives a little tut and shakes her head as if her child would never behave like this.

‘Now, who am I signing this for?’ Eleanor directs her attention to the little girl. And yet, as she goes through the motions of writing her name and discussing which character the child likes best, she watches the boy, looking fearfully over his shoulder.

You make everything up. You’re lying. You’re not meant to lie. Lying’s naughty.

And it’s hard to shake the feeling that he has seen right through her.





Three ELEANOR

It was the emails that started it. That made Eleanor feel as if exposure was imminent.

Not that there have been that many: just the four, from the first, six months ago, to the latest, yesterday morning. Sufficiently infrequent for her not to bother her daughters. Sufficiently frequent to keep her on her toes.

At first, she tried to convince herself they were the work of a crank. After all, every female writer of any stature experienced abuse. But two things cut against this: one, they had been sent to her personal email address, not the public one, which Gilly vetted; and two, there was a specificity to that first message which suggested it wasn’t from some random reader, but from someone who knew a cold, hard truth.

By the time she received the second email, this suspicion had sharpened into a certainty. This was someone who knew something concrete about her. This was someone who, quite probably, she knew.

And though she had enemies – you didn’t get to be a highly successful septuagenarian author without incurring envy – this was next level stuff. She would have to tread rather carefully now.

So, although the party was conceived as an extravagant celebration of her seventy years on the planet and her extraordinary luck, as she still saw it, in becoming a 40-million-copy bestselling author, it quickly evolved into an exercise in unearthing her accuser. In coaxing him – she was sure it was a ‘him’ – out. Because while there were certain people from her past she would not be inviting, she could widen the guest list to include any acquaintance who might hold a grudge. What was that proverb about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer? She would kill off these allegations with kindness, and, if not, weasel out her critic. If there was one thing she had learned during her long and successful life, it was that she couldn’t sit back and absorb the slings and arrows of fortune, outrageous or otherwise.

Eleanor considers all this as she sits on the terrace of her new Cornish home and reminds herself of the guests who will be arriving this afternoon ahead of Saturday’s party: joining Gilly will be her two other daughters, Rachel and Delia, plus Rachel’s two children, and Carole, her agent. Her core group – or inner sanctum – if you will. Then Rachel’s husband, Tom, Eleanor’s former agent, Peter, and her illustrator, Aiysha, will arrive tomorrow, together with a television crew documenting her life for a BBC retrospective. The bulk of the one hundred guests will turn up for the party on Saturday night.

Most of the partygoers will lodge elsewhere but these early arrivals will stay in her home: both in the main house and, in the case of the documentary crew, the renovated coach house beyond the kitchen garden. She needs some distance; was irritated that Gilly suggested they stay on site.

‘I could do without them all descending on me, couldn’t I, really?’ she addresses Edith, her golden spaniel, who is sitting at her feet, alert, as always, to the need to guard her. The dog turns and rests her head on Eleanor’s lap, nudging her hand so that her mistress strokes her brow and caresses the silky threads of fur behind her ears. The girls joke that she is her favourite child, and there is something in this: Edith is so uncomplicated. All that unconditional love; no sense of time beyond the present (and certainly no bringing up the past). Eleanor doesn’t believe in mindfulness – who on earth has the time? – but there is something in the truism about learning from a dog’s mindset, she thinks, as she closes her eyes for the briefest of moments and allows the sun to kiss her forehead; to ease her lines.

‘Your coffee, Dame Eleanor.’

Her eyes snap open. Beside her, Natalie, one of the girls Gilly has hired from the village, places a fine ceramic coffee pot beside her, a matching cup and saucer, and a jug of hot milk.

‘Thank you.’ Eleanor is careful to sound gracious, and the girl bobs her head and scurries away.

She shifts in her seat, not liking having been caught unawares. Do calm down, she tells herself, as she sips her coffee and looks across the bay, enjoying the light on the sea. The waves roil then crash, the surfers riding their crests before flitting away; black specks that duck and dive while daring the elements to do their worst. Not that any squall looks likely today. The morning’s chill has lifted, and the sky is a bolt of azure; the cliffs ablaze with mustard gorse and pink thrift and that wonderful earthy green. Above her, a pair of choughs rise on a thermal, crying out in delight just as she did when she first saw this spot, half a century ago. She hadn’t known a place like this existed (though, at twenty, there was so much she was unaware of: the world was unspooling at a frenetic pace). And, as she stood on this cliff, basking in the warm, salt-scented breeze, she made herself a promise: that she would live here, one day.

Well, she has only gone and done it. For a moment, she allows herself to feel smug. All this is hers. This view, which gets better still at sunset, when the sun dips into the sea and turns it molten; this terrace, with its Delabole slate wrapped around the west-facing side of the property; the house, with its eight bedrooms, and another four in the outbuildings, its outdoor pool, where she swims each morning if the weather’s fine and which she imagines her grandchildren enjoying; the walled kitchen garden and the lengthy drive from the B road, just in case she needs to signal her tasteful yet high-wealth status even more clearly, or her desire for privacy because it’s perfectly possible to shut herself off from the world here. The heath behind the house – a reminder that Cornwall can only ever be partly tamed, and that it would be foolhardy to try this. The ramshackle summer house that a team of builders has nearly finished renovating and where she intends to write.

She loves this place. And she loves it not just for what it signifies – the resolution of a promise she made herself all those years ago, and a demonstration of all she has achieved – but because it is so coveted. A Michelin-starred celebrity chef was keen to buy it, and she took an intense delight in telling the estate agent to slap another £100,000 on her £4.15 million offer and beating him there and then. She cried when the estate agent rang to say she had been successful; felt uncharacteristically sentimental. What would Lea Savage think? Because that’s who she was when she first stood on those cliffs all those years ago: a twenty-year-old student whose knowledge of the sea was based on Whitby – visited once – and Five on a Treasure Island. Not bad for someone who’d grown up in a back-to-back with a shared outside loo!

And now she is going to show it off to everyone who is important to her. Her older daughters have already seen it of course. (Rachel, who works as her accountant, had queried if she needed to spend quite so much; she has, after all, an Arts and Crafts mansion on the banks of the Thames, a Covent Garden flat and a cottage near Agatha Christie’s Greenaway in Devon, which, liking her wealth in bricks and mortar, she is reluctant to sell.) But her colleagues and Delia haven’t, and it will provide a stunning backdrop for the documentary crew. She takes another sip. That’s another thing that’s bothering her. When she agreed to take part, she hadn’t realised there would be quite so many talking heads with colleagues and members of her family. Much of Eleanor Kingman at Seventy will consist of an extended set-piece interview with her, but she still can’t control what others will say.

Her heart gives a little stutter. It’s been happening more frequently: perhaps she’s been drinking too much caffeine, though it’s inevitable that she should feel on edge. And not just because of the emails but because of the hundred-plus guests due in a couple of days. She strokes the dog, who rewards her with a typically loving look. What could possibly go wrong in a world in which she inspires such unflinching devotion? Well, quite a lot. Though the sky remains clear, she’s unfathomably cold, her skin goose-pimpling, a ghost walking over her grave. For all her strength, the invincibility her ex-husband once accused her of wearing as a carapace, she is prickly with apprehension, as if that stolid boy’s words have brushed against her and provoked an allergic reaction; a rash she can’t scratch away.

You make everything up. Surely it was a coincidence that he echoed the thrust of the latest email. She reaches for her iPad, eager to check for any parallels. To see if that boy, backed by his father, is connected in any way.

Her fingers tremble a little as she swipes the screen. But here it is. A long email address – ineverythingillegitimate@gmail.com – with literary pretensions, mirrored by the clichéd Shakespearean references in the text. The tone is uneven, the allusions asserting themselves too vigorously alongside a voice that veers from over-familiarity to waspishness to outright aggression. A quick skim reassures her that the phrase, ‘you make everything up’, doesn’t appear, but the boy – she hopes by coincidence – had pithily summarised the email’s gist.

And her memory is right. There’s no explicit threat of blackmail in the message. This, and the three that came before, merely set down a marker. That someone knows something explosive about her: a secret that would destroy her career – and her life.

Well, she isn’t having it.

She needs to be on high alert over the next couple of days. To channel the guile of her anthropomorphised vixen, and the perceptiveness of her neurodivergent child detective to get inside the psyche of her tormenter and determine who they are.

Which means she needs to scrutinise this newest email, and the ones before, as forensically as any set text.

Cursing her new vulnerability, she jabs the screen and starts to read.


From: ineverythingillegitimate@yahoo.com

To: freida@eleanorkingman.co.uk

How’s the imposter syndrome going? I suspect it’s raging, three days before your party. Or maybe you’ve managed to quieten it. After all, you’ve always been so good at pretending to be something you’re not.

It’s so easy to believe the blurb. To fall for the hype. Publishing loves a winner. (Until, of course, it doesn’t.) But change can happen so easily. Because no one’s immune to a scandal. Yep. Not even you.

It’s entirely possible your brand could turn so toxic your publisher immediately drops you. No more printed copies and the existing ones pulped. Netflix pulls the animated Jess. Broadcasters ghost you, the Culture Show and Question Time embarrassed that they championed you as their arts pundit. Dame Eleanor Kingman cancelled. Wouldn’t it be something for this to happen to such an established national treasure? It’s happened to men who’ve done far, far less.

But as the kids say: you keep doing you. You keep on telling yourself your stories. You keep spinning those yarns, filched, in some cases, from others. As long as you remember that’s all they are. Words signifying nothing. Full of sound and fury. As meaningless as a blogger’s paid review, or an Influencer post on the gram. Yes, even one by your daughter. (And do you ever think what a waste of her talent? What an imagination, and such a good turn of phrase.)

Anyway, must let you get on. It must be exhausting continuing with the narrative you’ve created; your mind always wheeling; conscious you can never slip.

You should be congratulated, really, for your success in maintaining it all these years.

Perhaps it’s time, though, that the truth came out.

Perhaps that would be a relief?

A party would be a great time for that to happen.

Because while you’ve been sustaining your greatest fiction, do remember…

That some of us know the truth.







Four RACHEL

‘Can you Just. Stop. Bickering.’

Rachel grips the steering wheel as her car soars over the River Avon, leaving the docks of Avonmouth behind them. They are on the M5 now. Over halfway there.

In the back seat, her children are momentarily silenced, Maisie glowering at her brother, Charlie staring fixedly at his iPad. Rachel watches them in the rear-view mirror, disarmed by her daughter’s pout, the stubborn jut of her son’s jaw. The journey has been fraught and, three hours in, she is finding it hard to remember quite how much she loves them. She doesn’t even recognise her youngest, this child she adores with her dandelion clock of hair, her fierce self-belief. Why is that pout – a new, unnerving mannerism – so familiar? With a shudder, she realises that she reminds her of Delia.

Her tyres judder as the Audi veers towards the inside lane. A long blare of a lorry’s horn. Fuck. She mustn’t get distracted. Wouldn’t do to get the three of them killed on the way to her mother’s milestone birthday, a long weekend that should be absolutely glorious – Cornwall, late August, a country estate – but about which she is trying hard not to feel apprehensive. (Her younger sister is returning, after all.) OK! OK! She holds a hand up to the car behind her, indicates and nips from the middle lane to the slip-road, risking the rage of the trucker behind her, who flashes his lights and blares his horn at her again. Think! Don’t Drive When Tired! The warning is splayed on signs along the route. Sound advice, but these days tiredness is her loyal companion, and she would never go anywhere if she did that.

‘Why are we stopping?’ A call from the back seat. Maisie. (Charlie’s attention is fixed on the screen, his Beats making him oblivious to everything.)

Rachel shifts forwards in her seat, craning to find a space in the service station car park as they snake up and down.

Because, sometimes, my darling, you just have to. Because sometimes you can’t go on.

She darts into a space, confounding an old gent who has driven up the wrong way and is waiting patiently for the slot.

‘Because,’ she says, more prosaically, as she flashes him a compensatory smile and ignores his grimace, ‘we all need a wee.’



The service station is heaving with families making the exodus to the West Country. The air is stuffy, thick with the meaty stench of pasties, the grease of fries, the balm of milky coffee.

‘Strawberries and cream Frappuccino,’ Maisie states, as the Starbucks queue inches forwards, ‘and a blueberry muffin.’

‘No, Maisie. No, the Frappuccino’s quite enough.’ Rachel gives her youngest a smile which she hopes conveys she’s vetoing this because it’s financially excessive. Are her children spoiled? Yes, indeed they are. Despite her best efforts. Despite the fact they go to state primary schools and that little of their grandmother’s wealth has trickled down, Eleanor believing that her children and grandchildren should graft (although this rule doesn’t seem to apply to Delia). Despite all this, Rachel has managed to produce an eight-year-old who asks a barista for the most expensive item on the menu without even saying ‘please’ or ‘thank you’. The temptation to sing ‘change of mind’ and march them to M&S to buy them a bottle of water each is acute, but she can’t face a meltdown. It’s a long journey and she needs to present her children at their best.

Because, if they don’t somehow win their grandmother over, their days of buying Frappuccinos, not to mention all the trappings of their comfortable, middle-class lifestyle, are well and truly over.



Back in the car, Rachel tries to think more positively about the party. Eleanor absolutely deserves to be celebrated. What her mother has achieved is quite incredible: a multimillion-pound business that stemmed from a bedtime story she made up for her and Gilly when they were tiny, because the £20 million worth of sales for the Fox Hole books, and the Netflix series, and the various merchandising spin-offs – the plushies, and the stationery, and the children’s melamine bowls and plates – all sprang from this. The Jess the Detective series, inspired by Delia and published twelve years later, compounded her success and paid for the Thames-side home and a lifestyle far removed from the humble upbringing Eleanor rarely mentions. Still, it’s this background, or the fear she will never be financially secure, that drives her. It’s completely irrational. Or, as Tom would say: utter bollocks.

Her mother is, frankly, filthy rich. Her latest bestseller, Tyler the Detective’s Daughter – a sequel to Jess that was the overall Christmas number one and has sold a million copies in the ten months since publication – has paid for half the Cornish house, if you include agent’s fees, tax and stamp duty; and she can justify a £25,000 party for a hundred guests in the same way Rachel might justify a takeaway cup of tea. Aside from her habit of acquiring properties, understandable for someone who knew to hide from the landlord as a child, she has grown accustomed to money, buying clothes or jewellery for herself; employing an interior designer for her main home; and giving each of her daughters a £100,000 lump sum at Delia’s twenty-first birthday, ten years ago. To all appearances, Dame Eleanor Kingman is a woman who is intensely relaxed about her wealth.

And yet, in other ways, her mother is extremely frugal – insisting heels of parmesan are kept, or bread eaten past its best-before date; paying her middle daughter way below the market rate; gifting her grandchildren free paperbacks as their Christmas presents, and, of course, numerous Fox Hole plushies, of which they have long become bored. The truth is – and Rachel feels guilty even considering this – Eleanor can be extravagant with herself but, bar those £100,000 bequests, isn’t always with others.

Which brings her back to the subject she has been trying to avoid thinking about. Her husband, Tom.

Oh, bloody hell! Her thoughts are spiralling so fast she almost drives up the back of a red Fiat Uno plodding along in the middle lane. Get a move on, grandpa! Accelerating into the outside lane, she speeds up to ninety, quietly thrilled. A blast and a flash of bright lights and a black Porsche is sitting on her tail. Watching the driver in her rear-view mirror, she refuses to go any faster, resenting his bullying insistence that she nip back in. How dare he assume she’ll submit as a woman driver. Everyone always expects that of her: that she’ll just roll over and forgive.

‘Mum-meee. Why are we going so fast?’ In the back seat, Maisie cranes behind her, fingers reaching to unclasp her seat belt.

‘Don’t undo your seat belt, darling. All fine! We’re not.’ She slips back into the middle lane and cuts her speed. As the needle drops back to seventy, the need to keep her children safe overrides her frustration, though it returns within minutes: a hard ball of fury, like heartburn, lodged in her chest.

She is so tired of being the person who always forgives. Who smiles serenely as she holds everyone together. Who says ‘No worries!’ and ‘Of course, I understand.’

She’ll continue to be the responsible one, particularly given her husband’s recent behaviour. To be good and calm and kind.

But inside she is so furious, she feels as if she is going to combust.

And she fears that, at some point very soon, she’ll no longer be able to suppress her rage.





Five DELIA

As arrivals go, it is pretty spectacular.

Delia, a connoisseur of long-haul travel, has seen more than her fair share of white beaches. You could even say she is jaded. But the Cornish coastline, glimpsed from a four-seater Cessna light aircraft, takes some beating. So much so that she can’t help but grin.

The sea, where it is shallow, is as turquoise as the Med but the fields are apple green after a particularly wet summer, and these, and the granite farmhouses and odd ruined tin mine, are both quintessentially British and deliciously novel: a breath of fresh air after her extensive travels – quite literally. And then she spots a Georgian manor house: confident in its own good looks, exuding understated wealth, much like Delia.

It has to be her mother’s new pad.

‘Is that it? Could we circle over again?’ she asks the pilot, a friend of a friend; she is adept at cadging favours.

The guy – Marcus, that’s his name; early forties; pudgy and florid-faced; his Cessna an obvious expression of a midlife crisis – obliges, and she looks down at the house with its outdoor pool and tennis court and kitchen garden; its proximity to the cliff and its way of asserting itself, looking westward. Will her mother or sisters see her, looping high above them, drawing circles in the blue?

‘Pity we can’t land in her fields.’ Marcus flashes her a grin. ‘Would make quite the entrance. Then again, I guess you’re used to making those.’

She smiles back, less warmly this time. He’s been making similar insinuations throughout the flight and if she’d realised what a creep he was, she would have made different arrangements.

‘Oh, occasionally,’ she says, with a shrug of her shoulders and a dose of faux modesty. Just the descent to go, and then, with a vague promise to give him a call and the instant blocking of his number, she’ll be on her way.

He is right, though, because making an entrance is something Delia does automatically, and not just because of her looks, which she has long realised are her currency. If you are brought up in the limelight, you soon learn the importance of making a strong first impression. And if, during those formative years of eight, nine and ten, you have to perform, even if it isn’t expressed that vulgarly, then it’s just what you do.

Yes, Delia is used to making an entrance because that’s what she was taught to do when she was little. All those press interviews when Jess the Detective proved such a hit! The posing for adoring photographs with her mother; the ‘at home’ features for glossy magazines; even the odd appearance on a BBC sofa until she began to rebel at thirteen. For much of her childhood, she lived two parallel lives: part Delia, part Jess, the fan mail conflating both; the books’ illustrations, too. ‘I grew up with her, or she with me.’ That was her line at parties, and then to disarm her questioner: ‘Of course, Jess could never rebel, so I had to do it for both of us.’

But though she rebelled, and oh how she rebelled, against the constraints imposed upon her, the expectations she felt shackled by, she still acted as she had been schooled.

She made an entrance because she had been brought up to do so, and because she liked the power it gave her.

The power to wrongfoot people.

Take her arrival. No one knows she is coming by plane. No one knows what time she is arriving. Not the hour; not even the day.

‘A free spirit’ is how her mother puts it. (‘Selfish,’ say her sisters.) ‘She likes being spontaneous, just like me.’

And it’s amazing that her mother can spin this fiction because Eleanor is never allowed to be spontaneous. One of the things Delia most admires about her is that she is such a hard worker: a borderline workaholic who sticks doggedly to a writing routine. In contrast, Delia is enjoying a prolonged adolescence. At thirty-one, she has a huge platform – 689,000 Instagram followers; 830,000 YouTube subscribers – but no responsibilities beyond producing content. (And staying sober: more of a problem. A continual reckoning.) Sometimes, she wishes her mother would call her out on this.

‘Ready for the descent?’

She smiles at Magnus – that’s his name – who has whisked her further down the coast.

‘Could we do another loop?’

‘Bit of a thrill-seeker, aren’t you?’

She shrugs. ‘More like power crazed. You could get a God complex up here.’

‘Why do you think I love it so much?’ he says, pulling out the throttle and soaring upwards until – yes! – they are rising into a circle, and she hears herself whooping with exhilaration and delight and, for the briefest of moments, considers not blocking this guy’s number because this is as thrilling as good sex and she could do it again and again!

‘Once more?’ he asks.

‘No, no,’ she says, laughing, but there’s a slight edge to her voice because she can only cope with so much danger. Or rather, though she embraces danger, she needs to remain in control. Talking of which, she should film this: capture it for a reel she can post later. Though Gilly has stressed the need for privacy, a view from on high is hardly going to be problematic. She touches the screen to start filming, imagining the copy she’ll write underneath and the possible music – All Saints’ ‘Pure Shores’?; Morcheeba’s ‘The Sea’? – as Magnus obliges by flying back over the bay and around.

‘Time to begin our descent,’ he says, and they head towards Newquay airport. She is untouchable, here in the blue; looking down at the specks of people bombing down the Cornish lanes below: her sisters; her mother; the guests and the TV crew arriving for the party. All these people descending on this isolated spot on this peninsula for one spectacular, celebratory night.

She shivers with excitement, and a touch of apprehension.

It’s going to be a party to remember. And she wouldn’t miss it for the world.





Six RACHEL

Well, if it isn’t the blooming prodigal!

Her resentment grows as Rachel watches her younger sister crunch across the gravel drive to their mother’s house, having been driven there by a man in an MG. The man hauls Delia’s Louis Vuitton luggage from the boot and carries it to the door, giving it a little pat as he puts it down as if to tell himself that he has done his duty, or to reassure Delia that everything will be OK.

Watching from the sash window of her first-floor bedroom, Rachel sees him kiss her sister on both cheeks, then step back and laugh, apparently flattered. Delia touches his forearm lightly and smiles in response, her lithe body curving away. Whoever he is, and Delia collects and discards men with the careless abandon of someone for whom the supply will never dry up, he will be even more intrigued by this and by the peal of laughter that follows: a throaty cackle. Men love it. Even Tom. Her dirty laugh: loud, indulgent, replete with the promise of a good time.

And then she looks up at the house and Rachel feels a complicated mix of emotions that no one else prompts: a lift of excitement, because look how cool she is! Look how gorgeous! – and something darker: a jealousy that fills her with shame.

Always the golden girl, her younger sister is taking it to ridiculous lengths now. Her naturally blonde hair has a wave to it, and this and her white-blonde highlights mark her out as every inch the surfer chick she has recently become. Her face is tanned and her body sculpted, not just from her yoga, but from all the surfing and water-skiing and stand-up paddle-boarding if you believe her Instagram feed.

According to her socials, she has just been in the South of France or possibly holidaying on someone’s yacht. The amount of freebies that girl is offered still baffles Rachel. Before that, she has been creating content in LA or Australia: the girl knows to chase the sun. And before that, of course, she was on what her mother euphemistically describes as her ‘detox retreat’. Rachel, preoccupied with her kids, with Tom, with her own career as her mother’s accountant, sometimes glances at her sister’s grid, a colour-coordinated carousel of her travels in calming shades of blue and gold, and finds herself seduced despite knowing how carefully it’s curated. Recently, she unfollowed her and felt intense relief.

The problem – or part of the problem – is that Delia makes Rachel feel so physically inadequate. So humdrum. So – she hates to admit it – prematurely middle-aged. Even now, fresh from a journey, her sister looks good: her yoga pants the right shade of charcoal, a white cropped vest revealing a slice of stomach neither of her sisters would dream of showing; an ear cuff and neck-mess of delicate gold suggesting both a nod to fashion and an understated wealth. Just above her trainers, a tattoo of briars circles her left ankle: sufficiently discreet to be hidden; sufficiently visible to suggest an edge. Rachel looks down at her feet. She has had a pedicure: bright red gels that now look too garish, as does her Greek-inspired maxi-dress, chosen because she thought it was vaguely hip, though she sees now that it’s too voluminous; too mumsy; too obviously the dress of an almost thirty-eight-year-old hurtling towards forty. There are only six and a half years between them but the gap between early and late thirties feels extreme. Motherhood makes her feel closer to being part of Gen X, while Delia is clearly a Millennial babe.

The bell rings. A firm, bright sound: direct and authoritative. Rachel doesn’t want to answer it, needing time to give herself a pep talk; to plaster a smile on her face. Besides, she assumes Natalie or one of the other staff will help. Instead, she hears Eleanor race for it, the dog at her heels, barking excessively and clattering across the slate hallway. From the landing, Rachel watches her fling open the heavy oak door, the afternoon sun flooding the cool hall and bathing her mother in a golden light.

‘Dar-ling. Oh my darling!’ Eleanor cries, her voice cracking with emotion.

And Rachel feels a sting of envy mixed with tenderness at the pure, uncomplicated relief of a mother whose youngest, most cherished daughter is finally home.



If Delia is aware of Rachel’s resentment, she gives no indication.

Everything is heavenly. The French Riviera on her most immediate recent trip; LA and Australia, of course – ‘you have no idea of the space; the quality of the light and the intensity of the sunsets’ – though Rachel has been to LA with their mother, and Eleanor has visited several times to discuss adaptations; and indeed this Cornish spot, which she remembers as a child.

‘You’re so clever! The sunsets from here will be stunning – and a writing room in the summer house? Are you sure you shouldn’t be showing that off on Insta, Gilly?’

‘I think Eleanor’s sufficiently famous not to require a social media presence,’ their elder sister says.

Their mother gives a regal smile and delivers as close to a putdown as she will allow her youngest daughter. ‘Really, darling, it’s not my thing.’

There’s a pause before Gilly tries to sound more conciliatory. ‘Your Influencing’s going well. Have you put the acting on hold, while you focus on this?’ Because, after a spate of modelling, their youngest sister did a drama course in New York and was an extra in a Hobbit-type spin-off movie.

‘Oh, I think so,’ Delia says, a distinct edge to her voice. ‘The beauty of social media is that it’s so transportable. I could do it from here for a while: spend some time with Eleanor; reconnect. And it’s something that, to an extent, I could just allow to happen.’ She gives a little shrug. ‘After a certain point, the business grows organically.’

Rachel glances at her mother: the hardest-working person she knows, someone who, for all her considerable faults, could never be accused of sitting back and letting things happen. But Eleanor isn’t snorting with derision, as she would if either of her elder daughters came out with this hippy shit.

‘Well, this is a form of acting, isn’t it? Or of storytelling! All those little films – and you play acting to a certain extent? Because it isn’t really you, is it? It’s a brand.’ Much like Dame Eleanor Kingman, Rachel thinks, because the twinkly-eyed children’s author isn’t the same as the sometimes-acerbic woman they all know, though no one mentions this.

And Eleanor gives her youngest daughter an indulgent smile.



Standing in front of the kitchen sink, Rachel unfurls her fists and concentrates on the view across the lavishly stocked kitchen garden, towards the grounds and Bodmin moor in the distance.

She would love her children to have a space like this. She was fifteen, and Gilly, seventeen, when her mother bought her Edwardian mansion on the Thames, and though they both benefitted, it was eight-year-old Delia who grew up believing this sort of upbringing was her right.

Delia was the one who learned to play tennis on the pristine court; who had a Fox Hole built for her, though it was dark and dank, and she never really enjoyed it; and who played in the old orchard, making fairy dresses from rose petals confetti-ing the grass.

Rachel and Gilly had a taste of their mother’s wealth, but for a long time it felt precarious, not to be trusted, because the bulk of their childhood was spent in a very different home. A modest, three-bedroomed Victorian terrace, where they shared a bedroom, a handkerchief of a garden, and the sense of too many people jostling – teens and their annoying, adored little sister – while being told to keep quiet.

The Fox Hole books brought Eleanor financial success, but she was extremely cautious, only buying the larger house when Jess the Detective became a runaway hit. Even then, it took her a few years to get used to the feeling that this money wouldn’t be spirited away. And, while Delia was brought up to be more relaxed, Eleanor was determined her older girls wouldn’t take it for granted. Her greatest fear, she once confided, was that they would lose the fierce work ethic that had driven her to achieve all this.

Fat chance of that! Both Rachel and Gilly are grafters, working for the family firm out of loyalty to their mother and a need to feel connected to her books just as much as the muse-like Delia. Gilly, as the person who gets everything done, is properly compensated; Rachel, for reasons she has never quite understood, not so much. And she should work elsewhere, she knows she should; perhaps will have to, given Tom’s fuck-up. But she doesn’t want to. Her mother is concerned with her legacy; and Rachel is concerned that her mother isn’t exploited and, less nobly, that she secures bequests for her children. If Eleanor is preoccupied with control, then so is her middle child.

She pours herself a glass of water, noticing that her hand quivers as she brings it to her lips. She needs to get a grip: her fear and rage feel all-consuming, as is her jealousy, because that’s what’s driven her from the room. This overwhelming sense of her mother’s favouritism towards Delia, and the contrast between the way she treats her and Rachel’s kids. She thinks of Maisie, who Eleanor practically ignores despite her displaying her stubbornness and resilience, and her rage builds like a fire, the embers stoked. Recently, she asked her mother to look after her daughter for an afternoon, hoping they’d bond. Maisie, ever energetic, had burst into her study, scattering papers and clamouring for a story, and had spent the rest of the time in the kitchen with Marta, the housekeeper.

Footsteps. She turns as Gilly joins her.

‘OK?’

She nods.

‘Got to let that green-eyed monster go, you know.’ She says it with a wry smile; an awareness that she’s aping their younger sister.

‘Stop it! You sound like her. So fucking Zen.’

Gilly gives a hollow laugh. ‘Far from it.’ She leans against her sister and gives a quick shoulder bump of solidarity.

‘Why does she indulge her? Can you imagine if we came out with all that? It’s not even true, is it? She clearly works at her brand: not work as we know it, but nothing’s left to chance. It’s so scripted. So curated. She’s completely on it.’

‘I think there’s probably a fair bit of guilt.’

Rachel snorts at the idea. It’s a well-worn conversation, and it’s hard to remain angry while Gilly is so calm. God knows how she does it. She glances at her sister, who, like Delia, looks like their father: sandy-haired, blue-eyed, high-cheekboned, while she is dark like their mother (or as Eleanor was as a young woman, because her gamine crop is now an expensive ash blonde). Perhaps that’s part of the problem? When her mother frustrates her, Rachel feels as if she is raging at herself.

‘Come on. We’d better get back.’ And yet she delays leaving, enjoying this moment of quiet. For a moment, she toys with telling her older sister about Tom, but shame and a dogged loyalty stops her. Gilly hasn’t been in a relationship for years and, though fond of her brother-in-law, would judge him. Rachel might criticise her husband, but others can’t.

‘Yeah, we should,’ Gilly agrees, equally reluctantly, it feels, because it’s relatively peaceful in the kitchen: no one’s demanding attention or sparking up resentment in a way only Delia knows how. Life felt calmer and gentler before their younger sister was born. It was a time of creative energy and excitement – Eleanor was rattling through the Fox Hole books; her parents were collaborating on projects – but tiny Rachel felt safe. Unchallenged in that six-year period of being the youngest, before another contender came along.

‘Can we have something to eat?’

A flurry of movement, and Maisie hurtles in from the garden.

‘Tea with Eleanor?’ Gilly teases, because their mother is never Granny, and the idea of sitting inside listening to the adults, even with the prospect of chocolate brownies, isn’t one that will appeal.

‘Not likely.’

‘Tell it as it is, Maisie,’ says Gilly, with affection, and Rachel is torn between telling her daughter to treat her grandmother with more respect and colluding in her laughter because her daughter’s is infectious, and Gilly is suppressing a snort.

‘Milk, an apple, or one of Marta’s many cakes?’ Rachel ticks the choices off on her fingers.

‘Cake!’

‘Please.’

‘Please and thank you,’ says Maisie, already racing off to find her grandmother’s housekeeper.

‘She’ll go far,’ says Gilly, a touch of wistfulness in her voice.

‘Remind you of anyone?’

‘You?’

‘Not Delia?’

‘No! Well, maybe the charming everyone bit…’

‘Hmm.’ Rachel shovels teaspoonfuls of Earl Grey into the white ceramic teapot and fills it with boiling water, feeling conflicted because, while charm might be appealing, it does make it easier to be spoiled.

They make their way back to the sitting room, where Delia is sitting at their mother’s feet, listening intently; one tanned hand resting in Eleanor’s, the other tucked under her chin. She looks just as she did as a little girl desperate for her mother’s attention. But she’s thirty-one now, and it’s time to grow up.

‘I have missed you all so much,’ her sister enthuses, as she catches Rachel looking at her. Her left hand remains tight in Eleanor’s, and their mother gives it a squeeze. Eleanor looks positively giddy: a dot of pink high on each cheekbone; something approaching contentment on her face. I am being mean, thinks Rachel. Look how happy Delia makes her. But a smaller part of her thinks: easy to be the good daughter if you’ve been away for the past twenty months; easy if you’re the favourite child.

‘Tea, Delia?’

‘Do you have any lemon? No dairy. Sorry – herbal’s good, or fresh mint? I can ask someone?’ Delia springs up and gestures towards the door as she makes as if to move towards it. Her toenails are soft pink shells.

But Eleanor is determined not to lose her audience.

‘Rachel can go, can’t you, darling?’

She nods, her lips a thinned line. It’s far easier not to offer resistance.

‘Of course,’ she says. ‘That’s absolutely fine.’





Seven ELEANOR

‘Darling!’

Carole Jenkins, Eleanor’s agent of forty years, rushes towards her, arms outstretched, a jangle of silver bangles clanking from her wrists.

‘What a place! What a find! You said it was glorious, but you completely undersold it!’

At five foot three, Carole is several inches shorter than her client, but she still manages to clutch her to her breasts. Eleanor stands rigid as she endures the hug for the couple of seconds Carole always seems to demand, then relaxes as she is released. The bodily contact isn’t over yet, though, because Carole is holding on to Eleanor’s forearms as she squints up at her, her heavily kohled eyes as beady as a robin’s beneath her shaggy fringe. The two of them met back in the late Seventies, and while Eleanor’s style has evolved – sharp tailoring and clean lines; a classic palette – Carole’s still references her hippy past. As she speaks, she rearranges a tasselled silk scarf entangled with an Indian necklace, then pats her cleavage, where another pendant dangles, with a hand studded with large silver rings.

‘I didn’t want to over-hype it,’ Eleanor says, gesturing behind her to the sea that glints obligingly in the late summer sunlight. Even the waves are picturesque; little eddies and flurries, capped with spume, which dance their way to the beach.

‘I’d never accuse you of that. Not your style. You’re the epitome of quiet luxury now.’ There’s a pause. No need
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