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  Prefer to Listen?


The First Edition is also a free audiobook. No subscription, no app, nothing to sign up for. You will find the link at the end of the book. 






  
  Chapter 1
The Train to Lewes


Cleo Marchmont had been carrying a dead woman’s house keys in her coat pocket since Edinburgh, and they had grown heavier with each county. 
She thumbed the brass tag against her palm. Marchmont Cottage, in Vivienne’s slanted hand, on a label old enough to have softened at the edges.
The keys themselves were modern. Two for the front door and one smaller one that fit nothing she could remember being told about.
The train slowed somewhere south of Haywards Heath.
“Lewes next stop, ladies and gents.”
She had not been to the cottage since she was eleven. She had not been south of London in two years. She had not, until this morning, been a person who owned anything bigger than a Fiat 500.
The Fiat had stayed in Edinburgh. Cleo had judged that the four hundred and seventy miles south would finish it, and she could not afford to be both stranded and bereaved.
Now she owned a house in Sussex she had visited once as a child, and a bookshop in Bloomsbury she had never set foot inside.
Her aunt had been thorough. Vivienne always was.
Vivienne had died the previous autumn. Eighteen months Cleo had let pass before she came, and she could not have said what she had been waiting for.
She had a week. The cottage to clear, the interment of Vivienne’s ashes on Wednesday morning, the handover on Friday.
The flat in Edinburgh she had not yet decided what to do with. Nor Daniel, who had moved out of it in April, taking his good winter coat and leaving two of her books behind by mistake.
He had been offered a job in Dubai. He had accepted it. He had managed not to mention either of these things to her until the morning of the flight, when he had asked her, over toast, whether she would be all right.
She had said yes, because she had been holding a butter knife and the question had been complicated.
The taxi from Lewes was driven by a man who had opinions about cyclists, the weather, and the price of fish, and who delivered all three by way of overture before he asked her where she was going.
“Firlestone.”
He nodded as though this confirmed a private suspicion. “Your aunt’s place.”
Cleo, who had not said her aunt’s name, considered him in the mirror.
“Vivienne Marchmont,” he said. “Always wore green. Friday afternoons off the London train. I drove her many a time.”
Cleo did not answer. She watched the Downs come up on her right. Soft and folded, sheep on them like spilled rice.
Firlestone took shape around her in the way that small villages do, by accumulation. A garage that did not look open. A red postbox set into a flint wall.
A bend in the road where someone had hung a basket of pansies from a hook.
The driver pointed out the pub as they passed, on the grounds that it was the only landmark anyone south of Lewes recognised. He turned into Vivienne’s lane without asking.
“I came once,” Cleo said. “When I was eleven.”
“I know.”
He took the bend.
The cottage was where she had remembered it being, which was something.
Stone, low, with a slate roof that had settled. Ivy moving up the south wall as though it had not heard the gardener had died.
A wisteria over the porch that was past its best.
A name on a slate by the door: Marchmont Cottage. The slate had been repainted at some point. Vivienne’s hand again.
She paid the driver. He left her on the lane with her suitcase and her bag of books and a feeling she had not budgeted for.
The key turned in the lock at once.
Inside smelled of cold. Cold fireplaces have a particular smell, of old paper and damp and something almost mineral, and Vivienne’s hallway had it.
Vivienne’s green coat was on the peg. Cleo set her suitcase down so that she would not have to look at it just yet.
The kitchen, when she reached it, had been left tidy.
The kettle on the hob. The teapot on the dresser. A tea towel folded over the rail with a stain that had not come out.
There was a half-loaf in the bread crock that was not stale. A bottle of milk in the larder that had not gone off.
Someone had been minding the place.
The thought was a comfort. Then less of one.
On the kitchen table was an envelope.
It had her name on it.
She sat down, because her knees were doing something she had not asked them to.
The hand was Vivienne’s. Cleo, in violet ink. The envelope was sealed.
Cleo did not open it. She put it back against the salt cellar just as she had found it, and she made herself walk into the hall and bring her suitcase upstairs, because she had learnt that you cannot read a dead woman’s letter to you before you have washed your face.
The bedroom Vivienne had given her at eleven was at the back. From the window she could see the South Downs, plain and patient, and a tabby cat on the garden wall.
The cat was sitting in the way cats sit when they have arranged the situation themselves.
It looked at her without urgency. She looked back. Neither of them moved for a respectful amount of time.
She washed her face. She put a fresh jumper on. She went out again.
Firlestone in May was generous with itself. The lane was hawthorn on both sides and the hawthorn was out, small and cream and dense, with the smell that goes with it. The village had one street, more or less, with everything strung along it like beads.
The pub at one end. The Black Horse, sign painted that spring.
A village shop with a hand-lettered notice about a missing tortoise.
A tea room called Tilly’s, white-painted, a board chalked with lemon drizzle and Welsh rarebit.
A small flint church at the far end with a yew in the churchyard old enough to look offended by the church. St Botolph’s, according to a board by the gate.
She walked the length of it once. She did not go in anywhere. She wanted to know the shape of the place before she had to be in it.
A woman watering a window box looked up as she passed. The woman’s smile had questions in it. Cleo gave her the smile back without the questions.
By the time she got back to the cottage, the light had thinned to grey and the air had cooled enough that she was glad of her jumper. It was May. Sussex evenings, Vivienne had warned her, had opinions.
She found kindling in the basket by the hearth and laid a fire the way her grandmother had taught her. She lit it on the second match.
The small business of it, the kneeling, the matchhead, the breath on the kindling, was good for her.
She put the kettle on and stood with her hands on the rail of the range, listening to the cottage make small private noises, until the kettle whistled and asked to be attended to.
In the front room she could see the writing desk Vivienne had mentioned, and on it a half-finished crossword and a tortoiseshell pen. Cleo did not go in. She would do the desk tomorrow, when she had a way of being in the house that did not depend on not looking at certain things.
The tea was in a tin Vivienne had owned for as long as Cleo had been alive. She made a pot anyway.
Then she sat at the kitchen table with the envelope in front of her, and she opened it.
The note was short.
Cleo,
If you are reading this, then it has happened, and you are at the cottage. I am sorry. I had hoped for another spring.
Take what you want of the books. There is a list in the writing desk in the front room of pieces I should like to go to particular people.
The shop in Bloomsbury is yours. Henry at the firm has the keys; he will know what to do.
Boswell will choose for himself. Johnson, I expect, will not get up.
Three names below. They are owed an explanation, in different ways.
I had intended to do this myself, and I have left it too long. The third matters most.
Be brave. Be specific. Drink the good claret.
Your Vivienne
Underneath the signature, in the same violet ink:
Frances Ainsworth (Newnham, 1965).
Diana Lethbridge (Newnham, 1966).
Helena Crawford-Vance (Larkrise, Firlestone).
The third name had been underlined. The circle around it had been drawn twice.
Cleo read the note twice. She put it down. She picked it up.
She read it a third time.
She knew the first name in the way one knows names one has heard at family Christmases without listening. The second she did not recognise. The third she did not recognise either.
The third had a Firlestone address.
She thought about that for a while.
She turned the note over. The back was blank.
She set it down. Under it, where the envelope had hidden it, was a second sheet.
This one was not folded. This one Vivienne had been writing on.
The hand was slower. The ink the same violet. The date at the top corner was three weeks before she died.
Dear Helena,
I do not know whether you have any conscience left, but I think you should consider the consequences of
That was where it ended.
The pen had not stopped at a comma. It had stopped at the word of, mid-sentence, as though Vivienne had been called away by something quite ordinary that she had meant to come back to and had not.
Cleo turned the sheet over. The back was blank.
She read the half-sentence again. I do not know whether you have any conscience left.
That was Vivienne, that voice.
Vivienne writing a letter she had not been able to finish. To a woman whose name had been underlined and circled twice on a list of three.
She poured the tea, because her hand needed something to do.
She read the half-letter once more.
Outside, in the back garden, the tabby cat was on the wall.
He was watching her through the kitchen window.
He did not, while she watched him back, move at all.
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